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The Star Kins "What a paradox, what a fearful reproach, when the distinction of a few hundred miles—nay, as many feet or even inches!—can transform heinous crime to simple unqualified circumstance!" .. . Hm. Balder Bashin, in the Ecclesiarchic Nunciamento of Year 1000 at Foresse, on the planet Krokinole. "Law cannot reach where enforcement will not follow." . . . Popular aphorism. Excerpts from "Smade of Smade's Planet," feature article in Cosmopolis, October, 1923: Q: Do you ever get lonesome, Mr. Smade? A: Not with three wives and eleven children. Q: Whatever impelled you to settle here? A rather dismal world, on the whole, isn't it? A: Beauty is in the eye of the beholder- I don't care to run a vacation resort. Q: What kind of people patronize the tavern? A: People who want quiet and a chance to rest. Occasionally a traveler from inside the Pale or an explorer. Q: I've heard that some of your clientele is pretty rough. In fact—not to mince words—it's the general belief that Smade's Tavern is frequented by THE DEMON PRINCES the most notorious pirates and freebooters of the Beyond. A:



I suppose they occasionally need rest too.



Q: Don't you have difficulty with these people? Maintaining order, so to speak? A: No. They know my rules. I say, "Gentlemen, please desist. Your differences are your own; they are fugitive. The harmonious atmosphere of the tavern is mine and I intend it to be permanent." Q: So then they desist? A:



Usually.



Q: And if not?



A:



I pitch them into the sea.



Smade was a reticent man. His origins and early life were known only to himself. In the year 1479 he acquired a cargo of fine timber, which, for a whole set of obscure reasons, he took to a small stony world in the middle Beyond. And there, with the help of ten indentured artisans and as many slaves, he built Smade's Tavern. The site was a long narrow shelf of heath between the Smade Mountains and Sinade Ocean, precisely on the planet's equator. He built to a plan as old as construction itself, using stone for the walls, timber beams and plates of schist for the roof. Completed, the tavern clung to the landscape, as integral as an outcrop of rock: a long two-storied structure with a high gable, a double row of windows in front and rear, chimneys at either end venting smoke from fires of fossil moss. At the rear stood a group of cypress trees, their shape and foliage completely appropriate to the landscape. Smade introduced other new features into the ecology: in a sheltered valley behind the tavern he planted fodder and garden truck; in another he kept a small herd of cattle and a flock of poultry. All did moderately well, but showed no disposition to overrun the planet. Smade's dominion extended as far as he cared to claim—there was no other habitation on the planet—but he chose to assert control only over an area of perhaps three acres, within the bounds of a whitewashed stone fence. From occurrences beyond the fence Smade held aloof, unless he had reason to consider his own interests threatened—a contingency which had never arisen. Smade's Planet was the single companion of Smade's Star, an THE STAR KING undistinguished white dwarf in a relatively empty region of space. The native flora was sparse: lichen, moss, primitive vines and palodendron, pelagic algae which tinctured the sea black. The fauna was even simpler: white worms in the seabottom muck; a few gelatinous creatures which gathered and ingested the black algae in a ludicrously inept fashion; an assortment of simple protozoa. Smade's alterations of the planet's ecology could hardly, therefore, be considered detrimental. Smade himself was tall, broad, and stout, with bone-white skin and jet-black hair. His antecedents, as has been mentioned, were vague, and he never had been heard to reminisce; the tavern, however, was managed with the utmost decorum. The three wives lived in harmony, the children were handsome and well-mannered, Smade himself was unfailingly polite. His rates were high, but his hospitality was generous, and he made no difficulties about collecting his bill. A sign hung above the bar: "Eat and drink without stint. He who can and does pay is a customer. He who cannot and does not pay is a guest of the establishment."' Smade's patrons were diverse: explorers, locators, Jarnell technicians, private agents in search of lost men or stolen treasure, more



rarely an IPCC representative—or "weasel," in the argot of the Beyond. Others were folk more dire, and these were of as many sorts as there were crimes to be named. Making a virtue of necessity, Smade presented the same face to all. To Smade's Tavern in the July of 1524 came Kirth Gersen, representing himself as a locater. His boat was the standard model leased by the estate houses within the Oikumene, a thirty-foot cylinder equipped with no more than bare necessities: in the bow the monitor-autopilot duplex, a star-finder, chronometer, macroscope, and manual controls; midships the living quarters with air machine, organic reconverter, information bank, and storage; aft the energy block, the Jarnell intersplit, and further storage. The boat was as scarred and dented as any; Gersen's personal disguise was no more than well-worn clothes and natural taciturnity. Smade accepted him on his own terms. "Will you stay awhile, Mr. Gersen?" "Two or three days, perhaps. I have things to think over." Smade nodded in profound understanding. "We're slack just now; just you and the Star King. You'll find all the quiet you need." "I'll be pleased for that," said Gersen, which was quite true; his THE DEMON PRINCES Just-completed affairs had left him with a set of unresolved qualms. He turned awav, then halted and looked back as Smade's words penetrated his consciousness. "There's a Star King here, at the tavi=" "He has presented himself so." "I've never seen a Star King. Not that I know of." Smade nodded politely to indicate that the gossip had reached to the allowable limits of particularity. He indicated the tavern clock: "Our local time; better set your watch. Supper at seven o'clock, just half an hour." Gersen climbed stone stairs to his room, an austere cubicle containing bed, chair and table. He looked through the window, along the verge of heath between mountain and ocean. Two spacecraft occupied the landing field: his own and another ship, larger and heavier, evidently the property of the Star King. Gersen washed in a hall bathroom, then returned to the downstairs hall, where he dined on the produce of Smade's own gardens and herd. Two other guests made their appearance. The first was the Star King, who strode to the far end of the room in a flutter of rich garments: an individual with skin dyed jet black, eyes like ebony cabochons as black as his skin. He was taller than average height, and carried himself with consummate arrogance. Lusterless as charcoal, the skin dve blurred the contrast of bis features, made



his face a protean mask. His garments were dramatically fanciful: breeches of orange silk, a loose scarlet robe with white sash, a loose striped gray and black coif which hung rakishly down the right side of his head. Gersen inspected him with open curiosity. This was the first Star King he had observed as such, though popular belief had hundreds moving incognito through the worlds of man: cosmic mysteries since the first human visit to Lambda Grus. The second of the guests apparently had just arrived: a thin middle-aged man of indefinite racial background. Gersen had seen many like him, miscellaneous uncategorized vagabonds of the Beyond. He had short coarse white hair, a sallow undyed skin, an air of diffident uncertainty. He ate without appetite, looking back and forth between Gersen and the Star King in furtive speculation, but it seemed as if presently his most searching glances were directed toward Gersen. Gersen tried to avoid the increasingly insistent gaze; the least of his desires was involvement in the affairs of a stranger. THE STAR KING After dinner, as Gersen sat watching the play of lightning over the ocean, the man sidled close, wincing and grimacing in sheer nervousness. He spoke in a voice which he tried to keep even, but which trembled nevertheless. "I assume that you are here from Brinktown?" From childhood Gersen had concealed his emotions behind a careful, if somewhat saturnine, imperturbability; but the man's question, jangling upon his own alarms and tensions, startled him. He paused before replying, gave a mild assent. "As a matter of fact, I am." "I expected to see someone else. But no matter. I've decided that I can't fulfill my obligation. Your Journey is pointless. That's all." He stood back, teeth showing in a humorless grin—obviously braced against an expected dire reaction. Gersen smiled politely, shook his head- "You mistake me for someone else." The other peered down in disbelief. "But you are here from Brinktown?" "What of that?" The man made a forlorn gesture. "No matter. I expected—but no matter." After a moment he said, "I noticed your ship—model 9B. You're a locater, then." "Correct." The man refused to be discouraged by Gersen's terseness. "You're on your way out? Or in?" "Out." Then, deciding that it was as well to circumstantiace his



role, he added, "I can't say that I've had luck." The other man's tension suddenly gave way. His shoulders sagged. "I own to the same line of business. As to luck—" He heaved a forlorn sigh, and Gersen smelled Smade's home-distilled whiskey. "If it's bad, no doubt I have myself to blame." Gersen's suspicion was not completely lulled. The man's voice was well-modulated, his accent educated—in itself indicating nothing. He might be precisely as he represented himself: a locater in some sort of trouble at Brinktown. Or he might be otherwise: a situation entailing a set of hair-raising corollaries, Gersen would vastly have preferred the company of his own thoughts, but it was an act of elementary precaution to look more deeply into the matter. He drew a deep sigh and, feeling faintly sorry for himself, made a courteous, if wry, gesture. THE DEMON PRINCES "Do you care to join me?" "Thank you." The man seated himself gratefully, and with a new air of bravado seemed to dismiss all of his worries and apprehensions. "My name is Teehalt, Lugo Teehalt. Will you drink?" Without waiting for assent he signaled one of Smade's young daughters, a girl of nine or ten, wearing a modest white blouse and long black skirt. "I'll use whiskey, lass, and serve this gentleman whatever he decides for himself." Teehalt appeared to derive strength either from the drink or from the prospect of conversation. His voice became firmer, his eyes clearer and brighter. "How long have you been out?" "Four or five months," said Gersen, in his role oflocater. "I've seen nothing but rock and mud and sulfar ... I don't know whether it's worth the toil." Teehalt smiled, nodded slowly. "But still—isn't there always excitement? The star gleams and lights up its circlet of planets. And you ask yourself, will it be now? And time after dme: the smoke and ammonia, the weird crystals, the winds of monoxide, the rains of acid. But you go on and on and on. Perhaps in the region ahead the elements coalesce into nobler forms. Of course it's the same slime and black trap and methane snow. And then suddenly: there it is. Utter beauty. ..." Gersen sipped his whiskey without comment. Teehalt apparently was a gentleman, well-mannered and educated, sadly come down in the world. Teehalt continued, half talking to himself. "Where the luck lies, that I don't know. I'm sure of nothing. Good luck looks to be bad luck, disappointment seems happier than success. . .. But then, bad luck I would never have recognized as good luck, and called it bad luck still, and who can confuse disappointment with success? Not I. So it's all one and life proceeds regardless."



Gersen began to relax. This sort of incoherence, at once engaging and suggestive of a deeper wisdom, could not be imagined among his enemies. Unless they hired a madman? Gersen made a cautious contribution: "Uncertainty hurts more than ignorance." Teehalt inspected him with respect, as if the statement had been one of profound wisdom. "You can't believe that a man is the better for ignorance?" "Cases vary," said Gersen, in as easy and light a manner as was natural to him. "It's clear that uncertainty breeds indecision, which THE STAR KING



9



is a dead halt. An ignorant man can act. As for right or wrong— each man to his own answer. There never has been a true consen_») sus. Teehalt smiled sadly. "You espouse a very popular doctrine, ethical pragmatism, which always turns out to be the doctrine of self-interest. Still, I understand you where you speak of uncertainty, for I am an uncertain man." He shook his thin, sharp-featured head. "I know I'm in a bad way, but why should I not? I've had a peculiar experience." He finished the whiskey, leaned forward to gaze into Gersen's face. "You are perhaps more sensitive than first impression would suggest. Perhaps more agile. And possibly younger than you seem." "I was born in 1490." Teehalt made a sign which could mean anything, searched Gersen's face once more. "Can you understand me if I say that I have known overmuch beauty?" "I probably could understand," said Gersen, "if you made yourself clear." Teehalt blinked thoughtfully. "I will try." He considered. "As I have admitted to you, I am a locater. It is a poor trade—with apologies to you—for eventually it involves the degradation of beauty. Sometimes only to a small extent, which is what a person such as myself hopes for. Sometimes there is only small beauty to corrupt, and sometimes the beauty is incorruptible." He made a gesture of his hand toward the ocean. "The tavern harms nothing. The tavern allows the beauty of this terrible little planet to reveal itself." He leaned forward, licking his lips. "The name Malagate is known to you? Attel Malagate?" For a second time Gersen was startled; for a second time the reaction failed to reach his face. After another slight pause, he asked casually, "Malagate the Woe, so-called?" "Yes. Malagate the Woe. You are acquainted with him?" And Lugo Teehalt peered at Gersen through eyes which had suddenly



gone leaden, as if the mere act of naming the possibility had renewed his suspicion, "Only by reputation," said Gersen, with a bleak twitch of a smile. Teehalt leaned forward with great earnestness. "Whatever you may have heard, I assure you, it is flattery." "But you don't know what I have heard." 10 THE DEMON PRINCES "I doubt if you have heard the worst. But nevertheless, and the astounding paradox. . . ." Teehalt closed his eyes. "I am locating for Attel Malagate. He owns my ship. I have taken his money." "It is a difficult position." "When I found out—what could I do?" Teehalt threw up his hands in an excited extravagant gesture, reflecting either emotional turmoil or the effects ofSmade's whiskey. "I have asked myself this, over and over. I did not make this choice. I had my ship and my money, not from an estate house, but from an institution of dignity. I did not think of myself as a common locater. I was Lugo Teehalt, a man of parts, who had been appointed to the post of Chief Explorer for the institution, or some such folly—so I assured myself. But they sent me out in a 9B boat, and I could no longer delude myself. I was Lugo Teehalt, common locater." "Where is your boat?" asked Gersen, idly curious. "There is only my own and the Star King's out on the landing field." Teehalt pursed his lips in another onset of wariness. "I have good reason for caution." Teehalt glanced right and left. "Would it surprise you to learn that I expect to meet—" he hesitated, thought better of what he had planned to say, and sat silently a moment, looking into his empty glass. Gersen signaled, and young Araminta Smade brought whiskey on a white jade tray, upon which she herself had painted a red and blue floral border. "But this is inconsequential," said Teehalt suddenly. "I bore you with my problems. . .." "Not at all," said Gersen, quite truthfully. "The affairs of Attel Malagate interest me." "I can understand this," said Teehalt after another pause. "He is a peculiar combination of qualities." "From whom did you have your boat?" Gersen asked ingenuously.



Teehalt shook his head. "I will not say. For all I know you may be Malagate's man. I hope not, for your own sake." "Why should I be Malagate's man?" "Circumstances suggest as much. But circumstances only. And in fact I know that you are not. He would not send someone here whom I have not met." "You have a rendezvous, then." "One I don't care to keep. But—I don't know what else to do." "Return to the Oikumene." THE STAR KING II "What does Malagate care tor that? He comes and goes as he pleases." "Why should he concern himself with you? Locators are twenty to the dozen." "I am unique," said Teehalt. "I am a locater who has found a prize too precious to sell." Gersen was impressed in spite of himself. "It is a world too beautiful for degradation," said Teehalt. "An innocent world, full of light and air and color. To give this world to Malagate, for his palaces and whirligigs and casinos—it would be like giving a child to a squad of Sarcoy soldiers. Worse? Possibly worse." "And Malagate knows of this?" "It is my unfortunate habit to drink rashly and talk wildly." "As you do now," suggested Gersen. Teehalt smiled his wincing morose smile. "You could tell Malagate nothing he does not already know. The damage was done at Brinktown." "Tell me more of this world. Is it inhabited?" Teehalt smiled again, but made no answer. Ciersen felt no resentment. Teehalt, beckoning to Araminta Smade, ordered Fraze, a heavy sour-sweet liquor reputed to include among its constituents a subtle hallucinizer. Gersen signified that he would drink no more. Night had long settled over the planet. Lightning crashed back and forth; a sudden downpour began to drum on the roof.



Teehalt, lulled by the liquor, perhaps seeing visions among the flames, said, "You could never find this world. I am resolved that it shall not be violated." "W^hat of your contract?" Teehalt made a contemptuous motion. "I would honor it for an ordinary world." "The information is on the monitor filament," Gersen pointed out. "The property of your sponsor." Teehalt was silent so long that Gersen wondered if he were awake. Finally Teehalt said, "I am afraid to die. Otherwise I would drop myself and boat and monitor and all into a star." Gersen had no comment to make. "I do not know what to do." Teehalt's voice became soft, as the drink soothed his brain, and showed him visions. "This is a remarkable world. Beautiful, yes. I wonder if the beauty does not 12 THE DEMON PRINCES conceal another quality which I can't fathom . . . just as a woman's beauty camouflages her more abstract virtues. Or vices. ... In any event the world is beautiful and serene beyond words. There are mountains washed by rain. Over the valleys float clouds as soft and bright as snow. The sky is a deep dark sapphire blue. The air is sweet and cool—so fresh that it seems a lens. There are flowers, though not very many. They grow in little clumps, so that to find them is like coming on a treasure. But there are many trees, and most magnificent are the great kings, with gray bark, which seem to have lived forever. "You asked if the world were inhabited. I am forced to answer yes, though the creatures who live there are—strange. I call them dryads. I saw only a few hundred, and they seem a race ages old. As old as the trees, as old as the mountains." Teehalt shut his eyes. "The day is twice the length of ours; the mornings are long and bright, the noons are quiet, the afternoons are golden—like honey. The dryads bathe in the river or stand in the dark forest. . . ." Teehalt's voice dwindled; he appeared to be half asleep. Gersen prompted him. "Dryads?" Teehalt stirred, raised in his chair. "It's as good a name as any. They're at least half plant. I made no real examination; I dared not. Why? I don't know. I was there—oh, I suppose two or three weeks. This is what I saw.. . ." Teehalt landed the battered old 9B on a meadow beside a river. He waited while the analyzer made environmental tests, though a landscape so fair could not fail to be hospitable—or so thought Teehalt, who was scholar, poet, wastrel in equal parts. He was not wrong:



the atmosphere proved salubrious; allergen-sensitive cultures tested negative; microorganisms of air and soil quickly died upon contact with the standard antibiotic with which Teehalt now dosed himself. There seemed no reason why he should not immediately go forth upon this world, and he did so. On the turf in front of the ship Teehalt stood entranced. The air was clear and clean and fresh, like the air of a spring dawn, and utterly silent, as if just after a bird call. Teehalt wandered up the valley. Stopping to admire a grove of trees, he saw the dryads, who stood gathered in the shade. They were bipeds, with a peculiarly human torso and head structure, though it was clear that they resembled man in only the most suTHE STAR KING 13 perfcial style. Their skin was silver, brown, green, in sheens and splotches; the head showed no features other than purplish-green bruises, which seemed to be eye spots. From the shoulders rose members like arms, which branched into twigs and then leaves of dark and pale green, burnished red, bronze-orange, golden ocher. The dryads saw Teehalt and moved forward with almost human interest, then paused about fifty feet distant, swaying on supple limbs, the crests of colored leaves shimmering in the sunlight. They examined Teehalt and he examined them, in a mutual absence of fear, and Teehalt thought them the most entrancing creatures of his experience. He remembered the days which followed as idyllic, utterly calm. There was a majesty, a clarity, a transcendental quality to the planet, which affected him with an almost religious awe, and presently he came to understand that he must leave shortly or succumb psychically, give himself completely to the world. The knowledge afflicted him with an almost unbearable sadness, for he knew that he would never return, During this time he watched the dryads as they moved through the valley, idly curious as to their nature and habits. Were they intelligent? Teehalt never answered that question to his own satisfaction. They were wise, certainly—he made this particular distinction. Their metabolism puzzled him, and also the nature of their life cycle, though gradually he acquired at least a glimmer of enlightenment. He assumed, to begin with, that they derived a certain degree of energy from some sort of photosynthetic process. Then one morning, as Teehalt contemplated a group of dryads standing immobile in the marshy meadow, a large winged hawklike creature swooped down, buffeted one of the dryads to the side. As it toppled Teehalt glimpsed two white shafts, or prongs, extending from the supple gray legs into the ground. The shafts at once retracted when the dryad fell. The hawk creature ignored the toppled dryad, but scratched and tore at the marsh and unearthed an enormous white grub. Teehalt watched with great interest. The dryad apparently had located the grub in its subterranean burrow and had pierced it with a sort of proboscis, presumably for the ingestion of



sustenance. Teehalt felt a small pang of shame and disillusionment. The dryads were evidently not quite as innocent and ethereal as he had thought them to be. The hawk thing lumbered up from the pit, croaked, coughed, 14 THE DEMON PRINCES flapped away. Teehalt went curiously forward, stared down at the mangled worm. There was little to be seen but shreds of pallid flesh, yellow ooze and a hard black ball, the size of Teehalt's two fists. As he stared down, the dryads came slowly fonvard and Teehalt withdrew. From a distance he watched as they clustered about the torn worm, and it seemed to Teehalt that they mourned the mangled crearure. But presently, with their supple lower limbs, they brought up the black pod and one of them carried it away high in its branches. Teehalt followed at a distance, watched in fascinated wonder as, close beside a grove of slender white-branched trees, the dryads buried the black pod. In retrospect he wondered why he had attempted no communication with the dryads. Once or twice during the time of his stay he had toyed with the idea, then let the thought drift away—perhaps because he felt himself an intruder, a creature gross and unpleasant. The dryads in their turn treated him with what might be courteous disinterest. Three days after the black pod had been buried Teehalt had occasion to return to the grove, and to his astonishment saw a pallid shoot rising from the ground above the pod. At the tip pale green leaves already were unfolding into the sunlight. Teehalt stood back, examined the grove with new interest: had each of these trees grown from a pod originated in the body of a subterranean grub? He examined the foliage, limbs, and bark and found nothing to suggest such an origin. He looked across the valley, to the great dark-leaved giants: surely the two varieties were similar? The giants were majestic, serene, with trunks rising two or three hundred feet to the first branching. The trees grown from the black pods were frail; their foliage was a more tender green, the limbs were more flexible, and branched close to the ground—but the species were clearly related. Leaf shape and structure were almost identical, as was the general appearance of the bark: supple, yet rough-texture d, though the bark of the giants was darker and coarser. Teehalt's head swarmed with speculations. Later the same day he climbed the mountain across the valley and, crossing the ridge, came down upon a glen with precipitous rocky walls. A stream rushed and splashed through mossy boulders and low fernlikc plants, falling from pool to pool. Approaching the brink, Teehalt found himself on a level with the foliage ot the giant THE STAR KING



15 trees, which here grew close beside the cliff. He noted dull green sacs, like fruit, growing among the leaves. Straining, risking a fall, Teehalt was able to pluck one of these sacs. He carried it down the mountainside and across the meadow^ toward the boat. He passed a group of dryads who, fixing their purple-green eye bruises on the sac, became rigid. Teehalt observed them with puzzlement. Now they approached, their gorgeous fans quivering and shimmering in agitation. Teehalt felt embarrassed and guilty; evidently by plucking the sac he had offended the dryads. Why or how he could not fathom, but he hastily sought the concealment of his ship, where he cut the sac. The husk was pithy and dry; down the center ran a stalk from which depended white pea-sized seeds, of great complexity. Teehalt inspected the seeds closely under a magnifier. They bore a remarkable resemblance to small underdeveloped beetles, or wasps. With tweezers and knife he opened one out on a sheet of paper, noting wings, thorax, mandibles: clearly an insect. For a long while he sat contemplating the -insects which grew on a tree: a curious analogue, so Teehalt reflected, to the sapling which sprouted from a pod taken from the body of a worm. Sunset colored the sky; the distant parts of the valley grew indistinct. Dusk came and evening, with the stars blurring large as lamps. The long night passed. At dawn when Teehalt emerged from his boat he knew that the time of his departure was close at handHow? Why? He had no answer. The compulsion nevertheless was real; he must leave, and he knew he would never return. As he considered the mother-of-pearl sky, the curve and swell of the hills, the groves and forests, the gentle river, his eyes went damp. The world was too beautiful to leave; far too beautiful to remain upon. It worked on something deep inside him, aroused a queer tumult which he could not understand. There was a constant force from somewhere to run from the ship, to discard his clothes, his weapons, to merge, to envelope and become enveloped, to immolate himself in an ecstasy of identification with beauty and grandeur . . . Today he must go. "If I'm here any longer," thought Teehalt. "I'll be carrying leaves over my head with the dryads." He wandered up the valley, turning to watch the sun swell into the sky. He climbed to the ridge of the hill, looked east over a succession of rolling crests and valleys, rising gradually to a single 16 •HIE DEMON PRINCES great mountain. To west and south he caught the glimmer of water; to the north spread green parkland, with a crumble of gray boulders like the ruins of an ancient city. Returning into the valley, Teehalt passed below the giant trees.



Looking up, he noticed that all the pods had split, and now hung limp and withered. Even as he watched he heard a drone of wings. A hard heavy pellet struck his cheek, where it clung and bit. In shock and pain Teehalt crushed the insect, or wasp. Looking aloft he saw others—a multitude, darting and veering. Hastily he returned to the ship and dressed in a coverall of tough film. His face and head were protected by transparent mesh. He was unreasonably angry. The wasp's attack had marred his last day in the valley, and in fact had caused him the first pain of his stay. It was too much to expect, he reflected bitterly, that paradise could exist without the serpent. And he dropped a can of compressed insect repellent into his pouch, though it might or might not be efficacious against these half-vegetable insects. Leaving the ship, he marched up the valley, with the insect's bite paining him still. Approaching the forest he came upon a strange scene: a group of dryads surrounded by a buzzing swarm of wasps. Teehalt approached curiously. The dryads, he saw, were under attack, but lacked any efficient means of defense. As the wasps darted in to settle on the silver skin, the dryads flapped their branches, rubbed against each other, scraped with their legs, dislodging the insects as best they could. Teehalt approached, filled with horrified anger. One of the dryads near him seemed to weaken; several of the insects gnawed through its skin, drawing gouts of ichor. The entire swarm suddenly condensed upon the unfortunate dryad, which tottered and fell, while the remaining dryads moved sedately away. Teehalt, impelled to disgust and loathing, stepped forward, turned the can of repellent upon the nearly solid mass of wasps. It acted with dramatic effectiveness, the wasps turning white, withering, dropping to the ground; in a single minute the entire swarm was a scatter of small white husks. The dryad under attack also lay dead, having been almost instantly stripped of its flesh. The dryads who had escaped -were now returning, and, so Teehalt thought, in a state of anguish and even fury. Their branches quivered and flashed; they marched down upon him with every indication of antagonism. Teehalt took to his heels and returned to his ship. THE STAR KIXG 17 With binoculars he watched the dryads. They stood about their dead comrade in a state of anxiety and irresolution. Apparently— or at least it seemed so to Teehalt—their anguish was as much for the withered insects as the dead dryad. They clustered over the fallen body. Teehalt could not observe exactly what they did, but presently they arose with a glossy black ball. He watched them carry it across the valley toward the grove of giant trees. I have examined the native life forms of over two thousand planets. I have noted many examples of convergent evolu-



tion, but many more of divergence. . . . Life, Volume II, by Unspiek, Baron Bodissey. It is first of all essential that we understand exactly what we mean by the well-used term "convergent evolution." Especially we must not confuse statistical probability with some transcendental and utterly compelling force. Consider the class of all possible objects, the number of which is naturally very large: infinite, indeed, unless we impose an upper and lower limit of mass and certain other physical qualifications. Thus imposing and so qualifying, we find that still only an infinitesimal fraction of this class of objects can be considered life forms. . . . Before we have even started the investigation we have exercised a very stringent selection of objects which by their very definition will show basic similarities. To particularize: There are a limited number of methods of locomotion. If we find a quadruped on Planet A, and a quadruped likewise on Planet B, does this imply convergent evolution? No. It merely implies evolution, or perhaps no more than the fact that a four-legged creature can effectively stand without toppling and walk without stumbling. In my opinion, therefore, the expression "convergent evolution" is tautological. . ..Ibid. THE STAR KING From: "The Wages of Sin," by Stridenko: article in CosmopoUs, May, 1404: Brinktown: what a city! Once the jumping-off place, the last outpost, the portal into infinity—now just another settlement of the North East Middle Beyond. But "just another"? Is this a fair description? Decidedly not. Brinktown must be seen to be believed, and even then the hard of belief depart incredulous. The houses are set far apart along shaded avenues; still they rise like watchtowers, thrusting up into and through the palms, virebols, scalmettos, and it is a mean house which does not soar above the treetops. The ground level is no more than an entry, a raised pavilion where the clothes must be changed, for local habit ordains the use of paper house capes and paper slippers. Then above: what an explosion of architectural conceits, what turrets and spires, belfries and cupolas! What elaborate magnificence, what inspired scrimshaw, what intricate, inventive, farcical, wonderful applications and misapplications of likely and unlikely materials! Where else can one find balustrades of tortoiseshell studded with gold-plated fish heads? Where else do ivory nymphs hang suspended by their hair from the roof gutters, their faces expressing only bland benediction? WTiere else can a man's success be gauged by the sumptuousness of the tombstone he designs for himself and erects in his front yard, complete with pan-



egyrical epitaph? And in fact where but in Brinktown is success such an ambiguous recommendation? Few indeed of the inhabitants dare show themselves within the Oikumene. The magistrates are assassins; the civil guard arsonists, extortioners and rapists; the elders of the council, bordello owners. But civic affairs proceed with a punctilio and gravity worthy of the Grand Sessions at Borugstone, or a coronation at the Tower of London. The Brinktown jail is one of the most ingenious ever propounded by civic authorities. It must be remembered that Brinktown occupies the surface of a volcanic butte, overlooking a trackless jungle of quagmire, thorn, eel-vine skiver tussock. A single road leads from city down to jungle; the prisoner is merely locked out of the city. Escape is at his option; he may flee 20 THE DEMON PRINCES as far through the jungle as he sees fit: the entire continent is at his disposal. But no prisoner ever ventures far from the gate; and, when his presence is required, it is only necessary to unlock the gate and call his name. Teehalt sat looking into the fire. Gersen, vastly touched, wondered if he intended to say more. At last Teehalt spoke. "So I left the planet. I could stay no longer. To live there a person must either forget himself, give way completely to the beauty, drown his identity in it—or else he must master it, break it, reduce it to a background for his own constructions. I could do neither, so I can never go back. . . . But the memory of the place haunts me." "In spite of the wasps?" Teehalt nodded somberly. "Yes indeed. I did wrong to interfere. There is a rhythm to the planet, an equilibrium which I blundered into and disturbed. I've speculated for days, but I still don't understand the process completely. Wasps are born as fruit of the tree; the worms yield the seed to one kind of tree—this much I know. I suspect that the dryads produce the seed to the great giants. The process of life becomes a great circle, or perhaps a series of incarnations, with the great trees as the end result. "The dryads seem to tap the worms for part of their sustenance, the wasps devour the dryads. Where do the worms come from? Are the wasps their first phase? Flying larva, so to speak? Do the worms eventually metamorphose into dryads? I feel this must be the case— though I don't know. If so, the cycle is beautiful, in a fashion I can't find words to describe. Something ordained, stately, ancient—like the tides, or the rotation of the galaxy. If the pattern were disturbed, if one link were broken, the whole process would collapse. This would be a great crime." "So therefore you don't want to reveal the location of the world to your sponsor whom you believe to be Malagate the Woe." "I know to be Malagate," said Teehalt stiffly.



"How did you find out?" Teehalt looked at him sidewise. "You are very interested in Malagate." Gersen, wondering if, after all, he were so transparent, shrugged. "One hears many strange tales." THE STAR KING 21 "True. But I do not care to document them. And do you know why?" "No." "I have changed my thoughts about you. Now I suspect you of weaselry." "If I were a weasel," said Gersen, smiling, "I'd hardly admit it. The IPCC has few friends Beyond." "I am unconcerned," said Teehalt. "But I hope for better days if—when—I return home. I do not care to incur Malagate's animosity by identifying him to a weasel." "If I were a weasel," said Gersen, "you have already compromised yourself. You know of truth drugs and hypnotic rays." "Yes. I also know how to avoid them. But no matter; it's not important. You asked how I learned that Malagate was my sponsor. I have no objection to telling you this. It was through my own drunken prolixity. I put into Brinktown. In Sin-San's Tavern I spoke at length, much as I spoke to you tonight, to a dozen enthralled listeners. Yes, I held their attention." Teehalt laughed bitterly. "Presently I was called to the telephone. The man at the other end said his name was Hildemar Dasce. Do you know him?" "No." "Odd," said Teehalt, "since you are so interested in Attel Malagate. . . . But, in any event, Dasce spoke to me, told me to report to Smade's. He said I'd meet Malagate here." "What?" demanded Gersen, unable to control the sharpness of his voice. "Here?" "Here at Smade's. I asked, what's this to me? I had no dealings with Malagate and wished none. He convinced me otherwise. So I'm here. I am not a brave man." He made a small helpless gesture, picked up his empty glass, looked into it. "I don't know what to do. If I remain Beyond. . . ." Teehalt shrugged. Gersen considered a moment. "Destroy the monitor filament." Teehalt shook his head regretfully. "It's the surety I carry for my life. Indeed, I'd rather—" he stopped short. "Did you hear



anything?" Gersen jerked around in his chair. No use denying his nervousness—at least, not to himself. "Rain. Thunder." "I thought I heard tubes blowing." Teehalt rose to his feet, peered from the window. "Someone is coming." Gersen also went to the window. "I see nothing." I HI DF\10\ PRI\CFS "A ship dropped down into the field," said Teehalt He thought for a moment " I here are, or w ere, only two ships there \ours and the Star King's " "Where is your ship^" "T set down in a valley to the north I want no one meddling with my monitor " He seemed to listen, then, looking into Gersen's eyes, he said, ""You are not a locator " "No " Teehalt nodded "Locators are, by and large, a vile lot You are not of the IPCC=" "Think of me as an explorer " "Will you help me?" The harsh precepts of Gersen's training contended with his impulses He muttered ungraciously, "Within limits—ver\ narrow limits " Teehalt smiled thinly "What are these limits'"" "My own business is urgent I can't allow myself to be diverted " Feehalt was neither disappointed nor resentful, he could expect no more from a stranger "Odd," he said once more, "that you do not know Hildemar Dascc—sometimes known as Beauty Dasce But he will come in presently "liou ask, how do I know^ Bv the logic of plain ordinary tear " "You'll he sate so long as you stay inside the tavern," said Gersen shortly "Smade has his rules " Teehalt nodded, politely acknowledging the discomfiture he had caused Gersen A minute passed The Star Kmg rose to his feet, his pink and red garment glowing in the firelight He walked slowly up the stairs, looking neither to right nor left I eehalt followed him with his eves "Impressive creature I understand that only the handsome ones are allowed to leave their planet "



"Sol have heard" Teehatt sat looking into the tire Gersen started to speak, then restrained himself He felt exasperation with Teehalt, tor a clear and simple reason Teehalt had aroused his sympathy, 1 eehalt had entered his mind, I eehalt had burdened him with new troubles He also relt dissatisfaction with himself—tor reasons by no means so simple, in fact for no rational reason whatever Beyond argument, his own affairs were oi paramount importance, he could not THE SFAR K!\G 23 permit himself to be diverted If emotion and sentiment could sway him so easily, where would such things stop? The dissatisfaction, far from being appeased, grew more insistent There was a connection, too tenuous to be defined, with the world Teehalt had described, a sense of loss and longing, of some indefinable inadequacy Gersen made a sudden angry motion, swept all the irritating doubts and questions from his mind. They could only decrease his effectiveness Five minutes passed Teehalt reached into his jacket, brought forth an envelope "Here are photographs you might be pleased to inspect at your leisure " Gersen took them without comment The door slid back Three dark shapes stood in the gap, looking into the room Smade roared from behind the bar, "Come in or stay out' Must I warm the whole cursed planet7" Into the hall stepped the strangest human being of Gersen's experience "And there," said Teehalt with a sick titter, "you see Beauty Dasce." Dasce was about six feet tall His torso was a tube, the same gauge from knee to shoulder His arms were thin and long, terminating in great bony wrists, enormous hands His head was also tall and round, with a ruff of red hair, and a chin seeming almost to rest on the clavicle Dasce had stained his neck and face bright red, excepting only his cheeks, which were balls of bright chalkblue, like a pair of mildewed oranges At some stage of his career his nose had been cleft into a pair of cartilaginous prongs, and his eyelids had been cut away, to moisten his corneas he wore two nozzles connected to a tank of fluid which every few seconds discharged a film of mist into his eyes There was also a pair of shutters, now raised, which could be lowered to cover his eyes from the light, and which were painted to represent staring white and blue eyes similar to Dasce's own The two men at his back by contrast appeared ordinary runof-the-mill human beings both dark, hard, competent-seeming, with quick clever eyes Dasce made a brusque signal to Smade, who stood impassively



watching from behind the bar "Three rooms, if you please We will eat presently " "Very well" "The name is Hildemar Dasce " 24 THE DKMON PRINCES "Very well, Mr. Dasce." Dasce now sauntered across the room to where Teehalt and Gersen sat. His glance shifted from one to the other. "Since we are fellow travelers, houseguests of Mr. Smade, let us introduce ourselves," he said politely. "My name is Hildemar Dasce. May 1 inquire yours?" "I am Kirth Gersen." "I am Keelen Tannas." Dasce's lips, pale purple-gray against the red of his skin, moved in a smile. "To an amazing degree you resemble a certain Lugo Teehalt whom I expected to find here." "Think of me as you like," said Teehalt in a reedy voice. "I have spoken my name." "But what a pity; I have business to transact with Lugo Teehalt!" "It is pointless, then, to approach me." "As you wish. Though I suspect that the business with Lugo Teehalt might interest Keelen Tannas. Will you step aside for a moment's private conversation?" "No. I am not interested. My friend knows my name; it is Keelen Tannas." "Your 'friend'?" Dasce turned his attention to Gersen. "Do you know this man well?" "As well as I know anyone." "And his name is Keelen Tannas?" "If this is the name he offers you, I suggest that you accept it." Without further remark Dasce turned away. He and his men



went to a table at the end of the hall, where they ate. Teehalt spoke in a hollow voice. "He knows me well enough." Gersen felt a new spasm of irritation. Why should Teehalt feel impelled to embroil a stranger in his troubles, if his identity were already known? Teehalt explained his act in the next breath. "Since I fight the hook, he thinks he has me trapped, and he amuses himself." "What of Malagate? I thought you had come here to meet him." "Better that I return to Alphanor and confront him there. I will return his money, but I will not lead him to the planet." At the end of the hall Dasce and his two companions were THE STAR KING 25 served with platters from Smade's kitchen. Gersen watched them for a moment. "They seem unconcerned." Teehalt sniffed. "They think that I will deal with Malagate, but not with them. ... I will try to escape. Dasce does not know that I landed over the hill. Perhaps he thinks that your ship is mine." "Who are the other two men?" "Assassins. They know me well enough, from the tavern at Brinktown. Tristano is an Earthman. He kills by touches of his hand. The other is a Sarkoy venefice. He can brew stuff to kill from sand and water. All three are madmen—but Dasce is the worst. He knows every horror there is to be known." At this moment Dasce looked at his watch. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he rose, crossed the room, bent over Teehalt. In a husky whisper he said, "Attel Malagate waits you outside. He will see you now." Teehalt stared at him with sagging jaw. Dasce swaggered back to his table. Teehalt rubbed his face with quivering fingers, turned to Gersen. "I can still evade them if I can lose myself in the dark. When I run out the door, will you detain these three?" "How do you suggest 1 do this?" asked Gersen sardonically. Teehalt was silent a moment. "I don't know." "Nor do I, with the best will in the world."



Teehalt gave a sad nod. "Very well, then. I will fend for myself. Good-bye, Mr. Gersen." He rose to his feet, walked to the bar. Dasce slanted his eyes at him, but otherwise seemed uninterested. Beside the bar, Teehalt stood beyond the reach of his vision, whereupon he darted into the kitchen, out of sight. Smade looked after him with wonder, then returned to business. Dasce and the two assassins stolidly continued their meal. Gersen watched covertly. Why did they sit with such unconcern? Teehalt's ruse had been pitifully obvious. Gersen's skin began to prickle; he drummed his fingers on the table. In spite of his resolve, he rose to his feet, went to the doorway. Pushing open the timber panels, he stepped out on the veranda. The night was dark, lit only by stars. The wind, for a wonder, was still; but the sea, swirling and flowing, sent up a muffled sad sound. ... A short sharp scream, a whimper, from behind the tavern. Gersen abandoned his resolve and started forward. A grip like 26 I HE DEMON PRINCES the pinch of steel seized his arm, tweaked nerves at the back of his elbow; another hand clamped at his neck. Gersen let himself fall, broke the grip. Suddenly all his doubts and exasperations were gone; he was a whole man. He rolled over, bounced to his feet, stood m a half crouch, shuffled slowly forward. Facing him with an easy smile stood Tnstano the Earthman. "Careful, friend," said Tnstano in the clipped flat Earth accent. "Give me trouble and Smade pitches you into the sea " Dasce came out the door, followed by the Sarcoy poisoner. Tnstano |omed them and the three walked to the spaceport. Gersen remained on the terrace, breathing heavily, crawling internally with his frustrated need for action. Ten minutes later two ships rose into the night. The first was a squat armored vessel, with weapons fore and aft. The second was a battered old locator's ship, Model 9B. Gersen stared in wonder. The second ship was his own. The ships disappeared, the sky once more was empty. Gersen returned into the tavern and sat before the fire. Presently he brought forth the envelope given him by Lugo Teehalt, opened it, and extracted three photographs, which he examined for the better part of an hour. The fire burnt low, Smade took himself off to bed, leaving a son dozing behind the bar. Outside, the night rams began to thrash down, lightning crackled, the ocean groaned.



Gersen sat m deep thought. Presently from his pocket he brought a sheet of paper, which listed five names: Attel Malagate (the Woe) Howard Alan Treesong Viole Falushe Kokor Hekkus (the Killing Machine) Lens Larque From his pocket he brought a pencil, but still he deliberated. If he continually added names to his list he would never finish. Of course there was no real need to write; there was no real need for a list. Gersen knew the five names as well as he knew his own He compromised. To the right and below the last name of the original list he appended a sixth: Hildemar Dasce. For a space he sat looking at the names, with two sides to his mind- the one so alive and THE STAR KING -*/' passionate that the other, the cerebral detached observer, felt a trace of amusement. The flames settled low; chunks of fossilized moss glowed scarlet; the sea sound was slower and lower m pitch. Gersen rose to his feet, climbed the stone stairs to his room. During his life Gersen had known little other than a succession of strange beds; nevertheless sleep came slowly and he lay staring into the dark. Visions passed before him, from as early as he could remember. First there was a landscape which, as he recalled it, was wonderfully pleasant and bright. There were tawnv mountains, a village painted in faded pastel colors along the banks of a wide tawny river. But this picture, as always, was followed by another even more vivid: the same landscape littered with hacked and bleeding bodies Men and women and children shuffled into the holds of five long ships under the weapons of two score men in strange grim costumes. With an old man who was his grandfather, Kirth Gersen watched, horrified, from across the river, concealed from the slavers by the bulk of an old barge. When the ships had lifted, they returned across the river to the silence of death. Then his grandfather told him, "Many fine things your father had planned for you. learning and useful work and a life of satisfaction and peace. Do you recall this3" "Yes, Grandfather." "The learning you shall have. You will learn patience and resource, the ability of your hands and your mind. You will have useful work: the destruction of evil men. WTiat work could be more usefuP This is Beyond, you will find that your work is never done—



so therefore you may never know a life of peace. However, I guarantee you ample satisfaction, for I will teach you to crave the blood of these men more than the flesh of woman." The old man had been as good as his word. Eventually they made their way to Earth, the ultimate repository of every sort of knowledge. Young Kirth learned many things, from a succession of strange teachers which it would be tedious to detail. He killed his first man at the age of fourteen, a footpad who had the ill-luck to accost them in a back alley of Rotterdam. WTiile his grandfather stood by, in the manner of an old fox teaching a cub to hunt, young Kirth, 28 THE. DEMON PRINCES gasping and sobbing, broke first the ankle, then the neck of the astonished assailant. From Earth they moved to Alphanor, capitol planet of the Rigel Concourse, and here Kirth Gersen gained more conventional knowledge. When he was nineteen his grandfather died, bequeathing him a comfortable sum of money and a letter which read: My dear Kirth: I have seldom told of my affection and high regard for you; I take this occasion to do so. You have come to mean more to me than ever did my own son. I will not say I am sorry that I have set your feet in the path they now must take, even though you will be denied many ordinary pleasures and luxuries. Have I been presumptuous in so shaping your life? I think not. For several years you have been selfmotivated, and have showed no inclination to point yourself in any other direction. In any event, 1 can think of no more useful service for a man to perform than that which I have ordained for you. The Law of Man is bounded by the limits of the Oikumene. Good and evil, however, are ideas which encompass the universe; unluckily, beyond the Pale there are few to ensure the triumph of good over evil. Actually the triumph consists of two processes: first evil must be extinguished, then good must be introduced to fill the gap. It is impossible that a man should be equally efficacious in both functions. Good and evil, in spite of a traditional fallacy, are not polarities, nor mirror images, nor is one merely the absence of the other. In order to minimize confusion, your work will be the destruction of evil men. What is an evil man? The man is evil who coerces obedience to his private ends, destroys beauty, produces pain, extinguishes life. It must be remembered that killing evil men is not equivalent to expunging evil, which is a relationship between a situation and an individual. A poisonous spore will grow only in a nutrient soil. In this case the nu-



trient soil is Beyond, and since no human effort can alter the Beyond (which must always exist), you must devote your efforts to destroying the poisonous spores, which are evil men. It is a task of which you will never see the end. Our sharpest and first motivation in this matter, agreed, THE STAR KING is no more than a primitive ache for revenge. Five pirate captains destroyed certain lives and enslaved others who were precious to us. Revenge is not an ignoble motive, when it works to a productive end. The names of these five pirate captains I do not know. My best attempts have brought me no information. One man, an underling, I recognized: his name is Parsifal Pankarow, and he is no less baneful than the five captains, though his potentialities for harm are less. You must seek him Beyond and learn from him the names of the five. Then you must kill the five, and it will do no harm if they suffer pain in the process, for they have brought an immeasurable amount of pain and grief to others. There is still much for you to learn. I would advise you to join the Institute, except I fear that the disciplines of this body would not set well with you. Do as you think best. In my youth I thought to become a catechumen, but Destiny ruled otherwise. If I were friends with a Fellow I would send you to him for counsel—but I have no such friend. Perhaps you will be less constricted outside the Institute. Stringent conditions are imposed upon the catechumen through the first fourteen degrees. In any event, I advise you to devote a time to the study of Sarkoy poisons and hand techniques, preferably on Sarkovy itself. There is room for improvement in your marksmanship and knifeplay, though you need fear few men at hand fighting. Your intuitive judgments are exact, your selfcontrol, economy of action, and versatility are to be commended. But you still have much to learn. For the next ten years, study, train—and be cautious. There are many other capable men; do not rashly waste yourself against any such until you are more than ready. In short, do not make an overvirtue of courage or heroism. A goodly amount of caution—call it fear or even cowardice—is a highly desirable adjunct for a man such as yourself, whose one fault might be said to be a mystical, almost superstitious, faith in the success of your destiny. Do not be fooled: we are all mortal, as I now attest. So, my grandson, I am dead. I have trained you to know good from evil. I feel only pride in my accomplishment, HI DFMON PRINOS and hope that you will remember me with affection and



respect Your loving grandfather, Rolf Marr Gersen For eleven years Kirth Gersen obeyed the dictates of his grandfather, or exceeded them, meanwhile seeking both \uthm the Oikumene and Beyond for Parsifal Pankarow, but fruitlessly Few occupations offered more challenge, more hazard, more chilling rebuffs to incompetence than weaselmg for the IPCC Gersen undertook two assignments, on Pharode and Blue Planet During the term of this latter, he submitted a preemptive requisition for information regarding Parsifal Pankarow, and felt himself well rewarded to learn that Parsifal Pankarow currently resided at Brinktown, where he was Ita Bugloss, operator of a prosperous import business Gersen found Ira Bugloss, or Pankarow, to be a burly, hearty man, egg-bald, his skin dyed lemon-yellow, his mustachios wide, black and luxuriant Bnnktown occupied a plateau which stood like an island in a black-and-orange )ungle Gersen scrutinized Pankarow's movements for two weeks, and learned his routine, which was that of a man without a care Then one evening he hired a cab, rendered the operator unconscious, and waited outside the Jodisei Conversation and Flower Arranging Club until Pankarow tired of sporting with the inmates and emerged into the humid Bnnktown night Well pleased with himself, humming a tune he had only )ust learned, he staggered into the cab and was conveyed, not to his sumptuous home, but to a remote clearing in the )ungle Here Gersen put questions which Pankarow had no wish to answer Pankarow made an effort to hold his tongue, to no avail Finally five names were wrung from his memory "Now what will you do with me7" croaked the erstwhile Ira Bugloss "I will kill you," said Gersen, pale and quivering after exercise he did not en)oy "I have made you my enemy, furthermore, you deserve to die a hundred times over." "At one time, ves," cried the sweating Pankarow "Now I lead a blameless life, I m)ure no one'" Gersen wondered it every such occasion would cause him such nausea, misgivings and misery He responded in a voice held crisp THE STAR KI\'G 31 and even by enormous effort "What you say perhaps is true, but your wealth stinks of pain And certainly you will make a report to the first agent of any of the five you meet " "No. I swear not And my wealth—take it all." "Where is your wealth7"



Pankarow tried to make conditions. "I will lead you to it " Gersen shook his head sadly "Accept my excuses You are about to die It comes to all men, you had best feel that you are requiting the evil you have done—" "Under my tombstone'" screamed Pankarow "Under the stone tombstone before my house'" Gersen touched a tube to Pankarow's neck, which spat a Sarkoy poison into the skin "I will go to look," he said "You will sleep until you see me again " Gersen spoke no more than the truth Pankarow relaxed thankfully and was dead in seconds. Gersen returned to Bnnktown, a deceptively placid settlement of tall ornate three-, four-, and five-story houses embowered among green, purple and black trees At twilight he sauntered along a quiet back lane to Pankarow's house The stone tombstone stood plain to see. a massive monument of marble spheres and cubes surmounted by a sculptured image of Parsifal Pankarow in a noble pose, head thrown back to the sky, arms outspread As Gersen stood appraising it a boy thirteen or fourteen years old stepped down from the porch and approached Gersen. "Are you from my father3 Is he with the fat women?" Gersen steeled his heart to the inevitable pangs, and put aside all thought of confiscating Pankarow's wealth "I bring a message from your father " "Will you come m3" inquired the boy, tremulously anxious. "I'll call my mother " "No Please don't I have no time Listen carefully Your father has been called away He is not sure when he can return Perhaps never " The boy listened round-eyed "Did he—run away3" Gersen nodded "Yes Some old enemies found him, and he does not dare show himself He said to tell you or your mother that money is hidden under the tombstone." The boy stared at Gersen "Who are you3" "A messenger, no more Tell your mother exactly what I have told you One more thing when you look beneath the tombstone, 32 I HF DF MON PRINCFS be careful. There may he a trap to guard the money Do you understand what I'm saying^" "Yes A booby trap " "That's right Be careful Get the help of someone you can



trust " Gersen departed Bnnktown He thought of Smade's Planet, with its elemental quiet and isolation, precisely the antidote to his fretful conscience Where, he asked himself, as the locater boat skidded down a fracture in the continuum, did the balance lie3 He had by no means reached the tipping point Parsifal Pankarow deserved the callous execution he had received But what of wife and son7 They must bear the pain, but why7 To protect the women and children of more deserving men from worse so Gersen reassured himself But the haunted dark look of the boy's eyes would not leave his memory Destiny led him The first at Smade's Tavern engaged him with Malagate the Woe, the first name Parsifal Pankarow had blurted forth In his bed Gersen heaved a deep sigh Pankarow was dead, poor miserable Lugo Teehalt was probably dead All men must die, let there be an end to brooding He grinned into the dark, thinking of Malagate and Beauty Dasce examining the monitor of his ship To begin with they would be unable to open the monitor with their key—a formidable difficult}, even worse if they suspected thiefproofing of explosive, poison gas or acid When after great travail they eventually extracted the filament, it would show blank Gersen's monitor was no more than window dressing, he had never bothered to activate it Malagate would look questiomngly at Beauty Dasce, mutter some sort of objurgation Perhaps then they check the serial number of the ship, only to find from that issued to Lugo Teehalt And then swiftly Planet But Gersen would be gone



who would would think to that it was different back to Smade's



3 Question (put to Eale Maurmath, Chief Quaestor of Tn-Planetary Police System, during a roundtable television discussion broadcast from Conover, Cuthbert, Vega. May 16, 993) I know your problems are tremendous, Quaestor Maurmath, in fact I don't really comprehend how you get on top of them. For instance, how can you possibly locate some one particular man, or trace his background, among ninety-odd inhabited planets and billions of people, of all varieties of political complexion, local habit, doctrines of belief? Answer; Usually we can't. Message of Lord Jaiko Jaikoska, Chairman of the Executive Board, to the Valhalla General Legislative Assembly, Valhalla, Tau Gemini, August 9, 1028 I urge you not to endorse this sinister measure. Humanity many times has had sad experience ofsuperpow-



erful police forces .. As soon as (the police) slip out from under the firm thumb of a suspicious local tribune, they become arbitrary, merciless, a law unto themselves They think no more of justice, but only of establishing themselves as a privileged and envied elite. They mistake the attitude of natural caution and uncertainty of the civilian population as admiration and respect, and presently they start to swagger back and forth, |inglmg their weapons in megalomaniac euphoria. People thereupon become not masters, but serTIIF. DKMON PRINCF.S vants. Such a police force becomes merely an aggregate of uniformed criminals, the more baneful in that their position is unchallenged and sanctioned by law. The police mentality cannot regard a human being in terms other than as an item or object to be processed as expeditiously as possible. Public convenience or dignity means nothing; police prerogatives assume the status of divine law. Submissiveness is demanded. If a police officer kills a civilian, it is a regrettable circumstance: the officer was possibly overzealous. If a civilian kills a police officer all hell breaks loose. The police foam at the mouth. All other business comes to a standstill until the perpetrator of this most dastardly act is found out. Inevitably, when apprehended, he is beaten or otherwise tortured for his intolerable presumption. The police complain that they cannot function efficiently, that criminals escape them. Better a hundred unchecked criminals than the despotism of one unbridled police force. Again I warn you, do not endorse this measure. If you do, I shall surely veto it. Excerpt from address of Richard Parnell, Commissioner of Public Weal, Northern Territory, Xion, Rigel Concourse, to the Association of Police Officers, Civil Guards and Crime Detection Agencies, at Parilia, Pilgham, Rigel, December 1, 1075; ... It is not enough to say that our problems are unique; they have become catastrophic. We are held responsible for the efficient conduct of our jobs, but are refused the necessary tools and powers to do man can murder and rob anywhere within the Oikumene, jump into a waiting spaceship and he light years away before his crime is discovered. If he passes beyond the Pale, our jurisdiction ends—at least officially, although all of us know of courageous officers who have put justice ahead of expediency and caution and have gone beyond the Pale to make their arrests. This of course they have a right to do, since every human law becomes invalid Bcvond, but the risk is their own. More often the criminal who goes Beyond escapes scot free. When he chooses to return into the Oikumene he may THE STAR KING



have changed his appearance, his LOSI coordinates, and his fingerprints, and is safe unless he has the misfortune to be arrested for a new^ infraction in the community where he committed his original crime and was there genified.* Essentially, in this day of the Jarnell Intersplit, any criminal who takes a few elementary precautions can go unpunished. This association many times has sought to establish a more satisfactory basis for crime detection and prevention. Our main problem is the diversity of local police organizations, with their totally disparate standards, goals, and range of problems, and the consequent chaos of information files and retrieval systems. An obvious solution exists, and the association's standing recommendation is the formation of a single official police system to maintain law and order throughout the Oikumene, The advantages of such a system are obvious: standardization of procedure, use of new equipment and ideas, unified control, a central office for the filing, indexing, and cross-indexing of information, and, perhaps of highest importance, the creation and maintenance of an esprit, a pride of profession, to attract and hold men and women of the highest abilities. As we all know, this centralized agency has been denied us, no matter how urgently we plead its virtues. The ostensible motive behind this refusal is known to us all, and I will not dignify it by mentioning it. I will say that police morale is sinking to an ever lower level and soon may vanish—unless something is done. Today I wish to put before the convention a proposal for the "something.1' Our association is the private organization of a group of private individuals. It has no official status or connection with any governmental office whatever. In short, we are free to do what we please, enter into any kind of business we please, so long as we contravene no laws. I propose that this association go into business, that we found a private crime-detection agency. The new company will be strictly a commercial proposition, financed by as*The noun is gene-classification, thence to adjective gene-classified, abbreviated to seinfied. THE DF.MON PRINCES sociation money and by private subscription. Headquarters will be established at some central and convenient location, but there will be branches on every planet. Our staff will l)e recruited from among members of this association and any other qualified persons. They will be well paid, from fees and profits. Where will these fees and profits derive?



Primarily from local police organizations, who will use certain of the facilities of this new interplanetary agency, instead of expending large sums to maintain redundant facilities of the same sort. Since the proposed agency will be a private business organization subject to all local and interplanetary laws, the critics of our former schemes must be silenced. .. . Eventually the Intel-world Police Coordination Company would automatically be called upon to handle all problems of crime detection and prevention other than those that are purely local, and even here the IPCC may function usefully. In due course the IPCC will certainly dwarf in scope all present and future official police groups. We will have our own laboratories, research programs, absolutely complete files, and an absolutely high-class staff— recruited, as I say, from members of the association, and others. Are there any questions? Question from the floor: Is there any reason why police officers of a municipality or a state should not simultaneously be members of the IPCC staff? Ansu'er: This is a very important point. No, there is no reason. I see no conflict between the two agencies, and there is even' reason to hope that local police officials will automatically wish to become affiliated with the IPCC. This would be to the advantage of the IPCC, the local police group, and the individual himself. In other words, the local police officer would have nothing to lose and everything to gain by referring cases to the IPCC and authorizing the subsequent fee if he himself were a staff member. From Chapter III, The IPCC: Men and Methods, by Raoul Past: . . . Nominally an intra-Oikumene organ, the IPCC has been forced by the dynamics of its basic rationale to operate THE STAR KING 37 Beyond. Here, where the only laws are local ordinances and taboos, the IPCC finds little cooperation: indeed, the very opposite. The IPCC operative is known as a weasel; his life is constantly balanced on a knife edge. The Central Agency shrouds in secrecy the exact number of "weasels," and also the percentage of casualties. The first figure is suspected to be low, through difficulties of recruitment; the second high, through both the exigencies of the work and the efforts of that most fantastic of human constructions, the Deweaselmg Corps. . .. The universe is infinite; worlds without end exist; but certainly one must travel far to find a situation so par-



adoxical, whimsical, and grim as this: that the single disciplined organization of the Beyond exists only to extirpate the nominal forces of law and order. Gersen awoke in the strange bed, the sky through the small square window only vaguely gray. He dressed and xlescended the stone steps to the hall, where he found one of Smade's sons, a dour dark lad of twelve, fanning the coals in the fireplace to life. He bade Gersen a gruff "Good morning," but seemed indisposed for further conversation. Gersen stepped outside to the terrace. Predawn mist concealed the ocean, rolling in sheets and curls across the heath—a dreary, monochromatic scene. The sense of isolation was suddenly oppressive. Gersen returned inside, went to warm himself at the new fire. The boy was sweeping the hearth. "Killing last night," he told Gersen in gloomy satisfaction. "Little thin man got it- Right behind the moss shed." '' "Is the body there?" Gersen asked. "No. No body. They took it with them. Three bad ones, maybe four. Father is black mad; they did their dirt inside the fence." Gersen grunted, displeased with every aspect of the situation. He asked for breakfast, which was presently forthcoming. As he ate, the dwarf sun lifted above the mountains, a brittle white wafer barely visible through the mist. An onshore wind came up, the mist dissipated; and when Gersen once more went outside the sky was clear, though fog wisps still blew in from the oily sea. Gersen walked north along the shelf between ocean cliffs and 38 THE. DEMON PRINCES mountains. Underfoot was a carpet of spongy gray moss, redolent with a musty resinous odor. The sunlight streamed over his head, out to sea, the black water giving back no glint or reflection. Pie went to the edge of the cliff, looked down two hundred feet to the rise and fall of the water. He tossed a stone, watched the splash, the ripples quickly absorbed in the larger motion. What would it be like, he wondered, to sail a boat on this ocean? Out across the horizons, with the whole world to explore: barren coasts, bleak headlands, tall stern islands, with no sight of human being or dwelling until the return to Smade's Tavern. Gersen turned away from the cliff, continued North. Fie passed the mouth of a valley fenced in against Smade's cattle. Teehalt certainly had not left his boat here. A quarter mile ahead a spur of the mountains humped down almost to the sea. In the shadow of the ridge Gersen found Teehalt's boat. He made a quick inspection. The vessel was indeed a Model 9B, identical to his own. The gear and machinery seemed in good order. In a housing under the bow bulge hung the monitor which



had cost Teehalt his life. Gersen returned to the tavern. His original plan, to spend several days, must be altered; Malagate might discover his mistake and return with Hildemar Dasce and the two assassins. They would wish to take Teehalt's monitor, and this Gersen was resolved they should not do, though he did not care to risk his life in the effort to keep it. Returning to the tavern, he noted that the landing field was empty. The Star King had departed. This morning? Or during the night? Gersen had no idea. He settled his score and, moved by some obscure impulse, paid Lugo Teehalt's bill. Smade made no comment. He was clearly consumed by cold fury. His eyes showed white around the drab irises, his nostrils were distended, his chin jutted forward. The rage was not on Lugo Teehalt's behalf, Gersen realized; the murderer, whoever he might be—Dasce had mentioned Attel Malagate—had flouted Smade's law; he had disturbed the serenity of Smade's Tavern; he had wronged Smade. Gersen felt a twinge of sad amusement, which he took pains to conceal. Politely he inquired, "When did the Star King leave?" Smade merely glared silently back at him like an angry Black Angus bull. Gersen gathered his small packet of belongings and departed the tavern, declining the twelve-year-old boy's proffer of assistance. THE STAR KING 39 Once more he walked north across the gray heath. Crossing the ridge, he looked back toward the tavern. Staunch and secure it stood, facing the black, wind-whipped sea—utterly alone. Gersen shook his head dubiously and turned away. "Everyone is the same," he told himself. "Anxious to arrive and, when they leave, wondering why they came." A few minutes later he took Teehalt's boat aloft on its boosters, then pointed it back toward the Oikumene and cut in the oversplitSmade's Planet dwindled astern and, with its white dwarf sun, presently became lost, a single spark among a million. Stars slid by like fireflies blown on a dark wind, the light reaching Gersen by backsplash or backcurl, wherein the Doppler effect played no role. Perspective was lost; the eye was fooled; stars moved astern, the near slipping across the far. Within hand reach? A hundred yards distant? Ten miles? The eye had no tool by which to judge. Gersen set the star finder to the index of Rigel, engaged the autopilot, made himself as comfortable as the spartan facilities of the Model 9B permitted. The visit to Smade's Tavern had served him well, though the occasion had been bought by Lugo Teehalt's death. Malagate wanted Lugo Teehalt's monitor; this was the premise which controlled the shape of the future. Malagate would be willing to enter negotiations, and, with equal certainty, he would act through an



agent. Although, thought Gersen, he had seen fit to kill Lugo Teehalt at first hand.. . . There was something puzzling here. Why need Lugo Teehalt die? Sheer malice on the part of Malagate? Not impossible. But Malagate had killed and ravaged so extensively that taking the life of one thin miserable man could provide him only paltry gratification. More likely the motive was habit, sheer offhanded casual habit, To sever relations with a man who might be inconvenient, you killed him. ... A third possibility: Had Teehalt penetrated the anonymity which Malagate, among all the Demon Princes, held of supreme importance? Gersen reviewed his conversation with Teehalt. For all his ravaged and woebegone appearance, Teehalt had used educated intonations. He had seen better days. Why had he turned to the disreputable profession of locating? The question, of course, had no real answer. Why did a man set himself in any specific direction? Why and how did a man, presumably born of ordinary parents, become Attel Malagate the Woe? 40 THE DEMON PRINCES Teehalt had hinted or implied that Malagate was somehow involved in the leasing of the locater ship. With this thought in mind, Gersen made a careful inspection of the ship. He tound the traditional brass plate naming the place of manufacture; Liverstone on Fiame, a planet of the Rigel Concourse. The monitor likewise carried a bronze flake detailing its serial number and the manufacturer: the Feritse Precision Instruments Company, at Sansontiana on Olliphane, also of the Concourse. But there was no indication of the owner, no evidence of registration. It would be necessary, then, to trace ownership of the boat indirectly. Gersen set himself to consider the problem. Estate houses maintained two-thirds of all locater ships, their stock in trade consisting of worlds with specific attributes: planets highly mineralized, planets suitable for colonization by dissident groups, planets pleasant enough to serve as a millionaire's reserve, planets distinguished by a sufficiently interesting flora and fauna to attract curio dealers or biologists; most rarely, planets supporting intelligent or semi-intelligent life, of interest to sociologists, cultural taxonomists, linguists, and the like. The estate houses were concentrated in the cosmopolitan centers of the Oikumene: three or four worlds of the Concourse, chief among them Alphanor; Vega's Cuthbert, Boniface, Aloysius; Noval; Pi Cassiopeta's Copus and Orpo; Quantique; old Earth. The Concourse would be the logical starting place, if in fact Lugo Teehalt worked for an estate house. But this was by no means certain; in fact, as Gersen seemed to recall, Teehalt had implied otherwise. If so, the investigation was narrowed considerably. Next to the estate houses, universities and research institutes were the chief employers of locaters. And Gersen had a new thought. If Teehalt had been either a student or a faculty member at some specific lyceum, col-



lege or university, he would probably apply to this same institution for employment. Gersen corrected his thinking: the conjecture was not necessarily probable. A proud man, with friends and associates who might remember him, would use his old school in this fashion only as a last resort. Was Lugo Teehalt proud? Not in this way, or so it seemed to Gersen. Teehalt had seemed a man who might easily turn to his old haven for security. There was another obvious source of information: the Feritse Precision Instrument Company at Sansontiana, where the monitor THE STAR KING 41 would be registered in the name of its purchaser. And another reason for visiting the Feritse Precision Instrument Company: Gersen wanted to open the monitor and remove the filament. To this end he needed a key. Monitors were often tamperproofed with explosive capsules or corrosives; violent extraction of the filament seldom yielded useful information. The officials of the Feritse Company might or might not prove accommodating, Sansontiana was a city of Braichis, one of Olliphane's nineteen independent nations, the Braichish were a headstrong, involute, altogether peculiar people. Concourse law, however, repudiated private claims beyond the Pale, and discouraged the use of explosive traps. Hence, in an ordinance detailing the equipment required aboard spacecraft: "The manufacturers of such devices (referring to monitors) are thereupon enjoined and required to furnish keys, switching devices, code sticks, number sequences or any other tool, appliance or information necessary to the safe opening of the instrument in question, without delay, complaint, error, exorbitant charge, or any behavior or act calculated to deter the petitioner from obtaining the key, coded device or information demanded, if and when the petitioner is able to demonstrate ownership of said instrument. Presentation of the serial plate originally or thereafter affixed by the manufacturer to the instrument shall be deemed sufficient and adequate evidence of ownership." All well and good. Gersen could secure the key, but the company need not furnish information as to previous registration of the instrument. Especially if Artel Malagate should suspect that Gersen might come to Sansontiana with such a purpose in mind, and take steps to preclude the contingency. The thought opened a set of new vistas. Gersen frowned. Had his temperament been other than careful and orderly, these various options and possibilities might not occur to him. He would be saved a great deal of difficulty, but he probably would die sooner.. . . He shook his head in resignation, reached for the star charts. Not far off his line of fission was the star Cygnus T342, and its planet Euville where an unpleasant and psychotic population lived in five cities: Oni, Me, Che, Dun and Ve, each compulsively built in pentagonal patterns, from a central five-sided citadel. The



spaceport, on a remote island, was opprobriously named "Orifice." Everything Gersen needed could be found at the spaceport; he had 42 -I'lIE DEMON PRINCES no desire to visit the cities, especially since each required, in lieu of passport, the tattooing of a star on the forehead, a different color for each citv. To visit all five cities the prospective tourist must display rive stars; orange, black, mauve, yellow and green. 4 From New Discoveries in Space, by Ralph Quarry: ... Sir Julian Hove apparently derived his attitudes from the late Renaissance explorers. Upon return to Earth, members of his crews imposed upon themselves (or had imposed) a strict rule of discretion and secrecy. Details nevertheless leaked out. Sir Julian Hove was, to use the most comprehensive term, a martinet. He was likewise a man utterly without humor. His eye was bleak, he spoke without moving his lips; his hair was combed day after day in photographically identical furrows. While he did not actually require that the personnel wear dinner jackets to meals, certain of his rules imposed an almost equivalent punctilio. . .. The use of rirst names was eschewed; salutes were exchanged at the beginning and termination of each watch, even though the personnel was by and large civilian. Technicians whose specialties were without scientific pertinence were forbidden to set foot on the fascinating new worlds: an order which came close to fomenting mutiny, until Sir Julian's second in command, Howard Coke, prevailed upon Sir Julian to ameliorate this regulation. The Rigel Concourse is Sir Julian's most noteworthy discovery: twenty-six magnificent planets, most of them not only habitable but salubrious, though only two display even quasi-intelligent autochthones. . . . Sir Julian, exercising his prerogatives, named the planets for boyhood heroes: Lord Kitchener, William Gladstone, Archbishop Rollo Gore, Edythe THE DEMON PRINCES MacDevott, Rudyard Kipling, Thomas Carlyle, William Kirkcudbright^ Samuel B. Gorsham, Sir Robert Peel, and the like. But Sir Julian was to be deprived of his privilege. He telegraphed ahead the news of his return to Maudley Space Station, together with a description of the Concourse and the names he had bestowed upon the members of this magnificent group. The list passed through the hands of an obscure young clerk, one Roger Pilgham, who rejected Sir Julian's nominations in disgust. To each of the twenty-six planets he assigned a letter of the alphabet and hurriedly



supplied new names: Alphanor, Barleycorn, Chrysanthe, Diogenes, Elfland, Flame, Goshen, Hardacres, Image, Jezebel, Krokinole, Lyonnesse, Madagascar, Nowhere, Olliphane, Pilgham, Quinine, Raratonga, Somewhere, Tantamount, Unicorn, Valisande, Walpurgis, Xion, Ys and Zacaranda—the names derived from legend, myth, romance, his own whimsey. One of the worlds was accompanied by a satellite, described in the dispatch as "an eccentric, tumbling, odd-shaped fragment of chondritic pumice," and this Roger Pilgham named "Sir Julian." The press received and published the list and Rigel's planets became so known, though Sir Julian's acquaintances wondered about the sudden extravagance of his imagination. And who, or what, was "Pilgham"? Sir Julian presumably would explain upon his arrival. The clerk, Roger Pilgham, presently returns to the obscurity from which he sprang, and there is no record of his conduct or state of mind as Sir Julian's return became imminent. Did he feel apprehension? Uneasiness? Indifference? Beyond all doubt he had become resigned to the prospect of discharge from his position. In due course Sir Julian made a triumphant return, and in due course used the phrase, "most impressive perhaps are the New Grampian Mountains on the North Continent of Lord Bulwer-Lytton." A member of the audience politely asked the whereabouts of Lord Bulwer-Lytton, and the substitution was revealed. Sir Julian's reaction to the deed was one of extraordinary fury. The clerk prudently went into seclusion; SirJulTHE STAR KING ian was encouraged to reintroduce his own nominations, but the damage had been done; Roger Pilgham's brash deed caught the fancy of the public, and Sir Julian's Cfrmmology gradually faded from memory. From Popular Handbook of the Planets, 303rd Edition, published 1292: Alphanor, a planet considered the administrative node and cultural center of the Rigel Concourse. It is eighth in orbital order. Planetary Constants: Diameter Mass Mean Day etc.



9300 miles 102 29 hours, 16 minutes, 29.4 seconds



General Remarks: Alphanor is a large bright sea world



with a generally bracing climate. Ocean occupies threequarters of the total surface, including the polar ice floes. The land mass is divided into seven nearly contiguous continents: Phrygia, Umbria, Lusitania, Scythia, Etruria, Lydia and Lycia, in a configuration suggesting seven petals of a Bower. There are uncounted islands. Autochthonous life is complex and vigorous. The flora has in no way yielded to terrestrial imports, which must be carefully tended and nurtured. The fauna is likewise complex, and on occasion actively savage; to cite the clever hyrcan major of upper Phrygia, and the invisible eel of the Thaumaturge Ocean. The political structure of Alphanor is a pyramidal democracy—simple in theory, intricate in practice. The continents are divided into provinces, thence prefectures, districts and wards: these latter defined as population blocs of five thousand persons. Each ward committee sends a representative to the district council, which elects a delegate to the prefectural diet, which sends a member to the provincial congress, which does likewise for the continental parliament. Each parliament elects seven rectors to the THE DEMON PRINCES 46 Grand Council at Avente, in the Sea Province of Umbria, which thereupon chooses a chairman. From Preface to Peoples of the Concourse, by Strick and Chernitz: The Concourse populations are far from homogeneous. During the migrations from Earth racial groups tended to follow their own, and in the new environments, under the influence of interbreeding and new behavior patterns, such groups specialized even further. . .. The folk of Alphanor eneral are fair, brown-haired, of medium stature, in 0 though an hour's walk along the Grand Esplanade at Avente will show the observer every conceivable style of human being. The Alphanor psychology is more difficult to express. Every inhabited world is different in this regard; and though the differences are real and distinct enough, it is hard to present them accurately without discursiveness— especially since each planetwide generalization is compounded, vitiated, or contradicted by regional differences.



Rigel, dead ahead, was a bright blue-white point from which every other star seemed to flee. Gersen had little to do but contemplate his destination, fight restlessness and tension, speculate regarding Attel Malagate's probable intentions, and formulate his own set of responses. The first problem; Where to land? One hundred and eighty-three spaceports on twenty-two of the twenty-six worlds were convenient to his lawful use, as well as unlimited desert and wasteland, should he choose to risk arrest for violation of the quarantine laws. How intensely did Malagate want Teehalt's monitor? Would he arrange a watch at every spaceport? Theoretically, this could be done, by the suborning of port officials. The cheapest and perhaps most effective system would be to offer a resounding reward to the man who reported Gersen's arrival. Gersen of course might choose to set down at another star system. It would be difficult to mount guard over every space port of the Oikumene. But it was by no means Gersen's purpose to go into hiding. In the next phase of proceedings he must necessarily expose himself. THE STAR KING 47 This next phase was the identification of Malagate. Two to this end suggested themselves: he could either trace of the monitor, or await the approach of some member of gate's organization, and then try to trace the nerve of to its source.



methods the registry Malaauthority back



Malagate would take for granted Gersen's intent to investigate the monitor, and would presumably concentrate his vigilance at the Kindune spaceport, which served Sansontiana. Nevertheless, for a series of indefinite reasons—little more than hunches—Gersen decided to land at the Grand Interplanetary Spaceport at Avente. He approached Alphanor, coasted down into landing orbit, locked his autopilot into the official landing program, and once more sat back. The boat settled, bumped in a roar of expiring jets upon the scorched red earth. The jets died; there was silence. Automatically the pressure-equalizing valve began to hiss. The port-officials approached in a slide car. Gersen answered questions, submitted to a brief medical inspection, received an entry permit. The officials departed; a mobile crane trundled up, lifted the boat, carried it to a bay in the storage line at one side of the field. Gersen descended to the ground, feeling exposed and vulnerable. He started to detach the monitor, keeping a careful lookout in all directions. Two men sauntered along the storage line, casually, or so it



seemed. Gersen recognized one of them instantly: the Sarcoy who had followed Hildemar Dasce into Smade's Tavern. As they approached, Gersen gave them no overt heed, but they made no twitch or move that he did not observe. The Sarkoy wore a modest suit of dark gray with epaulettes embroidered with opals; his companion, a thin sandy-hatred man with dancing white-gray eyes, wore a laborer's loose blue coverall. The two stopped a few feet from Gersen, stood watching as if in casual interest. Gersen, after a glance, ignored them, though his skin crawled and his pulse pounded. The Sarkoy muttered something to his associate, came a little forward. "I think we've met?" His voice was soft, sardonic. "Your name evades me," said Gersen politely. "I am Suthiro, Sivij Suthiro." 48 THK DEMON PRINCKS Gersen examined him carefully, seeing a man of middle weight, with the curious flat head of the Sarkoy Steppeman,* the face wider than high. Suthiro's eyes were soft dead olive-drab, the nose snub and dark of nostril, the mouth wide, thick-lipped—a face shaped by more than a thousand years of specialization and inbreeding. Gersen could not detect the "breath of death," an accomplishment forced upon indentured assassins, which shortened their lives, gave the skin a yellowish glaze, and caused the hair to stiffen. Suthiro's skin was untoned pallid ivory, his hair was a glossy black pelt, and he wore tattooed on his right cheek the small Maltese cross of the Sarkoy hetman. Gersen said, "My apologies, Scop Suthiro. I don't remember the occasion you mention." "Ah." Suthiro's eyes widened at Gersen's use of the honorific. "You have visited Sarkovy. Dear green Sarkovy, its boundless steppes, its merry festivals!" "Merry, so long as the harikap last. Then what will you torture?" Suthiro, of a race inured to insult, took no offense. "We always have each other. ... I see you know my planet well." "Fairly well. Perhaps you remember me from Sarkovy." "No," said Suthiro wryly. "Elsewhere, and more recently." Gersen shook his head. "Impossible. I have just come in from



Beyond." "Exactly. We met Beyond. At Smade's Tavern." "Indeed." "Yes. With certain others I came to meet my friend Lugo Teehalt. In the confusion and excitement Lugo left Smade's Planet in your spaceship. Surely you are aware of this?" *The Sarkoy were held in low esteem by other peoples of the Oikumene, by virtue of repugnant eating habits and gross and exhibitionistic sexual conduct. Also despised was the popular Sarkov sport known as harbite, or the baiting of a harikap, a large bristlefurred semi-intelligent biped of the north forests- The wretched creature, brought to a state of tension by hunger, would be thrust into a circle of men armed with pitchforks and torches, stimulated to wild activity by being set on fire, thrust deftly with pitchforks back into the center of the circle as it sought to escape, Sarkovy, the single planet of Phi Ophiuchi, was a dim world of steppes, swamps, black forests, morasses. The Sarkoy lived in tall wooden houses behind timber palisades; not even the largest of the towns was secure from the attack of bandits and nomads from the wastelands. By practice and tradition the Sarkoy were accomplished poisoners- A Master Venefice reportedly could kill a man merely by walking past him. THE STAR KING 49 Gersen laughed. "IfTeehalt has either apologies or complaints, I'm sure he will seek me out." "Exactly," said Suthiro. "Lugo Teehalt sent me to make adjustment. He begs forgiveness for his mistake, and wishes only that I recover his monitor." Gersen shook his head. "You can't have it." "No?" Suthiro moved closer. "Lugo offers a thousand SVU* to indemnify you for his mistake." "I accept with thanks. Give me the money." "And the monitor?" "I will return it when he comes for it."



The thin-faced man made an irritable clicking sound, but Suthiro grinned. "This is not exactly feasible. You will have the money, but we will not have the monitor." "There is no reason why you should have the monitor. Lugo Teehalt is one principal in the matter; I will give him his monitor. I am the other principal in the matter; it is perfectly legitimate for you to give me the money. Unless, of course, you distrust my honesty." "By no means, since we do not intend to put it to the test. We propose, in fact, to take the monitor at this moment." "I think not," said Gersen. "I plan to take possession of the filament." "This is out of the question!" said Suthiro gently. "Try to stop me." Gersen returned to work, disengaged the seals from the monitor housing. Suthiro watched placidly. He made a signal to the thin-faced man, who backed away and kept lookout. "I could stop you so suddenly you'd become a marble statue." He looked over his shoulder to the thin-faced man, who nodded. Suthiro exhibited a weapon he carried in his hand. "I can provide you a heart spasm, a brain hemorrhage, or a convulsion of the small intestine, whichever you prefer." Gersen paused in his work, drew a deep sigh. "Your arguments are impressive. Pay me five thousand SVU." "I need pay you nothing. But here is the thousand I mentioned." He tossed Gersen a packet of notes, then motioned to the thin-faced man, who came forward, took Gersen's tools, and ex*SVU: Standard Value Unit of the Oikumene. 50 THE DEMON PRINCES pertly detached the monitor. Gersen counted the money, moved to the side. The two dropped the monitor into a bag and, without another word, departed. Gersen laughed quietly. This was the monitor he had bought and installed at Euville, at a cost of four hundred SVU. Teehalt's monitor was safe inside the ship. Gersen returned into the ship, closed the ports. Time now was of the essence. Suthiro would require about ten minutes to communicate his success, either to Dasce or conceivably to Malagate himself. Messages would then go out to various other spaceports of the Concourse, calling off the alert. Malagate would not receive the monitor, if Gersen were in luck, for several hours, perhaps not for days, depending upon his whereabouts. There would be an additional delay while the deception was discovered, and then Mala-



gate's organization would once again be mobilized, the focus now upon the Feritse Precision Instrument Company at Sansontiana, on Olliphane. By this time Gersen hoped to have been there and gone. Certainly he would have no time to spare. Without further delay he started the jets, rose into the blue Alphanor sky, pointed the boat toward Olliphane. From Popular Handbook of the Planets: Olliphane, nineteenth planet of the Rigel Concourse. Planetary Constants: Diameter Mass



6700 miles 0.9



etc. General Remarks: Olliphane is the most dense of the Rigel planets, and orbits close at the outer edge of the Habitable Zone. It has been speculated that when the protoplanet of the Third Group disintegrated Olliphane received an unduly large share of core materials. In any event, until recent astronomic times, Olliphane was subject to intense plutonic activity, and even today boasts ninety-two active volcanoes. Olliphane is highly mineralized. An imposing relief provides vast hydro-electric potential, furnishing cheaper energy than is possible from traditional sources. A diligent disciplined population, utilizing these advantages, has made Olliphane the most highly industrialized world of the Concourse, rivaled only by Tantamount, with its shipyards, and Lyonnesse, with its monumental Gnome Iron Works. Olliphane is relatively cool and wet, with the population concentrated in the Equatorial Zone, notably around the shores of Lake Clare. Here the visitor will find the ten largest cities of the planet, led by Kindune, Sansontiana, and New Ossining. THE DEMON PRINCES Olliphane is likewise nutritionally self-sufficient. Few other than natural foods are consumed, of which per capita consumption is highest in the Concourse, third highest among major worlds of the Oikumene. The alpine valleys surrounding the lake are devoted to dairying and the production of greenstuffs. The Olphs are a mingled stock, derived primarily from a colony of Hyperborean Skaters. They are typically blond to brown of hair, large-boned, often inclined to corpulence, with fair undyed skins. They are respectful of orthodoxy,



sedate in personal lives, but notoriously enthusiastic during the public fetes and celebrations which serve as emotional release to an otherwise conventional and reserved folk. A caste system, though without legal status, permeates every phase of the social structure. Prerogatives are carefully denned, jealously observed; the language has expanded and loosened to provide at least a dozen styles of address. From "A Study of Inter-Class Accommodations," by Frerb Hankbert, in Journal of the Anthropicene, Vol. Mcxm: It is a remarkable experience for a visitor to watch a pair of Olphs, strange to each other, appraising each other for caste. The operation requires no more than an instant, and appears almost intuitive, for the persons concerned may well be wearing standard garments. I have questioned many Olphs in this matter, and can still make no definite assertions. In the first place most Olphs blandly deny the existence of caste structure, and consider their society completely egalitarian. In the second place, the Olphs themselves are not quite sure how they divine the caste of a stranger. He either has more of the quality known as haute than oneself, or less. I have theorized that rapid unconscious and almost undetectable eye movements are the key to the assessment of haute, with characteristic shifts or steadiness indicative of each caste. Hands and hand morions may play a similar function. As might be expected, high officials of the bureaucracy THE STAR KI\G enjoy the most exalted caste, and especially the Civic Tutelars, as the Olphs name their police. Gersen landed at the Kmdune spaceport and, with Tcehalt's monitor in a suitcase, boarded a subway for Sansontiana. To the best of his knowledge no one had heeded his arrival, no one had followed him. But now time was growing short. At any moment Malagate must realize he had been duped and would seek to re-establish contact. For the moment Gersen considered himself safe; nevertheless, he performed a few classic maneuvers to disengage himself from stick-tight* or tracker. Finding nothing to disconcert him, he deposited the monitor in a public locker, at the subway interchange under the Rapunzel Hotel, retaining only the brass serial plate. Then, boarding an express car, he was delivered in fifteen minutes, to Sansontiana, eighty miles south. He consulted a directory, transferred to a local for the Ferristoun District, and presently was discharged into a station only a few hundred yards from the Feritse



Precision Instrument Company. Ferristoun was a dismal district of industrial structures, warehouses, an occasional tavern; these latter cheerful little nooks, lavish with ornament, colored glass, carved wood, in emulation of the grand pleasure arcades along the lake shore. The time was middle morning; rain had darkened the black cobblestone pavement. Six-wheel drays lumbered along the streets, the entire district sounded to a subdued hum of engines. As Gersen walked a short sharp bleat of whistle signaled a change of shift; the sidewalks at once became crowded with workers. They were pale people, blank and humorless of face, wearing warm well-made coveralls in one of three colors: gray, dark blue, or mustard yellow; a "Stick-tight—these come in at least five varieties, suitable to various applications The bervo-opticai—a spy cell supported on rotary \vings, remotely guided h\ an operator The automatic—a similar cell [o follow ,1 radioactive or monochromatic lag fixed to, ur smeared upon, a man or vehicle The Gulp spy master—a semi-inteiligenr flying crearure trained to follow any suh|ect of interest, clever, cooptrative, ichahle, hue relatively large and nodceable The M.inv spy bird—a smaller, less obnusive cre.irure, trained to perform smularlv, less docile and intelligent, more aggressive The Manx sp\ bird modification—similar to the above, equipped with control devices 54 THE DEMON PRINCES contrasting belt, either black or white; black round-topped kaftans. All were standard issue, the government being an elaborate syndicalism, as thoroughgoing, careful and humorless as its constituency. Two further bleats of the whistle sounded; as if by magic the streets cleared, the workers ducking into buildings like cockroaches exposed to the light. A moment later Gersen came to a stained concrete facade on which large bronze letters read FERITSE, and below, in the hooked Olph script; Precision Instruments. Again it had become necessary to expose himself to his enemies; the prospect was far from comfortable. Well, there was no help for it. A single small door led into the building. Gersen entered, to find himself in a long dim hallway, a concrete tunnel, which after a hundred feet brought him to the administration offices. He went to stand at a counter, and was approached by an elderly woman of pleasant appearance and manner. By local custom, she wore masculine garments while at work; a dark



blue suit with a black belt. Recognizing Gersen as an off-worlder, of unguessable caste, she bowed with unctuous courtesy and asked In a low reverent voice: "How, sir, may we serve you?" Gersen tendered the brass plate. "I have lost the key to my monitor, and I want a duplicate." The woman blinked. Her manner underwent an instant, if unconscious, change. She reached hesitantly for the plate, held it between thumb and forefinger as if it were tainted, looked over her shoulder. "Well?" asked Gersen in a voice made suddenly harsh by tension. "Is there any difficulty?" "There are new regulations," the woman muttered. "I have had instructions to. ... I must consult Director-Controller Masensen. Excuse me, sir." She went almost at a trot to a side door, disappeared. Gersen waited, the subconscious perceptors in his brain ticking and prickling. He was more nervous than he cared to be; nervousness clouded the Judgment, affected the accuracy of observation... . The woman slowly returned to the counter, looking to right and left, evading Gersen's eyes. "Just a moment, sir. If you will wait.. . . There are records to be inspected; isn't this the way always? When a person wishes haste. . . ." "Where is the serial plate?" asked Gersen. "Director-Controller Masensen has taken it into charge." THE STAR KING 55 "In that case, I'll speak to Director-Controller Masensen at once." "I will inquire," said the woman. "Please don't bother," said Gersen. Ignoring her startled squeak of protest, he let himself through a swinging door, passed ahead of her into the inner chamber. A portly thick-faced man in faddish Special Issue blue and dove gray sat at a desk talking into a telephone. He looked at the brass serial plate as he spoke. At the sight of Gersen his eyebrows rose, his mouth sagged in irritation and dismay. Quickly he laid down the telephone. There was an instant while his eyes nicked up and down Gersen's clothes before he shouted, "Who are you, sir? Why do you come into my room?" Gersen reached across the desk, took possession of the serial plate. "Whom do you telephone in connection with this matter?"



Masensen became fiercely haughty. "None of your concern, whatsoever! Impudence! Here in my office!" Gersen spoke in a soft even voice. "The Tutelars will be inoerested in your illegal actions. I am puzzled that you choose to defy the law." Masensen sat back, in puff-cheeked alarm. The Tutelars, of a caste so elevated that the distinction between Masensen and his office clerk would seem insignificant, were not to be trifled with. They were no respecters of persons; they tended to believe the accusation rather than the protestation of innocence. They wore uniforms of a sumptuous thick pile which showed various sheens according to the light: plum, dark green, gold. Not so much arrogant as intensely serious, they conducted themselves to the full implications of their caste. On Olliphane penal torture was administered as a cheaper, if not more effective, deterrent than fines of imprisonment; the threat of a police accusation could therefore bring consternation to the most innocent. Director-Controller Masensen cried out, "I have never defied the law! Do I refuse your request? No indeed." "Then furnish my key immediately, as the law requires." "Softly then," said Masensen. "W''e cannot go so fast. There are records to inspect. Don't forget, we have more important affairs than leaping to serve every raggle-taggle vagabond of a locator who marches into our room to insult us." Gersen stared into the round pale face, which gave back hos56 THE DKMON PRINCES tility and defiance. "Very well," said Gersen. "I will go to complain before the Board ofTutelars." "Now then, be reasonable!" blurted Masensen in heavy affability. "All things do not come at once." "Where is my key? Do you still plan to defy the law?" "Naturally, no such thing is possible. I will see to the matter. Come, be patient. Take a chair and compose yourself for just these few minutes." "I do not care to wait." "Go, then!" bellowed Masensen. "I have done exactly as the law requires!" His lips were pushing in and out; his face was pink with fury; he hammered the desk with his fists. The clerk, standing horrified in the doorway, emitted a low wail of terror. "Bring the Tutelars!" raged Masensen. "I will accuse you of molestation and threats! I will see you whipped!"



Gersen dared delay no longer. Furiously he turned, departed. He passed through the outer office and out into the concrete tunnel. He paused, turned a quick look behind him. The receptionist, fluttering in excitement, paid him no heed. Grinning like a wolf, Gersen walked up the hall, away from the entrance, and presently came to an arched opening giving upon the production chambers. Standing to the side, inconspicuous in the shadow of a pilaster, he made a careful appraisal of the rooms, tracing the various production lines. Certain phases were under biomechanical control, others were performed by debtors, moral deviants, vagrants or drunks, leased by the dozen from the city. They sat chained to their benches, guarded by an old warden, and worked with apathetic efficiency. The room supervisor sat on an elevated platform, which could swing on a boom to any area of the room. Gersen located the process where monitors were constructed, identified the area where locks were installed: an alcove two hundred feet along the wall, beside a cubicle where a clerical worker, perhaps a timekeeper, sat on a high chair. He made a final survey of the room. No one had showed the slightest interest in him. The supervisor's attention was turned elsewhere. He walked quickly along the wall to the cubicle where the clerk sat: a harassed hollow-cheeked young-old man, with sardonic black eyebrows, a wrinkled sallow skin, a cynical hook of nose and curl of mouth: a man not necessarily a pessimist, but apparently one THE STAR KING 57 without optimism. Gersen stepped to the back of the cubicle, where there were shadows. The clerk looked around in astonishment. "Well, sir? W-Tiat do you wish? This is not permitted; you must know that." Gersen asked, "Would you care to earn a hundred SVU—very quickly?" The clerk grimaced sadly. "Of course. W'Tio must I kill?" "My wants are less demanding," said Gersen. He displayed the brass plate. "Get me the key for this instrument, and fifty SVU is yours." He placed five purple notes on the table. "Find out to whom the serial number is registered—fifty SVU more." He counted down the notes. ' The clerk looked at the money, then turned a speculative glance over his shoulder, out across the shop. "WTiy not go to the front office? The Director-Controller usually handles such things." "I have irritated Director-Controller Masensen," said Gersen. "He makes difficulties, and I am in a hurry."



"In other words, Director-Controller Masensen would not approve of my helping you." "Which is why I offer you the hundred SVU to perform an entirely legal errand for me." "Is it worth my job?" "If I leave by the back way, no one need know. And Masensen will never know the difference." The clerk considered. "Very well," he said. "I can do it. But I'll need another fifty SVU for the keymaker." Gersen shrugged, brought forth an orange fifty SVU note. "I will appreciate haste." The clerk laughed. "From my viewpoint, the sooner you are gone the better. I'll have to look through two sets of records. We're not too efficient here. Meanwhile keep to the back, out of sight." He noted the serial number, left the cubicle, disappeared behind a partition. Time passed. Gersen noticed that the back wall was paneled with painted glass. Bending, he put his eye to a scratch and obtained a blurred view of the room behind the partition. The clerk stood at an old-fashioned filing case, nipping cards. He found the file, made a set of notes. But now from a side door Masensen lumbered into the room. The clerk closed the file, walked away. Masensen stopped short, fired a question at the clerk, who 58 THP^ DEMON PRINCES responded with an indifferent word or two. Gersen paid silent tribute to his sang-froid. Masensen glared after him, then wheeled and went to the files. With one eye on Masensen's burly back, the clerk bent over the keymaker, whispered in his ear, departed. Masensen looked around suspiciously, but the clerk had left the room. The machinist dropped a key blank into the machine, consulted a paper, punched a set of buttons to control the notches, twists, conductivities and magnetic nodes of the key. Masensen rummaged through the files, extracted a card, marched from the room. The clerk at once returned. The machinist tossed him the key; the clerk came back to the cubicle. He handed the key to Gersen, took five purple notes from the table. "And the registration?" asked Gersen. "I can't help you. Masensen got to the files ahead of me and



removed the card." Gersen glumly considered the key. His main purpose had been to learn the registered owner of the monitor. The key of course was better than nothing; the record filament was easier to hide than the monitor itself- But time was short; he dared delay no longer. "Keep the other fifty," he said. The money, after all, had come from Malagate. "Buy your children a present." The clerk shook his head. "I accept pay only for what I achieve. I need no gift." "As you wish." Gersen returned the money to his pocket. "Tell me how to leave inconspicuously." "You had better go the way you came," said the clerk. "If you try to go out the back way you will be stopped by the patrol." "Thank you," said Gersen. "You are not Olph?" "No. But I've lived here so long I've forgotten anything better." Gersen looked cautiously from the cubicle. The situation was as before. He slipped out, walked quickly along the wall to the arch, slipped through into the concrete tunnel. Passing the door which led into the administration offices, he looked through, saw Masensen pacing back and forth, evidently in a vicious mood. Gersen stepped past, hurried down the hall toward the outside door. But now this door opened. A man entered, his features dark against the outside light. Gersen continued forward briskly, confidently, as if his business were the most legitimate in the worldTHE STAR KING 59 The man approached; their eyes met. The newcomer stopped: it was Tristano the Earthman. "Luck!" declared Tristano in a voice of hushed pleasure. "Luck indeed." Gersen made no reply. Slowly, carefully, he sought to sidle past, too nervous and tense to feel fear. Tristano took a step, blocked his way. Gersen halted, appraised him. Tristano was shorter than himself by an inch, but thick in the neck and shoulders, flat but rather wide at the hips: an attribute indicating agility and good muscular leverage. His head was small, almost hairless; his features were neat. The ears were surgically cropped, the nose flat, the area around the mouth thick with muscle. His expression was calm, with a serene secret half-smile twisting up the corners of his mouth. He seemed reckless rather than vicious: a man who would fee! neither hate nor pity, a man driven only by the need to fulfill the extremes of his capabilities. A highly dangerous man, thought Gersen. He said quietly, "Stand aside."



Tristano extended his left hand almost affably. "Whatever your name is, be wise. Come with me." Flicking and weaving the extended hand, he leaned forward. Gersen watched Tristano's eyes, ignoring the distracting left hand. WTien the right hand darted forth he knocked it aside, drove his fist into Tristano's face. Tristano reeled back, as if in desperate pain, and Gersen pretended to be deceived. He rushed forward, arm cocked back to administer another blow, then halted abruptly as with incredible agility Tristano swung up his leg: a kick intended to cripple or kill. As the foot swung by, Gersen seized toe and heel, twisted hard. Tristano, relaxing instantly, turned in mid-air, pulled himself into a ball, used the momentum of his turn and fall to wrench the foot harmlessly from Gersen's grasp. He caught himself catlike on hands and feet, started to bounce away, but Gersen caught the back of Tristano's head, yanked Tristano's face down against his knee. Cartilage crushed, teeth broke. Tristano fell back, now startled. For an instant he sat laxly asprawl. Gersen caught Tristano's leg and ankle in a lock, threw over his weight, and felt the bone snap. Tristano sucked in his breath. Snatching for his knife, he left his throat exposed; Gersen hacked backhand at the larynx. Tristano's throat was well-muscled, and he retained consciousness, but fell back, feebly waving his knife. 60 THE DEMON PRINCES Gersen kicked it away, but edged forward carefully, for Tristano might be equipped with one or a dozen secret built-in weapons. "Leave me be," croaked Tristano. "Leave me be, go vour way." He dragged himself to the wall. Gersen cautiously reached forth, giving Tristano the option to counter. Tristano refused; Gersen made contact with the massive shoulders, gripped. Tristano suffered this. The two stared eye to eye- Tristano made a sudden grab for an armlock, simultaneously bringing up his good leg. Gersen avoided the armlock, seized the leg, prepared to break the other ankle. Behind him there was outcry, a flurry of movement. Director-Controller Masensen, face contorted, came running awkwardly down the hall. Behind him trotted two or three underlings. "Stop this!" cried Masensen. "What do you do here, in this building?" lie fairly spat in Gersen's face, "You are a devil, a criminal of the worst sort! You insult me, you attack my customer! I will have the Tutelars attend to you!" "By all means," panted Gersen, suddenly brimming with vindictiveness. "Call the Tutelars." Masensen raised his eyebrows. "What? You have this insolence too?"



"No insolence is intended," said Gersen. "A good citizen assists the police in apprehending criminals." "What do you mean?" "There is a certain name which I need speak only once to the Tutelars. I need only hint that you and this person are in collusion. For proof? This man"— he looked down at the half-smiling, halfdazed Tristano—"do you know him?" "No. Of course I do not know him." "But you identified him as a customer." "So I'thought him." "He is a notorious murderer." "Waning, my agile friend," croaked Tristano. "No murderer I." "Lugo Teehalt is not alive to contradict you." Tristano essayed a grimace of outraged innocence. "W^e spoke, you and I, while the old man died." "In this case, neither Dasce nor the Sarkoy killed Teehalt. Who came with you to Smade's Planet?" "We came alone." THE STAR KWG 61 Gersen stared in puzzlement. "I find this hard to believe. Hildemar Dasce told Teehalt that Malagate awaited him outside." Tristano's response was a faint shrug. Gersen stood looking down at him. "I respect the Tutelars and their scourges; I dare not kill you. But I can break more bones, and you will walk sideways like a crab. I can spread apart your eyes, and you will look in two different directions the rest of your life." The lines bracketing Tristano's mouth became deep and melancholy. He slumped heavily back against the wall, uninterested, sodden with pain. He mumbled, "Since when is killing beyond the Pale called murder?" "Who killed Teehalt?" "I saw nothing. I stood with you, by the door." "But the three of you came together to Smade's." Tristano made no response. Gersen leaned forward, performed



a quick vicious act. Masensen made an inarticulate sound, stumbled away; then, halting as if caught by a wire, he slowly turned to stare. Tristano looked numbly at his dangling hand."Who killed Teehalt?" Tristano shook his head. "I will say no more. I would rather limp and squint than die of the Sarkoy's cluthe." "I can infect you with cluthe." "I will say no more." Gersen leaned forward, but Masensen uttered a short quavering cry. "This is intolerable! I will not allow it! Must you give me nightmares? I do not sleep well." Gersen examined him without friendliness. "You would do well not to interfere." "I will call in the Tutelars. Your acts are grossly illegal; you have broken laws of the state." Gersen laughed. "Call the Tutelars. We will learn who has broken laws and who will be punished." Masensen rubbed his pallid cheeks. "Go then. Never return, and I will say no more." "Not so fast," said Gersen, in high good spirits. "You are in serious difficulties. I came here on a legal errand; you telephone for a murderer, who attacks me. This conduct no one should ignore." Masensen licked his lips. "You are making false charges; I will add this to my particulars." It was a poor effort. Gersen laughed. He went to Tristano, turned him over on his face, pulled the jacket 62 THK DEMON PRINCES down the broad back to constrict the arms, tied it in place with Tristano's sash. With his broken bones Tristano was now immobilized. Gersen stepped down the hall, motioned to Masensen. "Let us go to your office." Gersen led the way, with Masensen stumping reluctantly behind; once within the inner office, Masensen sank on nerveless legs into his chair. "Now then," said Gersen, "call the Tutelars." Masensen shook his head. "It—it is better to make no difficul-



ties. The Tutelars are sometimes unreasonable." "In that case you must tell me what I want to know." Masensen bowed his head. "Ask." "Who did you telephone when I appeared?" Masensen showed extreme agitation. "I cannot tell you," he said huskily. "Do you insist that I be killed?" "The Tutelars will ask the same question, as well as many others." Masensen looked in anguish to right, left, up at the ceiling. "A man," he said, "at the Grand Pomador Hotel. His name—Spock." "I know better," said Gersen. "You are lying. I give you one more chance. Who did you call?" Masensen shook his head desperately. "I do not lie." "Have you seen the man?" "Yes. He is tall. He has short pink hair, a long big head and no neck. His face is a peculiar red color, and he wears dark spectacles, and a nose guard—very unusual. He has no more feeling than a fish." Gersen nodded. Masensen was telling the truth. This would be Hildemar Dasce. He turned. "Now then, this is most important. I wish to know to whom the monitor is registered." Masensen started to shake his head, then gave a fatalistic shrug and rose to his feet. "I will go for the record." "No," said Gersen. "We will go together. And if we cannot find the record, I swear to you I will lodge the strongest possible charges." Masensen rubbed his forehead wearily. "I remember now. The record is here." He brought forth a card from his desk. "Sea Province University, Avente, Alphanor. Beneficial Grant 291." "No name?" THE STAR KING 63 "No. And there is no value to you in the key. The university uses a coder in each of its monitors. We have sold them several." "Indeed." The use of a coder, to thwart the double-dealing of an unscrupulous locater, was common enough.



Masensen's voice became heavily ironic. "The university has evidently sold you a coded monitor without the descrambling strip. If I were you I would complain to the Avente authorities." Gersen considered the implications of the information. They were far-reaching indeed, if one certain condition were met. "Why did you telephone the man Spock? Did he offer you money?" Masensen nodded miserably. "Money. And—he made threats. An indiscretion in my past—" he made a vague gesture. "Tell me, did Spock realize that the monitor was coded?" "Certainly. I mentioned this to him, but he was already aware of it." Gersen nodded. The condition had been met. Attel Malagate must necessarily have access to the descrambling strip at the Sea Province University. He reflected for a moment. Information was accumulating. Malagate himself had killed Teehalt, if Hildemar Dasce were to be believed. Tristano indirectly had verified this; he had conveyed more information than he meant to. He had also confused the situation. If Dasce, the Sarkoy poisoner, and Tristano had come together, with no fourth person, how was the presence of Malagate to be explained? Had he arrived simultaneously in another ship? Possible, but unlikely. . . . Masensen was staring at him anxiously, miserably. "I'm going now," said Gersen. "Do you plan to tell this Spock that I was here?" Masensen nodded, all his bluster departed. "I must." "But you will wait one hour." Masensen made no protest. He might or might not respect Gersen's wishes—most likely not. But there was no help for this. Gersen turned, departed the office, leaving Masensen utterly deflated. Walking down the hall Gersen overtook Tristano, who somehow had managed to squirm and writhe himself erect. Now he hopped down the hall, one foot dragging at a queer angle. He looked over his shoulder at Gersen, still wearing the quiet half 64 THE, DEMON PRINCES smile, though the muscles around his mouth were tight. Gersen stopped to consider the man. It would be wise and desirable to kill



him, except for the possibility of police interference. So, contenting himself with a polite nod, and stepping past Tristano, he went his way. 6 Preface to Men of the Oikumene, by Jan Holberk Vaenz LXII: There is a stifling quality to this age which has been observed, remarked on and lamented by a number of the contemporary anthropologists: an oddity, for never before have such variegated opportunities and possible channels of life existed. It is profitable to consider this situation, for it will recur many times in the pages to follow. The most important fact of human life is the infinity of space: the bounds which can never be reached, the worlds without number still unseen—in short, the Beyond. It is my belief that the awareness of these awesome possibilities has somehow clotted at the core of human consciousness, and has diminished or dampened human enterprise, An instant qualification is necessary. Men of enterprise indeed exist, though sadly enough most of them work Beyond, and their enterprise is not entirely constructive. (The statement is not completely ironical: many of the most noxious forms of life exert some sort of useful side effect.) But, in general, ambition is turned inward, rather than out toward the obvious goals. Why? Does infinity, as an object of experience instead of a mathematical abstraction, daunt the human mind? Are we complacent and secure, knowing that the riches of the galaxy are always there for the taking? Is contemporary life already sated by too rich a diet or novelty? Is it conceivable that the Institute wields more control over the human psyche than we suspect? Or THK DEMON PRINCES is there current a feeling of frustration ant] staleness, the conviction that all glory- has been won, that all the meaningful goals have been achieved? Undoubtedly there is no single answer. But several points are noteworthy. First (to be mentioned without comment) is the peculiar situation where the most influential and effective systems of the day are the private, or at best semipublic, associations: the IPCC, the Institute, theJarnell Corporation. Second is the decline of the general level of education. The extremes are certainly farther apart; the savants of the Institute on the one hand, and, say, the serfs of a Tertullian estate on the other. If we consider the condition of men



beyond the Pale, the polarity is even more pronounced. There are obvious sources to the decline. Pioneers settling in strange and often hostile environments have sheer survival for their first concern. Possibly even more daunting is the unmanageable mass of accumulated knowledge. The trend toward specialization began with modern times, but after the breakout into space, and the consequent new amplitude of information, specialization has become even more narrowly focused. It is perhaps pertinent to consider the manner of man who has become the new specialist. He lives in a materialistic age, where comparatively small interest is given to absolutes. He is a man of charm, wit, sophistication, but no profundity. His ideals are not abstract. His field of endeavor, if he is a scholar, may be mathematics or one of the physical sciences; but it is a hundred times more likely to be a phase of what loosely are called humanistic studies: history, sociology, comparatives, symbology, esthetics, anthropology, the varieties of experience, penology, education, communication, administration and coercion, not to mention the morass of psychology already trampled by generations of incompetents, and the still unexplored wilderness of psionics. There are also those who, like the author, ensconce themselves on a thunderous crag ot omniscience, and with protestations of humility which are either unconvincing or totally absent, assume the obligation of appraisal, commenTHE STAR KING dation, derogation or denunciation of their contemporaries. Still, by and large it is an easier job than digging a ditch. From Ten Explorers: A Study of a Type, by Oscar Anderson: Every world has its distinctive psychic aroma: this is a matter attested to by each of the ten explorers. Isack Canaday is willing to wager that if he were blindfolded and taken to any planet of the Oikumene or the immediate Beyond, he would correctly identify this planet immediately upon removal of the blindfold. How does he perform such a feat? At first glance it seems incomprehensible. Canaday himself professes not to know the source of his knowledge. "I Just raise my nose, I look around the sky, I take a couple jumps—and it comes to me." Canaday's explanation is of course arch and consciously quaint. Our senses are undoubtedly much more acute than we suspect. The composition of the air, the color of the light and the sky, the curvature and proximity of the horizon, the tension of gravity: these are presumably interpreted



in our brains to produce an individuality, exactly as the sight of eyes, a nose, hair, a mouth, ears, creates the look of a face. All of this without mention of flora and fauna, the artifices of autochthone or man, the possibly distinctive look of sun or suns. . . . From Life, Volume III, by Unspiek, Baron Bodissey: As a society matures, the struggle for survival imperceptibly graduates and changes emphasis, and becomes what can only be termed the quest for pleasure. This is a large statement, possibly of no startling novelty. Nevertheless, as a generality, it affords a rich resonance of implications. The author suggests as a lively topic for a dissertation a survey of various environment-survival situations and the special types of pleasure goals deriving therefrom. It seems probable, from a moment's reflection, that every particular 68 THE DFMON PRINCFS scarcity or compulsion or danger generates a corresponding psychic tension demanding a particular gratification. Gersen returned to the subway terminal at Sansontiana. He reco\ered the monitor, immediately made a trial of the key. To his gratification the lock moved smoothly, the case slid open. There was neither explosive nor acid present He extracted the little cylinder containing the filament, weighed it m his hand. Then he stepped into a post-office booth and mailed the cylinder to himself at the Hotel Credenza, Avente, Alphanor. He rode the subway back to Kindune and the spaceport, and with no untoward incident took his ship aloft. The blue crescent of Alphanor presently bulged across the sky, with Ri^el dazzling beyond. When the seven continents began to emerge from the dark, Gersen engaged his autopilot into the Avente landing program, and so was guided down to the spaceport. The crane lifted the boat, earned it to a storage bay; Gersen emerged, made a cautious reconnaissance. Finding no evidence of his enemies, he proceeded down the ranks of stored spacecraft to the terminal building Here he breakfasted and considered his plans. They were, he decided, completely straightforward, deriving from a progression of logical steps in which he could see no flaw: a. Lugo Teehalt's monitor was registered to the Sea Province University. b. The information on the monitor filament was coded, accessible only upon application of the decoding, or descramblmg,



strip c. The decoding strip was in possession of the Sea Province University at Avente. d. 1. According to Lugo Teehalt, Attel Malagate had been his original sponsor (a fact he had apparently understood for the first time at Brmktown. Indiscretions by Hildemar Dasce^ Everything considered, Malagate probably still regarded his incognito secure). 2 Malagate vigorously sought possession of the monitor and its filament, and hence must have access to the decoding strip. e. Gersen's course of action would therefore beTHE STAR K1\G 69 1. Identify the persons who had access to the decoding strip. 2. Learn which of these fulfilled a set of conditions consistent with the identity and activities of Malagate. Which, for example, had been gone long enough for a visit to Smade's Planet^ A straightforward and logical line of attack indeed. But, Gersen reflected, the implementation of his logic might not be quite so easy. He dare not arouse Malagate's apprehensions. To a certain extent, possession ofTeehalt's filament provided security; however, if Malagate felt a personal threat, he would find little difficulty, and no qualms, in arranging an assassination. To this moment, Malagate had no reason to fear exposure, and it would be foolhardy to convince him otherwise. The initiative, for the present, was Gersen's; there was no occasion for breakneck haste. . . . His attention became distracted. In a booth nearby sat a pair of pretty girls who evidently had come to the terminal to welcome a friend, or to see one off- Gersen contemplated them wistfully, aware, not for the first time, of an empty area in his life, and feeling a dissatisfaction not unlike the indefinable emotion he had known at Smade's Planet. Frivolity . . . the two girls evidently had very little else on their minds. One had dyed her hair forest green and toned her skin a delicate lettuce green. The other wore a wig of lavender metal shavings with dead-white skin toning; an elaborate cloche of silver leaves and tendrils clung to her forehead, clasped her cheeks. Gersen drew a deep breath. Undoubtedly he had lived a grim, cheerless existence. Thinking back across the years, scenes came crowding into his mind, all of which were variations on a single theme: other children occupied with irresponsible pleasure, while he, a rather thin boy with a grave face, watched from a distance. He had felt only interest and wonder at the easy gaiety—so he recalled—never relating the scenes to himself. His grandfather had



seen to that. .. . One of the girls at the nearby booth had noticed his attention; she whispered to her friend. Both glanced across the aisle, then ostentatiously ignored him. Gersen smiled ruefully. He felt no confidence in his dealings with women; he had known few intimately. He frowned, turned the two a wary side glance. Not impossibly, Malagate had sent these girls to beguile him. Ridiculous. Why two;i 70 THE DF.MON PRINCES They rose and departed the restaurant, each turning on him one swift covert glance. Gersen watched their retreat, resisting the sudden urge to run after them, to introduce himself, to make them his friends. . . . Ridiculous again, doubly ridiculous. What would he say? He pictured the two pretty faces at first puzzled, then embarrassed, while he stood making lame efforts to ingratiate himself. The girls were gone. Just as well, thought Gersen, half amused, half angry with himself. Still, why deceive himself? Living the life of half a man was difficult, a source of dissatisfaction. The circumstances of his life had given him small command of the social graces. Still, what of that? He knew his mission in life, and he was superbly prepared to fulfill this mission. He had no doubts, no uncertainties; his goals were exactly defined. A sudden idea disturbed the flow of his self-reassurances: Where would he be without this clear purpose? If he were less artificially motivated, he might not show so well in comparison with the easy men around him, with their pleasant manners and fluent talk. . . . Turning the thought over, back and forth, Gersen began to feel spiritually deficient. No phase of his life had occurred by his own free choice. He felt no slightest tremor in his dedication: this was not the point at issue. But, he thought, a man's goals should not be imposed upon him until he knew enough of the world to make his own survey, to weigh his own decisions. He had not been given this option. The decision had been made, he had accepted it. ... After all, what matter? More to the point, what would he do when and if he succeeded in his aims? The chances were small, of course. But—assuming the death of five men—what then would he do with his life? Once or twice before he had reached this point in his reflections; warned by some subconscious signal, he had never gone beyond it. Nor did he do so now. His breakfast was finished; the girls, who had prompted him to his brooding, had taken themselves off. Evidently they were not agents ofMalagate the Woe. Gersen sat a few minutes longer considering the best approach to his problem, and again decided upon simple directness. He went to a communication booth and was connected to the Information Bureau at the Sea Province University in the suburb of Remo, ten miles south.



The telescreen flickered first with the university seal, then a conventional reception presentation, printed with the words, Please THE STAR KING 71 speak clearly. Simultaneously a recorded voice asked, "How may we serve you?" Gersen spoke to the still unseen receptionist. "I want information regarding the university's exploration program. W^hich department is directly concerned?" The screen clarified through a decorative cross-hatching to show the gold-toned face of a young woman with blonde hair in flamboyant puffs at each ear. "That depends on the type of exploration." "It would be connected with Beneficial Grant 291." "Just a moment, sir, and I'll inquire." The scene retreated behind the cross-hatching. Presently the girl's face reappeared. "I'll connect you with the Department of Galactic Morphology, sir." Gersen looked into another pale receptionist face. This young woman had arch piquant features toned nacreous silver, and wore her hair in a dark nimbus of ten thousand tiny varnished spikes. "Galactic Morph." "I want to inquire about Beneficial Grant 291," said Gersen. The girl considered for a moment. "You mean the grant itself, sir?" "The grant, how it operates, who administers it." The arch young face pursed its mouth dubiously. "There's not much I can tell you, sir. It's the fund which finances our exploration program." "I'm particularly interested in a locater named Lugo Teehalt, who worked under the grant." She shook her head. "I wouldn't know anything about him. Mr. Detteras could tell you, but he's not available for appointments today." "Mr. Detteras hires the locators?" The girl twisted her eyebrows, squinted; she had a mobile expression, a wide mouth with a merry upward twitch at the corners. Gersen watched her in fascination. "I don't know too much about things like that, sir. We have our part in the Master Exploration



Program, of course. That's not under Grant 291, though. Mr. Detteras is Director of Exploration; he could tell you whatever you wanted to know." "Is there anyone else in the department who might sponsor a locater on Grant 291 ?" 72 THE DF.MON PRINCES The girl looked speculatively sidewise at Gersen, wondering as to the nature of his interest. "Are vou a police official?" she asked timidly. Gersen laughed. "No, I'm a friend of Mr. Teehalt's, trying to finish up some business for him." "Oh. Well, there's Mr. Kelle who is Chairman of the Research Planning Committee. And Mr. Warweave, the Honorary Provost, who made the donation for Grant 291. Mr. Kelle is gone for the morning; his daughter is marrying tomorrow and he's very busy." "What about Mr. Warweave? Can I see him?" "Well—" the girl pursed her lips, bent her head over an appointment panel. "He's busy until three, and then he keeps an open hour, for students or persons without appointments." "That would suit me very well." "If you'd care to leave your name," said the girl demurely, "I'll put it at the head of the list. Then you won't have to wait, in case there are lots of others." Gersen was startled by her solicitude. He searched her face, and was further surprised to find her smiling at him. "That's very kind of you. My name is Kirth Gersen." He watched her write. She seemed in no hurry to terminate the conversation. He asked, "What does an Honorary Provost do? What are his duties?" She shrugged- "I don't know, really. He comes and goes. I think he does just what he wants. Anyone who is rich does just what he wants. Wait till I'm rich." "One more thing," Gersen said. "Are you familiar with the routine of the department?" "Why yes, I should say so." The girl laughed. "In so far as



there is a routine." "The recording filament of the monitor in a locater boat is coded. You're aware of this?" "So I have been told." The girl was definitely speaking to Gersen as an individual, rather than a face on a screen. Gersen thought her deliciously pretty, in spite of her rather extravagant hair style. Definitely he had been in space too long. He kept his voice even with an effort. "WTio unscrambles the filaments? WT-io is in charge of the code?" Again the girl was doubtful. "Mr. Detteras for one. Perhaps Mr. Kelle." THE STAR KING 73 "Can you find out definitely?" The girl hesitated, examining Gersen's face. It was always wise to refuse to answer questions whose motives she could not fathom; still—where could be the harm? The man who inquired seemed interesting: wistful and sad, so she thought, and a trifle mysterious; and definitely not unattractive, in a hardbitten fashion. "I can ask Mr. Detteras' secretary," she said brightly. "Will you wait?" The screen dimmed, and a minute or two later brightened again. The girl smiled back at Gersen, "I was right. Mr. Detteras, Mr. Kelle, and Mr. Warweave—these are the only people who have access to the decoding strip." "I see. Mr. Detteras is Director of Exploration, Mr. Kelle is Chairman of the Research Planning Committee, and Mr. Warweave is—what?" "Honorary Provost. They gave him the title when he endowed the department with Grant 291. He's a very wealthy man, and very interested in space exploration. He frequently goes Beyond. .. . Have you ever been Beyond?" "I've just returned." She leaned forward, her face alive with interest. "Is it really as wild and dangerous as everyone says?" Gersen threw caution to the winds, with a bravado that startled even himself. "Come out with me and see for yourself." The girl did not appear unduly perturbed. But she shook her



head. "I'd be alarmed. I've been taught never to trust strange men from the Beyond. You might be a slaver and sell me." "Such things have happened," said Gersen dampened. "You're probably safer where you are." "Still," she said coquettishly, "who wants to be safe?" Gersen hesitated, started to speak, stopped short. The girl watched him with an expression of bland innocence. Well, why not? he asked himself. His grandfather had been old and parched. . . . "In that case—if you're willing to risk it—perhaps you'd spend the evening with me." "For what purpose?" The girl was suddenly demure. "Slavery?" "No. Just—the usual. Whatever you'd like to do." "This is very abrupt. After all, I haven't even seen you face to face." "Yes, you're right," said Gersen once more abashed. "I'm not very gallant." 74 •HIE DKMON PRINCES "And still, what could be the harm? I'm impulsive myself, or so I've been told." "I suppose it depends on circumstances." "You're just in from Beyond," the girl said magnanimously. "So I guess you can be excused." "Then you'll do it?" She pretended to consider. "Very well. I'll take a chance. Where will I meet you?" "I'll be out at three o'clock to see Mr. Warweave; we can make arrangements then." "I'm off duty at four. . . . You're sure you're not a slaver?" "I'm not even a pirate." "Rather an unenterprising sort, I'd say. . . . But I'm just as pleased, until I know you a little better." A wide sandy beach extended a hundred miles south of Avente, around the entire concavity of Ard Hook. As far as Remo, and a few miles beyond, villas built of glaring white coquina lined the crest of the sandy bluffs which overlooked the ocean.



Gersen hired a car, a small surface slider, and skidded south over the broad white turnpike,, the inevitable dust puffing up behind him. For a space the road followed the shore. Sand dazzled under the brilliant Rigel light; blue water under a collar of white foam sparkled and rolled calmly7 up and down the sand, creating a sound invariable on every wwld in every galaxy where surf meets shore. The road presently climbed the bluffs; to the left spread sand dunes overgrown with black and purple iron bush, punctuated by tall white balloon flower, the inflated pod floating at the end of a long stem. Other white villas looked forth from groves of cool green deodars, native feathertree, hybrid palm. Ahead the ground rose, and the sandy bluffs became a range of low hills, presenting a steep face to the ocean. Remo occupied the flat land at the foot of one of these hills. A pair of piers terminating in high-domed casinos reached forth to create a harbor filled with small boats. The university occupied the crest of the hill: a series of low, flat-rooted structures connected by arcades. Gersen -arrived at the campus parking area, lowered the slide car, alighted. A slideway took him through a commemorative arch into a wide mall, where he inquired directions from a student. THE STAR KING 75 "The College of Galactic Morphology? Into the next quad, sir; the building at the far corner." Ruefully pondering the respectful "sir" from a man no more than seven years his junior, Gersen walked to the end of the mall, threading a many-voiced, many-costumed multitude of students. He crossed the quadrangle, approached the building at the far corner. At the portal he paused, aware of an emotion strangely like diffidence, or shyness, which had gradually been asserting itself during the entire trip out to the university. He jeered at himself. Was he a schoolboy, that the prospect of an evening with a strange girl should give him tremors? And more remarkable, the emotion seemed to take precedence over the basic goal ot his existence! He shrugged, irritated and amused together, then entered the foyer. At a desk a girl looked up, with an uncertainty Gersen identified as equivalent to his own. She was smaller and more slender than he had thought her to be, but by no means less appealing. "Mr. Gersen?" Gersen put on what he hoped was a reassuring smile. "It occurs to me that I don't know your name." She relaxed a trifle. "Pallis Atwrode." "That takes care of the formalities," said Gersen. "I hope that our arrangement is still working?" She nodded. "Unless you've changed your mind."



"No." "I act far bolder than I actually am," said Pallis Atwrode. She gave an embarrassed laugh. "I've simply decided to ignore my upbringing. My mother is a blue-stocking. Perhaps it's time I began to overcompensate." "You begin to alarm me," said Gersen. "I'm not very bold either, and if I have to cope with overcompensation—" "Not really formidable overcompensation. 1 won't become intoxicated, or pick a fight, or—" She stopped. "Or?" "Oh—just -or.' " Gersen looked at his watch. "I'd better see Mr. Warweave." "His offices are down that corridor. And Mr. Gersen—" Gersen looked down into the upturned face. "Yes?" "Today I told you something which it seems I shouldn't have. About the code. It's supposed to be secret. Would you please not mention it to Mr. Warweave? I'd get in trouble." 76 ^ HE DEMON PRINCES "I'll say nothing about it " "Thank you." He turned, went off down the corridor she had indicated The floor was resilient black and gray tesserae, the walls and ceiling were plastered white, devoid of decoration or relief except for the various doors and identificators—these in various muted tones of maroon, mauve, dark green, indigo Three doors along the corridor Gersen came upon a freefloating identificator of luminous blue letters, which read. GYLE WARWEAVE, and below PROVOST He paused, struck by the incongruity of Malagate the Woe in such surroundings. Was there a break in his chain of reasoning5 The monitor was coded, registered to the university Hildemar Dasce, Malagate's lieutenant, had sought possession of the filament, which was useless without the decoder. Gyle Warweave, Detteras and Kelle were the three men who had access to the decoder, one of the three must be Malagate. So then which, Warweave, Detteras or Kelle3 Conjecture without facts was useless, he must deal with events as they occurred He stepped forward, the door slipped aside, quick as a camera shutter, the identificator broke into individual letters which scattered like frightened fish, to regroup after he had



passed In the outer office a tall thin middle-aged woman with keen unsympathetic gray eyes stood listening to an obviously unhappy young man, shaking her head slowly, continually, as he spoke "I'm sorry," she said finally, m a clear brittle voice, "these arrangements are all made on a formal basis of student achievement. I can't allow you to bother the provost with your complaints " "WTiat is he there for, then5" shouted the young man. "He had open office hours, why can't he listen to my side of the story?" The woman shook her head "I'm sorry." She turned away "Are you Mr Gersen5" she asked Gersen came forward. "Mr Warweave is expecting you, please go through that door " Gersen went as directed Gyle Warweave, sitting at a desk, rose to his feet as Gersen entered a tall handsome man, strong and fit looking, of an age not immediately obvious—perhaps ten or fifteen years older than Gersen His hair was a cushion of black curls shaped close to his skull, his skin dye a conservative pale umber His face was emphatically marked, the eyes narrow, deep-set, black THE STAR KING 77 and brooding, the nose and chin harsh He saluted Gersen with a measured courtesy "Mr Gersen, sit down, if you will I'm glad to make your acquaintance." "Thank you " Gersen looked about him. The room was larger than the usual office, the desk occupying an unconventional position by the left of the door, with the greater part of room beyond Tall windows at the right overlooked the quadrangle, the opposite wall was papered with hundreds of maps Mercator pro)ections of many worlds The center of the room was empty, giving it the semblance of a conference chamber from which the table had been removed. At the far end, on a pedestal of polished wood, stood a construction of stone and metal spires, the provenance of which Gersen was ignorant He seated himself, returned his attention to the man behind the desk Gyle Warweave hardly conformed to Gersen's picture of the typical university administrator This of course would well be true, thought Gersen, if Warweave were Malagate Contradicting the evidence of his conservative skin dye, Warweave wore a rich brightblue suit with a white sash, white leather greaves, pale blue sandals garments which might be affected by a young buck of the Sailmaker Beach district, north of Avente. Gersen groped at an elusive familiarity, a tantalizing wisp of recollection, which fled completely from view. Warweave inspected Gersen \uth a similar frank curiosity, in which there was a trace of condescension Gersen definitely was no



dandy He wore the neutral garments of a person either uninterested m current modes or unaware of them His skin was undyed (walking along the streets of Avente, Gersen had felt almost undressed), his thick dark hair was cropped into an undistinguished ruff Warweave waited with attentive politeness Gersen said, "I'm here, Mr. Warweave, in connection with a rather complex matter My motives are beside the point, so I'll ask you to listen without troubling about them " Warweave nodded "Rather difficult, but I'll try " "First of all, are you acquainted with Mr Lugo Teehalt5" "No, I am not " The answer \\as immediate and decisive "May I ask who has the responsibility for the university's space exploration program5" 78 THE DEMON PRINCES Warweave considered. "Do you refer to major expeditions, shotgun surveys, or what in particular?" "Whatever program makes use of locators in leased boats." "Hm," said Warweave. He turned a quizzical look toward Gersen. "By any chance, are you a locater in search of a post? If soGersen smiled politely. "No, I'm not after a job." Warweave smiled in his turn, a quick humorless grimace. "No, of course not. I'm inept in my judgments. For instance, your voice tells me very little. You're not a native of the Concourse. If you were of a different physiognomy I'd place you from Mizar's Third." "During most of my youth I lived on Earth." "Indeed?" Warweave raised his eyebrows in manufactured astonishment. "Out here, you know, we think ofEarthmen in terms of stereotypes: cultists, mystics, hypercivilized eptcenes, sinister old men in Institute black, decadent aristocrats.. .." "I claim no particular niche," said Gersen. "Incidentally, you puzzle me no less than I puzzle you." Warweave put on an expression of rueful whimsey. "Very well, Mr. Gersen. You were asking about our policy in connection with locators. First of all, we cooperate with a number of other institutions in the Master Space Exploration Program. Secondly, there is a small fund which may be drawn upon to expedite some special project." "That is Beneficial Grant 291?"



Warweave inclined his head in curt assent. "Very odd," said Gersen. "Odd? How so?" "Lugo Teehalt was a locater. The monitor in his boat was chartered to Sea Province University, under Grant 291." Warweave pursed his lips. "It's quite possible that Mr. Teehalt might be working for one of the department heads on some special project." "The monitor was coded. That should narrow the possibilities." Warweave pierced Gersen with a hard glance of black eyes. "If I knew what you wanted to learn, I could answer more to the point." There was nothing to lose by telling at least part of the truth, thought Gersen. If Gyle Warweave were Malagate, he would know THE STAR KING 79 what had happened. If he were not, no harm could be done. "The name Attel Malagate is familiar to you?" "Malagate the Woe? One of the so-called Demon Princes." "Lugo Teehalt located a world of apparently idyllic conditions—a world literally beyond value, more Earthlike than Earth. Malagate learned of the discovery, how I don't know. In any event, at least four ofMalagate's men hunted Teehalt to Smade's Tavern. "Teehalt arrived )ust after I did. He landed in a hidden valley and walked to the tavern. During the evening Malagate's men arrived. Teehalt tried to escape, but they caught him in the dark, killed him. Then they took off in my ship, apparently assuming that it was Teehalt's. Both were the same, old Model 9B." Gersen laughed. "When they checked my monitor they had a sorry surprise. "The next day I left in Teehalt's boat. Naturally I took possession of his monitor. I plan to sell the filament for as much as the market will bear." Warweave nodded briskly, moved a sheet of paper on his desk an inch to the right. Gersen watched him, studying the immaculate hands, the glossy fingernails. Looking up, he caught the stare of Warweave's gaze, less affable than his tone of voice. "And from whom do you propose to collect?" Gersen shrugged. "I'll give Teehalt's sponsor the first opportunity. As I mentioned, the filament is coded, and is valueless without the decoding strip."



Warweave leaned back in his chair. "Offhand I don't know who might have contracted with this man Teehalt. Whoever it is naturally would not buy a pig in a poke." "Naturally not." Gersen placed a photograph on the desk. Warweave glanced at it, dropped it into a projection slot- A screen on the far wall burst into color. Teehalt had taken the picture from a rise of ground to one side of a valley. On either hand hills rolled back, over, away and beyond—the rounded tips could be seen receding into the distance. Groves of tall dark trees stood to the side of the valley; a river wandered through the meadows, the banks lined with rushes. At the far side of the meadow, almost in the shade of the forest, stood what appeared to be a bank of flowering shrubs. The sun could not be seen, but the sunlight was golden-white, warm, languid, and the time was evidently noon. Warweave studied the picture at length, then made a gruff non80 THE DEMON PRINCES committal sound. Gersen provided another photograph; the screen shifted to display the view down the valley: the river meandering and twisting, finally disappearing into the far distance. Trees standing tall at either side formed a sort of aisle, diminishing until all faded into haze. Warweave heaved a sigh. "Beyond question a beautiful world. A hospitable world. What of atmosphere and biogens?" "Completely compatible, according to Teehalt." "If it is as you say—undiscovered, uninhabited—an independent locater could name his own price. Still, not being born yesterday, I wonder, could not this photograph have been made elsewhere? Even on Earth, where the vegetation is similar to this?" For answer, Gersen brought forth a third photograph. Warweave dropped it into the slot. The screen depicted, as if from a distance of twenty feet, one of the objects which in the first photograph had appeared as a flowering shrub. It was revealed as a perambulatory being, semihumanoid, graceful. Slender gray legs supported a gray, silver, blue, green torso; purple-green eyes looked forth from a perfect ovoid head, which was otherwise featureless. From the shoulders, armlike members reached three feet into the air, branching and webbing, to support the peacock's tail fan of fronds. "The creature, whatever it is—" "Teehalt called it a dryad." "—certainly it is unique. I've never seen its like before. If the picture is not faked—and I do not believe that it is—then the planet is what you claim it to be."



"I claim nothing. Teehalt made the claims. It is a world—so he told me—so beautiful that he could neither bear to stay nor bear to leave." "And you have Teehalt's filament in your possession." "Yes. I want to sell it. The market is presumably limited to those persons who have access to the decoding strip. Of these, the man who sponsored Lugo Teehalt's operation should have the first option." Warweave gave Gersen a long steady inspection. "A quixotic attitude, which puzzles me. You do not seem a quixotic man." "Why not Judge from deeds rather than impressions?" Warweave merely raised his eyebrows in something like disdain. Then he said, "Conceivably I could make you an offer for the THE STAR KING 81 filament: say two thousand SVU now, another ten thousand after inspection of the world. Possibly a trifle more." "Naturally I will take the best price 1 can get," said Gersen. "But I would like to interview Mr. Kelle and Mr. Detteras first. One of them must be Teehalt's sponsor. If neither is interested in the filament, then—" Warweave interrupted sharply. "WTiy do you specify these two men?" "Other than yourself, they are the only persons who have access to the decoding strips." "May I ask how you are aware of this?" Remembering Pallis Atwrode's request, Gersen felt a pang of guilt. "I asked a young man in the quadrangle. Apparently it's common knowledge." "Altogether too much loose talk," said Warweave, his mouth in a hard angry line. Gersen wanted to inquire how Warweave had spent the previous month, but the occasion was clearly inopportune. It could not be a wise question, if posed directly: if Warweave were Malagate, his suspicion would instantly be reinforced. Warweave now tapped fingers on his desk, rose to his feet. "If you will give me half an hour I will ask Mr. Detteras and Mr. Kelle to step into my office, and you can make your inquiry. Will that be satisfactory?"



"No." "No?" barked Warweave. "Why not?" Gersen also rose to his feet. "Since the matter does not concern you, I would prefer to interview Mr. Kelle and Mr. Detteras alone, on my own terms." "This is at your option," said Warweave coldly. He considered a moment. "WTiat you are after, I can't guess. I put little faith in your candor. But I will make a bargain with you." Gersen waited. "Kelle and Detteras are busy men," said Warweave. "They are not as accessible as I am. I will arrange that you see them at once— today, if you like. Possibly one or the other will admit to an arrangement with Lugo Teehalt. In any case, after your interview with Kelle and Detteras, you will report to me what offers, if any, they have made, and so give me the opportunity of meeting or exceeding the offer." 82 THF DEMON PRINCES "In other words," said Gersen, "you'd keep this world for your private use5" "Why not5 The filament is no longer the property of the university You have taken possession of it And, if the truth be known, my money has gone to endow Grant 291 " "That's reasonable enough " "You agree to my bargain, then7" "Yes So long as you understand that the first refusal goes to Teehalt's sponsor " Warweave's eyelids drooped, he inspected Gersen with a rather cynical twist of the lips "I wonder why you insist on this." "Perhaps I am a quixotic man after all, Mr. Warweave " War-weave swung about, spoke into the desk screen, listened, turned back to Gersen "Very well. Mr Kelle will see you first, then Mr. Detteras After that you will report back to me." "I agree " "Good You will find Kelle's office at the opposite end of the building " Gersen went out into the corridor past Warweave's glint-eyed secretary, returned to the foyer Pallis Atwrode looked up with an eager expectancy Gersen found very appealing "Did you learn what



you wanted to5" "No. He's sending me to see Kelle and Detteras." "Today5" "Right now." She looked at him with new interest "You'd be surprised at the people both Mr Kelle and Mr Detteras have refused to see today." Gersen grinned. "I don't know how long I'll be .. If you're off duty at four—" "I'll wait," said Palhs Atwrode, and then she laughed "I mean, you won't be very much longer than four, and I'd have to walk home, and explain where I live—it's )ust easier waiting " "I'll be as fast as I can," said Gersen. Deeming the unsubstantiated dogma of a locali/ed religious cult to be an undignified and unsuitable base on which to erect the chronology of galactic man, the members of this convention hereby declare that time shall now be reckoned from the year 2000 A D (Old System), which becomes the year 0 The revolution ofFarth about Sol remains the standard annual unit Declaration at the Oikumemcal Convention for the Standardization of Units and Meters "Everything of which we are conscious has for us a deeper meaning still, a final meaning And the one and only means ot rendering this incomprehensible comprehensible must be a kind of metaphysics which regards everything whatsoever as having significance as a symbol." Oswald Speng-ler "Who are our basic enemies^ This is a secret, unknown even to those basic enemies " Xaviar Skolcamp, Over-Centennul Fellon ot the Institute, indulgently, in response to a )ournahst's toosearching question Kagge Kelle was a small, compact man with a large, solid, wellarranged head His skin was only faintly dyed, to a waxv bisque pallor, he wore a severe costume of dark brown and purple His eyes were clear and remote, his nose short and blunt, his mouth prim, held firmly as if in compensation for its overfullness 84 THE DEMON PRINCES



Kelle seemed to make a virtue of inscrutability. He greeted Gersen with austere courtesy, listened to his story without comment, saw the photographs without perceptible show of interest. Choosing his words with care, he said, "I am sorry that I cannot help you. I did not sponsor Mr. Teehalt's expedition. I know nothing about this man." "In that case, will you allow me the use of the decoding strip?" Kelle sat motionless for a moment. Then he said in an even voice, "Unfortunately, this is contrary to the rules of the department. I would encounter not a little criticism. Still. .. ." He picked up the photographs, examined them once more. "This is beyond question a world of interesting characteristics. What is its name?" "I don't have that information, Mr. Kelle." "I cannot conceive why you seek Teehalt's sponsor. Are you a representative of the IPCC?" "I am a private individual, though naturally I can't demonstrate this." Kelle was skeptical. "Everyone works to his own interests. If I understood what you were trying to achieve, I could possibly act with more flexibility." "That is more or less what Mr. Warweave told me," said Gersen. Kelle turned on him a sharp look. "Neither Warweave nor myself are what might be called innocent men." He thought for a moment, then said grudgingly, "On behalf of the department, I can go so far as to make you an offer for the filament—though, as you tell the story, it actually is the property of the department to begin with." Gersen nodded in full agreement. "That is exactly the point I am trying to establish. Does the filament actually belong to the university, or can I feel free to do as I like with it? If I could find Lugo Teehalt's sponsor—or determine whether the sponsor actually exists—then any number of new possibilities would appear." Kelle was not to be moved by Gersen's ingenuousness. "It is an extraordinary situation ... As I say, I might be able to make you an attractive offer for the filament—even as a private party, if that would expedite matters. Although I would naturally insist on a prior inspection of the planet." "You know my qualms in the matter, Mr. Kelle." Kelle's response was only a small incredulous smile. Once more THE STAR KING 85



he studied the photographs. "These—er, dryads, I must say they are creatures of considerable interest. . . . Well, I can help you to this extent. I will consult university records for information regarding Lugo Teehalt. But in exchange, I would like you to assure me an opportunity to consider the purchase of this world, in the event that you do not find the so-called 'sponsor.' " Gersen could not restrain a mild gibe. "You gave me to understand that you weren't particularly interested." "Your assumptions are of no consequence," said Kelle evenly. "This should not injure your sensibilities, for you clearly are not concerned as to my opinion of you. You approach me as if I were mentally deficient, with a tale which would not impress a child." Gersen shrugged. "The 'tale,' as it stands, is substantially accurate. Naturally I haven't told you everything I know." Kelle smiled again, rather more generously. "Well, let's see what the records have to tell us." He spoke into the microphone. "Confidential Information. Authority of Kagge Kelle." The nonhuman voice of the information bank responded. "Confidential Information, ready." "The file on Lugo Teehalt." He spelled out the name. There was a series of subdued mutterings, a quiet eerie whistling. The voice spoke once more, reading off the information it had gathered. "Lugo Teehalt: his file. Contents: Application for admission, verification and appended comment. April 3, 1480." "Pass," said Kelle. "Application for admission to advanced regimen, verification and appended comment. July 2, 1485." "Pass." "Thesis for degree in College of Symbology: title: 'The Meaningful Elements in the Eye Motion of the Tunkers of Mizar Six.' December 20, 1489." "Pass." "Application for post as associate instructor, verification and comment. March 15. 1490." "Discharge of Lugo Teehalt, associate instructor, for conduct prejudicial to morale of student corpus. October 19, 1492." "Pass." "Contract between Lugo Teehalt and Department of Galactic Morphology, January 6, 1521."



86 THE DEMON PRINCES Gersen exhaled a small sigh at the relaxation of tension of whose existence he had barely been aware. It was definite: Lugo Teehalt had been employed as locater by someone within the department. "Quote in resume," Kelle ordered. "Lugo Teehalt and Department of Galactic Morphology agree and covenant to the following: Department will furnish Teehalt a suitable space vessel, provisioned, equipped, found in typical and useful manner, in order that Teehalt shall conduct, as agent of department, assiduous exploration of certain areas of galaxy. Department advances Teehalt sum of five thousand SVU and guarantees a bonus of graduated values for degrees of successful exploration. Teehalt agrees to devote best efforts to successful pursuit of exploration, to preserve results of said exploration secure and secret from all persons, groups, and agencies other than those authorized by Department. Signatures: Lugo Teehalt for Lugo Teehalt; Ominah Bazerman for department. "No further information." "Mmf," said Kagge Kelle. He spoke to the screen. "Ominah Bazerman." A click, a voice spoke. "Ominah Bazerman, Chief Clerk." "Kelle speaking. Two years ago a certain Lugo Teehalt was despatched as a locater. You signed his contract. Do you remember the circumstances?" There was a moment's silence. "No, Mr. Kelle, I can't say that I do. The contract probably came to me in a set of other papers." "You don't remember who would have initiated this contract, who sponsored this particular exploration?" "No, sir. It must have been either yourself, or Mr. Detteras, or perhaps Mr. Warweave. No one else would order out such an exploration." "I see. Thank you." Kelle turned to Gersen, his eyes mild, almost bovine. "And there you have it. If it wasn't Warweave, it must be Detteras. As a matter of fact Detteras is former Dean of the College of Symbology. Perhaps he and Teehalt were acquain^i tances. ... Rundle Detteras, Director of Exploration, seemed a man completely at his ease—at peace with himself, his job, the world at large. When Gersen entered his office, Detteras held up his hand in easy



THE STAR KING 87 salute. He was a large man, surprisingly ugly for this age when a pointed nose or an overloose mouth could be repaired in a matter of hours. He had made no attempt to camouflage his ugliness; indeed, it seemed as if his rather harsh blue-green skin dye, almost the color of verdigris, accentuated the coarseness of his features, the rather gauche brusqueness of his motions. His head was the shape of a gourd; the heavy chin rested on his breast with no perceptible intervention of neck, the hair was a bristle dyed the color of wet moss. From knee to shoulder he seemed of uniform thickness, with a torso like a log. He wore the quasimilitary uniform of a Baron of the Order of Archangels: black boots, loose scarlet breeches, and a splendid blouse striped green, blue and scarlet, with gold epaulettes and filigreed breast plates. Rundle Detteras was of sufficient presence to command both the uniform and his odd physiognomy; a man with the slightest dubiety or self-consciousness would instantly have seemed eccentric. "Well, well, Mr. Gersen," said Detteras, "is it too early for a taste of arrack?" "I'm out of bed." Detteras stared in brief puzzlement, then laughed heartily. "Excellent! This is when I usually hoist the hospitality flag. Tint, tang, or white?" "White, please." Detteras poured from the tall slender flask. He raised his glass: "Detteras au pouvoir!" and drank with gusto. "First of the day, like a visit home to mother." He poured himself a second tot, settled back, turned upon Gersen a glance of leisurely appraisal, Gersen asked himself, which one: Warweave? Kelle? Detteras? One of these exteriors hid the ferocious soul of Attel Malagate the Woe. Warweave? Kelle? Detteras? Gersen had inclined toward Warweave; now he was once more dubious. Detteras had undeniable force, a rude, harsh-textured energy, almost palpable. Detteras apparently felt no urgency about coming to grips with Gersen's business, for all the reputed press of his affairs. It was not unlikely that he and Warweave had been in communication, and possibly Kelle likewise. "A never-ending puzzle," said Detteras, rather pompously. "The modes of why and how men differ." If Detteras were in no hurry, thought Gersen, neither was he. "No doubt you're right," he said, "although I don't understand the immediate relevance." 88 THE DEMON PRINCES



Detteras laughed; a heavy booming sound. "Quite as it should be; I would be surprised if you professed otherwise." He held up his hand to forestall Gersen's response. "Presumption on my part? No. Hear me out. You are a somber man, a pragmatic man. You carry a heavy load of secrets and dark resolves." Gersen sipped suspiciously at the arrack. The verbal pyrotechnics might be intended as a distraction, a device to diminish his wariness. He concentrated on the arrack, senses keen for the faintest off flavor. Detteras had poured both drinks from the same flask; he had offered Gersen a choice of three distillations; he had taken up glasses without seeming calculation. There existed, nonetheless, enormous scope for ruse, which no normal vigilance could prevent. . . . The drink was innocent, so Gersen's tongue and nasal passages, trained on Sarkovy, assured him. He focused his attention upon Detteras and the previous remark. "Your opinions regarding me are exaggerated." Detteras grinned, a great gap-lipped grimace. "But nevertheless essentially accurate?" "Possibly." Detteras nodded complacently, as if Gersen had given him the most emphatic of corroborations. "It is a skill, or habit of observation, born of long years of study. I formerly specialized in Symbology, until I decided that I'd cropped the pasture as short as my teeth were long, and as far as my tether would reach. So here I am in Galactic Morphology. A less complicated field, descriptive rather than analytic, objective rather than humanistic. Still, I occasionally find application for my previous field. Now is a case in point. You come into my office, an utter stranger. I assess your overt symbolic presentation: skin color; shape, condition, color of your hair; features, clothes, your general style. You will say, this is common practice. I reply, true. Everyone eats, but a skilled taster is rare. I read these symbols with minute exactitude, and they provide me with information about your personality. I, on the other hand, deny similar knowledge to you. How? I bedizen myself with random and contradictory symbols, I am in constant camouflage, behind which the real Rundle Detteras watches, as calm and cool as an impresario at the hundredth performance of a glittering carnival extravaganza." Gersen smiled. "My nature might be as flamboyant as your symbols, and I might dissemble it for reasons similar to your own— whatever they are. A second point: your presentation, if it can be THE STAR KING 89 believed, illuminated you almost as clearly as the set of your natural symbols. Third—why bother in the first place?" Detteras seemed much amused. "Aha! You show me for the fraud and charlatan I am! Still, I cannot avoid the conviction that your symbols tell me more about you than mine do about me." Gersen leaned back in his seat. "To little practical effect."



"Not so fast," exclaimed Detteras. "You occupy yourself exclusively with positivity! Consider negativity for a moment. Some people fret regarding the cryptic mannerisms of their colleagues. You protest that the symbols tell you nothing of importance; you dismiss them. These others worry because they cannot integrate a proliferation of information." Gersen started to demur; Detteras held up his hand. "Consider the Tunkers ofMizar Six. You are acquainted with them? A religious sect." "I heard them mentioned a few minutes ago." "As I say," Detteras continued, "they are a religious group: ascetic, austere, devout to an astonishing extreme. The men and women dress identically, shave their heads, use-a language of eight hundred and twelve words, eat identical meals at identical hours— all this to protect themselves from the perplexity of wondering about each other's motivations. True. This is the basic purpose of the Tunker mode. And not too far from Mizar is Sirene, where for a similar reason men wear highly conventionalized masks, from birth to death. Their faces are their dearest secrets." He proffered the arrack flask. Gersen held out his glass. Detteras continued. "The practice here on Alphanor is more complicated. We gird ourselves for offense and defense, or sheer playfulness, with a thousand ambiguous symbols. The business of living is enormously complicated; artificial tensions are established; uncertainty and suspicion become normality." "And in the process," suggested Gersen, "sensitivities are developed unknown to either the Tunkers or the Sirenese." Detteras held up his hand. "Again, not so fast. I know a great deal about both these peoples; insensitivity is a word which cannot be applied to either. The Sirenese will detect the most remote nuance of uneasiness when a man masks himself above his status. And , the Tunkers—I know less of them, but I believe that their personal differentiations are as refined and varied as our own, if not more so. I quote an analogous esthetic doctrine: the tighter the discipline of an art form, the more subjective the criteria of taste. In another 90 THF- DEMON PRINCES category, becoming ever more didactic, consider the Star Kings— nonmen driven by their psyches to literally superhuman excellences. They must enter the field cold, as it were, without even the human racial unconscious as a matrix for their symbolic education. Returning to Alphanor, it must be remembered that the folk thrust an enormous amount of perfectly valid information at each other, as well as ambiguities." "Confusing," said Gersen dryly, "if one allows himself to be distracted." Detteras laughed quietly, evidently well pleased with himself.



"You've led a different life than I have, Mr. Gersen. On Alphanor the issues aren't life and death; everyone is fairly sophisticated. It's easier than not to accept people at their own valuation. Indeed, it's often impractical not to do so." He looked sidelong at Gersen. "Why do you smile?" "It dawns upon me that the dossier on Kirth Gersen, requested from the IPCC, is slow in arriving. In the meantime, you find it impractical to accept me at my own valuation. Or even your own." Detteras laughed in his turn. "You do both me and the IPCC an injustice. The dossier came promptly, several minutes before your arrival." He pointed to a photostat sheet on his desk. "I ordered the dossier, incidentally, in my role as a responsible officer of the Institution. I think I can make a case for my caution." "What did you learn?" asked Gersen. "I haven't seen the dossier recently." "It's marvelously blank." He picked up the paper. "You were born in 1490: where? Not on one of the major worlds. At the age of ten you registered into Galileo Spaceport on Earth, in the company of your grandfather, whose antecedents perhaps we should likewise check. You attended the usual schools, were accepted by the Institute as a catechumen, reached the eleventh phase at the age of twenty-four (quite respectable progress), when you withdrew. From now on there is no record, suggesting that either you remained permanently on Earth, or departed illegally, without registration. Since you now sit before me, the latter seems to have been the case. Remarkable," said Detteras, "that a person could live to your age in a society as complex as the Oikumene with no small impingement upon the official record! Long years of silence while you were occupied where? How? To what purpose, and to what effect?" He glanced questioningly at Gersen. THE STAR KING 91 "If it's not there," said Gersen, "I don't want it there." "Naturally. There is very little more." He tossed down the dossier. "Now you are anxious to make your inquiries. I will anticipate you. I knew Lugo Teehalt, far back indeed, in my undergraduate days. He involved himself in some sort of unsavory mess and dropped from sight. A year or so ago he came to me, asking for a locator's contract." Gersen stared at him, fascinated. So here was Malagate! "And you sent him out?" "I chose not to do so. I did not want him dependent upon me for the rest of his life. I was willing to help him, but not on a personal basis. I told him to apply either to the Honorary Provost, Gyle War-weave, or the Chairman of the Research Planning Committee, Kagge Kelle; to mention my name, that very likely they could assist him. This was the last I heard of him." Gersen took a deep breath. Detteras spoke with the assurance



of truth. But which of them had not? Detteras at least had confirmed that one of the three—either himself, Warweave or Kelle— was lying. Which? Today he had seen Artel Malagate, looked into his eyes, listened to his voice. .. . He was suddenly uneasy. WTly was Deterras so relaxed? Presumably a busy man, how could he spare so much time? Gersen abruptly sat up in his chair. "I will get to the point of my call upon you." He told the story he had already related to Warweave and Kelle, while Detteras listened with a faint smile playing over his coarse mouth. Gersen displayed the photographs and Detteras looked at them negligently. "A beautiful world," said Detteras. "If I were wealthy I would ask you to sell it to me to be my personal estate. I am not wealthy. On the contrary. In any event, you seem not so much anxious to sell your rights to this world as you do to locate poor old Teehalt's sponsor." Gersen was somewhat taken aback. "I'll sell to the sponsor for a reasonable price." Detteras smiled skeptically. "Sorry. I can't admit to a falsehood. W^arweave or Kelle is your man." "They deny it." "Strange. So then?" 92 THE DEMON PRINCES "The filament is useless to me in its present condition. Will you furnish me the decoding strip?" "I'm afraid that's out of the question." "I thought as much. So I must sell to one or the other of you, or to the university. Or destroy the filament." "Hm." Detteras judiciously nodded his head. "This demands careful thought. If your demands were not excessive, I'd be interested. ... Or perhaps the three of us, in concert, could come to some agreement with you. Hm. . . . Let me speak to Warweave and Kelle. And then, if you can, come back tomorrow, say at ten. I might have a definite proposition to put before you." Gersen rose to his feet. "Very well. Tomorrow at ten." "Yes, we are a reactionary, secretive, pessimistic organization. We have agents everywhere. We know a thousand tricks to discourage research, sabotage experiments, distort data. Even in the Institute's own laboratories we proceed with deliberation and discretion.



"But now let me answer some of the questions and accusations we often Jiear. Do the members of the Institute enjoy wealth, privilege, power, freedom from the law? Honesty compels the answer: Yes, in varying degree, depending upon phase, achievement. "Then the Institute is an inbred, restricted, centripetal group? By no means. We consider ourselves an intellectual elite, certainly. Why should we not? Membership is open to anyone, although few of our catechumens achieve even so far as the fifth phase. "Our policy? Simple enough. Space drive has given a terrible weapon to any megalomaniacs who happen to occur in our midst. There is other knowledge which, if equally free, could ensure them tyrannical power. We therefore control the dissemination of knowledge. "We are scathed as 'self-anointed divinities'; we are accused of pedantry, conspiracy, condescension, smugness, arrogance, obstinate self-righteousness; these are the mildest of the objurgations we hear. We are accused of intolerable paternalism, and in the same breath reproached for disengagement from ordinary human affairs. \Vhy do we not use our lore to lighten toil, alleviate pain, prolong life? WTiy do 94 THP DEMON PRINCES we stand aloof3 Why do we not transform the human estate into a Utopia a task well within our power3 tk the answer is simple—perhaps deceptively so We feel these are false boons, that peace and satiety are akin to death For all its rawness and cruel excess, we envy archaic humanity its ardent experience We hold that gain after toil, triumph after adversity, achievement to a goal long sought, is a greater beneficence than prebendary nutrient from the teat of an indulgent government " From the television address by Madian Carbuke, Centennial (Hundredth Phase Fellow) of the Institute, December 2, 1502 Conversation between two Centennials of the Institute, in connection with a third not present —"I would gladly come to your house for a chat, if I did not suspect that Ramus were likewise invited " —"But what is so wrong with Ramus3 He often amuses me



-"He is a fungus, a flatulence, a pompous old toad, and he irritates me vastly " Question occasionally put to Fellows of the Institute: Are Star Kings included among the fellowship3 The customary answer We certainly hope not Motto of the Institute A little knowledge if a dangerous thing, a great deal of knowledge is disaster, which detractors of the Institute scornfully paraphrase to- Somebody else's ignorame is hlivs Pallis Atwrode lived with two other girls in a seaside apartment tower to the south of Remo. Gersen waited in the lobby while she ran up to change clothes and retint her skin He went out on the deck overlooking the ocean, leaned against the rail Great blazing Rigel hung low over the ocean, laying a molten road from shore to horizon Near at hand in the harbor, enclosed by twin piers, a hundred boats were moored power yachts, sailing catamarans, glass-hulled submarines, a shoal of jet-powered THE STAR KI\G 95 aquaplanes, to be ridden at maniacal speed over, through, and across the waves Gersen's mood was complex, and puzzled even himself There was the heart-bumping anticipation of an evening with a pretty girl, a sensation he had not known for years There was the melancholy normally induced by sunset—and now the sunset was beautiful indeed, the sky glowed mauve and green-blue around a green bank of persimmon-orange clouds stranded with magenta. It was not the beauty which brought on melancholy, mused Gersen, but rather the quiet halcyon light and its fading And there was another melancholy—different yet somehow similar—which came to Gersen as he watched the debonair folk about him They were all graceful and easy, untouched by the toil and pain and terror that existed on remote worlds Gersen envied them their detachment, their social skills. Still, would he change places with any of them3 Hardly. Pallis Atwrode came to )om him by the rail. She had tinted herself a beautiful soft olive-green, with a subtle patina of gold, she now wore her hair in a loose dark curly cap She laughed at Gersen's obvious approval "I feel like a wharf rat," said Gersen "I should have changed into new clothes." "Please don't worry," she said "It's completely unimportant. Now What shall we do3" '



"You'll have to make suggestions " "Very we\\ Let's go into Avente and sit on the esplanade I never tire of watching people walk past Then we can decide what's next " Gersen acceded; they walked to the slide car and drove north, Paths chattering with ingenuous candor about herself, her job, her opinions, plans and hopes She was, so Gersen learned, a native of Singhal Island, on the planet Ys Her parents were prosperous, owning the only cold-storage warehouse of the Lantango Peninsula WTien they retired to the Palmetto Islands, her oldest brother took control of the warehouse and likewise the family home The brother next older had wished to marry her, this form of union being countenanced on Ys, which had been settled originally by a group of Reformed Rationalists The brother was stout, red-faced, arrogant, without a trade other than driving the warehouse van, and the prospect held no charm for Pallis 96 THE DF.MON PRINCES At this point Pallis hesitated and her candor seemed to slip gears, for she changed the subject. Gersen guessed at the dramatic confrontations, fierce reproaches and countering accusations which had taken place. Pallis had now lived in Avente for two years and, though sometimes homesick for the sights and sounds of Ys, she felt herself happy and lucky. Gersen, who had never known anyone so artless, was charmed by her talk. They parked the slider, walked out along the esplanade, selected a table in front of one of the numerous cafes, and sat watching the crowds stroll by. Beyond spread the dark ocean, with the sky now plum and indigo-gray, with only the faintest tinge of lemon to mark the passage of Rigel. The night was warm; folk from all the worlds of the Oikumene sauntered past. The waiter brought goblets of punch. Gersen sipped and his tensions began to relax. Neither spoke for a period; then Pallis suddenly turned to face him. "You're so silent, so guarded; is it because you're in from Beyond?" Gersen had no ready reply. Finally he gave a rueful laugh. "I hoped you'd think me easy and suave, like everyone else. . . ." "Oh come now," said Pallis teasingly. "Nobody's like everyone else." "I'm not altogether sure," said Gersen. "I suppose it's a matter of relativity: how near you are. Even bacteria have individuality, if



they're examined closely enough." "So now I'm a bacterium," said Pallis. "Well, I'm another, and I'm probably boring you." "No, no! Of course not! I'm enjoying myself." "So am I. Too much. It's—enervating." Pallis scented a compliment. "How do you mean?" "I can't allow myself the luxury of emotional commitments— even if I should like to." "You're much, much, much too sober for a young man." "I'm not young anymore." She made a gay gesture. "But you admit you're sober!" "I suppose so. But be careful, don't push me too far." "A woman likes to think herself a temptress." Again Gersen had no response. He studied Pallis across the table; for the moment she seemed content to watch the passersby. What a gay, warm-hearted creature, he thought, without a trace of malice or acerbity. THE STAR KING 97 Pallis turned her attention back to him. "You're really such a quiet man," she told him. "Everyone else I know refuses to stop talking, and I listen to continual floods of nonsense. I'm sure you know hundreds of interesting things, and you refuse to tell me any of them." Gersen grinned. "They're probably less interesting than you think." "Still, I'd like to make sure. So tell me about the Beyond. Is life really so dangerous?" "Sometimes yes, sometimes no. It depends on whom you meet, and why." "But—perhaps you'd rather I didn't ask—what do you do? You're not a pirate or a slaver?" "Do I look like a pirate? Or a slaver?" "You know that I don't know what a pirate or a slaver look like! But I'm curious. Are you a—well, criminal? Not that it's necessarily a disgrace," she added hastily. "Affairs which are perfectly acceptable on one planet are absolutely taboo'on another. For instance, I told one of my friends that all my life I'd planned to marry



my oldest brother—and her hair uncurled!" "I'm sorry to disappoint you," said Gersen, "but I'm not a criminal. ... I don't fit into any category." He considered. There could be no indiscretion in telling her what he had told Warweave, Kelle and Detteras. "I've come to Avente for a particular purpose, naturally—" "Let's have dinner," said Pallis, "and you can tell me while we eat." "Where shall we go?" "There's an exciting new restaurant, only just opened. Everyone's talking about it and I've never been there." She jumped to her feet, took his hand with an easy intimacy, pulled him upright. He caught her under the arms, bent forward, but his daring waned; he laughed and released her. She said archly, "You're more impulsive than you look." Gersen grinned, half shamefacedly. "Well, where is the exciting new restaurant?" "Not far. We can walk. It's rather expensive, but I plan to pay half the account." "That's not necessary," said Gersen. "Money is no particular 98 TI IF, DEMON PRINCES problem to a pirate. If I run short, I'll rob someone. You, perhaps. . .." "It's hardly worth the trouble. Come along, then." She took his hand, and they walked north along the esplanade like any of the thousand other couples abroad this fine Alphanor evening. She led him to a kiosk circled by large luminous green letters reading NAUTILUS. An escalator dropped them two hundred feet into a tall octagonal lobby paneled with rattan screens. A majordomo escorted them along a glass-vaulted tunnel, out upon the floor of the sea. Dining rooms of various sizes opened off the passage, into one of which they were conducted, and seated at a table close beside the sloping glass dome. The sea lay beyond, with beacons illuminating the sand, rocks, seaweed, coral, the passing submarine creatures. "Now," said Pallis, leaning forward, "tell me about the Beyond. And don't worry about alarming me, because I love an occasional shudder. Or better, tell me about yourself."



"Smade's Tavern on Smade's Planet is a good place to start," said Gersen. "You've been there?" "Of course not. But I've heard it mentioned." "It's a small, barely habitable planet out in the middle of nowhere; all mountains, wind, thunderstorms, an ocean black as ink. The tavern is the only building on the planet. Sometimes it's crowded, sometimes there'll be no one but Smade and his family for weeks on end. When I arrived the only other guest was a Star King." "A Star King? I thought they were always disguised as men." "It's not a matter of disguise," said Gersen. "They are men. Almost." 'T never have understood about the Star Kings. Just what are they?" Gersen shrugged. "You'll get a different answer every time you ask. The general speculation goes like this. A million years ago, more or less, the planet Lambda Grus III, or 'Ghnarumen'—you have to cough through your nose to get it even approximately right—was inhabited by a rather frightening assortment of creatures. Among them was a small amphibious biped without any particular tools for survival except awareness and an ability to hide in the mud. He probably looked a little like a lizard, or a hairless seal. . . . The species faced extinction half a dozen times, but a few THE STAR KING 99 always managed to hang on, and somehow scavenge an existence among creatures who were more savage, more cunning, more agile, better swimmers, better climbers, even better scavengers than themselves. The proto-Star Kings had only physical advantages: self-consciousness, competitiveness, a desire to stay alive by any means whatever." "They sound rather like the proto-humans on ancient Earth," said Pallis. "No one knows for sure: at least no men. What the Star Kings know they're not telling. .. . These bipeds differed from proto-man in several respects: first, they are biologically much more flexible, able to transmit acquired characteristics. Second, they are not bisexual. There is cross-fertilization by means of spores emitted on the breath, but each individual is male and female at once, and the young develop as pods in the armpits. Perhaps from this lack of sexual differentiation the Star Kings have no natural physical vanity.



Their basic drive is the urge to outdo, to outfunction, to outsurvive. The biological flexibility coupled to a rudimentary intelligence provided the means to implement their ambitions; they consciously began to breed themselves into a creature which could outperform their less resourceful competitors. "This is all speculation, of course, and what follows is speculation on an even more tenuous basis. But just let's assume that some race able to traverse space visited Earth. It might have been the people which left ruins on the Fomalhaut planets, or the Hexadelts, or whoever carved Monument Cliff on Xi Puppis X. "We assume that such a space-traveling people came by Earth a hundred thousand years ago. Assume that they captured a tribe of Mousterian Neanderthals, and for some reason conveyed them to Ghnarumen, world of the proto-Star Kings. Here is a challenging situation for both parties. The men are far more dangerous opponents to the Star Kings than the now-defeated natural enemies. The men are intelligent, patient, crafty, ruthless, aggressive. Under pressure of the environment the men themselves evolve into a different type: more agile, faster of body and mind than their Neanderthal predecessors. "The proto-Star Kings suffer setbacks, but they have their hereditary patience, as well as important weapons: the competitive urge, the biological flexibility. Men have proved superior to them100 THE. DEMON PRINCES selves; to compete with men they shape themselves into human semblance. "The war continues, and the Star Kings admit, very guardedly, that certain of their myths describe these wars. "Another assumption now becomes necessary. About fifty thousand years ago the space travelers return, and convey the evolved Earthmen back to Earth, and perhaps a few Star Kings: who knows? And so the Cro-Magnons appear in Europe. "On their own planet the Star Kings are at last more manlike than men, and prevail: the true men are destroyed, the Star Kings are supreme and remain so until five hundred years ago. The men of Earth discover the intersplit. When they chance upon 'Ghnarumen' they are astonished to find creatures exactly resembling themselves: the Star Kings." "It sounds far-fetched," said Pallis dubiously. "Not as far-fetched as convergent evolution. It is a fact that Star Kings exist: a race not antagonistic, but not friendly either. Men are not allowed to visit 'Ghnarumen'—or however the name is pronounced. The Star Kings tell us only as much about themselves as they care to, and they send observers—spies, if you like—



everywhere throughout the Oikumene. There are probably a dozen Star Kings in Avente right now." Pallis grimaced. "How can you tell them from men?" "Sometimes even a doctor can't, after they finish disguising and faking themselves. There are differences, of course. They have no genital organs; their pubic region is blank. Their protoplasm, blood, hormones have a different composition. Their breath has a distinctive odor. But the spies, or whatever they are, are altered so that even an X-ray shows the same as that of a man." "How did you know the—the creature at Smade's Tavern was a Star King?" ' "Smade told me." "How did Smade know?" Gersen shook his head. "I never thought to ask." He sat silent, preoccupied with a new notion. There had been three guests at Smade's Tavern: himself, Teehalt, and the Star King. IfTristano were to he believed—and why not?—he had arrived in company only with Dasce and Suthiro. If Uasce's statement to Teehalt were to be credited, Attel Malagate must be reckoned THE STAR KING 101 Teehalt's murderer. Gersen had certainly heard Teehak's scream while Suthiro, Dasce and Tristano stood within his range of vision. Unless Smade were Malagate, unless another ship had surreptitiously arrived—which were both unlikely—then Malagate and the Star King must be one. Thinking back, Gersen recalled that the Star King had left the dining hall in ample time to allow a conference outside with Dasce. . . . Pallis Atwrode lightly touched his cheek. "You were telling me of Smade's Tavern." "Yes," said Gersen. "So I was." He looked at her speculatively. She must certainly know a great deal about the comings and goings of Warweave, Kelle and Detteras. Pallis, misunderstanding the nature of his gaze, flushed prettily under her pale-green skin toning. Gersen laughed uneasily. "Back to Smade's Tavern." He described the events of the evening. Pallis listened with interest, almost forgetting to eat. "So now you have Lugo Teehalt's filament and the university has the decoder." "Correct. And neither one is valuable without the other." They finished dinner; Gersen, with no credit account on Alphanor, paid the bill in cash. They returned to the surface. "Now what would you like?"



"I don't care," said Pallis. "Let's go back along the esplanade to a table, for a while, anyway." The night was now dark: the moonless black-velvet night of Alphanor. The facade of every building at the back of the esplanade glowed faintly, blue or green or pink; the pavement gave off a silver effulgence; the balustrade emitted a pleasant, almost unseen amberbeige radiance; everywhere was soft shadowless light, rich with muted ghost color. Up in the dark sky stars floated, big, vague, pale. A waiter brought coffee and liqueur; they settled back to watch the passing crowds. Pallis said in a reflective voice, "You're not telling me everything." "Of course not," said Gersen. "In fact. .. ." He paused, grappling with a disturbing new thought. Attel Malagate might mistake the nature of his interest in Pallis—especially if Malagate were a Star King, sexless, unable to understand the male-female relationship. "In fact," said Gersen in a bleak voice, "I really have no right involving you in my troubles." 102 THE DEMON PRINCES "I don't feel involved," said Pallis, stretching her arms lazily. "And if I were, what of it? This is Avente on Alphanor, a civilized city on a civilized planet." Gersen gave a sardonic chuckle. "I told you that others were interested in my planet. Well—these others are pirates and slavers as depraved as your romantic heart could desire. . .. Have you ever heard ofAttel Malagate?" "Malagate the Woe? Yes." Gersen resisted the temptation of telling her that she took messages and ran errands daily for Malagate. "It's almost certain," he said, "that stick-tights are watching us. Now. This very minute. And the other end of the circuit is possibly Malagate himself." Pallis moved uneasily, scanned the sky. "Do you mean that Malagate is watching me? That's a creepy feeling." Gersen looked to right, to left, then stared. Two tables away sat Suthiro, the Sarkoy venefice. Gersen felt a sinking at the pit of his stomach. Meeting Gersen's eye, Suthiro nodded politely, smiled. He rose to his feet, sauntered to the table. "Good evening, Mr. Gersen." "Good evening," said Gersen. "May I join you?"



"I'd prefer not." Suthiro laughed softly, seated himself, inclined his fox face toward Pallis. "And this young lady—do you plan to introduce me?" "You already know who she is." "But she does not know me." Gersen turned to Pallis. "Here you see Scop Suthiro, Master Venence of Sarkovy. You expressed an interest in evil men; here you have as completely evil a man as you're likely to meet." Suthiro laughed in easy glee. "Mr. Gersen judiciously uses the word 'likely.' Certain of my friends surpass me as grandly as I surpass you. I hope indeed that you do not meet them. Hildemar Dasce, for instance, who boasts of his ability to paralyze dogs with a glance." Pallis' voice was troubled: "I'd just as soon not meet him." She stared at Suthiro in fascination. "You really—admit that you're evil?" Suthiro laughed once more, a subtle muffled sound. "I am a man; I am a Sarkoy." Gersen said, "I've just been describing our encounter at THE STAR KING 103 Smade's Tavern to Miss Atwrode. Tell me something: Who killed Lugo Teehalt?" Suthiro seemed surprised. "Who else but Malagate? We three sat within. Does it make any difference? It might as easily have been myself or Beauty or Tristano. .. . Tristano, by the way, is quite ill. He suffered a dreadful accident, but hopes to see you on his recovery." "He can consider himself lucky," said Gersen. "He is ashamed," said Suthiro. "He thinks himself skillful. I have told him he is not so skillful as I. Now perhaps he will believe it. "Speaking of skill," said Gersen, "can you do the paper trick?" Suthiro cocked his head sidewise. "Yes, of course. Where did you learn of the paper trick?"



"At Kalvaing." "And what wrought you at Kalvaing?" "A visit with Coudirou the venefice." Suthiro pursed his heavy red lips. He wore a yellow skin tone; his brown pelt was glossy and smooth with oil. "Coudirou is as wise as any—but as for the paper trick. ..." Gersen handed him a napkin. Suthiro suspended it from left thumb and forefinger, stroked it lightly with his right hand. It fell to the table in five ribbons. "Well done," said Gersen, and to Pallis: "His fingernails are hardened, sharp as razors. Naturally he would waste no poison on the paper, but each of his fingers is like the head of a serpent." Suthiro made complacent acquiescence. Gersen turned back to him. "WTiere is your friend Fancy Dasce?" "Not too far distant." "Red face and all?" Suthiro shook his head sadly at Dasce's poor taste in skin toning. "A very able, a very strange man. Have you ever wondered about his face?" "WTien I could bear to look at it." "You are not my friend, you tricked me beautifully; nevertheless, I will warn you: never cross Fancy Dasce. Twenty years ago he was thwarted in some small escapade. It was a matter of collecting money from an obstinate man. Hildemar by chance found himself at a disadvantage. He was knocked down and strapped hand and foot. So his creditor had the poor taste to cleave poor Hilde104 THE DEMON PRINCES mar's nose, and cut off his eyelids. . . . Hildemar eventually escaped and now is known as Beauty- Dasce, or Fancy Dasce." "How awful," muttered Pallis. "Exactly." Suthiro's voice became contemptuous. "A year later Hildemar allowed himself the luxury of capturing this man. He conveyed him to a private place, where he lives to this day. And occasionally Hildemar, remembering the outrage which cost him his features, returns to this private place to remonstrate with the man."



Pallis turned glazed eyes at Gersen. "These people are your friends?" "No. We are associated only through Lugo Teehalt." Suthiro was looking along the esplanade. Gersen asked idly, "You and Dasce and Tristano work together and train together as a team?" "Often, though I for one prefer a singular scope." "And Lugo Teehalt had the misfortune to blunder upon you at Brinktown." "He died quickly. Godogma takes all men. Is this misfortune?" "One never likes to hasten Godogma." "True." Suthiro inspected his strong agile hands. "Agreed." He looked toward Pallis. "On Sarkovy we have a thousand popular aphorisms to this effect." "Who is Godogma?" "The Great God of Destiny, who carries a flower and a flail, and walks on wheels." Gersen put on an air of studious concentration. "I will ask you a question. You need not answer; in fact perhaps you do not know. But I am puzzled: Why should Malagate, a Star King, so vehemently desire this particular world?" Suthiro shrugged. "That is a matter with which I have never concerned myself. Apparently the world is valuable. I am paid. I kill only when I must or when it profits me—so you see," he told Pallis parenthetically, "I am not really so evil a man, am I now? Presently I will return to Sarkovy and live out my days roaming the Gorobundur Steppe. Ah, now! There is the life! When I think of those times to come, 1 wonder why I sit here now, beside this odious wetness." He grimaced toward the sea, and rose to his feet. "It is a presumption to advise you, but why not be sensible? You can never defeat Malagate; therefore relinquish the filament." Gersen thought for a moment, then said, "I will also presume, THE STAR KING 105 in the same spirit which prompts you. My advice is this: Kill Hildemar Dasce the next moment you see him, or even before." Suthiro knit his furry brown eyebrows in puzzlement, glanced for the most fleeting instant upward. Gersen continued. "There is a stick-tight watching us, although I have not located it. Its microphone probably registers our conversation. Until you told me, I had no idea that the Star King at Smade's Tavern was Malagate. I am interested. I do not think this



is common knowledge." "Quiet!" hissed Suthiro, eyes blazing with sudden red wrath. Gersen lowered his voice. "Hildemar Dasce quite possibly will be asked to punish you. If you wish to forestall Godogma, if you wish to take your wagon across Gorobundur Steppe—kill Dasce and go." Suthiro hissed something below his breath, jerked up his hand as if to throw, then backed away, turned, melted into the crowd. Pallis relaxed, slumped into her chair. In an uncertain voice she said, "I'm not as adventurous as I supposed myself." "I'm sorry," said Gersen, genuinely contrite. "I should never have asked you out." "No, no. I just can't accustom myself to that kind of talk, here on the esplanade, in peaceful Avente. But I suppose I'm actually enjoying it. If you're not a criminal, who or what are you?" "Kirth Gersen." "You must work for the IPCC." "No." "Then you must be on the Institute's Special Committee." "I'm just Kirth Gersen, private individual." He rose to his feet. "Let's walk for a bit." They went north along the esplanade. To the left lay dark sea; to the right the edifices glowing in various soft colors; and beyond, the skyline of Avente: luminous spires against the black Alphanor night. Pallis presently took Gersen's arm. "Tell me, what if Malagate is a Star King? What does that mean?" "I've been wondering myself." Indeed, Gersen had been trying to remember the look of the Star King. Had it been Warweave? Kelle? Or Detteras? The lusterless black skin tone had blurred the features; the striped coif had covered the hair. Gersen had an impression that the Star King had been taller than Kelle, but not quite 106 TIIF. DEMON7 PRINCES so tall as Warweave. But would even the black skin tone have camouflaged Detteras' rude rough features? Pallis was speaking: "Will they really kill that man?" Gersen glanced up to see if he could locate the stick-tight, without success. "I don't know. He's useful. Incidentally. ..." Gersen



hesitated, wondering anew as to the ethics of involving Pallis in the sordid affair, if only remotely. "Incidentally what?" "Nothing." For fear of the stick-right's microphone Gersen dare not inquire as to the movements ofKelle, Detteras and Warweave; Malagate so far had no reason to suspect his interest. Pallis said in an injured voice, "I still don't understand how all of this affects you." Once more Gersen chose to be discreet. The stick-tight might hear; Pallis Atwrode herself might be an agent of Malagate's, though Gersen considered this unlikely. So he said, "Not at all— except in the abstract." "But any of these people"—she nodded at the passersby—"they might be Star Kings. How could we separate them from men?" "It's hard. On their home planet—I won't attempt to pronounce it—they come in many approximations to man. Those who travel the known worlds as observers—spies, if you prefer, although I can't imagine what they hope to learn—they're almost exact facsimiles of true men." Pallis suddenly seemed subdued. She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again, and finally gave a gay fling other hands. "Let's forget about them. Nightmares. You have me seeing Star Kings everywhere. Even at the university. ..." Gersen looked down into her upturned face. "Do you know what I'd like to do?" She smiled provocatively. "No. What?" "First I'd like to shake off the stick-tight, which is no great problem. And then. . . ." "And then?" "I'd like to go somewhere quiet, where we could be alone." She looked away. "I don't mind. There's a place down the coast. Les Sirenes, it's called. I've never been there." She laughed in embarrassment. "But I've heard people talking." Gersen took her arm. "First to shake off the stick-tight. . . ." Pallis entered into the maneuvers with childlike abandon. THE STAR KING 107 Looking into the merry face, Gersen wondered about his resolve to avoid emotional involvements. If they went to Les Sirenes, if the



night brought them to closer intimacy, what then? Gersen thrust aside his qualms. He could cope with problems as they arose. The stick-tight, if it had existed, was confounded and lost; they returned to the parking area. There was little light; the ranked round shapes glimmered with silky dull highlights. They came to the slide car; Gersen hesitated, then put his arms around the swaying girl, kissed her upturned face. Behind him was the loom of movement; ahead a furtive shifting. Gersen turned, in time to look into a horrid bloodred face with poisonous blue cheeks. Hildemar Dasce's arm descended; a great weight curled over Gersen's head; lightning exploded inside his skull. He tottered and fell to his knees. Dasce leaned over him. Gersen tried to dodge. The world reeled and toppled; he saw Suthiro grinning like a sick hyena, with his hand to the girl's neck. Dasce struck again, and the world went dim, Gersen had time for an instant of bitter self-reproach, before another thunderous buffet extinguished his consciousness. Excerpt from "When Is a Man Not a Man," by Podd Hachinsky, article in Cosmopolis, June, 1500; ... As men have traveled from star to star they have encountered many forms of life, intelligent and nonintelligent (to emphasize a perfectly arbitrary and possibly anthropomorphic parameter). No more than half a dozen of these life forms merit the adjective "humanoid." Of these half dozen, a single species closely resembles man: the Star Kings of Ghnarumen. Ever since our initial astounded contact with the race, the question has recurred: Are they of the family of man— the "bifurcate, bibrachiate, monocephaloid, polygamtte/' as Tallier Chantron waggishly puts it—or are they not? The answer, of course, depends on definitions. One point can instantly be settled: the Star Kings are not homo sapiens. But if what is meant is a creature which can talk a human language, walk into a haberdashery and dress himself off a rack, play an excellent game of tennis, or fight a bout of chess, attend the regal functions of Stockholm or the lawn fetes of Strylvania without occasioning a lift of autocratic eyebrow—then that creature is a man. Man or not man, the typical Star King is a courteous, even-tempered fellow, even if suspicious and humorless. Do him a favor and he will thank you, but feel no obligation; injure him and he will explode in tigerish fury and kill you—if he is in a situation where human law cannot restrain him. If such action will cause legal trouble, he will instantly THE STAR KING dismiss the injury and hold no grudge. He is ruthless but



not cruel, and is puzzled by such perverse human manifestations as sadism, masochism, religious fervor, flagellation, suicide. On the other hand, he will demonstrate a whole battery of peculiar habits and attitudes no less inexplicable from our point of view, arising from the twists and quirks of his own psyche. To say that his origin is in dispute is like a remark to the effect that Croesus was well off. At least a dozen theories to explain the remarkable similarity between Star King and Man exist: none completely convincing. If the Star Kings themselves know, they will admit nothing. Since they bar all anthropological and archaeological research teams from their planet, we are afforded neither verification nor refutal of any of these theories. / On human planets they punctiliously model their conduct after the best human examples, but their innate behavior patterns are unique to the race. Perhaps to oversimplify, one can say that their dominant trait is a passion to excel, to outdo a competitor at his own game. Since man is the dominant creature of the Oikumene, the Star Kings accept him as a cynosure, a champion to be challenged and outdone, and so they strive to outdo man in every aspect of the human capacity. If this ambition (at which they are often successful) seems unreal and artificial to us, no less so does our sexual drive seem to them; for the Star Kings are parthenogenetic, reproducing in a manner which is beyond the scope of this article to describe. Knowing nothing of vanity, setting no store by either beauty or ugliness, they strive for physical perfection only to score points in their semi-amicable contest with true men.... What of their achievements? They are fine builders, daring engineers, excellent technicians. They are a pragmatic race, not particularly apt at mathematics or the speculative sciences. It is hard to conceive of their giving birth to a Jarnell, who discovered the space splitter by sheer accident. Their cities are impressive sights, rising from the flatlands like a growth of metallic crystals. Each adult Star King builds for himself a spire or tower. The more fervent 110 THE DEMON PRINCES his ambition and the more exalted his rank, the higher and more splendid his tower (which he seems to enjoy only as a monument). Upon his demise the tower may be temporarily occupied by some junior individual during the period in which he accumulates sufficient wealth to build his own tower. Inspirational as the cities seem from a distance, they lack the most obvious municipal utilities, and the areas between the towers are unpaved, dusty, littered. Factories, industrial plants, and the like are housed in low utilitarian domes and manned by the least aggressive and least evolved



of the species—for the race is by no means homogeneous. It is as if every human gathering included Proconsuls, Pithecanthropi, sinanthropus giganticus, Neanderthals, Magdalentans, Solutreans, Grimaldi, Cro-Magnon, and all the races of Modern Man. At midnight a group of young folk came laughing and singing into the parking area. They had dined with unaccustomed amplitude at The Halls; they had visited Llanfelfair, Lost Star Inn, Haluce, the Casino Plageale; they were intoxicated, but as much by exuberance as by the wines, smokes, perfusions, subliminal whirligigs, chants, voltes and other exaltments purveyed by the houses which they had visited. The youth who stumbled over Gersen's body uttered first a jocular malediction, then an exclamation of shocked concern. The group gathered; one ran to his vehicle, pressed the emergency call button; two minutes later a police craft dropped down from the sky, and shortly afterward an ambulance. Gersen was conveyed to a hospital, where he was treated for concussion and shock with appropriate irradiation, massage and vitalizing medicines. He presently returned to consciousness, and for a moment lay thinking. Then he gave a sudden lurch and tried to rise from the bed. The attending interns cautioned him, but Gersen, paying no heed, struggled erect and stood swaying. "My clothes!" he croaked. "Give me my clothes!" "They're safe in the closet, sir. Relax, recline, if you please. Here is the police officer, who will take your evidence." Gersen lay back, sick with apprehension. The police investigator approached: a keen-faced young man wearing the yellowbrown jacket and black breeches of the Sea Province Constabulary. THE SJ'AR KING 111 He addressed himself to Gersen politely, seated himself, opened the flap of the recorder lens. "Now, sir, what happened?" "I was out for the evening with a young woman, Miss Pallis Atwrode of Remo. When we came back to the car, I was slugged, and I don't know what happened to Miss Atwrode. The last thing I remember, she was struggling to escape from one of the men." "There were how many?" "Two. I recognized them. Their names are Hildemar Dasce and a man I know only as Suthiro, a Sarkoy. Both are notorious men Beyond." "I see. The young lady's name and address?" "Pallis Atwrode, Merioneth Apartments, Remo." "We'll check at once to make sure she hasn't arrived home. Now, Mr. Gersen, let's go over this again."



In a dull voice Gersen gave a detailed account of the attack, described Hildemar Dasce and Suthiro. As he spoke, a report came in from Constabulary Control: Pallis Atwrode had not returned to her apartment. Roads, airways and space terminals were under observation. The IPCC had been called into the case. "Now, sir," said the investigator in a neutral voice, "may I inquire your business?" "I am a locater." "What is the nature of your association with these two men?" "None. I saw them at work once before, on Smade's Planet. Apparently they regard me as an enemy. I believe that they are part ofAttel Malagate's organization." "Very strange that they should commit an actionable offense so brazenly. In fact, why did they not kill you?" "I don't know." Gersen once more staggered to his feet. The investigator watched with professional attentiveness. "What are your plans, Mr. Gersen?" "I want to find Pallis Atwrode." "Understandable, sir. But best that you do not interfere. The police are more effective than a single man. We should have news for you at any time." "I don't think so," said Gersen. "By now they're in space." The investigator, rising to his feet, made tacit admission that such was the case. "We will naturally keep you informed." He bowed, departed. 112 THE DEMON PRINCES Gersen immediately dressed, with the disapproving help of an orderly. His knees were weak; his head floated in a kind of generalized all-embracing pain; there was a faint singing in his ears from the drugs. An elevator dropped him directly to a subway station; Gersen stood on an exchange platform, straining to formulate a coherent plan of action. A phrase kept repeating itself compulsively, like an inchworm traversing the inner surface of his skull: Poor Pallis, poor Pallis. With no better plan in mind, he stepped into a capsule and sent himself to a station under the Esplanade. He emerged, but instead of going to the car, took a seat in a brasserie and drank coffee. "By now she's in space," he told himself once more. "And it's my fault.



My fault." Because he should have foreseen this sort of outcome. Pallis Atwrode knew Warweave, Kelle and Detteras well; she saw them daily, heard whatever gossip there was to be heard. Malagate the Star King, Malagate the Woe, was one of three men, and Pallis Atwrode evidently had knowledge which, coupled to Suthiro's indiscretions, made Malagate's incognito insecure. Hence she must be removed. Killed? Sold into slavery? Taken by Dasce for his personal use? Poor Pallis, poor Pallis! Gersen looked out over the ocean. A rim of lavender was forming at the horizon, presaging dawn. The stars were fading. "I've got to face up to it," Gersen told himself. "It's my responsibility, If she is harmed—but no. I'll kill Hildemar Dasce in any event. . . ." Suthiro, treacherous, fox-faced Suthiro was already as good as dead. And there was Malagate himself, the architect of the entire evil construction. As a Star King he somehow seemed less hateful: a dire beast, which might be expunged without emotion. Surfeited with hate and grief and misery, Gersen went to the car in the now empty parking area. There was the spot where Dasce had stood. There, where he had lain unconscious—what a wretched careless fool! How the spirit of his grandfather must writhe in shame! He started the car, returned to his hotel. There were no messages. Dawn had come to Avente. Rigel threw wide horizontal fans of light between the distant Catiline Hills and a darkling bank of THE STAR KING 113 clouds. Gersen set the alarm dial, dosed himself with a two-hour soporific, threw himself down on the bed. He awoke to gloom and depression even more intense than before. Time had passed; whatever had been in store for Pallis Atwrode was now fact. Gersen ordered coffee; he could not bring himself to eatHe considered what he must do. The IPCC? He would be forced to tell everything he knew. Could the IPCC act more efficiently if he laid his information before them? He could tell them that he suspected an administrator of the Sea Province University to be one of the so-called Demon Princes. What then? The IPCC, an elite police force, with the vices and virtues characteristic of such an organization, might or might not be trustworthy. Star Kings had possibly infiltrated the group: in that case Malagate would certainly be warned. And how could the information help rescue Pallis Atwrode? Hildemar Dasce was the kidnaper; Gersen had reported



this, and no information could be more explicit. Another possibility: the exchange of Teehalt's world for Pallis Atwrode. . .. Gersen would gladly accept the trade—but whom to trade with? He still could not identify Malagate. The IPCC no doubt would have means to detect him. Then what? The exchange would no longer be conceivable. There might be a quiet execution—though the IPCC generally acted only upon the formal request of some authorized governmental agency. And in the meantime, what of Pallis Atwrode? She would be lost—a small delightful spark of life extinguished, forgotten. But if Gersen knew Malagate's identity he would have vastly more leverage. He could make his offer with assurance. The logic of the situation seemed to be that Gersen proceed as before. But how slow! Think of Pallis, poor Pallis! Nevertheless, Hildemar Dasce had gone Beyond, and no effort of Gersen or of the IPCC could avail against this hard fact. Artel Malagate alone had the power to order his return. If Pallis Atwrode still lived. The situation had not changed. As before, his first urgency was: identify Malagate. Then: bargain, or extort. With his course of action once more clear, Gersen's spirits lifted. More accurately, his resolve and dedication burned at a fervent new heat. Hate gave him a heady, almost drunken, sense of omnipotence. No one, nothing, could withstand emotion so intense! 114 THE DEMON PRINCES The hour of his appointment with Detteras, Warweave and Kelle was approaching. Gersen dressed, descended to the garage, slid his car out upon the avenue and headed south. Arriving at the university, he parked, rode the slideway to the mall, crossed the quadrangle to the College of Galactic Morphology. Hoping against hope, with a sudden quick jerking of the heart, he looked toward the reception desk. A different girl was on duty. He asked politely, "Where is Miss Atwrode this morning?" "I don't know, sir. She hasn't arrived. Perhaps she's not feeling well." Perhaps indeed, thought Gersen. He mentioned his appointment and proceeded to the office of Rundle Detteras. Warweave and Kelle were there before him. The three undoubtedly had reached a common decision, a common course of action. Gersen looked from face to face, Detteras to Warweave to Kelle. One of these creatures was human only in similitude. At Smade's Tavern he had glimpsed him, and he tried to think back, to visualize, to remember. No image came. Black-dyed skin and



exotic costume were a disguise beyond his penetration. Furtively he assessed each. Which? Warweave: aquiline, cold-eyed, arrogant? Kelle: precise, humorless, austere? Or Detteras, whose geniality now seemed insincere and counterfeit? He could not decide. He forced himself into a pose of studious courtesy, and made his primary gambit. "Let's simplify the whole matter," said Gersen. "I'll pay you—by this I naturally mean the college—for the decoding strip. I imagine the college could use a thousand SVU. In any event, that's the offer I wish to make." His adversaries, each in his own style, seemed taken aback. Warweave raised his brows, Kelle stared fixedly, Detteras put on a puzzled half smile. Warweave said, "But we understood that you intended to sell what you conceived to be your interest in this matter." "I don't mind selling," said Gersen. "If you'll offer me enough." "And how much is enough?" "A million SVU, perhaps two, or perhaps three, if you'll go that high." Kelle snorted. Detteras shook his big ugly head. "Fees of that sort are not paid to locaters," said Warweave. THE STAR KING 115 "Has it been established which of you sent out Teehalt?" asked Gersen. "What does it matter?" asked Warweave. affair—money—has become clear enough." to Detteras. "Whoever it is has either to disclose himself. Doubtless that is



"Your interest in the He looked from Kelle forgotten or does not care the way the situation will re-



main. Detteras said, "It's certainly inconsequential. Come now, Mr. Gersen, we have decided to make you a joint offer—certainly not as grandiose as the figure you name—" "How much?" "Possibly as much as 5,000 SVU." "Ridiculous. This is an exceptional world." "You do not know this," Warweave pointed out. "You have not been there; or so you claim."



"More to the point," said Kelle dryly, "neither have we." "You have seen the photographs," said Gersen. "Exactly," said Kelle. "We have seen no -more. Photographs can be faked without difficulty. I for one do not propose to pay out a large sum on the strength of three photographs." "Understandable," said Gersen. "But for my part I don't intend to make a move without a guarantee. Don't forget I have suffered a loss, and this is my opportunity to make it good." "Be reasonable!" Detteras urged bluffly. "Without the decoder, the filament is just another spool of wire." "Not completely. Fourier analysis eventually can break the code." "In theory. It is a long expensive process." "Not as expensive as giving the filament away for next to nothin^" The discussion continued for an hour, Gersen gritting his teeth in impatience. A price of 100,000 SVU, to be deposited in escrow, was eventually arranged; the sale conditional upon a list of provisos relating to the physical characteristics of the world in question. Agreement having been reached, telescreen contact with the Bureau of Deeds and Contracts at Avente was made. The four men identified themselves formally, represented their interests; the contract was read into the records. A second call, to the Bank of Alphanor, established the escrow account. 116 THE DEMON PRINCES The three administrators now sat back and inspected Gersen, who in his turn looked from one to the other. "So much is settled. Which of you goes with me to inspect this world3" The three exchanged glances. "I'll go," said Wat-weave. "I'll be very much interested to go." "I was about to volunteer my own services," said Detteras. "In that case," said Kelle, "I might as well come along too. I'm very much overdue for a change." Gersen seethed m frustration He had expected Malagate— whoever he might be—to volunteer his services; in fact, to assert them. Gersen could then take this individual aside and offer a new set of conditions: the filament for Pallis Atwrode. WTiat, after all, was the world to him? His single goal was Malagate's identity, and



after that his life. But now this plan had gone by the boards. If all three went out to Teehalt's planet, the identification of Malagate must depend upon new circumstances. Meanwhile the fate ofPalhs Atwrode bore no thinking about. Gersen made a last-ditch protest. "My boat is small for four. Better if only one went out with me." "No difficulty there," Detteras stated. "We will go out in the departmental ship. Plenty of room aboard." "Another matter," said Gersen gruffly. 'T have urgent business I must see to in the near future. I am sorry to inconvenience you, but I insist that we leave today " There was vigorous and general protest: all three declared themselves tied up for at least a week by engagements, appointments, and commitments. Gersen put on a show of temper. "Gentlemen, you have wasted enough of my time. We leave today, or I'll take the filament elsewhere—or destroy it." He watched the three faces, hoping to surprise Malagate in dismay. Warweave gave him a glance of metallic dislike; Kelle examined him as if he were an insubordinate child; Detteras shook his head ruefully. There was a moment of silence. W^ho would be the first to agree, no matter how reluctantly, to the conditions31 Warweave said in a colorless voice, "I consider that you are taking a very arbitrary and high-handed position." "Confound it," grumbled Detteras, "I can't simply ditch everything m five minutes." THE \TAR KI\G 117 "One of you should be able to tear yourself loose," Gersen suggested hopefully. "We can make a preliminary survey—sufficient so I can take my money and be off about mv business." "Humph," grunted Detteras Kelle said slowly, "I suppose that I would be able to go out." W^arweave nodded "My engagements, with considerable inconvenience, can be postponed " Detteras threw his hands into the air, turned to the screen, called his secretary. "Cancel all my appointments Urgent business is taking me out of town." "For how long, sir3" "I don't know," said Detteras, with a hard glance for Gersen.



"Indefinitely" Gersen continued his inspection of the three men. Detteras alone had displayed irritation. Kelle obviously regarded the trip as an unexpected outing, Warweave maintained a cool detachment. So much for that particular ploy, thought Gersen He went to stand by the door "W^e'll meet at the spaceport, agreed3 At—let us say—seven o'clock. I will bring the filament; one of you must bring the decoding strip." The three acquiesced, and Gersen departed Returning to Avente, Gersen pondered the future. What challenges would he face from these three men, one of whom was Attel Malagate3 It would be foolhardy not to make preparations, to arrange safeguards this was the training imposed upon him by his grandfather, a methodical man, who had labored diligently to discipline Gersen's innate tendency to rely upon improvisation. At the hotel Gersen examined his belongings, and made certain selections, then packed and checked out After painstaking precautions against stick-tights and human trackers, he went to a branch office of the Amalgamated Distribution Service, another of the monster semipublic utility companies with agencies throughout the Oikumene. In a booth he consulted catalogues which offered him a choice of a million products produced by thousands of fabricators Making his choice, he punched the requisite buttons, went to the sen ice counter There was a wait of three minutes, while automatic machinery ranged the shel\es of the enormous underground warehouse, then the mechanism Gersen had ordered appeared on a belt He examined it, paid the clerk, departed, and rode the subway to the space118 THE DEMON PRINCES port. He inquired the location of the university ship from an attendant, who took him out on a terrace and pointed down the long line of spacecraft large and small, each in its bay. "Notice, sir, the red and yellow yacht with side platform? Well, count down three. First the CD 16, then the old Parabola, and then the green and blue ship with the big observation dome. That's the job. She's going out today, eh?" "Yes. About seven. How did you know?" "One of the crew is already aboard, I had to let him on." "I see." Gersen went down to the field, walked along the way which led past the ranked spacecraft. From the shadow of the ship in the next bay, he inspected the university ship. The contours were distinctive, as was the rather elaborate emblem at the bow. Recollection stirred at the back of his mind: somewhere before he had seen this ship. Where? At Smade's Planet on the landing field between mountains and black ocean. It was the ship used by the Star



King. The shape of a man passed in front of one of the observation windows. When he moved out of sight Gersen crossed the space between the two ships. Cautiously he tried the outer entry port; it eased ajar. He stepped into the transition chamber, peered through the panel into the ship's main saloon. Suthiro the Sarkoy worked at an object which he apparently had attached to the underside of a shelf. Inside Gersen something more ferocious than gladness—a peculiar exaltation of hate—swelled and burst, suffusing his enure body. He tried the inner portal; it was locked from within. There was, however, an emergency disengagement which would unlock the door if pressure were equalized between cabin and outer atmosphere. Gersen touched the emergency switch. There was an audible click. Within the ship, all was silent. Not daring to glance through the panel, Gersen pressed his ear to the port. Useless: no sound could pass through the laminated structure. He waited a minute, then carefully eased himself up to look into the cabin once more. Suthiro had heard nothing. He had gone forward, and now appeared to be adjusting the padding around a stanchion. His heavy flat-skulled head was bent forward, his lips were pursed out. Gersen slid back the port and stepped into the cabin, a projac pointed at the big square buckle of Suthiro's steppe-rider harness. THE STAR KfNG 119 "Skop Suthiro," said Gersen. "This is a pleasure for which I had not dared hope." Suthiro's dog-brown eyes opened and shut; he grinned broadly. "I was waiting for your arrival." "Indeed. And why?" "I wanted to continue our discussion of last night." "We were speaking of Godogma, the long-legged walker with wheels on his feet. Plainly he has wheeled across the path of your life, and you will never drive your wagon over the Gorobundur." Suthiro became very still, his eyes measuring Gersen. "What happened to the girl?" asked Gersen gently. Suthiro considered, then rejected the feasibility of feigning innocence. "She was taken by Fancy Dasce." "With your connivance. Where is she now?" Suthiro shrugged. "He had orders to kill her. Why, I don't



know. I am told very little. Dasce will not kill her. Not till he has the full use of her. He is a khet.^ Suthiro sneered the epithet, a metaphor linking Dasce to the obscenely fecund Sarkovy mink. "He has left Alphanor?" "Certainly." Suthiro seemed surprised at Gersen's naivete. "Probably for his little planet." He made a fretful uncomfortable motion, which brought him an imperceptible four inches closer to Gersen. "Where is this planet?" "Ha! Do you think he would tell me? Or anyone else?" "In that case—but I must ask you to stand back." "Pah," whispered Suthiro in a childish display of petulance. "I can poison you any time I choose." Gersen allowed a faint smile to cross his lips. "I have already poisoned you." Suthiro raised his eyebrows. "When? You have never closed with me." "Last night. I touched you when I handed you paper. Look at the back of your right hand." Suthiro stared in slow horror at the red weal. "Cluthe!" Gersen nodded. "Cluthe." "But—why should you do this to me?" "You merit such an end." Suthiro launched himself like a leopard; the projector in Gersen's hand discharged a stalk of blue-white energy. Suthiro fell to THE. DEMON PRINCES 120 the deck, lay staring up at Gersen. "Better plasma than cluthe," he whispered huskily. "You'll die by cluthe," said Gersen. Suthiro shook his head. "Not while I carry my poisons." "Godogma calls you. So now speak truth. Do you hate Hildemar Dasce?" "I hate Dasce indeed." Suthiro seemed surprised, as if there



were anyone who did not hate Dasce. "I would kill Dasce." "Most people would do no less." "Where is his planet?" "Beyond. I know no more." "When are you to see him next?" "Never. I am dying, and Dasce is bound for a deeper hell than mine." "If you lived?" "Never. I was to return to Sarkovy." "Who knows of this planet?" "Malagate .. . perhaps." "Is there no one else? Tristano?" "No. Dasce tells little. The world is airless." Suthiro carefully hunched himself together. "Already the skin begins to itch." "Listen, Suthiro. You hate Dasce. Yes? And you hate me, for I have poisoned you. Think! You, a Sarkoy, poisoned by me, and so easily." Suthiro muttered, "I hate you indeed." "Tell me how to find Dasce, then. One of us must kill the other. The death will be your doing." Suthiro rocked his furry head in desolation. "But I cannot tell you what I do not know." "What has he said of his world? Does he talk?" "He boasts: Dasce is a vile braggart. His world is harsh; only a man like himself could master this world. He lives in the crater of a dead volcano." "What of the sun?" Suthiro hunched himself together. "It is dim. Yes. It must be red. They asked Dasce about his face—in a tavern. Why had he dyed himself red? To match his sun, said Dasce, which was the same color, and not much larger. "A red dwarf," mused Gersen. THE STAR KI.\G 121 "So it might be." "Think! What else? Which direction? Which constellation? Which sector?"



"He says nothing. And now—I do not care. I think only of Godogma. Go away so that I may kill myself decently." Gersen surveyed the huddled form without emotion. "What are you doing here in the ship?" Suthiro looked at his hand curiously, then rubbed his chest. "I feel it moving." He examined Gersen. "Well, then, since you would look on my death: watch." He put hands to his neck, convulsed his knuckles. The brown eyes stared. "In thirty seconds now." "Who would know of Dasce's planet? Has he friends?" "Friends?" Suthiro, even in his last seconds, took occasion to sneer. "Where does he lodge in Avente?" "North of Sailmaker Beach. In an old hut on Melnoy Heights." "Who is Malagate? What is his name?" Suthiro spoke in a whisper. "A Star King has no name." "What name does he use on Alphanor?" The thick lips opened and closed. Words rattled in the pale throat. "You killed me. Should Dasce fail, let Malagate kill you." The eyelids Jerked, quivered. Suthiro lay back, seemed to stiffen, made no further movement. Gersen looked down at the body. He walked around behind it, studied it. The Sarkoy were notoriously treacherous and revengeful. With his toe he attempted to turn the body over on its face. Quick as the strike of a serpent the arm flashed around, poison prongs ready. Gersen jerked back; the projac ejected a second dazzling line of energy. This time Suthiro the Sarkoy lay truly dead. Gersen searched the corpse. In the pouch he found a sum of money, w^ich he tucked into his own wallet. There was a kit of poisons, which Gersen examined, then, unable to comprehend Suthiro's cryptic nomenclature, discarded; also a device no larger than his thumb, intended to project crystalline needles of poison or virus on a Jet of compressed air: a man could be infected from a distance of fifty feet and know nothing save a faint tingle. Suthiro carried a projac similar to his own, three stilettos, a packet of fruit lozenges, undoubtedly lethal. Gersen dropped the weapons back into Suthiro's pouch, dragged the body to a waste ejection locker, and crammed it away 122 THE DEMON PRINCES out of sight. Once in space, the touch of a button would dispose of Sivij Suthiro the Sarkoy. Next he looked to discover what Suthiro, while alive, had so earnestly been trying to achieve. Under the shelf



he found a small toggle switch controlling a set of wires which led to a concealed relay, which in turn activated the valves on four reservoirs of gas at various secret spots around the cabin. Death gas or anaesthetic? He detached one of the reservoirs and found a label printed in the crabbed Sarkoy syllabary: Tironvirasko^s Instantaneous Narcoleptic, an odorless sleep inducent with minimal post redacts. It seemed that Malagate, no less methodical than Gersen, was taking his own precautions. Gersen took each of the four reservoirs to the entry port, released their contents, replaced them where he had found them. He left Suthiro's switch in place, but changed its function. This accomplished, Gersen brought out his own device: the timer he had purchased at Amalgamated, and a grenade from his armament. After a moment's reflection, he secured it inside the reactor housing, where it would do maximum damage, and yet be convenient in case of need. He glanced at his watch: one o'clock. Time was growing short. Far too short to accomplish all that must be done. He departed, locking the ship behind him and, returning to the terminal, took the subway for Sailmaker Beach. At a stand beside the station Gersen selected a self-service cab— a single-seat scooter, gyroscopically balanced, with a transparent canopy. Two SVU in the slot gave him possession for an hour. Stepping aboard, he drove north through the noisy streets of Sailmaker Beach. The district had a unique flavor. Avente, a suave cosmopolitan city, was almost indistinguishable from fifty other polities of the Oikumene. Sailmaker Beach resembled no other locale in the known universe. The buildings were low, thick-walled, constructed for the most part of crushed coquina concrete, white or colorwashed; in the blazing light of Rigel even pastels seemed intense. For some reason lavender and pale blue, along with white, were the most popular tints. The district was home to scores of off-world nationalities, each forming an enclave, each with its characteristic food shops, restaurants, specialty houses. Though widely disparate of origin, habit and physiognomy, the inhabitants of the district THE STAR KING 123 were uniformly voluble, half suspicious, half naive, contemptuous of outsiders, equally contemptuous of each other. They earned their living from tourists, as domestic servants or day laborers, as proprietors of small shops and craft studios, as entertainers or musicians in the innumerable taverns, bistros, bordellos, restaurants. At the north rose Melnoy Heights, and here the architecture changed to tall narrow apartment buildings, of almost Gothic elongation, each seeming to peer over the other's shoulder, across Sailmaker Beach to the more conventional districts. In Melnoy Heights Hildemar Dasce reputedly had lodgings. As methodically as short-



ness of time and anxiety allowed, Gersen sought information regarding him. There was no Hildemar Dasce listed in the Melnoy Heights Directory—nor had Gersen expected to find one. Dasce undoubtedly would desire privacy, the pose of normality. Gersen began to visit the taverns, describing the tall man with the split nose, the red skin, the chalk-blue cheeks. He soon encountered folk who had noticed Dasce, but not until the fourth tavern did he find anyone who had spoken with him. "You must mean Beauty," said the bartender, a stubby orangeskinned man, with russet hair arranged in fine glossy festoons and curls. Gersen stared in fascination at the chain carved from turquoise which looped from a hole in his left nostril to a hole in the lobe of his left ear. "Beauty comes in often to drink. A spaceman, he claims himself, but as to this I can't be certain. I have often declared myself a great lover. All of us lie, as much or more than necessary. 'What is truth?' asks Pons Pilarus, in the fable, and I answer: 'A commodity as cheap as air which we hide as if it were as precious as yewl stone,' " The bartender was disposed to further philosophy; Gersen hauled him back to the issue at hand. "Where does Beauty Dasce house himself?" "Up the hill, up back." The bartender made a vague gesture. "I can tell you no more, because I know no more." Gersen rode his scooter up the steep lanes and switchbacks of Melnoy Heights. Inquiry at another tavern, a tiresome series of questions at various shops, lobbies and street corners, finally resulted in explicit directions to Dasce's lodgings. Riding a little unpaved road which left the area of tall apartments, Gersen circled a steep rocky hillside, where gangs of children scrambled like goats. At the end of the road stood an isolated rectangular cottage, rudely, 124 THE DEMON PRINCES if substantially, constructed. It commanded a magnificent view over the ocean; over Sailmaker Beach; the Grand Esplanade, dwindling far to the south; and, only just perceptible through the haze, the apartment towers of Remo. Gersen approached the cottage with care, though it exuded the indefinable but unmistakable feeling of vacancy. He walked around peering through the windows, seeing nothing of interest. After a quick glance to right and left, he broke in the sash of an inconspicuous window, and cautiously, in the event that Dasce had set out mantraps, climbed into the cottage. The house was strong with the feel of Dasce's habitancy: a faintly acrid odor, together with an aura more subtle than odor, of crudeness, dark, pompous, magnificent strength. There were four rooms, encompassing the usual functions. Gersen made a quick



general investigation, then concentrated his attention upon the parlor. The ceiling was scrolled plaster, painted pale yellow. The floor was covered by a carpet of greenish-yellow fiber, the walls were a checkerboard of maroon and dark brown hardwood tiles. At the far end Dasce had placed a desk and a heavy chair. The wall over the desk was hung with dozens of photographs: Dasce in all poses, against every variety of background. There was Dasce in startling close-up, revealing every pore of his skin, the split cartilage of his nose, the lidless blue eyes. There was Dasce in the costume of a Bernal flame fighter—varnished black plates and horns and cusps and prongs, like a titanic stag beetle. There was Dasce in a palanquin of yellow rattan, hung with persimmon silk, borne on the shoulders of six black-haired maidens. The angle of the wall displayed a set of photographs of a man who was not Dasce. Apparently they had been taken over a period of years. The first showed the face of a man thirty years old: a sturdy, confident, bulldog face, serene, even complacent. The face had changed alarmingly in the second of the photographs. The cheeks were sunken, the eyes started from their sockets, the nerves at the temples showed in an intricate mesh. In each succeeding photograph the face became ever more haggard... . Gersen glanced along a row of books: pornography of a childishly obscene nature, weapon manuals, an index to Sarkoy poisons, a late edition of Handhook to the Planets, an index to Dasce's microbook library, a Star Directory. The desk itself was extremely handsome: side panels of dark THE STAR KING 125 wood carved to represent griffins and winged serpents in a jungle; the surface an exquisite inlay of opals polished flat. Gersen checked the drawers and pigeonholes. They were barren of information— completely empty, in fact. Gersen stood back, a tide of grim despair rising within him. He looked at his watch. In four hours he must meet Detteras, Warweave and Kelle at the spaceport. He stood in the center of the room, carefully scrutinized every article. Somewhere must be a link with Dasce's secret planet; how to recognize it? He went to the bookshelf, took down the Star Directory^ examined the lay of the binding. If Dasce's red dwarf were listed he certainly must have located it in the directory. If he had done so several times, there might be a crease, a smear, a discoloration. No such mark was visible. Gersen held the book by its two covers, let it hang. A third through the book the pages separated a hairbreadth. Gersen carefully opened the book at this spot, looked down the listing. Each star—and on this page there were two hundred—was described under eleven headings: index number, constellation placement as viewed from Earth, star type, planetary information, mass, vector of velocity, diameter, density, location coordinates, distance from the center of the Oikumene, remarks.



Twenty-three red dwarfs were listed. Eight of these were double. Eleven hung solitary in space, forlorn feeble sparks. Four were accompanied by planets, eight planets in all. These four Gersen scrutinized with especial care. Reluctantly he was forced to conclude that none of these planets could conceivably be considered habitable. Five of the planets were too hot, one was completely awash in liquid methane, two were too massive to allow human toleration of the gravity. Gersen's mouth drooped in disappointment. Nothing. Still, the page at one time had been earnestly consulted; there must be information here which Dasce needed or valued. Gersen tore the page from the book. The front door opened; Gersen whirled. In the opening stood a middle-aged man no larger than a boy often. His head was round; his eyes room. He mouth: a the more



brimmed with curiosity, flicking over Gersen, around the had large features, long pointed ears, a heavy protuberant Highland Imp from the Highlands of Krokinole, one of specialized races of the Concourse.



He came forward, fearlessly swaggering. "Who are you, that's THE DEMON PRINCES 126 in Mr. Spock's house? Looking through Mr. Spock's things? A burglar, I think." Gersen replaced the book, and the Imp said, "That's one of his precious volumes, that bit of stuff. Not likely he wants your fingers all over it. I'd better go for the constable." "Come back here," said Gersen. "Who are you?" "I'm the by-your-leave caretaker, that's who I am. Also this is my land and my house and my freehold. Mr. Spock is the man I let to, and why should I give every burglar north of Swansea leave to pillage and loot?" "Mr. Spock is a criminal," said Gersen. "And if he is, it's proof then that there's no honor among thieves." "I'm no thief," said Gersen mildly. "The IPCC is after your tenant, Mr. Spock." The Imp bent his big head forward. "Be you IPCC? Show me your blazer." On the assumption that a Krokinole Imp would not recognize an IPCC blazer when he saw one, Gersen displayed a transparent tablet, with his photograph under a gold seven-pointed star. He touched it to his forehead and it glowed into light, a factitious display which impressed the Imp. He instantly became effusive in his



cordiality. "Never did think that Mr. Spock was up to good. He'll come to a bad end, mark my words! What's he done now?" "Kidnap. Murder." "Bad deeds, both. I'll have to caution Mr. Spock." "He is a wicked man. How long has he lived here?" "Donkey's years." "You know him well, then?" "Well indeed. Who drinks with him when everyone else turns their heads as if Mr. Spock smelt poorly? Me. I drink with him, and frequently. It's no treat to look like Mr. Spock, and I have my compassion." "So you're Spock's friend." The big features twisted and moved in successive displays of tolerance, crafty speculation, virtuous indignation. "I? Certainly not. Do I look the sort who consorts with criminals?" "But—let us say—you have heard Spock talking." THE STAR KING 127 "That I have, and oh, the tales he tells!" The Imp's eyes rolled ludicrously upward. "Do I believe him? No." "Has he ever spoken of a secret world where he has a hideaway?" "Again and again. He calls it Thumbnail Gulch. W^hy? He always shakes his head when he's asked. A tight-mouthed man, Mr. Spock, for all his loose braggadocio." "What more has he said of his world?" The Imp shrugged. "The sun's blood-red, hardly enough to keep him warm." "And where is this world?" "Aha! That's where he's sly. No word of this will he speak. Many's the time I've wondered, thinking that suppose poor Mr. Spock took sick on this lonesome world—who'd know to tell his friends?" Gersen smiled grimly. "And this argument never induced him to confide in you?"



"Never. Why do you wish to know?" "He's kidnaped an innocent young woman and taken her to this world." "The rogue. What a raffish creature." The Imp shook his head in distress, from which a certain measure of wistful envy was not absent. "I'll never let my land and house to him again." "Think. WTiat has Spock said regarding the world?" The Imp screwed up his eyes. "Thumbnail Gulch. The world is bigger than the sun. Astonishing, no?" "If the sun is a red dwarf, not too astonishing." "Volcanos. There are live volcanos on this world." "Volcanos? That's odd. A red dwarfs planet shouldn't have volcanos. It's too old." "Old or young, the volcanos thrive. Mr. Spock lives in a dead crater, and he sees a whole line of volcanos smoking up along the horizon." "What else?" "Nought." "How long does it take to get to his planet?" "That I can't say." "You've never met any of his friends?" "Tosspots at the tavern, no more. But yes. One. Less than a year ago—an Earthman, a heavy cruel man." THE DEMON PRINCES 128 "Tristano?" "I know nothing of his name. Mr. Spock had just returned from a business trip Beyond, to a planet called New Hope. Do you know it?" "I've never been there." "Nor I, though I've wandered far. But the very day of his return, while we sit in Gelperino's Saloon, the Earthman comes in. 'Where have you been?' he asks. 'Ten days I've been here, and we left New Hope together.' Mr. Spock gives him his haughty look. 'If you must know, I looked in on my little hideaway for half a day. I have obligations there, you know!' And the Earthman said no more."



Gersen thought a moment and suddenly was in a hurry to leave. "What more do you know?" "Nothing more." Gersen made a last survey of the house, under the inquisitive scrutiny of the Imp, then departed, ignoring the Imp's sudden harsh demands for damages when he discovered the broken window sash. Hastily, now, Gersen rode down through the winding avenues, across Sailmaker Beach, back into central Avente. He went to an office of the Universal Technical Consultative Service, and gained the attention of an operator. "Set up this problem," said Gersen. "TWX) ships leave the planet New Hope. One proceeds directly here, to Avente. The other goes to a red dwarf star, spends half a day, then comes to Avente, arriving ten days later. I want a list of the red dwarf stars which this second ship might have visited." The operator considered. "There is obviously an ellipsoid shell here, the foci being New Hope and Alphanor. We must take into account the accelerations and decelerations, the probable coast periods and landing times. There will necessarily be a locus of most probability, and areas of diminishing probability." "Set up the problem so that the machine lists these stars in order of probability." "To what limits?" "Oh—one chance in fifty. Include also the constants of these stars as given in the directory." "Very well, sir. The fee will be 25 SVU." Gersen brought forth money; the operator translated the problem into precise language, spoke into a microphone. Thirty seconds THE STAR KING 129 later a sheet of paper dropped from a slot. The operator glanced at it, signed his name, handed it without a word to Gersen. Forty-three stars were listed. Gersen compared the list with the page he had torn from Dasce's Directory. A single star occurred on both lists. Gersen frowned in puzzlement. The star was a member of a binary, without planets. The couple was.. . . Naturally! thought Gersen, illumination flooding his mind. How else could volcanos exist on the companion of a red dwarf? Dasce's world was not a planet, but a dark star: a dead surface, perhaps still faintly warm. Gersen had heard of such worlds. Usually they were too dense, too massive for human occupancy, but if a small star in the course of two or three billion years happened to sweep up enough detritus to build a thick shell of light material, the surface gravity might well



be reduced to a tolerable level. At ten minutes to seven, Kelle, Warweave and Detteras appeared at the spaceport, wearing spacemen's harness, their skins washed the blue-brown tone which originally, in popular credence, was thought to protect the human organism from certain mysterious Jarnell effluviae, and which by usage had become a normal adjunct to the space traveler's accoutrements. They halted in the middle of the lobby, looked about, spied Gersen, turned to face him as he approached. Gersen surveyed them with a dour smile. "We seem to be ready, all of us. I thank you gentlemen for your promptness." "Achieved, necessarily, at great inconvenience to all of us," stated Kelle. "In due course the reason for haste will become clear," said Gersen. "Your luggage?" "On its way to the ship," said Detteras. "Then we will leave. We have clearance?" "Everything has been arranged," said Warweave. The group proceeded from the lobby and walked around to the docking area, toward which a crane was already trundling. The luggage, four large cases and as many smaller packets, was stacked beside the ship. Warweave unlocked the entry ports; Gersen and Kelle passed the cases into the cabin. Detteras made a bluff attempt to assert command. "We have four compartments aboard. I'll take forward starboard; Kelle, you'll have starboard aft; War130 THE. DEMON PRINCES weave, port forward; Gersen, port aft. We might as well move our luggage out of the cabin." "One moment," said Gersen. "There is a situation that we must resolve before we proceed any further." Detteras' big face creased in a scowl. "What sort of situation?" "We are two parties of interest here—at least two parties. Neither trusts the other. W^e are going Beyond, past the edge of law. All of us, recognizing this fact, have brought weapons. I propose that we lock all weapons in the security cabinet; that we open the luggage and, if necessary, strip ourselves naked, to assure each other that all the weapons have been declared. Since you are three to my one, if any advantage lies to either side, it is to yours." "A highly undignified process," grumbled Detteras. Kelle, more equable now than Gersen could have believed, said, "Come now, Rundle. Gersen is merely verbalizing reality. In short,



I agree with him. The more so since I carry no weapons." Warweave made a careless gesture. "Search me, search my luggage; but let's get under way." Detteras shook his head, opened his case, withdrew a projac of great power, tossed it upon the table. "I have my doubts about the wisdom of this. I have nothing against Mr. Gersen personally—but suppose he takes us to a far planet where he has accomplices waiting, who capture us and hold us for ransom? Stranger crimes have occurred." Gersen laughed. "If you consider this a real danger you need only remain here. I don't care whether one goes or all go." "WT-iat of your own weapons?" asked W^arweave dryly. Gersen brought forth his projac, a pair of stilettos, a dagger, four grenades the size of walnuts. "Mv word," said Detteras. "You maintain quite an armament." "I occasionally have need for it," said Gersen. "Now, the luggage. .. ." The accumulated arms were placed in a cabinet which was secured with four locks, each man retaining a key to one of the locks. The crane trundled up to the ship; the boom swung around. Hooks engaged in trammels; the ship jerked, hung free, was carried out on the field. Detteras went to the main console and touched a button, w^hich flashed a row of green lights. "Everything ready to go," he said. "Tanks full, machinery in order." THE STAR KING 131 Kelle cleared his throat and brought forth a handsomely mounted wooden case bound in red leather. "This is one of the departmental rationalizers. You have Mr. Teehalt's filament, I assume?" "Yes," said Gersen. "I have the filament with me. But there is no hurry. Before we engage the monitor we must reach zero base point, which is far distant." "Very well," said Detteras. "WTiat are the coordinates?" Gersen brought forward a slip of paper. "If you will allow me," he said politely, "I will make the settings on the autopilot." With ill grace Detteras rose to his feet. "It seems to me that there is no longer reason for distrust. We have stripped ourselves of our weapons; all the issues have been settled. So let us all relax and behave amicably."



"With pleasure," said Gersen. The ship was lowered to the launching pad, the crane disengaged and rolled away. The group settled themselves into takeoff seats; Detteras started the automatic launching-sequence. There was a Jar, a sense of acceleration, and Alphanor retreated below. 10 From the chapter "Malagate the Woe," in the book The Demon Princes, by Caril Carphen, published by Elucidarian Press, New Wexford, Aloysius, Vega: ... In our cursory summary we have seen how each Demon Prince is unique and highly individuated, each displaying his characteristic style. This is all the more remarkable in that the basic variety of possible crimes is limited and can be numbered on the fingers. There is crime for gain: extortion, robbery (which includes piracy and raids on settled communities), swindling in its infinite guises. There is slavery, with its various manifestations: procuring, selling, and using slaves. Murder, coercion, and torture are merely adjuncts to these activities. The personal depravities are equally limited, and can be classified under sexual debauchery, sadism, violent acts prompted by pique, vmdictiveness, revenge, or vandalism. Doubtless the catalogue is incomplete, perhaps even illogical, but this is beside the point. I merely wish to display the basic paucity, in order to illustrate this point: that each of the Demon Princes, in inflicting one or another atrocity, impresses the act with his own style and seems to create a new crime. In the previous chapters we have examined the maniacal Kokor Hekkus and his theories of absolute frightfulness; the devious Viole Falushe, voluptuary, sybarite, and amateur of kinaesthetics. Completely distinctive is Artel Malagate, the Woe, in THE STAR KING style and mannerism. Rather than enlarging himself, projecting a macroscopic delineation of his person and deeds, to mesmerize his victims and intimidate his enemies, Malagate prefers the possibly equally chilling device of silence, invisibility, dispassionate impersonality. There is no reliable description of Malagate. Certainly Malagate is a cognomen, derived from a folk epic of old Quantique. He acts with implacable viciousness, although his cruelties are never wanton, and, if he maintains a pleasure palace after the style of Viole Falushe or Howard Alan Treesong, it is a wellguarded secret.



Malagate's activities are primarily extortion and slavery. In the Conclave of 1500 at Smade's Planet, where five Demon Princes and a score of lesser operators met to define and circumscribe their activities, Malagate was allotted that sector of the Beyond centered on Ferrier's Cluster. It includes over a hundred settlements, towns and vicinities, upon all of which Malagate levies assessments. He rarely encounters protest or complaint, for he need merely cite the example of Mount Pleasant, a town of 5,000 persons which declined to meet his demands. In the year 1499 Malagate invited four other princes to join him. The junta swept down upon the town, captured and enslaved the entire population. On the planet Grabhorne he maintains a plantation of about ten thousand square miles, with a slave population estimated at twenty thousand. Here are carefully tilled farms, and factories which build exquisite furniture, musical instruments and electronic mechanisms. The slaves are not overtly ill treated, but working hours are long, the dormitories are drab, social opportunities are restricted. Punishment is a term in the mines, which few survive. Attel Malagate's attention is usually wide and dispassionate, but he sometimes focuses upon some individual. The planet Caro lies in an area which none of the Demon Princes claim. Mayor Janous Paragiglia of the city Desde espoused and advocated a militia and space navy sufficient to protect Caro, and to seek out and destroy Malagate or any other of the Demon Princes who dared to attack Caro. Malagate kidnaped Janous Paragiglia and tortured him for THE DEMON PRINCES 154 thirty-nine days, telecasting the entire process to the cities of Caro, to all the planets in his own sector, and, in one of his rare acts of bravado, to the Rigel Concourse. As mentioned, his personal appetites are unknown. A rumor frequently encountered runs to the effect that Malagate enjoys engaging in personal gladiatorial duels with able-bodied enemies, with swords for weapons. Malagate is said to exhibit superhuman strength and dexterity, and seems to derive satisfaction from slowly hewing his opponent to bits. Like certain other Demon Princes, Malagate maintains a discrete and respectable identity within the Oikumene and, if whispers are correct, occupies a prestigious position on one of the major worlds. . . . Alphanor became a misty pale disk, mingled with the stars. Within the ship the four men settled into an uneasy accommodation. Kelle and Warweave startled a quiet conversation. Detteras stared forward into star-spattered emptiness. Gersen lounged to the side,



watching the three men. One of them—not completely a man, or better, a simulated man—was Malagate the Woe. Which? Gersen thought he knew. There was still no certainty in his mind; his conjecture was based on indications, probabilities, suppositions. Malagate, for his part, must still feel secure in his incognito. He had no reason to suspect Gersen's objective; he must still consider Gersen no more than an aquisitive locater out to drive as hard a bargain as he could. So much the better, thought Gersen, if it would help him to a sure identification. He wanted two things only: the freedom of Pallis Atwrode, and the death of Malagate. And, of course, of Hildemar Dasce. If Pallis Atwrode were dead—so much the worse for Dasce. Surreptitiously Gersen watched his suspect. Was this man Malagate? Frustrating to be so close to his goal. Malagate, of course, had his own plans. Behind the human skull worked thought patterns incommensurable to his own, moving toward a goal still obscure. Gersen could define at least three areas of uncertainty in the situation. First, did Malagate still carry weapons or have access to weapons previously concealed aboard the ship? A possibility, alTHE STAR KING 135 though he might be relying entirely on the hidden tanks of anaesthetic gas. Second, were either or both of the other men his accomplices? Again a possibility, but distinctly less strong. Third, and a less simple set of circumstances: What would happen when the ship reached Dasce's dead star? Here again variables piled on variables. Did Malagate know of Dasce's hideaway? If so, would he recognize it on sight? The answers here were both Probably yes. The question then would be, how to surprise and either capture or kill Hildemar Dasce without hindrance from Malagate. Gersen reached a decision. Detteras had urged the need for amicability. One thing was sure: amicability would be sternly tested before long. Time passed; a wary routine was established. Gersen chose a propitious time and gave the body of Suthiro to space. The ship slid effortlessly past shining stars, at astounding speed, by means only vaguely comprehensible to the men who controlled it. The pale of human civilization and law came to an end; at some precise instant the ship passed Beyond and struck up and out toward the dwindling fringes of the galaxy. Gersen kept steady if discreet surveillance over his three shipmates, wondering who would first show concern, anxiety, or suspicion as to the immediate destination.



This person was Kelle, though any of the three might have been muttering together out of Gersen's hearing. "Where the devil are we headed?" Kelle inquired peevishly. "This is no area to attract a locater; we're practically in intergalactic space." Gersen took up a relaxed position. "I have not been altogether candid with you three gentlemen." Three faces turned swiftly, three pairs of eyes bored in at him. "What do you mean?" grated Detteras, "It is not a serious matter. I have been compelled to make a detour. After I perform a certain errand, we will proceed with our original plans." He raised his hand as Detteras took a deep breath. "It serves no purpose to admonish me; the situation is unavoidable." Warweave spoke in an icy voice: "What is this 'situation'?" "I'll be glad to explain, and I'm sure all of you will appreciate my predicament. First of all, I seem to have made an enemy of a well-known criminal. He is known as Malagate the Woe." Gersen glanced from face to face. "Doubtless you all have heard of him; 'I HE DEMON PRINCES 136 he is one of the Demon Princes. The day before we left one of his lieutenants, a creature named Hildemar Dasce, kidnaped a young woman I happen to be interested in and conveyed her to a private world. I feel obligated to this young woman; she is suffering through no fault other own, but merely from Malagate's desire to punish or intimidate me. I believe I have located Dasce's planet; I plan to rescue this young woman, and I hope for your cooperation." Detteras spoke in a voice thick with rage. "Why could you not have told us of your plans before we left? You insisted on leaving, you forced us to break our engagements at great inconvenience—" Gersen said mildly, "You have some cause for resentment, but, since mv own time is limited, I thought it best to combine the two projects." He grinned as Detteras' neck swelled in new fury. "With luck, this business will not take long, and \\e will be on our way without delay." Kelle said meditatively, "The kidnaper has conveyed the young woman to a world in this vicinity?" "I think so. I hope so." "And you expect our help in rescuing this young woman?" "Only in a passive sense. I merely ask that you don't interfere with my plans." "Suppose that the kidnaper resents your intrusion. Suppose that



he kills you." "The possibility exists. But I have the advantage of surprise. He must feel completely secure, and probably I will have no great trouble overpowering him." "Overpowering him?" inquired Wanveave, delicately sardonic. "Overpowering or killing him." At this moment the Jarnell kicked out, the ship whined down into ordinary velocities. Ahead glowed a dim red star. If it were double, its companion was yet invisible. Gersen said, "As I say, surprise is my most important asset, so therefore I must ask that none of you through inadvertence or malice use the radio." Gersen already had disabled the radio, but he saw no reason to put Malagate on his guard. "I'll explain my plans so that there can be no misunderstanding. First, I'll bring the ship close enough to inspect the surface of the planet, but far enough out to avoid radar detection. If my theories are correct and I locate Dasce's habitation, I'll go to the far side of the world, approach the THE STAR KING 137 surface, and land as close to Dasce's dwelling as feasible. Then I'll take the platform flyer and do what must be done. The three of you need only wait till I return; then we shall be once more on our way to Teehalt's planet. I know I can count on your cooperation, because I naturally shall take the monitor filament with me and hide it somewhere before I confront Hildemar Dasce. If I am killed, the filament will be lost. Naturally I will need the weapons which are now in the security locker, but I see no reason for objection on your part." No one spoke. Gersen, looking from one to another, studying most intently the face of his suspect, laughed inwardly. Malagate was posed with a maddening dilemma. If he should interfere and by some means warn Dasce, then Gersen might well be killed and Malagate's hopes of acquiring Teehalt's planet dashed. Would he trade Dasce for the planet? Gersen was certain of his decision; Malagate was notoriously callous. Detteras heaved a deep sigh. "Gersen, you're a subtle man. You've put us in a position where, for motives of sweet reason, we are forced to do your bidding," "I assure you that my motives are irreproachable." "Yes, yes, the damsel in distress. All very well; we ourselves would be criminals to deny her the chance of rescue. My exasperation is not at your goals—if you have told us the truth—but at your lack of candor." With nothing to lose, Gersen became humble. "Yes, perhaps I should have explained more carefully. But I am accustomed to working by myself. In any event, the situation is now as I have described it. Do I have the cooperation of you all?"



"Humph," said Wanveave. "We have little choice, as you are perfectly well aware." "Mr. Kelle?" asked Gersen. Kelle inclined his head. "Mr. Detteras?" "As Wanveave points out, we have no choice." "In that case I will proceed with my plans. The world on which we are to land, incidentally, is a dead star rather than a planet." "Does not excessive gravity make habitation inconvenient?" asked Kelle. "We'll know very shortly." Wanveave turned away, went to look out at the red dwarf. The I HP DEMON PRINCES dark companion had now become visible, a large brown-gray disk, three times the diameter of Alphanor, mottled and reticulated in black and umber. Gersen was pleased to find surrounding space rich in detritus; the radar screen indicated dozens of minuscule planetoids and moonlets in orbits about each star. He could approach the dead star boldly with small fear of detection. A momentary shift into mtersplit braked the ship, another brought it to a state of lazy drifting a quarter-million miles above the now looming mass. The surface seemed dim and featureless, with vast areas covered by what looked like oceans of chocolate-colored dust. The outline of the world was sharp and stark against the black of space, indicating a sparse atmosphere. Gersen went to the macroscope, inspected the surface. The world's relief leapt into perspective, though the terrain still was hardly rugged. Chains of volcanic mountains netted the surface, there was a mesh of rifts and crevasses, a number of ancient isolated plutonic buttes, hundreds of volcanos, some active, others dead or quiescent. Gersen set crossbars on a short sharp peak at the demarcation between day and night, the ob)ect seemed not to move, nor to alter its position in relation to the line of darkness: apparently the world held a constant face to its companion. In such case, Dasce's dwelling would almost certainly be on the bright face, probably near the equator, at the longitude directly under the sun. He scrutinized the region carefully, under high magnification. The area was large; there were dozens of volcanic craters, large and small. Gersen searched for an hour. Warweave, Kelle and Detteras stood watching him with varying degrees of impatience and sardonic dislike.



Gersen reviewed his logic; it seemed to hang together. The red dwarf had been listed on a well-used page in Dasce's Directory, it was found within the requisite ellipsoidal shell; it had a dark star companion. This must be the star And, by every likelihood, Dasce's crater must be located somewhere within the warm sunlit area below. An odd formation attracted his attention, a square plateau, with five mountain ranges radiating like the fingers of a hand. A phrase of the Melnoy Heights Imp occurred to him. "Thumbnail Gulch." At fullest magnification Gersen examined the area corresponding to the thumbnail Certainly there was a small crater here. Certainly it seemed to show a slightly different color, a slightly different texTHE DIRKING 139 ture than the others. And there where the sunlight struck glancingly on the inside wall, a glint^ And below, the faint shine of white3 Gersen reduced the magnification, studied the surrounding terrain. Even though Dasce might not detect approaching ships at planetary distances, his radar might w^rn him of ships approaching for a landing. If he dropped down on the far side of the world and then slanted in behind the hon/on, to land behind the plateau which formed the palm of the hand, he might well be able to surprise Dasce. He fed the necessary information into the course computer, engaged the autopilot. The ship veered and began its descent. Kelle, unable to contain his curiosity, asked, "Well? Have you found what you were looking for?" "I think so," said Gersen. "I can't be certain." "If you are careless enough to be killed," said Kelle, "you put us to enormous inconvenience " Gersen nodded. "This is essentially what I meant to convey to you a short while ago. I am sure that you'll help me, at least passively." "We have already agreed to this." The dark star loomed below and the ship landed on a shelf of naked brown stone a quarter mile from a heave of low black hills. The stone was the texture of brick; the surrounding plain displayed a surface resembling dried brown mud. Overhead the red dwarf bulked large; the ship cast a dense black shadow. A thin wind blew small curls of dust across the plain, sifting a greenish-blue powder into long herringbone drifts. Detteras said thoughtfully, "You know-, I think it only fair that you leave the filament here. Why victimize us2"



"I don't plan to be killed, Mr. Detteras." "Your plans might go awry." "If so, your troubles will seem very trivial in comparison to mine. May I have my weapons2" The locker was opened; the three watched warily while Gersen armed himself. He looked from face to face. In the mind of one of these men feverish plots were hatching. Would he act as Gersen anticipated—which was to say, not act? Here was a chance Gersen must take. Suppose he were wrong, suppose this were not Dasce's planet and Malagate knew it; suppose Malagate, through some intuition, suspected Gersen's goal. He might be ready to sacrifice his THE DEMON PRINCES 140 hopes of acquiring Teehalt's world in order to maroon Gersen out here on this dark star. There was a precaution Gersen could take; it would be foolish for him not to do so. He stepped back into the engine room and detached a small but vital component from the energy reactor, one which could be refabricated, if necessary, with ingenuity and patience. He tucked it into his pouch, along with the filament. Warweave, standing in the doorway, observed the act but made no comment. Gersen dressed himself in an airsuit, left the ship. Opening the forward hatch, he winched down the little platform flyer, loaded aboard a spare airsuit and spare tanks of oxygen, and without further ceremony set out for Thumbnail Gulch, skimming low to the ground, the thin atmosphere keening over the windshield. The landscape was odd even to one accustomed to the terrain of strange planets: a dark spongy surface in varying shades of maroon, brown and gray, marred here and there by volcanic cones and low wallowing black hills. This might be true star stuff—clinker remaining after the fires had died—or it might be sediment swept up from space. Most likely both. Gersen wondered, did the awareness that he was traversing the surface of a dead star contribute to the sense of weirdness and unreality? The thin atmosphere allowed absolute clarity of vision; the horizons were far, the panorama seemed endless. And overhead there was the glowering sphere of the red dwarf, rilling an eighth of the sky. The ground shouldered up to become the plareau which comprised the palm of the hand; a titanic flow of lava. Gersen swerved to the right. Far ahead he could see a line of black hills lying across the landscape like the back of a monstrous petrified triceratops. This was the "thumb" at the end of which rose Dasce's volcano. Gersen flew low to the ground, taking advantage of all possible cover, swerving in and out, close to the wall of the plateau, and so approached the line of jagged black peaks.



Slowly, cautiously, he eased up the tumbled slope, Jets muffled by the thin air to no more than a mutter. Dasce might have installed detectors along these slopes—but, on second thought, it seemed hardly likely. He would consider the effort superfluous. Why attack by land when a torpedo from space would be easier? Gersen gained the ridge. There, two miles ahead, was the volcano which he hoped would be Dasce's hideaway. Off to the side, down on the plain which continued on and on indefinitely, was the THE STAR KING 141 most welcome sight of Gersen's experience, a sight which brought tears of sheer savage heart-rending joy to his eyes: a small spaceboat. His hypothesis had been correct: here was Thumbnail Gulch in all certainty; here would be found Hildemar Dasce. And Pallis Atwrode? Gersen landed the platform and continued on foot, taking advantage of all possible cover, avoiding approaches where detectors would be most likely, even though caution seemed no more than a formality. Destiny could not bring him this far only to deal him failure! He mounted the slopes: mingled basalt, obsidian and tuff. Reaching the lip of the crater, he peered over—out on a webbed dome constructed of thin cables and transparent film, held distended by air pressure. The crater was not large: fifty yards in diameter and almost perfectly cylindrical, the walls being formed of striated volcanic glass. At the bottom of the crater Dasce had made a careless attempt at landscaping. There were a pond of brackish water, a clump of palm trees, a tangle of rank vines. Gersen looked an implacable god, a god of vengeance. In the center of the crater was a cage, and in the cage sat a naked man: tall, haggard, his face a ghastly wreck, his body crooked, marked with a hundred welts. Gersen remembered Suthiro's explanation of how Dasce lost his eyelids. Looking again, he remembered the photographs in Dasce's parlor: this man was the subject of the photographs. Gersen looked elsewhere. Directly below was a pavilion of black cloth, a series of connected tents. There was no sign of Hildemar Dasce. Entrance to the crater was apparently by way of a tunnel leading through the wall of the volcano. Gersen moved carefully around the lip, looked down over the slope. The porous brown-black plain extended limitlessly off in three directions. Nearby rested the spaceboat, seeming no larger than a toy in the clarity of the atmosphere, on the endlessness of the plain. Gersen turned his attention back to the dome. With a knife he cut a small slit in the film, then settled himself to watch. Ten minutes passed before the pressure drop activated a warning signal. Out from one of the tents charged Hildemar Dasce.



Gersen saw him with savage delight. He wore loose white pantaloons and no more. His torso, stained a faded purple, was ribbed 142 THE DEMON PRINCES with muscle. He stared up with lidless eyes, the blue cheeks blooming from the vermilion face. Dasce marched across the crater floor. The prisoner within the cage followed him attentively with his gaze. Dasce vanished from sight. Gersen hid in a crevice, Dasce presently emerged on the plain in an airsuit, carrying a case. He mounted the crater wall with strong easy strides, passing close by Gersen. Dasce put down the case, brought forth a projector, swept a beam of radiation over the surface of the dome. The escaping air, evidently dosed with a fluorescent agent, glowed yellow. Dasce went to the cut and bent over it, and Gersen felt his instant suspicion. He straightened up and looked all around. Gersen crouched back out of sight. When he looked once more, Dasce was at work mending the rip with cement and a new strip of film. The entire operation required but a minute. Then Dasce replaced the unused material and the projector into the case, straightened up. He made another careful scrutiny of rim, slope and plain; then, suspicion blunted, he started back down the slope. Gersen rose from his hiding place and followed, not fifty feet behind. Dasce, Jumping from rock to rock down the slope, failed to look back—until Gersen dislodged a rock which bounded ahead and past. Dasce stopped, turned sharply. Gersen was out of sight behind a jut of rock, grinning in a kind of mad glee. Dasce proceeded. Gersen followed close behind. At the base of the slope a sound, a vibration, alarmed Dasce. Once more he turned to look up-slope—directly at the figure leaping down on him. Gersen laughed to see the loose pale mouth open in startlement, and then he struck. Dasce toppled, rolled, bounded to his feet, started to run awkwardly for the airlock; Gersen fired at the back of one of the rangy thighs. Dasce fell. Gersen seized him by the ankles, dragged him into the airlock, slammed the outer door. Dasce struggled and kicked, the red and blue face hideously contorted. Gersen pointed the projac, but Dasce merely tried to kick it from his grasp. Gersen fired again, numbing



Dasce's other leg. Dasce lay still, glaring like a boar at bay. With a roll of tape brought hopefully for such a purpose, Gersen lashed Dasce's ankles- Then warily he seized the right arm, bent it back THE STAR KING 143 and around. Dasce was forced over on his face. Presently, after a struggle, his arms were taped behind his back. The lock mechanism automatically had filled the space with air; Gersen now removed the vitrine globe from Dasce's head. "W^e renew our acquaintance," said Gersen in a voice of hushed, reverent joy. Dasce said nothing. Gersen dragged him out into the floor of the crater. The prisoner jumped to his feet, pressed himself to the bars of the cage, stared at Gersen as if he were an archangel with wings, trumpet and aureole. Gersen assured himself as to the security of Dasce's bonds, ran over to the tent, projac ready for an unexpected servitor or comrade-in-arms of Dasce's. The prisoner looked after him with astounded, unbelieving- eyes. Pallis Atwrode lay huddled under a limp dirty sheet, face to the wall. There was no one else. Gersen touched her on the shoulder, and fascinatedly watched her flesh crawl. His-exultation became mingled with horror, to produce a queer stomach-twisting emotion such as he had never before even imagined. "Pallis," he said, "Pallis—it's Kirth Gersen." The words reached her, muffled by the globe which Gersen still wore; she only crouched and huddled more tightly. Gerson rolled her over; she lay with her eyes shut- Her face, once so gay and impudent and charming, was bleak and austere. "Pallis," called Gersen, "open your eyes. It's Kirth Gersen! You're safe!" She shook her head slightly, held her eyes tight shut. Gersen turned away. At the door to the tent he looked back. Her eyes were wide open, staring in wonder, but she instantly closed them again. Gersen left her, investigated the entire crater, reassured himself that no one else was present, and returned to Dasce. "Nice place you've got here, Dasce," said Gersen in a conversational tone. "A little hard to find when your friends want to drop in. "How did you find me?" said Dasce in a guttural voice. "No one knows of this place." "Except your boss." "He doesn't know." "How do you think I found out?"



144 THE DEMON PRINCES Dasce was silent. Gersen went to the cage, unbarred the door, motioned to the prisoner, wondering whether the man's mind had also failed him. "Come out." The prisoner limped haltingly forward. "Who are you?" "No matter. You are free." "Free?" The man worked his loose jaws over the word, turned to look toward Dasce. He spoke in a reverent voice. "What of— himr "I shall kill him presently." The man said softly, "This must be a dream." Gersen returned to Pallis, She was sitting on the bed, the sheet clutched around her. Her eyes were open. She looked at Gersen, rose to her feet, fainted. Gersen lifted her, carried her out to the crater floor. The erstwhile captive stood looking at Dasce from a respectful distance. Gersen spoke to him. "WTiat is your name?" The man looked momentarily bewildered. He knit his brows as if trying to remember. "I am Robin Rampold," he said at last in a soft hushed voice. "And you—you are his enemy?" "I am his executioner. His nemesis." "It is a marvel!" breathed Rampold. "After so long that I cannot remember the beginning.. . ." Tears began to course down his cheeks. He looked at the cage, walked over to it, studied it, then looked back at Gersen. "I know this place well. Each crack, each crevice, each fleck and crystal of the metal." His voice faded. Suddenly he asked, "What is the year?" "1524." Rampold seemed to become smaller. "I did not know it was so long; I have forgotten so much." He looked up toward the dome. "There is no day or night here—nothing but the red sun. When he is gone, there are no events. ... Seventeen years I have stood in that cage. And now I am out." He walked over to Dasce, stood looking down at him. Gersen followed. Rampold said, "Long, long ago we were two different people. I taught him a lesson. I made him suffer. The memory is all that has kept me alive." Dasce laughed a harsh cackle. "I have sought to repay you." He glanced up toward Gersen. "Best kill me while you can, or I will do the same to you."



Gersen stood reflecting. Dasce must die. There would be no compunction when the time came. But behind the red forehead was knowledge which Gersen needed. How to extract this knowledge? THE STAR KING 145 Torture? Gersen suspected that Dasce would laugh while being torn limb from limb. Trickery? Subtlety? He looked speculatively down into the coarse red and blue face. Dasce did not flinch. Gersen turned to Rampold. "Can you navigate Dasce's spaceboat?" Rampold sadly shook his head. "Then I suppose you must come with me." Rampold spoke in a tremulous voice. "WTiat of—/ww?" "Eventually I'll kill him." Rampold said in a low voice, "Give him to me." "No." Gersen returned to the inspection of Dasce. Somehow he must be made to reveal the identity of Malagate. A direct question would be worse than useless. "Dasce," he asked, "why did you bring Pallis Atwrode out here?" "She was too beautiful to kill," said Dasce easily. "And why should you kill her?" "I enjoy killing beautiful women." Gersen grinned. Dasce possibly hoped to provoke him. "You may or may not live to regret your sins." "Who sent you here?" asked Dasce. "Someone who knew." Dasce slowly shook his head. "There is only one, and he never sent you." So much for that ploy, thought Gersen. Dasce would not easily be deceived. Well then. He would take Dasce aboard the ship. The situation was certain to produce some sort of reaction. Now a new problem. He did not dare leave Robin Rampold alone with Dasce, not even for long enough to fetch the platform. Rampold might kill Dasce. Or Dasce might command Rampold to release him. After seventeen years of degradation, Rampold might be sufficiently under Dasce's influence to obey. And Pallis Atwrode—what of her?



He turned to find her standing in the doorway, the sheet clutched around her, watching him with a wide troubled gaze. He approached her and she shrank back. Gersen was uncertain whether or not she recognized him. "Pallis—it's Kirth Gersen." She nodded somberly. "I know." She looked at the prone form of Hildemar Dasce. "You've tied him up," she said in a voice of troubled wonder. "That's the least of his worries." THE DEMON PRINC ES 146 She looked at him wanly Gersen found himself unable to fathom her thoughts. "You're—you're not his friend2" Gersen felt an entirely new type of sickness. "No I'm not his friend Of course not. Did he say so^" "He said .



he said



" She turned to stare m perplexity at



Dasce "Don't believe anything he told you " He looked into her face, wondering as to the extent of her confusion and shock "Are you— all right^" She refused to meet his eyes Gersen said gently, "I'm taking you back to Avente You're safe now " She nodded stonily If she would only evince some emotion' Relief—tears—even reproaches' Gersen sighed, turned away The problem still remained how to convey all of them to the platform He dared leave neither Pallas nor Rampold alone with Dasce, he had en)oyed domination over them both too long Gersen replaced the vitrme globe over Dasce's head and dragged him through the tunnel, out upon the plain, where the two within could not see him. Jets roaring at full power, the overloaded platform lurched sluggishly around the plateau, blowing up a fan of dust which settled with startling rapidity in the thin atmosphere. Ahead stood the spaceship, minute against the sweep of the vast horizon Gersen landed close beside the entrance port. Hand weapon within easy reach, he climbed the accommodation ladder Inside, Attel Malagate had watched his approach, had seen the cargo Malagate could not know what Dasce had told Gersen. He must be taut with indecision Dasce, who would recognize the ship, must suspect but could not be sure that Malagate was aboard. The airiock thudded shut, the pumps throbbed, the inner door swung open Gersen stepped forward Kelle, Detteras, Warweave sat at various quarters of the room. They looked at him without



friendliness. No one made a move Gersen unfastened the head globe "I'm back " "So we see," said Detteras. "I've been successful," said Gersen "I've got a captive with me Hildemar Dasce A word of warning to you This man is a brutal murderer He is desperate. I intend to hold him under rigid conditions I ask that none of you interfere or have anything to do with THE STARKI\G 147 this man The other two persons are a man Dasce has kept penned in a cage for seventeen years, and a young woman whom Dasce recently kidnaped and whose mind may ha\e suffered in consequence She shall use my cabin I shall keep Dasce in the cargo hold The other man, Robin Rampold, will no doubt be happy for the use of a settee " "This voyage becomes stranger by the hour," said Warweave Detteras rose impatiently to his feet "Why do you bring this man Dasce aboard3 I'm surprised you haven't killed him " "Consider me squeamish, if you like " Detteras gave a bark of sour laughter "Let us proceed, we are anxious to get this trip over as fast as possible " Gersen sent Rampold into the ship with Pallis Atwrode, then slid the platform under the winch, lifted the platform with Dasce aboard into the cargo hold, where he removed Dasce's head globe Dasce glared at him wordlessly "You may see someone aboard you recognize," said Gersen "He doesn't want his identity made known to his two colleagues, as it would interfere with his plans You will be wise to keep a still tongue in your head " Dasce said nothing. Gersen secured him with exceeding care At the center of a long cable he made a loop which he knotted and clamped tightly around Dasce's neck I he ends of the cable he made fast at opposite sides of the hold, stretching the cable taut Dasce was now constricted in the middle of the hold, the cable extending past him to right and left, the ends ten feet out of his reach to either side Even with hands free Dasce could not work himself loose Gersen now cut the tapes binding Dasce's arms and legs Dasce instantly struck out Gersen dodged aside, clubbed Dasce with the butt of his weapon Dasce reeled over senseless Gersen slipped off Dasce's airsuit, searched the pockets ot the white pantaloons, found nothing He made a final check of the bonds, then returned to the main saloon, bolting the hatch behind him Rampold had divested himself of his airsuit and sat quietly in a corner Detteras and Kelle had done the same for Pallis Atwrode, and had helped her into spare clothing She sat now to the side of



the cabin drinking coffee, her face wan and pinched, her eyes dark and musing Kelle cast a glance of disapprobation toward Gersen "Ihis is Miss Atwrode—the receptionist at the department WT-iat in the name of heaven is your connection with her^' 14S TI IE DFMON PRINCES "The answer is perfectly simple," said Gersen. "I met her the first day I visited the university, and asked her out for the evening. For reasons of sheer spite or malice, or so I suppose, Hildemar Dasce struck me down and kidnaped her. I felt it was my duty to rescue her, and I've done so." Kelle smiled thinly. "I suppose we can't fault you for this." Warweave spoke in the driest of voices- "Presumably we will now make for our original destination." "That is certainly my intention." "I suggest then that we proceed." "Yes," grumbled Detteras. "The sooner we put a term to this fantastic voyage the better." The dark star and its feeble red companion became one with space. In the hold Hildemar Dasce, recovering consciousness, swore in a low vile mutter, testing his bonds with insensate ferocity. He tore and twisted at the clamps till the skin peeled from his fingers, he plucked at the metal strands in the cable till his fingernails broke. Then he tried a new procedure. Thrusting against the floor, lunging from side to side, he tried to pull the cable loose from where it was fastened at the walls: first to the right, then to the left. He succeeded only in bruising his neck. Assured that he was in fact helpless, though hands and feet were free, he relaxed, panting. His mind seethed with emotion. How had Gersen located the dark star7 No one alive knew the location but himself. And Malagate. Dasce reviewed the occasions on which he had circumvented, cheated, or failed Malagate, and wondered if one of these occasions might not have come home to roost. In the saloon, Gersen sat brooding on a settee. The three men from the university—one of whom was not a man—stood together far forward. There was Kelle: suave, fastidious, compact in physique, Warweave: ectomorphic, saturnine; Detteras: large-bodied, restless, moody. Gersen eyed his suspect, probing his every act, word, and gesture for corroboration, for some sign to provide the absolute assurance he needed. Pallis Atwrode sat quietly nearby, lost in reverie. From time to time her face twitched, her fingers clenched into her palms. There would be no qualms about the killing of Hildemar Dasce. Robin Rampold stood listlessly at the microfilm library, looking at the index, stroking his long bony chin. He turned, glanced toward Gersen, sidled across the room wolf7HI- S/^A/\C,



149 ishly. In a voice so polite as to seem servile he asked, "He—is he alive?" "For the moment." Rampold hesitated, opened his mouth, closed it again. Finally he asked diffidently, "What do you plan for him2" "I don't know," said Gersen. "I want to make use of him." Rampold became very earnest. He spoke in a low voice, as if afraid that the other occupants of the saloon would hear. "Why not put him into my charge3 Then you would be relieved of the effort of guarding and tending him." "No," said Gersen, "I think not." Rampold's face became even more haggard and desperate. "But—I must." "You must^" Rampold nodded. "You cannot understand For seventeen years he has been—" He could not find words. Finally he said, "He has been the center of my existence. He has been like a personal god. He has provided food and dnnk and pain. Once he brought me a kitten—a beautiful black kitten. He watched as I touched it, smiling as if benign. This time I thwarted him. I killed the little creature, at once. Because I knew his plan. He wanted to wait until I came to love it, then he would kill it—torture it where I could watch. . . Of course he made me pay." Gersen drew a deep breath. "He has too much power over you. I can't trust you with him." Tears began to form m Rampold's eyes He spoke in a series ofdis)omted sentences. "It is strange. I feel grief now. W^hat I feel for him I cannot put into words. It goes to an extreme and beyond and becomes almost tenderness. Substances can be so sweet that they taste bitter, so sour that they taste salt. . . Yes, I would care for him with great pains. I would devote the rest of my life to him." He held out his hands "Give him to me I have nothing, or I would repay you." Gersen could only shake his head. "We will talk of this later." Rampold nodded heavily, returned across the room. Gersen looked forward to where Detteras, Kelle and Warweave continued a desultory conversation Apparently they were agreed, tacitly or otherwise, on a policy of disinterest toward the new passengers. Gersen smiled grimly. He who was Malagate would not care to confront Hildemar Dascc Dasce's temperament was not a subtle 150 THE DKMON PRINCES



one; he was as likely as not to blurt out some damaging disclosure. Malagate would certainly try for a few quiet words of warning and reassurance, or conceivably an opportunity to murder Dasce discreetly. The situation was unstable; sooner or later it was bound to collapse into more truthful relationships. Gersen toyed with the idea of precipitating the climax, perhaps by bringing Dasce into the saloon or taking Kelle, Detteras and Warweave into the cargo hold. ... He decided to bide his time. He still carried his weapons; the three from the university, apparently assured of his good intentions, had not required that he restore them to the locker. Amazing, thought Gersen: even now Malagate could have no cause to suspect that Gersen stalked him. He would be less wary than he might be, and, using the pretext of curiosity, might well seek to look in on Dasce. Vigilance, thought Gersen. It occurred to him that Robin Rampold would be a useful ally in this situation. No matter what distortions and sublimations seventeen years had produced, he would be no less alert than Gersen himself in any matter relating to Hildemar Dasce. Gersen rose to his feet and went aft, through the engine room, into the cargo hold. Dasce, making no pretense of stoic resignation, glared at him. Gersen noted Dasce's bleeding fingers and, putting his projac on a shelf to void the possibility of Dasce's wresting it away from him, stepped close to check Dasce's bonds. Dasce kicked savagely. Gersen hacked him behind the ear with the side of his hand, and Dasce fell back. Gersen assured himself as to the clamps which constricted the cable around Dasce's neck, then moved back, out of his reach. "It seems," said Gersen, "that troubles are catching up with you." Dasce spat at him. Gersen jumped back. "You're in a poor case for such offensiveness." "Fah! What more can you do to me? Do you think I fear death? I live only out of hate." "Rampold has asked that I give you into his care." Dasce sneered. "He fears me until he reeks and crawls. He is soft as honey- It was no longer gratifying to hurt him." "I wonder how long it will take to make the same sort of man out of you." THE STAR KING 151 Dasce spat once more. Then he said, "Tell me how you found my star." "I had information."



"From whom?" "What difference does it make?" said Gersen. He thought to insert an idea into Dasce's mind. "You'll never have the opportunity of paying him off." Dasce pulled back his mouth in a hideous grin. "Who is aboard this ship?" Gersen made no reply. Standing back in the shadows, he watched Dasce. He must suspect, to the point of certainty, that Malagate was aboard. Dasce could be no less uncertain than Malagate himself. Gersen framed and discarded a half-dozen questions calculated to trick Malagate's name from Dasce. The best were either too clumsy or too subtle; the worst would apprise Dasce that Gersen wanted information, and so put him on his guard, Dasce tried to wheedle. "Come! As you say, I am helpless, at your mercy. I am interested in learning who betrayed me." "Who do you think it might be?" Dasce grinned ingenuously. "I have a number of enemies. For instance, the Sarkoy. Was it he?" "The Sarkoy is dead." "Dead!" "He helped you kidnap the young woman. I poisoned him." "Fah," spat Dasce. "Women are everywhere. Why become excited? Release me. I have wealth and I will pay you half if you tell me who betrayed me." "It was not Suthiro the Sarkoy." "Tristano? Surely not Tristano. How could he know?" "When I met Tristano he had little to say." "Who then?" Gersen said. "Very well, I'll tell you; why not? One of the administrators at the Sea Province University gave me the information." Dasce rubbed his hand over his mouth, looked sidewise at Gersen in suspicion and doubt. "Why should he do so?" he muttered. "I can't understand any of this." Gersen had hoped to surprise an exclamation from Dasce. He asked, "Do you know to whom I refer?" 152



THE DEMON PRINCES But Dasce only looked at him blankly. Gersen picked up his projac, left the hold. Returning to the saloon, he found conditions as before. He signaled Robin Rampold back into the engine room. "You asked that Dasce might be put into your charge." Rampold eyed him in tremulous excitement. "Yes!" "I cannot do this—but I need your help in guarding him." "Of course!" "Dasce is tricky. You must never enter the cargo hold." Rampold winced in disappointment. "Equally important, you must not allow anyone else near the cargo hold. These men are Dasce's enemies. They might kill him." "No, no!" exclaimed Rampold. "Dasce must not die!" Gersen had a new thought. Malagate had ordained the death of Pallis Atwrode for fear that unwittingly she might reveal his identity. In her present state she posed no threat; nevertheless, she might recover. Malagate might well wish to destroy her, if he could do so without risk. Gersen said, "Also, you must try to guard Pallis Atwrode, and make sure that no one disturbs her." Rampold was less interested. "I will do what you ask." 11 From "The Avatar's Apprentice," in Scroll from the Ninth Dimension: Intelligence? asked Marmaduke at one of the permitted intervals, as he attended the EMINENCE upon the ParapetWhat is intelligence? Why, responded the EMINENCE, it is no more than a human occupation; an activity which men put their brains to, as a frog kicks his legs to swim; it is a standard which men in their egotism use to measure other and perhaps nobler races, who are thereby dumfounded. Do you mean, REVEREND GRAY, that no living creature other than man can share the quality of intelligence? But ha! And why should I not ask, what is LIFE, what is LIVING, but a disease of the primordial slime, a purulence in the original candid mud, which culminates through cycles and degrees, by distillations and sediments, in the hu-



man manifestation? But, RF\TREND, it is known that other worlds demonstrate this fact of LIFE. I allude to the jewels of Olam, as well as the folk of the Chthonian Bog. Witling, how have you glanced off the exact stroke of the ESSENCE. REVEREND, I crave your indulgence. The way along the Parapet is not to the forward-footed. REVEREND CRAY, I pray that my direction be denned. Eight tones of the gong have sounded. Be content for the nonce, and fetch the morning wine. 154 FHE DEMON PRINCES The filament from Lugo Teehalt's monitor fed impulses into the computer, which digested the information, combined it with the equations describing the ship's previous position, and despatched instructions to the autopilot which swerved the ship off and away, on a course roughly parallel to the line between Alphanor and Smade's Planet. Time passed Life within the ship fell into a routine Gersen, assisted by Robin Rampold, guarded the cargo hold, though Gersen forbade Rampold entry into the hold itself. For the first few days Hildemar Dasce evinced a brassy jocularity, alternating with earnest threats of vengeance at the hands of an agent he refused to identify "Ask Rampold what he thinks," said Dasce, leering from his bright blue hdless eyes "Do you want this happening to you7" "No," said Gersen "I don't think it's going to happen " Occasionally Dasce demanded that Gersen answer his questions "Where are you taking me3" he would ask. "Back to Alphanor3" "No " "Where, then3" "You'll see." "Answer me, or by"—here Dasce swore obscene oaths—"I'll do you worse than you've ever imagined'" "It's a chance we have to take," said Gersen "We3" asked Dasce softly. "Who is 'we'?" "Don't you know3" "Why doesn't he come in here3 Tell him I want to talk to him." "Any time he wants he can come in " At which Dasce fell silent Goad, prod, pry as he might, Gersen never could induce Dasce to utter a name. Nor did any of the three from the university show interest in Dasce As for Pallis Atwrode, her detachment at first was profound For hours she sat, looking out at the passing stars She ate, slowly, hesitantly, without hunger,



she slept for hours on end, curled into as tight a ball as possible Then gradually she returned to the present, and at times became something like the carefree Pallis Atwrode of old. The overcrowded confines of the ship made it impossible for Gersen to talk to her in private, which, in his estimation, was as well The situation, with Dasce in the hold and Artel Malagate in the forward cabin, was already strained to an almost unbearable degree of taucness THE STAR KI\G More time passed The ship traversed new regions, and regions after regions where no man had passed but one Lugo Teehalt To all sides hung stars by the thousand, by the million streaming, swarming, flowing, glaring, glittering, shirting silently one across the other, and the other across another still—worlds of infinite variety, populated by who knows whom, each drawing the eye, fixing the imagination, evoking wonder, each world an urge, a temptation, a mystery, each a promise of unseen sights, unknown knowledge, unsensed beauty Eventually a warm golden-white star showed dead ahead. The monitor panel blinked alternately green, red, green, red. I'he autopilot choked down the energy output, the split began to collapse, the ship set up a weird subsound as eddies and disturbances and backdrafts of a substance which could only be called space sucked at the ship's fabric The split collapsed with a slight shock, the ship slid serenely, like a boat drifting on a pond The golden-white sun hung close at hand, controlling three planets One was orange, small and near, a fuming cinder Another swung in a far orbit, a gloomy dismal world, the color of tears The third, sparkling green and blue and white, revolved close below the ship Gersen, Warweave, Detteras and Kelle, antagonisms temporarily set aside, bent over the macroscope The world was clearly beautiful, with a thick moist atmosphere, ample oceans, a varied topography Gersen was the first to stand away from the screen The time had come to hone his vigilance to its sharpest edge Warweave stood back next "I'm completely satisfied The planet is nonpareil Mr. Gersen has not deceived us " Kelle looked at him in surprise "You think it unnecessary to land3" "I think it unnecessary But I am willing to land " He moved across the cabin, stood near the shelf to which was affixed Suthiro's switch. Gersen tensed Is it to be Warweave3 But Warweave passed on Gersen released his pent breath Of course the time was not yet To profit from the gas, Malagate must somehow protect himself from its influence Kelle said, "I certainly believe that we should land, at least to



make biometrics In spite of its appearance the world may be completely unfriendly " 156 THE DEMON PRINCES Detteras said doubtfully, "It's rather awkward, with captives and invalids and passengers. The sooner back to Alphanor the better." Kelle snapped in a voice as sharp as any Gersen had heard him use. "You talk like a jackass. All this way, merely to turn tail and run home? Obviously we must land, if only to walk out on the planet for five minutes!" "Yes," said Uetteras glumly. "No doubt you're right." "Very well," said Warweave. "Down we go." Gersen wordlessly swung the autopilot toggle over into the landing program. The horizons extended, the landscape became distinct: green parkland, low rolling hills, a chain of lakes to the north, a range of snow-clad crags to the south. The ship settled to the ground; the roar of exhaled energy ceased. There was now solidity underfoot, utter quiet except for the ticking of the automatic environment analyser, which presently flashed three green lights: the optimum verdict. There was a short wait for pressure equalization. Gersen and the three men from the university donned exterior clothing, rubbed allergen inhibitor on face, hands and neck, adjusted inhalators against bacteria and spores. Pallis Atwrode looked from the observation ports in innocent wonder; Robin Rampold sidled uneasily along the back bulkhead like a lean old gray rat, making tentative motions, as if he wished to alight but did not dare leave the security of the saloon. Air from outside flooded the boat, smelling fresh, damp, clean. Gersen went to the port, swung it open, made a polite if ironic gesture. "Gentlemen—your planet." Warweave was the first to step down to the ground, with Detteras close behind, then Kelle. Gersen followed more slowly. The monitor had brought them to a spot hardly a hundred yards from Lugo Teehalt's landing. Gersen thought the landscape even more entrancing than the photographs had suggested. The air was cool, scented with a vaguely herbaceous freshness. Across the valley, beyond a stand of tall dark trees, the hills rose, massive yet gentle, marked by outcrops of worn gray rock, the hollows holding copses of soft foliage. Beyond rose a single great billowing cloud



castle, bright in the noon sunlight. Across the meadow, on the far side of the river, Gersen saw w^at appeared to be a growth of flowering plants, and knew them to be the dryads. They stood at the edge of the forest, swaying on THE STAR KING 157 supple gray limbs, their movements easy and graceful. Magnificent creatures, thought Gersen, beyond a doubt—but somehow they were a—well, a discordant element. A perverse notion—but there it was. On their own planet they seemed out of place' Exotic elements in a scene as dear and beloved as—as what? Earth? Gersen felt no conscious emotional attachment for Earth. Still, the world most nearly like this was Earth—or, more accurately, those occasional areas of Earth which somehow had evaded the artifices and modifications wrought by generations of man. This world was fresh, natural, unmodified. Except for the dryads—a jarring note—this might be Old Earth, Earth of the Golden Age, the Earth of natural man. . . . Gersen felt a small exhilarating shock of enlightenment. Here resided the basic charm of the world: its near-identity to the environment in which man had evolved. Old Earth must have known many such smiling valleys; the feel of such landscapes permeated the entire fabric of the human psyche. Other worlds of the Oikumene might be pleasant and comfortable, but none were Old Earth; none of them were Home. .. . For a fact, mused Gersen, here is where I would like to build a cottage, with an old-fashioned garden, an orchard in the meadow, a rowboat tied to the riverbank. Dreams, idle yearning for the unattainable . . . but dreams and yearning which necessarily must affect every man. Gersen blinked at the impact of a new thought. Suddenly attentive, he watched the others. Warweave stood by the riverbank frowning down into the water. Now he turned and shot a suspicious glance toward Gersen. Kelle, beside a clump of ferns as high as his shoulder, looked first up to the head of the valley with its great white spire of cumulus, then down toward the far open parkland. The forest at either side of the valley formed an aisle, continuing till it melted and blurred into haze. Detteras paced slowly along the meadow, hands behind his back. Now he bent, scooped up a handful of sod, worked it between his fingers, let the soil sift and fall. He turned to stare at the dryads. Kelle did the same. The dryads, gliding slowly on supple legs, moved out of the shadows, toward the pool. Their fronds shone blue and magenta, copper-russet, gold-ocher. Intelligent beings? Gersen turned once more to watch the three men. Kelle scowled faintly. W^arweave inspected the dryads with obvious ad15S



THE DK.MON PRINCKS miration. Detteras suddenly put his hands to his mouth and shrilled an ear-piercing whistle, to which the dryads seemed oblivious. There was a sound from the ship; Gersen turned to see Pallis Atwrode descending the ladder. She raised her hands in the sunlight, drew a deep breath. "What a beautiful valley," she murmured. "Kirth, what a beautiful valley." She wandered slowly away, pausing now and then to look around her in delight. Gersen, on sudden thought, turned and ran back up the ladder into the ship. Rampold—where was Rampold? Gersen hastened back to the cargo hold. Rampold had already entered. Gersen advanced cautiously, listened. Dasce's voice came gruff, hoarse, full of a detestable exultation. "Rampold, do as I say. Do you hear me?" "Yes, Hildemar." "Go to the bulkhead, unloose the cable. Hurry now." Gersen moved to where he could look unobserved into the hold. Rampold stood not four feet from Dasce, staring down into the red face. "Do you hear me? Hurry, or I will cause you such grief, you will bewail the day you were born." Rampold laughed softly, quietly. "Hildemar, I have asked Kirth Gersen for you. I told him I would cherish you like a son, I would feed you the most nutritious foods, the most invigorating drink. .. I do not think he will give you to me, so I must gulp down just a taste of the joy I have promised myself for seventeen years. I am now about to beat you to death. This is the first opportunity—" Gersen stepped forward. "Sorry, Rampold, to interrupt." Rampold uttered an inarticulate cry of utter desolation, turned, ran from the hold. Gersen followed him. In the engine room he made a careful adjustment of his projac, thrust it into a holster, returned to the cargo hold. Dasce bared his teeth like a wild animal. "Rampold has no patience." He went to the bulkhead, began to unfasten the cable. "What are you going to do?" Dasce demanded. "The orders are that you shall be executed." Dasce stared. "What orders?" "You fool," said Gersen. "Can't you guess what's happened?



I'm taking your old position." One side of the cable fell free. Gersen crossed the room. "Don't move unless you want me to break your leg." He unfastened the other end of the cable. "Now stand THE STAR KING 159 up. Walk slowly forward and down the ladder. Don't make a single wrong move or I'll shoot you." Dasce rose slowly to his feet. Gersen motioned with his projac. "Move." Dasce said, "Where are we?" "Never mind where we are. Move." Dasce slowly turned and, trailing the two long ends of the cable, went forward—through the engine room, into the saloon, to the exit port. Here he hesitated, looked back over his shoulder. "Keep going," said Gersen. Dasce descended the ladder. Gersen, following close, slipped on the trailing cable. He jumped to the ground and fell heavily, flat on his face. Dasce gave a wild raucous cry of exultation, leaped on him, seized the projac, sprang back. Gersen slowly rose to his feet, backed away. "Stop there," called Dasce. "Oho, but I have you now." He glanced around. Fifty feet to one side stood W^arweave and Detteras, and slightly behind them Kelle. Pressed against the hull was Rampold. Dasce nourished the projac. "All of you, stand together while I decide what to do. Old Rampold, it's time he was dead. And Gersen, naturally, in the belly." He looked to where the three from the university stood. "And you"—he said to one of the men—"you played me false." Gersen said, "You won't do yourself much good, Dasce." "Oho, I won't? I hold the weapon. There's three here who are going to die. You, old Rampold, and Malagate." "There's only a single charge in the gun. You may get one of us, but the others will get you." Dasce turned a quick look at the charge indicator. He laughed harshly. "So be it. Who wants to die? Or rather, who do I want to kill?" He looked from face to face. "Old Rampold—I've had my pleasure from him. Gersen. Yes, I'd like to kill you. With a redhot iron in your ear. And Malagate. You sly dog. You betrayed me. What your game is I don't know. Why you brought me here I don't know. But you're the one I'm going to kill." He raised the weapon, pointed, squeezed the trigger. Energy darted from the gun—but not the blazing blue bolt. Only a weak pale sizzle. It struck Warweave, knocked him to the ground. Gersen charged Dasce. Instead



of fighting, Dasce hurled the weapon at Gersen's head, turned and 160 TIIF, DEMON PRINCRS ran up the valley. Gersen picked up the projac, snapped it open, inserted a fresh power pack. He walked slowly forward to where Warweave was picking himself up from the ground. Detteras barked at Gersen, "You must be a moron, allowing such a man to take your gun." Kelle spoke in a puzzled voice. "But why shoot Gyle Warweave? Is he a maniac?" Gersen said, "I suggest we go back into the ship, where Mr. Warweave can rest. There was only a small charge in the gun, but no doubt it hurt." Detteras grunted, turned toward the ship. Kelle took Warweave's arm, but Warweave shook him off and lurched up the accommodation ladder, followed by Detteras and Kelle, and finally Gersen. Gersen asked Warweave, "Are you feeling better now?" "Yes," said Warweave in a cold voice. "But I agree with Detteras. You displayed the utmost folly." "I'm not so sure of that," said Gersen. "I carefully arranged the whole affair." Detteras gaped at him stupidly. "Purposely?" "I shorted out the projac, I arranged that Dasce could seize it, I informed him that there was a single charge left—so that he could verify my own conviction regarding the identity ofAttel Malagate." "Attel Malagate?" Kelle and Detteras stared blankly at Gersen. Warweave watched him narrow-eyed. "Malagate the Woe. I've watched Mr. Warweave for a long time, feeling that he should more properly be known as Malagate." "This is lunacy," gasped Detteras. "Are you serious?" "Certainly I'm serious. It had to be either you, Warweave, or Kelle. I picked W^arweave." "Indeed," said Warweave. "May I ask why?" "Of course. First of all I dismissed Detteras. He is an ugly man. Star Kings are more careful with their physiognomy."



"Star Kings?" blurted Detteras. "Who? Warweave? What nonsense! "Detteras likewise is a good eater, while Star Kings eat human food with disgust. As for Mr. Kelle, I also thought him an unlikely candidate. He is short and round—again not the physiognomy characteristic of a Star King." THE STAR KING 161 Warweave's face twisted in a glacial smile. "You imply that a good appearance guarantees depravity of character?" "No. I imply that Star Kings seldom leave their planet unless they can compete successfully against true men. Now, two other points. Kelle is married and has bred at least one daughter. Secondly, Kelle and Detteras have legitimate careers at the university'. You are Honorary Provost and I remember something to the effect that a large endowment brought you the job." "This is insanity," declared Detteras. "Warweave as Malagate the Woe. And a Star King to boot!" "It's a fact," said Gersen. "And what do you propose to do?" "Kill him." Detteras stared, then lunged forward, roaring in triumph as he grappled Gersen, only to grunt as Gersen twisted, swung an elbow, struck with the butt of the projac. Detteras reeled back. "I want the cooperation of you and Mr. Kelle," said Gersen. "Cooperate with a lunatic? Never!" "Warweave is frequently absent from the university for long periods. Am I right? And one of these periods was only recently. Right?" Detteras set his jaw. "I'll say nothing about that." "This is true enough," said Kelle uneasily. He glanced sidewise at Warweave, then back to Gersen. "I assume you have strong reasons for your accusation." "Certainly." "I'd like to hear some of these reasons." "They make a long story. It's enough to say that I tracked



Malagate to the Sea Province University and narrowed the possibilities to you three. I suspected Warweave almost from the first, but I never was certain until the three of you stepped out on this planet," "This is sheer farce," sighed Warweave wearily. "This planet is like Earth—an Earth that no man alive has ever known; an Earth which hasn't existed for ten thousand years. Kelle and Detteras were entranced. Kelle drank in the view, Detteras reverently felt the soil. Warweave went to look into the water. Star Kings evolved from amphibious lizards who lived in wet holes. The dryads appeared. Warweave admired them, seemed to consider them ornamental. To Kelle and Detteras—and to myself—they are 162 I HP DFMON PRINCES intruders. Detteras whistled at them, Kelle scowled We men don't want fantastic creatures on a world so dear to us. But all this is theorizing. After I managed to capture Hildemar Dasce I went to great lengths to convince him that Malagate was his betrayer. When I gave him the chance he identified Warweave—with the pro)ac." War-weave shook his head pityingly. "I deny all your allegations." He looked to Kelle. "Do you believe me5" Kelle pursed his lips. "Confound it, Gyle, I've come to regard Gersen as a competent man. I don't believe him to be either irresponsible or a lunatic." Warweave turned to Detteras. "Rundle, what of you?" Detteras rolled up his eyes. "I am a rational man; I can't have blind faith—in you, in Gersen or m anyone else. Gersen has made a case and, astonishing as it is, the facts seem to bear him out. Can you demonstrate to the contrary?" Warweave considered. "I believe so." He strolled to the shelf below which Suthiro had installed the switch. The inhalator he had worn outside dangled from his hand. "Yes," said Warweave, "I believe I can make a convincing case for myself." He pressed the mhalator to his face, touched the switch. At the forward console the air-pollution alarm sounded, a raucous loud clanging. "If you turn back the switch," Gersen called out, "the noise will stop." Warweave numbly reached below the shelf, reversed the switch. Gersen turned to Kelle and Detteras. "Warweave is as surprised as you. He thought that the switch controlled the gas reservoirs which you will find under the settees; hence his use of the mhalator. I emptied the tanks and changed the leads of the switch." Kelle looked under the settee, brought forth the canister. He looked at Warweave. "Well, Gyle?"



Warweave tossed aside the inhalator, turned his back m disgust. Detteras suddenly roared, "W^arweave' Let's have the truth'" Warweave spoke over his shoulder. "You've heard the truth From Gersen." "You are—Malagate^" said Detteras in a hushed voice. "Yes." W^anveave wheeled about, drew himself up to his full height. His black eyes glared back and forth. "And I am a Star King, superior to men'" "A man has defeated you," said Kelle W^rweave's eyes burnt even brighter. He turned to consider THE STAR KI\G Gersen. tt! am curious. Ever since your encounter with Lugo Teehalt you have sought Malagate. Why?" "Malagate is one of the Demon Princes. I hope to destroy each of them." "So what is your intention in regard to me?" "I plan to kill you." Warweave thought for a moment. "You are an ambitious man," he said m a neutral voice. "There are not many like you." "There were not many survivors of the raid on Mount Pleasant. My grandfather was one. I was another." "Indeed," said Warweave. "The Mount Pleasant raid. So long ago." "This is a peculiar voyage," said Kelle, whose attitude had become one of wry detachment. "At least we have achieved our ostensible purpose. The planet exists; it is as Mr. Gersen described it, and the money in escrow becomes his property." "Not until we return to Alphanor," growled Detteras. Gersen spoke to Warweave. "You have taken great pains to secure this world for yourself. I wonder why." Warweave shrugged noncommittally. "A man might want to live here, or build himself a palace," suggested Gersen. "A Star King wants none of these things." Warweave said presently, "You make a common mistake. Men are after all quite parochial. You forget that individual differences exist among folk other than yourselves. Some perhaps are denied the freedom of their own worlds. They become 'renegade': neither



man nor their own kind. The folk of Ghnarumen"—he easily used the name which sounded like a cough—"are quite as orderly as the most law-abiding folk of the Oikumene. In short, the career of Malagate is not one which the folk of Ghnarumen would care to emulate. They may be right, they may be wrong. It is my prerogative to organize my own style of life. As you know, the Star Kings are strongly competitive. This world, to men, is beautiful. I find it pleasant enough. 1 plan to bring here folk of my race, to nurture them on a world more beautiful than Earth, to father a world and a people superior to both men and the people of Ghnarumen. This was my hope, which you will not understand, for there can be no such understanding between your race and mine." Detteras said between clenched teeth, "But you took advantage of our liberality to dishonor us. If Gersen doesn't kill you, I will." 164 TH& DFMON PRINCES "Neither of you will kill Malagate the Star King." Two steps took him to the exit port. Detteras lunged after him, frustrating Gersen's attempt to use his pro)ac. Warweave turned, lashed out with his foot, kicked Detteras in the stomach, )umped to the ground, ran off down the slope Gersen stepped to the exit port, aimed, sent a bolt of energy unsuccessfully after the bounding figure. He descended the ladder, gave chase. Warweave reached the meadow, hesitated at the edge of the river, looked back at Gersen, continued down the valley. Gersen kept to the upper slopes where the ground was hard, and began to gain on Warweave, who had come to a marshy area. Warweave once more went to the nverbank, hesitated. If he plunged in, before he gained the opposite shore Gersen would be upon him. He looked back over his shoulder, and his face was no longer that of a man; Gersen wondered how he could have been fooled even for an instant. Warweave turned, uttered a cry m a slurred guttural language, went to his knees, disappeared. Gersen, reaching the spot, found a hole in the nverbank almost two feet across. He bent, peered in, but saw nothing. Detteras and Kelle ran up, panting. "Where is he3" Gersen pointed to the burrow. "According to Lugo Teehalt, large white grubs live under the marsh." "Hmf," said Detteras. "His ancestors evolved in the swamps, in )ust such holes He probably couldn't want a better haven." Kelle said dubiously, "He'll have to come out—to eat, to drink." "I'm not so sure. The Star Kings dislike the Star King diet equally repellent. We mesticate animals, they do similarly for things as that. Warweave should do quite underground."



human food; men find cultivate plants and doworms and insects, such well on what he finds



Gersen looked up the valley where Hildemar Dasce had fled. "I've lost them both. I was willing to sacrifice Dasce to get Malagate—but both .. ." The three stood on the nverbank. A breeze rippled the surface of the water, moved the branches of the great dark trees which grew at the base of the hills. A tribe of dryads wandering along the opposite shore turned their purple-green eye smudges on the men. Gersen said, "Perhaps it's )ust as bad, leaving them together on this planet, as killing them." THE STAR KI\G 165 "Worse," said Detteras devoutly. "Worse by far " They returned slowly to the ship. Pallis Atwrode, sitting on the turf, rose to her feet as Gersen approached. She seemed not so much oblivious to the events of the past few minutes as uninterested, unconcerned. She came over to him, took his arm, smiled up into his face. Her own face was once again vital and fresh. "Kirth, I like it here, don't you?" "Yes, Pallis, very much." "Imagine!" said Pallis in a hushed voice. "A pretty house up there on the hill. Old Sir Morton Hodenfroe had a beautiful house up along Blackstone Edge. Wouldn't that be nice, Kirth21 wonder. I wonder.. . ." "First we must return to Alphanor, Pallis. Then we'll talk about coming back." "Very well, Kirth." She hesitated, then put her arms up to his shoulders, wistfully searched his face. "Do you still. . are you still—interested in me? After what happened2" "Of course." Gersen's eyes felt moist. "WTiat fault was it of yours?" "None.. . . But at home, in Lantango, men are very )ealous." Gersen could think of nothing to say. He kissed her forehead, patted her shoulders. Detteras said gruffly, "Well, Gersen, you've made use of Kelle and myself in a most cavalier fashion. I can't say that I enjoyed it, but I can't bring myself to resent it, either." Robin Rampold approached slowly, keeping to the shadow of the ship. "Hildemar ran away," he said mournfully. "Now he will make over the mountains to town and I will never see him again." "He can make over the mountains," said Gersen, "but he won't find any towns."



"I have been watching up along the hillside, and through the forest," said Rampold. "I think he is somewhere nearby." "Very likely," said Gersen. "It is distressing," said Rampold. "It is enough to sadden a man." Gersen laughed. "You would prefer to be back in the cage?" "No, of course not. But then I had my dreams. Of what I would do when I won free. Seventeen years of hopes and dreams. But now I am free and Hildemar is beyond my reach." He moved disconsolately away. THF DEMON PRINCES 166 After a pause Kelle said, "As a scientist I find this planet a place of fascination As a man I find it entrancing As Kagge Kelle, erstwhile colleague of Gyle Warweave—I find it extremely depressing. I am prepared to leave at any time " "Yes," said Detteras in a gruff voice "Why not^" Gersen looked up the valley to where Hildemar Dasce, wearing only soiled white pantaloons, lurked in the forest like a raging, desperate beast He looked down the valley, far down over the hazy plain, then back to the swampy meadow, under which crawled Malagate the Woe He looked down into the face of Pallis Atwrode She took a deep breath "I can't believe this is real " "It's real But it's also a dream " "All the rest seems a dream too. A terrible dream " "It's over now As if it had never happened " "I've been.. " She hesitated, frowned "I don't remember too much " "Just as well." Pallis pointed across the meadow "Look, Kirth, what are those beautiful creatures^" "Dryads " "What are they doing out there3" "I don't know Looking for something to eat, I suppose Lugo Teehalt says they suck up nourishment from big grubs which burrow under the meadow Or perhaps they lay eggs in the soil "



The dryads, wandering up the shore, nourished their gorgeous fronds, swaying slowly like branches in the wind On the swamp they moved more slowly, a step at a time One of them stopped, stood stock still Under its foot showed a glint of white, as the concealed proboscis plunged down into the soft ground A few seconds passed The ground heaved, erupted the dryad toppled over backward Up from a crater staggered Warweave, the proboscis still thrust through his back His face was stained with dirt, his eyes stared from his head, from his mouth issued a series of appalling cries He shook himself, fell to his knees, rolled over, disengaged himself from the fluttering dryad, jumped erect, ran crazily up the hillside His steps flagged He fell to his knees, clutched at the ground, kicked and lay still ^Tyie Warweave was buried on the hillside. The group returned to [he ship Robin Rampold now diffidently approached Gersen "I one. Gersen aimed his profac at the lock There was a blaze of fire I HE KILLING \UUl!\r and smoke, the guards cried out in protest Gersen said, "Stand back, guard the hall; for the safety ofVadrus'" I'he guards hesitated, half-dazed. Gersen thrust open the door, entered with /\lus/ Iphigema They stood m an entry, with white marble statues looking down from alcoves. Gersen peered along one hall, through an archway, walked up to a closed door, listened From beyond came the sound ot movement. He tried the door. it was locked. He used his pro)ac, burst the door open, charged into the room. Sion Trumble, half-clad, leapt around in startlement. He opened his mouth, bawled something incomprehensible. Alusz Iphigema gasped "He's wearing the clothes of Paderbush'" This was true on a frame hung Sion Trumble's green and blue robes; he had been divesting the stained garments worn by Paderbush Now he reached for his sword, Gersen hacked at his wrist, struck it from his hand. Sion Trumble reached to a shelf where reposed a hand-weapon, Gersen destroyed it with a blast of his



projac. Sion Trumble turned slowly, sprang at Gersen like a wild beast Gersen laughed aloud, stooped, caught his shoulder in Sion Trumble's belly, grabbed the instantly raised knee, tossed him through the air. He caught at the blond curly hair, and as Sion Trumble struggled and surged, pulled. Off came the blond hair, off came the entire face, leaving Gersen holding a warm rubbery sac by the hair, the fine straight nose tilted askew, the mouth lolled open. The man on the floor had no face. The scalp, the face muscles showed pink and red through a film of transparent tissue. The eyes glared lidless under a bare forehead, above a black nostril gap. The lipless mouth grimaced, w^ite with its suddenly conspicuous teeth. "WTw—what is rhat^' asked Alusz Iphigema in a hushed voice. "That," said Gersen, "is a hormagaunt. It is Kokor Hekkus. Or Billy Windle. Or Seuman Otwal. Or Paderbush. Or a dozen others And now his time has come. Kokor Hekkus—recall the raid on Mount Pleasant? I have come to bring you retribution." Kokor Hekkus rose slowly to his feet, death's head of a face staring. "Once you told me that \ou feared only death," said Gersen. "Now you are to die " Kokor Hekkus made a gasping sound Gersen said, "You have lived the most evil ot lives. I should kill 332 THE DEMON PRINCES you with the utmost terror and pain—but it is sufficient that you die." He pointed his projac. Kokor Hekkus gave a wild hoarse sound, flung forward with arms and legs wide, to be met by a gush of fire. The following day Seneschal Uther Caymon was hanged at the public gallows: the accessory, creature, companion, and confidant of Kokor Hekkus. Standing on a tall jointed ladder he yelled down to the awed crowd, "Fools! Fools! Do you realize how long you have been gulled and milked, and bled? Of your gold, of your warriors, of your beautiful women? For two hundred years! I am this old, Kokor Hekkus was older! Against the Brown Bersaglers he sent your best and they died in futility; to his bed came your beautiful girls; some returned to their homes, others did not. You will cry when you hear of how they fared! At last he died, at last I die, but fools! fools!—" The executioner had broken the ladder. The crowd stared hollow-eyed at the jerking figure. Alusz Iphigenia and Gersen walked in the garden at the palace of Baron Endel Thobalt. She still was pale with horror. "How did you know? You knew—but how?"



"First I suspected from Sion Trumble's hands. He had the wit to carry himself differently from Paderbush, but his hands were the same: long-fingered, a smooth glossy skin, thin thumbs with long nails. I saw these hands, but was deceived—until once more I saw Paderbush at close range. Sion Trumble disclosed himself further. He was aware that you had decided not to wed him: he told me so. But only three people knew: you, me, and Paderbush, for only in the fort did you make up your mind. When I heard Sion Trumble make this statement then I looked at his hands, and I knew." "What an evil thing. I wonder what planet bore him, who were his parents. . . ." "He was a man blessed and cursed with his imagination. A single life was insufficient for him; he must drink at every spring, know every experience, live to all extremes. On Thamber he found a world to his temperament. In his various entities he created his own epics. WTien he tired of Thamber, he returned to the other worlds of man—less amenable to his will, but nonetheless amusing. He is dead." THE KILLING MACHINE 333 "And now more than ever 1 must leave Thamber," said Alusz Iphigenia. "There is nothing to keep us. Tomorrow we shall leave." "WT-iy tomorrow? Let us leave now. 1 think—I am sure—that 1 can take us to the spaceship. The way north around the Skar is not hard; the landmarks are known." "There is no need to stay," said Gersen. "Let us go." A small group of Carrai noblemen gathered in the late afternoon light. Baron Endel Thobalt spoke with sudden anxiety: "You will send back ships from the Oikumene?" Gersen nodded. "I have agreed to do so, and I will." Alusz Iphigenia, heaving a small sigh, looked around the landscape. "Someday—I don't know when—I will come back to Thamber too." "Remember," Gersen told the baron, "that if ships from the Oikumene arrive your old ways will not last! There will be grumbling and nostalgia and dissatisfaction. Perhaps you prefer Thamber as it is now?" "I can speak only for myself," said Endel Thobalt. "I say that we must rejoin humanity, no matter what the cost." He was echoed by his fellows. "As you wish," said Gersen. Alusz Iphigenia climbed within, Gersen followed, clamped the hatch, went to the console, looked down at the bronze plague:



Patch Engineering and Construction Company Patris, Krokinole "Good old Patch," said Gersen. "I'll have to send him a report on how his machine worked—presuming that it carries us back to the spaceship." Alusz Iphigenia, standing beside him, pressed her head lightly against his shoulder. Looking down into the shining dusty-golden hair, Gersen remembered how first he had seen her at Interchange, how first he had thought her unremarkable. He laughed quietly. Alusz Iphigenia looked up. "W^hy do you laugh?" "Someday you'll know. But not right now." Smiling at some private recollection other own, Alusz Iphigenia said no more. 354



THE DEMON PRINCES



Gersen thrust the GO lever ahead. Thirty-six legs rose and fell; eighteen segments moved forward. The fort slid off to the northwest, where the long light of the afternoon sun glinted on the white peaks of the Skar Sakau. From Popular Handbook to the Planets, 348th edition. 1525: SARKOVY: Single planet of Phi Ophiuchi. Planetary constants: diameter—9,600 miles; sidereal day—37.2 hours; mass—1.40; G—.98 . . . Sarkovy is moist and cloudy; with an axis normal to the orbital plane it knows no seasons. The surface lacks physiographical contrast. The characteristic features of the landscape are the steppes: Hopman Steppe, Gorobundur Steppe, the Great Black Steppe, and others... . From the abundant flora the notorious Sarkoy venefices leach and distill the poisons for which they are famous. The population is largely nomadic, though certain tribes, generically known as Night Hobs, live among the forests. (For detailed information regarding the rather appalling customs of the Sarkoy, consult the Encyclopedia of Sociology and The Sexual Habits of the Sarkoy, by BA. Edgar.) The Sarkoy pantheon is ruled by Godogma, who carries a flower and a flail and walks on wheels. Everywhere along the Sarkoy steppes may be found tall poles with wheels on high, in praise of Godogma, the striding, wheeling God of Fate.



THF DEMON PRINCPS News feature in Rigelhan Journal, Avente, Alphanor Paing, Godoland, Sarkovy July 12 As if Claris Adam were to he destroyed for beguiling William Wales As if the Abbatram of Pamfile were to be liquefied for smelling too strongly As if Deacon Fitzbah of Shaker City were to be immolated for an excess of zeal Today from Sarkovy comes news that Master Venefice Kakarsis Asm must "cooperate with the guild" for selling poison Circumstances, of course, are not all that simple Asm's customer, no ordinary murderer, was Viole Falushe, one of the Demon Princes The essence of the crime was neither "trafficking with a notorious criminal" nor "betrayal of guild secrets," but rather "selling fixed-price poisons at a discount " Kakarsis Asm must die How7 How else7 The longer Alusz Iphigema traveled in the company ofKirth Gersen, the less certain she became that she understood his personality. His moods perplexed her, his behavior was a source of misgiving His modesty and self-effacement—were they inversion, brooding cynicism3 His careful politeness—could it be no more than a sinister camouflage7 Such questions entered her mind with increasing frequency no matter how staunchly she rejected them On one occasion—the date was July 22, 1526—they sat on the Avente Esplanada in front of the Grand Rotunda, Gersen sought to explain the seeming contradictions of his character "There's really no mystery I've been trained to a certain function It's all I know To justify the training, to fulfill my life, I exercise the function It's as simple as that." Alusz Iphigenia knew the general outlines ofGersen's past The five Demon Princes joining for the historic raid on Mount Pleasant had destroyed or enslaved five thousand men and women Among the handful of survivors were Rolf Gersen and his young grandson Alusz Iphigema realized that such an experience must alter anyone's life, still, she herself had known tragedy and terror "I am not changed," she told Gersen earnestly "I feel neither rage nor hate " illL !^L~t(EOI LOl-L "My grandfather relt the rage and hate," said Gersen in rather



a flippant tone ot voice "So far as I'm concerned the hate is abstract " '\lus/ Iphigema became e\cn more disturbed "Are you then just a mechanism7 This is rnindtessness, to be the instrument of someone else's hate'" Crersen grinned "That's not quite accurate \\\ grandfather trained me, or rather had me trained, and I am grateful to him. Without the training I would be dead " "He must ha\e been a terrible man, so to warp a child's mind'" "He was a dedicated man," said Gersen "He loved me and assumed I shared his dedication I did and I do " "But what of the future7 Is revenge all you want from life7" " 'Revenge'7 I don't think so I have only one life to live and I know what 1 hope to achieve " "But why not try to achieve the same goals through a lawful agency7 Isn't this a better way7" "There isn't any lawful agency Only the IPCC*, which isn't altogether etfective " " Fhen why not bring the issues before the people of the Concourse, and the other important worlds7 You have the energy, you have more than enough mono) Isn't this better than killing men with your own hands7" Gersen had no rational counterarguments "These aren't my talents," he told her "I work alone at what I do best" "But you could learn'" Gersen shook his head "If [ involve myself with words and harangues, I trap myself, I become futile " Alus/ Iphigema rose to her feet She walked to the balustrade, looked out across the rhaumaturge Ocean Gersen studied the clear profile, the proud stance, as if he had never seen them before The time was approaching when he must lose her, and everything that was eas) and fresh and uncomplicated would leave his life The breeze shifted her bright hair, she was looking down into the blue water, watching the shifting glints and planes ofRigel light Gersen sighed, picked up a newspaper and morosely scanned the frontpage *IPC C Inn_r\u)rld Polin- ( oonim.unm C oinpirn—m thcon .a pn\ )[L or^mi/.mon pri) mim^ the Iil. 604 THI- DEMON PRINCES



"I own twenty shares. Twenty times zero is still zero." Gersen leaned back in his chair, frowned up at the underside of the parasol. He reached in his pouch and brought out twenty SVU. "I have a foolish habit of speculation. I'll buy your shares, for an SVU apiece." Tippin's thin jaw slackened. He frowned down at the certificates, then turned a suspicious side-glance toward Gersen. "Speculation usually has a basis of hope." "Mine is based on caprice." "You do not seem a capricious man." "Suppose Lens Larque indemnified Kotzash I would profit." "That is forlorn thinking, if ever I heard any." "No doubt you're right." Gersen reached out to reclaim the money, but Tippin's skinny hand was there first. "Not so fast. Why shouldn't you en)oy your whims2" "No reason whatever. Where are your shares2" "Up in my rooms. I'll bring them to you at once." He hurried away and presently returned with the shares; money changed hands. "I have access to other Kotzash shares," said Tippm, "I'm not quite sure how many, but I'll also sell them at this price." Gersen leaned back with a Don't tell anyone that an They'll suspect a swindle there'll be profit for no events2"



sour grin. "Be absolutely discreet' off-worlder is buying Kotzash shares. and raise their price. I won't buy and one. Do you understand this chain of



"In every detail except one, which is why you are buying the shares—aside from caprice, of course." "Caprice and, let us say, altruism." Tippm leaned back with a morose sneer. "One is as plausible as the other. Please advance me some working capital. A hundred SVU will suffice for today. You will surely take all and any Kotzash shares at one SVU apiece2" "Surely and definitely." Gersen produced the money. "One final stipulation: under no circumstances approach Ottile Panshaw!" Tippin's eyes shifted. "His shares are as good as any." "He owns more shares than I care to buy. Discretion is absolutely necessary. Do you agree to this?" "W^ell, yes, of necessity. Still, I fail to understand—" "Caprice "



THF FACE 605 " 'Caprice' is a blanket which cannot cover every bed. I took you for a man fixed upon grim fact." Gersen held up a packet of SVU notes "These are my facts, call them 'grim' if you like." "You have made your point." Tippm rose to his feet. "I'll report back later today." He departed the garden, and at skipping trot set off across the plaza Summoning the waiter, Gersen paid his account "Where is Dmdar House2" "Yonder, sir, under Skansel Shade. Notice the great dome lust left of the shaft2 That's Dmdar House." Tippm had gone toward Skansel Shade. Gersen decided to follow. From "The Darsh Habitat," by Stuart Sobek, in Cosmopohs Dar Sai, hard by the sun Cora, is hot and and around the equatorial band, where the sands are rich with duodecimates Over the centuries a race of hardy men and women have learned tricks to defeat Cora's heat while mining wealth from the sands These are the Darsh a race of ten thousand oddities By day they en)oy the shelter of vast metal umbrellas which spill veils of water from their brims the famous "shades" of Dar Sai Unprotected out on the Wale a man will die of heat and sun-blister in minutes, under his "shade" he enjoys cool greenery and icy sherbets The Darsh are not a merry folk, nor prone to philosophic insight, still, they concentrate on the essence of every instant, and display a curious propensity for enjoying that particular quality by experiencing its antithesis Their food is seasoned with vile condiments, so that they may better savor cool pure water, they drink offensive teas and beers if only to exemplify this typical perversity, which they value for its own sake Their erotic relationships are of a quality to alarm placid dispositions, and apparently are based upon hatred and contempt, rather than mutual regard Gersen passed under the water veil which separated Central Shade from Skansel Shade The flow, a drizzle of misty droplets, felt cool on his face and no more than dampened his garments He THEP4CL 607 proceeded to the Skansel Plaza, under trees and foliage, past struc-



tures age-worn and shabby, in contrast to the cosmopolitan modernity under Central Shade The folk peering from the dumbles were urban Darsh, distinguished from desert Darsh by soft slippers, light robes, and a sallow undertone to their complexions, still with heavy noses, anvil jaws, and dangling jeweled ear-lobes Gersen halted at the edge of Skansel Plaza, Tippm was nowhere visible A few assiduous tourists wandered among the shops and booths, buying curios from Darsh women with wooden faces and black mustaches, or doggedly drinking Darsh beer at outdoor places of refreshment All in all, thought Gersen, a quaint and picturesque scene, tainted only by the psychic proximity of Lens Larque To the right rose Dmdar House a massive pile of low flat domes, intersecting in curving slanting arcades Across the second level a large sign read THE MINING JOURNAL Serjeuz, Dar Sai Comprehensive news of desert, mine, and shade Ottile Panshaw maintained an office at Dmdar House Daswell Tippm had set off in this direction, while Gersen had no wish to confront Ottile Panshaw at this particular instant, it might be wise to check upon Tippin's reliability He sauntered up a ramp and into Dmdar House The foyer, paved with liver-colored tile and rank with a smoky odor, gave upon a pair of dim corridors A flight of steps ascended to the upper levels Gersen consulted the directory, Ottile Pamha'w, Mining ^eaifi ties and Leases, was designated as the occupant of Suite 103 At random Gersen chose one of the corridors and found a set of tall green doors numbered 100, 101, 102 At the door numbered 103, Gersen paused to listen He thought to hear a murmur of voices He put his ear to the panel Either the occupants had stopped speaking or the chamber was vacant Gersen moved away, fearful of discovery Adjoining offices, so he noticed, were separated by foot-thick concrete walls there would be no eavesdropping into Ottile Panshaw's office, except through door or window. Gersen departed Dmdar House At a nearby kiosk, almost concealed by the foliage of a kumquat tree, a squat old lady, with a niE DFMON PRINCES 608 bush of black hair and a remarkable mustache, sold sweetmeats, )ournals, maps, and general oddments. Gersen bought a copy of" the Mining Joumal and stood leaning negligently against the kiosk. To the wall were pasted advertising placards, one over the other, an accretion of years. The most recent read.



EXTRAVAGANZA OF TRICKS AND DANCERS 1. Panko Wapshot; He dances a duel against the Four Armed Snaveler. 2. Bungles and Chelts: A merry farce. 3. The Four Scorpions and the Drunken Snaveler: See them at their tricks and pranks. 4. Miffet and his Wonderful Sand-machine: A notable invention! 5. Other farces and displays. At Twinkner's Plaza, under Twinkner's Shade, on the 20th day of Dirdolio. Another placard, tattered and faded, announced: REMARKABLE DISPLAY OF SNAVELRY! Presenting: Whippity Ticket and the Inept Bungles Jumping Jipsum and the Unwilling Chelts Caliogo and Offish The mad khoontz catches an imbecile snaveler. With other amusing tricks, poses, and acrobatic feats. Toward the front a glossy new placard, printed in green and yellow, announcedGRAND HADAUL at Dinkelstown THE FACE Daffleday, the 10th day oiMirmone. Gersen's attention was distracted b\ the appearance ot a Methlen girl coming from the direction of Central Shade Gersen watched her first with detachment, then interest, then Fascination Loose black curls framed her face, which at the moment was intent and preoccupied, but which on other occasions would seem to be a vivacious instrument of expression.



She wore a knee-length gown of a dark green stuff, and carried a large gray envelope. She moved with a (auntv carelessness which, with her pale, faintly dusky skin, short straight nose, and delicate chin, suggested a background of heedless privilege. To Gersen she exactly represented that existence from which his circumstances excluded him and which occasionally stirred bittersweet longings in his consciousness. . . . Passing the kiosk, the girl turned Gersen an incurious glance, then ran up the ramp and into Dmdar House Gersen watched her out of sight, her figure-slender and shapely, without soft adiposity, was most appealing. He heaved a heartfelt sigh and gave his attention to the Mmmg Journal '['en minutes passed. The Methlen girl emerged from Dmdar House and marched down the ramp. Meeting Gersen's gaze, she turned him a cool stare, elevated her chin a trifle, and set off in the direction of Central Shade. Gersen smiled his crooked smile, folded the )ournal, and once more entered Dmdar House. Again he approached Suite 10^, as before, he seemed to hear subdued voices, and then the scrape ot furniture. Gersen retreated quickly down the hall and took refuge in the shadows behind a buttress. From Suite 103 carne two men One was Daswell Tippm, the other a tall Darsh with a square hardfeatured face, a strong physique, and long earlobes Instead ofrohe and thabbat he wore a conventional nutmeg-brown tunic with pale blue breeches and black ankle boots. The two departed Dmdar House. After a moment Gersen rollowed out into Skansel Plaza, but they had entered one of the treeshrouded byways and could not be seen. Gersen returned the way he had come back through the veil of mist and out upon Central Plaza. He crossed to the Traveler's Inn and glanced into the lobby Daswell Tippin was not at the desk. Gersen went out into the garden. The tune was nou middle 610 THE DEMON PRINCKS afternoon. The air felt warm and heavy; falling water created a soporific murmur. Those folk still abroad moved at a languid pace, and these were for the most part tourists. Gersen seated himself at a table beside the plaza. Suddenly, there was much to think about. He brought out Addels' letter, referred to the text, and copied off a list: Ottile Penshaw Chanseth Bank Nihel Cahouse. Others.......... 1250 1000 . 600 1970



Gersen performed a few calculations. Were he to acquire all the Chanseth Bank stock and all that owned by Nihel Cahouse, he could claim the executive directorship of Kotzash, although he would still fall short of a majority holding. Jehan Addels' candid avowals of cowardice amused Gersen. Smiling, he looked up and once again met the eyes of the Methlen girl, by chance passing in front of the Traveler's Garden. Gersen could not fail to notice her look of cleanliness and perfect health. She also seemed self-willed and haughty. Compressing her mouth, she darted Gersen a sidewise glance of annoyance and continued on her way. Gersen's smile became a lame grimace. Glumly he looked after her. Delightful and superb, thought Gersen, if somewhat irascible. Through whim or curiosity she looked back over her shoulder; noting Gersen's continued attention, she tossed her head in contempt and marched off across the plaza. "My status, in this case, is not at all in doubt," reflected Gersen. Looking beyond the girl he saw the facade of the Chanseth Bank: one of the more splendid structures of Central Plaza. The girl entered the bank and was gone from view, but Gersen already had refocused his mind. The Chanseth Bank held one thousand shares of Kotzash Mutual stock. Time might well be of the essence, now that Daswell Tippin, for better or worse, had become his associate. Gersen rose to his feet and set off across the plaza. A formal garden flanked the approach to the Chanseth Bank; four tall pointane trees, each a perfect teardrop, stood surrounded by a low hedge of russet crackleberrv. Gersen passed under an arch into a large cool area paved with blue tile. To his right a balustrade of carved alabaster enclosed the working area; to the left spiral colTHE F^Cf'. 611 umns supported a screen set with crystal tenses. The far end of the chamber was a lounge area, where sat half a dozen Methlen of various ages, including the girl Gersen previously had noted, now in company with an older man. Observing Gersen, her )aw dropped in surprise; she turned quickly away and spoke earnestly to her companion. Gersen smiled sourly and went to the counter. A minute passed, then another. Gersen became restless. He spoke to a clerk. "This is the Chanseth Bank, I presume." The clerk responded in a neutral voice. "Quite so." "Who is the managing director?" "May I inquire your business?" "I want to discuss a financial transaction." "Our business is almost wholly commercial. Since we are affiliated with no other bank we cash neither checks nor credit vouch-



ers. "My business is of some importance. Be so good as to summon your managing director." "He is that grandee* yonder, the Gentle Adario Chanseth. At the moment you will notice that he is importantly occupied." "Oh? That young lady is a person of distinction?" "That is his daughter, the Gentle Jerdian Chanseth. You may take up your business as soon as he is disengaged." "My business transcends idle chatter with a girl," declared Gersen. He left the counter and approached the lounge. Two tall men, displaying identical bristling mustaches, came to meet him. Each seized one of his arms and marched him swiftly toward the entrance. "Here, here!" Gersen complained. "W^hat are you up to?" "Get out and stay out," said one of the men. "Never molest a Methlen lady; it will go poorly with you!" said the other. "I have molested no one'" Gersen protested. "You are making *The Methlen term ii-nii-w signifies a sums considerably more elevated th.m that connoted bl the term ''gentleman" l^rnin implies digniu, punctilio, e\clusi'.!t\, social poise, and an unthinking masten of Methlen etiquette 1'he Methlen gne lip seruct to the fiction that anv Methlen rank-, on even terms with am other, hence they u^e a single honorific. here rendered bv "the CiLntk " In actual t-aci social distinctions are \nr\ rial, reflecting factors far too numerous and hiihrle to he considered here Parenthetically, it may be noted chai the Methlen are highly susceptible lo ridicule and humiliation Their civil and Lnmmal penalties reflect this sensitnm 612 •IH^ DI-MON PRINCES a mistake." He pulled back and resisted their impetus, but they seized him by the back of the trousers, frog-marched him to the entrance, and sent him flying into one of the crackleberry hedges. Gersen rose to his feet, brushed leaves and trash from his garments, and returned into the bank The two gentlemen, astonished by his persistence, stepped forward. Gersen said crossly, "Please stand back. My business is with



the Gentle Adano Chanseth, not yourselves." He sidestepped the two men and approached Chanseth, who had turned away from the Gentle Jerdian. "Well then, what is the meaning of this affair2" Gersen produced a business card, which he gave to Chanseth. "At vour convenience, I would like to discuss some business with you." " 'The Honorable Kirth Gersen,' " read Chanseth. " 'President, Cooney's Bank, Rath Eileann, Aloysius ' " He gave a dubious grunt "What is your business with me^" "Must we discuss it here3 Things go differently at Cooney's Bank. If you came to discuss a business matter with me I would not have you thrown into the hedge " "There has obviously been a mistake," said Chanseth in a frosty voice. "If you will be good enough to elucidate even an inkling of your business, I can at least inform you as to whether I am the proper person to consult." "As you wish," said Gersen. "Frankly, I am here to solicit your advice. My bank has substantial interests in the metallurgical field and we are hoping to establish branches both here and at Twamsh. We are interested in duodecimos and duodecimate stock." "Let us discuss this matter privately." Chanseth led him through a plasmatic film into an office. He indicated a chair of bent whitewood "Sit, if you will." Chanseth himself remained standing. Ignoring Chanseth's rather pointed rigidity, Gersen relaxed into the chair. In a casual voice he said, "The Methlen method of greeting a business associate is definitely unique." Chanseth responded m a measured tone. "My daughter reported that you had eyed her in an impudent manner, 'grinning and leering,' so she put it, not once but several times, after following her to Skanse) Shade and back, then here to the bank. I therefore ordered you ejected " THE FACE 613 "If anyone other than your daughter had made the complaint," said Gersen, "I would think her vain and giddy." Chanseth, clearly uninterested in Gersen's opinions, gave a grim nod. "This is a barbaric -Aorld, never doubt it. The Darsh are an mdescnbably vulgar race, they are brutal and violent as well. You may consider Ser)euz peaceful and orderly, so it is, but only because the Methlen tolerate nothing else. We are on the alert for impudence, and your conduct, whatever its nature, incurred a quick rebuke. There let the matter rest. Please explain your reasons for consulting me." "Certainly. The collecting and marketing of Dar Sai duodeci-



mates is evidently an inefficient process. I suspect that these operations could be rationalized, perhaps through a central agency, to the benefit of everyone." "Your assessment is correct," said Chanseth. "The duodecimate business is unstructured and disorderly. But the miners are Darsh, and not disposed to disciplined conduct." "Still," said Gersen, "they would appreciate the convenience of a single stable agency Perhaps a cooperative system could be evolved." Chanseth gave a bark of humorless laughter. "If you wish to be assaulted, broach this topic to a Darsh miner. Kotzash Mutual was )ust such a syndicate. The Darsh miners took stock certificates for their ore, the warehouse was robbed, and the certificates are now worthless " "I've heard something of this," said Gersen. "If Kotzash were revived and in some way made good outstanding claims—" "A very expensive procedure." "Still, I may take up a few shares of Kotzash. At the very least I would gain a presence in the community." Chanseth nodded thoughtfully. Walking behind his desk he seated himself. "Possibly so. I hold a few shares—a thousand in fact—which I'll sell at a fraction of their face value." Gersen gave an indifferent shrug. "I'd have no need for more than a few hundred, if that many What is the board price on these shares^" "I'm not sure. Rather low, I daresay " "No doubt. Well, I'll take up your shares at a strictly nominal price. Fifty svu should be adequate." 614 THE DEMON PRINCES Chanseth raised his eyebrows. "Are you serious? For a thousand shares, each on the face worth ten ounces of duodecimate?" "Ten ounces of nonexistent duodecimate. Each is worth exactly nothing." "Quite so, unless someone undertook to indemnify shareholders. Yourself, for instance." "You must evaluate that possibility for yourself." "Still, fifty svu is a trifling sum." Gersen heaved a sad sigh. "I will pay a hundred svu and no more."



Chanseth went to a cabinet, brought out a folder, which he placed before Gersen. "There are your shares. They are to the interest of the bearer, no transfer document is necessary." Gersen paid over a hundred SVU. "Money thrown away, of course." "I agree." "How did you come into their possession?" Chanseth grinned- "They cost me nothing whatever. I traded them for an item equally worthless: shares in a defunct mining corporation." "That would of course be Didroxus Mining and Exploration?" Chanseth eyed him sharply. "How did you know?" "The lAES lists Didroxus Mining as a Kotzash subsidiary, but indicates no Didroxus assets." "Correct. The only asset is mining rights on Shanitra, the Methel moon." "That would seem a valuable concession." Chanseth showed his cool smile. "Shanitra has been explored a hundred times over; it is no more than a lump of pumice. I traded nothing for nothing." "Your trade brought you a hundred SVU. You're a clever man." Chanseth again showed a brief wintry smile. "I'll offer you some free advice worth considerably more. If you envision a branch of your bank here—or anywhere else on Dar Sai, for that matter— reject the notion. There is no business for you. Our trade is almost entirely Methlen; you'd get none of that, and the Darsh rarely use banks." "I'll keep your advice in mind." Gersen rose to his feet. "Convey my respects to your daughter; a pity that she suffered distress on my account. On the first occasion I'll personally make amends." THE FACE 61S "Please do not trouble yourself," said Chanseth. "She has already forgotten the incident. In any event we very shortly return to Methel." He performed a curt bow. "Good day to you, sir." Gersen departed the office. In the lounge the Gentle Jerdian sat with a friend, nibbling confections. Gersen nodded politely but she stared unseeingly past him. Gersen went out upon the plaza. Not far away a dusty blue dendron, spiked with white and red blossoms, arched over an outdoor cafe. Gersen found a table in a shadowed niche and was served



a pot of tea. He sat considering the possible phases of the future. They made a bewildering tangle: a maze, in fact, at whose center crouched a sinister figure. Gersen smiled at the extravagance of the image. Lens Larque crouched somewhere, certainly. He might be that bulky man munching a custard bun across the cafe; Gersen had no way of knowing. Like all the Demon Princes, Lens Larque concealed his public identity. Through the maze led a single thread, of several strands: Kotzash Mutual Syndicate, Ottile Panshaw, Didroxus Mining, and the Shanitra exploration and development leases (why had Panshaw troubled to make the trade?); and now, conceivably, Daswell Tippin (why had Tippin, almost instantly and despite Gersen's admonitions, gone directly to the offices of Ottile Panshaw? Who was that quasi-Darsh Tippin had met there?). The next twist along the "Kotzash" strand would seem to lead to Nihel Cahouse oflnkin's Shade, who owned six hundred Kotzash shares. How had Cahouse gained so large an interest, equivalent to three tons of black sand? No matter what his methods, it would be wise to reach him in advance of Daswell Tippin, or anyone else. ... At the thought of Tippin, Gersen made a restless movement. The enlistment of Tippin might well have been a serious mistake. Originally, he had seemed a useful agent for the collection of small holdings, but Tippin might now have his sights set on larger transactions. Who then was Cahouse and where was Inkin's Shade? A shop sign nearby caught his eye: THE DESERT TRADING POST Equipment for the Tourist Travel Information 616 THF DPMON PRINCES Expeditions and Excursions, arranged and conducted. Witness an authentic hadaul in safety and comfort. Gersen went to look into the front window. The display featured articles designed to expedite desert travel: motor bubbles, skimmers, Darsh-type robes, insulated boots and undersuits, airconditioning packs, and like merchandise. A rack of books, maps, and pamphlets was flanked by a pair of easels. The first supported a poster entitled: NOTICE TO TOURISTS with an appended text. The second displayed a poster printed in dramatic green and yellow: GRAND HADAUL



at Dinkelstown Daffleday, the 10th day ofMirmone. One of the great games of the year! An event not to be missed! Travel in comfort with our experienced guide, and witness this typical Darsh spectacle. Gersen entered the shop and bought a book entitled The Clans of Dar Sai, a folio of maps, and a pamphlet Guide to the Shades He took his purchases back to the table under the tree. He spread out the map: a strip three feet long by a foot wide, tinted various colors over an underlying base tone of sandy yellow. The limiting areas, at top and bottom, tinted green, were labeled BOG and were otherwise featureless. The four principal towns: Serjeuz, Wabber's Fountain, Dinkelstown, and Belfeser, were indicated by black stars, smaller settlements by large black dots, isolated shades by small dots. Places of historical interest, tourist spectacles, and the like—"Strangler's Gantry," "The Tournaline Towers," "Scorpion Farm," "Bagshilly Plain," "The Skutch"—were marked by THE hid 617 crosses or dotted outlines. Tinted areas, some large, some small, indicated clan domains. Gersen located "Bugold Region" and "Bugold Shade" somewhat to the north and two thousand miles east of Ser|euz. . Looking up from the map Gersen noticed Daswell Tippin hopping and trotting across the plaza with a look of worried concentration on his face. His eyes darted right and left, but he failed to notice Gersen in the shadows. With interest and amusement Gersen saw him enter the Chanseth Bank The interview between Tippin and Adano Chanseth would gratify neither. Keeping halt^ an eye on the bank, Gersen folded the map and looked into The Clam of Dar Sai The first chapter outlined the early history of Dar Sai: the building of the shades, the formation ot the clans. The second, third, and fourth chapters described the typical circumstances of a clan, its interpersonal relationships, procreative habits, caste distinctions, and recreations. In the fifth chapter, the game hadaul was analyzed at length, the author tending to the belief that the games of any specific society could be viewed as a microcosm of the society itself. . . . From the bank came Daswell Tippin, his gait perceptibly less brisk. He looked nervously in all directions, walked listlessly to the care, and seated himself with his back to Gersen, not ten yards away. A waiter approached, Tippin gave a terse order, and was served a small glass of carbonated punch, which he sipped as if it were a medicinal draught. With a nervous gesture he reached into the pocket of his jacket and brought out a sheaf of papers, Gersen saw them to be certificates very like those he had bought trom Chanseth. Iippin counted through the sheaf with fidgeting fingers. Gersen rose to his feet, walked up behind Tippin, reached over his shoulder, and took the certificates from Tippm's suddenly pal-



sied hand. "Good work," said Gersen. "I'll take these now and pay you tonight. Carry on." He returned to his seat. Tippin uttered a small choked protest He half rose rrom his seat, then slowly subsided. Gersen counted the certificates- six of twenty shares, five often shares and eight singles- 178 in all. Tippin watched him wordlessly a moment, then slowly turned and hunched over his drink, the curve of his back eloquent of angry reproach Gersen added up his shares. 1,112 plus 178 1,290. He now 618 I HI- UPMON PRINCES commanded sufficient shares to qualify as a director- even executive director ifOttile Panshaw continued to hold only 1,250 shares- not a realistic hope. . At Tippm's table, appearing as if from nowhere, stood the tall Darsh Gersen had noticed at Dmdar House. He dropped into a seat beside Tippin, who spoke a single terse sentence. The Darsh uttered a disgusted expletive and glanced in contempt tow ard the bank. He put a brusque question to Tippin, who gave his head a helpless shake and offered a placatory7 explanation, which prompted the Darsh to another curse. Tippin made a meek comment which failed to ameliorate the situation. The Darsh )umped to his feet and strode off across the plaza. Tippm watched him go, then looked sidewise toward Gersen, who returned a cold stare. Tippin hopped over to Gersen's table. Attempting a sedate and businesslike manner, he settled into a chair. "Those shares were not intended for you." "Who were they intended for?" "No matter. You must return them." "Small chance of that. I'll pay you your money if you want it." "I want the shares. I had taken them in trust for that Darsh gentleman." "Who is he3 WTiat is his sudden interest in Kotzash shares7" "His name is Bel Ruk. I don't know why you want the shares, and I don't know why he does." "He wants them only because you told him that I wanted them—exactly contrary to my instructions." Tippin twisted his mouth in a wincing grimace. "No matter. Those shares are mine and I want them back." "You bought them for me and I'm keeping them. Do you want your money3" Gersen counted out 180 SVU. "There it is."



Tippin picked up the money with indecisive fingers. "This imposes a great inconvenience upon me." "You shouldn't have gone to Dmdar House. You made the inconvenience for yourself." Tippm grunted. "I was at one time Panshaw's associate; that's the truth of the matter. I have no choice in what I do." "Bel Ruk also works with Ottile Panshaw3" "I suppose that's the way of it." "With'or'for'3" " 'For.' That's my guess." "How many more shares can you locate3" THE FACE 619 "None' I am finished with this business!" Tippin )umped to his feet. Like a nervous bird he peered through the foliage as a party of young Methlen settled at a nearby table. He looked down at Gersen. "Do you know what the Darsh mean by 'rachepoP" "I've heard the word." "It means 'crop-ear'—that's the same as 'outcast.' Bel Ruk is a rachepol He has no conscience. He is a skillful killer. If you value your life, leave Ser|euz." Tippin departed the cafe, and limped at best speed across the plaza. Gersen returned to his reading. A few minutes later one of the Methlen at the nearby table )umped erect and approached Gersen: a tall young man with fine black eyebrows, a long nose, and a spare patrician cast of countenance. "Sir' A moment of your time!" "Certainly," said Gersen. "What do you want3" "I am puzzled by your conduct. I request an explanation." "There is little to explain. My conduct is as you see. I sit here drinking tea and reading this book, which I bought at the shop yonder. It describes the habits of the Darsh." "That is not the conduct I had in mind." "Please explain." "I refer, in essence, to your traffic m Kotzash shares." "The basic principle is: "Buy low, sell high.' Why not make inquiries of the Gentle Adano Chanseth3 He is skilled in these affairs and can give you far more information than I."



The young man seemed not to hear. "I am concerned with your acts of misrepresentation and to the suspicions which you have generally aroused." Gersen, smiling, shook his head. "I can't go into such vague matters. We would sit for hours defining our terms, and I for one have not so much time to spare." The young man's voice rose in pitch. "You have instigated an odd series of events. I want to know what more you intend." "For a fact, I don't know. And now, please excuse me " Gersen returned to his reading. The Methlen took a half step forward. Gersen sighed and began to gather his books. A second person approached the table. "Aldo, the matter is really of no consequence. Come, we want to discuss the excursion." Looking sidewise Gersen saw a lower torso clad in soft dark green; raising his eyes, he discovered the upper parts and face of Jerdian Chanseth. 620 THE W MON PRINCES Aldo, never taking his eyes from Gersen, said crisply "This man is devious for a fact' I find him barely civil." "Well what of that3 Things are as they are, do you hope to alter his nature3" "Even andropes can be guided, perhaps I should have a word with the constables A prod with the truncheon might do wonders for this fellow's disposition." "Or it might make him more surly than ever Leave him to crouch in his lair why concern yourselP" "It is not so simple His manipulations already are a source of trouble to your father " "Well then, let me talk to him Perhaps he will conduct himself gracefully " "I think not This is a gentleman's affair " Jerdian's voice took on an edge. "Aldo, stand aside, or better, go back to the table " "I will wait here," said Aldo with glacial dignity. Gersen had followed the conversation with only mild interest AsJerdian dropped into the seat vacated by Tippm, he rose politely, once more seated himself "This is an unexpected pleasure May I offer you tea3 I am Kirth Gersen, by the way " "No tea, thank you Why are you here at Serjeuz3"



"I could give you a dozen answers," said Gersen "I travel a great deal I like to explore odd corners of the galaxy I am interested m exotic peoples like the Darsh and the Methlen, I consider them picturesque." The Gentle Jerdian's lips curled Gersen could not decide whether she was irked or amused "You are evading me " "Not at all There is far too much to tell Send this fellow away and we will spend the rest of the day together, and perhaps the evening as well " Aldo stiffened and drew back "I have never heard such astounding nonsense' Jerdian, come along, this man's impertinence is tiresome " Jerdian turned him an expressionless glance and Aldo became abruptly silent Jerdian spoke to Gersen in a silken voice- "You have represented yourself as a banker " "True " "You are like no banker I have ever known." "Your instincts are sound The usual banker is diffident and THE FACE 621 ruthless only when the odds are on his side. What, in fact, is your opinion of me3" "If anything, I think of you as the man who has )ust swindled my father " Gersen raised his eyebrows. "Odd' Your father was sure that he had exploited my innocence " Aldo cried out. "These remarks verge upon slander! They will bring you to grief" Gersen said to Jerdian: "Why not ask this gentleman to leave us3 He is like a raven at the feast" Jerdian looked thoughtfully toward Aldo, then returned to Gersen. "Unless you care to speak candidly, our conversation has come to an end " Gersen made a contrite gesture. "Perhaps I've been evasive, but I stand in awe of Aldo His threats and interjections inhibit me." Jerdian turned suddenly "A]do, please go back to the table For a fact, it is hard to think with you looming over my shoulder " "As you wish " Aldo stalked away. Gersen signaled the waiter "Bring us a new pot of tea, or better, a flask of Spondent Flux and two glasses "



Jerdian drew back, disassociating herself from Gersen's conviviality- "I don't care for anything In a moment I must get back to my friends " "Why bother to come at all3 You evidently find me detestable " The remark amused Jerdian, she laughed and became more winsome than ever Gersen felt a sudden throb To love Jerdian Chanseth, and with her correspondingly in love, would be a fascinating circumstance Jerdian, perhaps sensing something of Gersen's mood, spoke in a carefully neutral voice "I will explain my interest, it is perfectly simple. The Kotzash scandal involved the notorious Lens Larque. When we hear the word 'Kotzash' we are instantly on edge " "Understandable." "Then why are you buying Kotzash shares3" "It's a tactical matter, and not at all discreditable If I explained to you, you'd tell your father, who would tell a dozen others, and I would be inconvenienced " Jerdian looked off across the plaza. Then she said "And you are not connected with Lens Larque3" "Definitely not If I were, I'd hardly advertise the fact " 622 1 HI- DEMON PRINCES Jerdian gave her shoulders a half-frivolous, half-disdainful shrug "You seem very much aware of him." "So do you " "For good reason He is our local bugbear In fact, we have had an unpleasant little adventure involving Lens Larque Of course he is Darsh of the deepest dye and rachepol to boot Do you know that word5" "It means 'outcast' " "Something of the sort The Darsh make a great ceremony and cut off one of the culprit's ears " "I cut off the other," said Gersen Jerdian )erked her head around "What did you say3" "What was the offense that cost Lens Larque his ear5" Jerdian put on a face of cool dignity. Lens Larque's offense evidently was one which polite Methlen girls considered either unimaginable or unspeakable "I am not acquainted with the details And still you have given me no information."



Gersen picked up his goblet and squinted through the facets of the crystal "With the representative of Chanseth Bank, I am closemouthed and evasive With someone whose personality could be considered charming, stimulating, even endearing, I'd have many things indeed to tell " Jerdian again gave her frivolous shrug "You are definitely impertinent, and very forward " Her voice, Gersen noted, seemed neither peremptory nor biting. She added thoughtfully "I had reason to complain of you earlier today " "You misunderstood everything I looked up from a letter which amused me, and saw you, but I neither 'grimaced' nor 'leered ' Then I saw the Chanseth Bank and went there to transact business, but instead was e)ected " Jerdian's dignity had almost evaporated "Well then, what of Dmdar House7 Surely you followed me7" "How is that possible7 I was there before you arrived." "Well—true. But even now you are expressing yourself in personal terms " "I can't help but notice that you are fascinating to look at, and pleasant to talk to Shall I go on7" "Please do not trouble yourself "Jerdian rose to her feet "You are indeed a strange man. I can't decide what to make of you " THE FACE 623 Gersen stood erect "On better acquaintance you may be less skeptical." "Our acquaintance has no prospects- If you are interfering with Lens Larque, he will have you killed " "He is not yet aware of me. There is still time " "Not really I'm returning to Methel directly after the Dmkelstown hadaul Are you still likely to be alive7" "I hope so Will I see you before then7" "I don't know" Jerdian went back to her table. Aldo and her other friends had been covertly watching, at once they put questions, to which Jerdian gave absentmmded responses. Presently the group went off toward the Sfennde Select Hotel. Cora slid down Dar Sai's chalky blue sky, trembled on the horizon, became red and oblate, then quickly disappeared, leaving a lemon-



yellow afterglow Hundreds of miles to the north and south, high flakes of cirrus glinted vermilion, then purple, then faded from sight With the coming of dusk the desert air cooled The Serjeuz water veils dwindled to random drops and the evening breeze moved through the domes without impediment With the cessation of falling water, Serjeuz seemed oddly silent, and the white-robed Darsh moving across the plaza were altered into mysterious creatures of intrigue One of the white-robed shapes was Gersen, carrying a soft bag containing what might be considered the tools of his trade As he passed from Central Shade into the even dimmer precincts ofSkansel Shade, he reflected that if Jerdian Chanseth could be with him now, and know his various accoutrements, she would consider him a strange man indeed Just as well that Jerdian was somewhere else, presumably safe in the polite environs of the Just as well, or even better, if he could put mind By no reach of the imagination could she of his precarious life, for which she herself



thought Gersen, Sfennde Select Hotel her definitely out of his ever become part predicted a sudden end



The idea at once saddened him and keyed him to his highest level of competence He approached Dmdar House alert as a hunting beast, with all his faculties, conscious and subconscious, monitoring the environment He halted in the shadows beside the vendor's kiosk The pro-IHF DRMON PRINCES 624 prietress had gone home, leaving her wares and coin dish exposed for the convenience of anyone who might choose to serve himself.* Gersen waited. Five minutes passed; Dindar House showed only three lights, on spikes atop the three highest domes. Through the night air sounds arrived from far distances, clear as the small voices issuing from an earphone. He heard a distant raucous outcry, quickly stilled, and somewhat closer the electronic din of Darsh music: a mindless thumping, twanging, and wailing. These sounds only emphasized the quiet of Dindar House. Gersen left the deep shadow. Quiet and soft as a wisp of smoke he slid up the ramp and into the entrance hall. Here again he paused to listen, but now the outside sounds were muffled, and nothing could be heard but dead silence. He flicked on a flashlight, swept it up the hall, and saw, as before, moldy concrete, heavy archways, old varnished wood. He dimmed the light to a glimmer, walked on long soft strides down the hall to the tall green door opening into the offices of Ottile Panshaw. Carefully he examined doorway, door, lock, and latch in a tendril of light but found no sign of alarm or monitor. He tested the



door; unlike most Darsh doors this was securely bolted, with a lock proof against manipulation. Significant, thought Gersen. Locks were discovered only in conjunction with objects of value. *The Darsh are not prone to petty theft, indeed, away from the towns, thievery is virtually unknown. Murder face-to-face and robbery, especially in connection with duodccimates, is rather more common, but still considered d vile crime The perpetrator, when apprehended, is first whipped raw, then chained out among the rocks, where he becomes prey to the lancilark, gnaw-bugs, and scorpions The crime considered most vile b\ the Darsh is the then: either of another's desert-roller, or his water supply The penalties entail flogging, then staking out at the bottom ot the town's cesspit. ^s a note of possible interest, the otfense which occasioned Lens Larque's election from Bugold Shade was the theft of an air conditioner from the corpse of a man who had drunkenlv fallen into poisonous cactus The crime v.ss considered repulsive but not superlatively heinous Husse Bugold, .is he was then known, suffered the loss of an earlobe and was "hipped awa\ from Bugold Shade As another sidelight it might be noted that Jerdian Chanseth, lacking exact information as to the nature of Husse Bugold's transgression, automancalh imputed to him that sin regarded most reprehensible hy the Methlen i e , unnatural sexual conduct, activity' which the Darsh take for granted hence her reaction LO Gersen's question I he full scope of comparative criminology is morbidly fascinating, and is discussed not only in Book \ 11 of Baron Bodissey's monumental exegesis of the human condition, but also in more specialized works, such as Karen Miller's Intelplawtui-y Cii/m Cansef and Cofiwjttvvie^ or Theodore Pedersen's Peuanf Souh Richard Peitu, in Pt'opifi of the CoranM, discusses die almost polar sociologies of-Methel and Dar Sai at length. THE FACE 625 He retreated to the entry ramp, and once again appraised the surroundings. Across the plaza a pair of beer gardens, shrouded under foliage, showed clusters of green and white lamps. No one walked the plaza. Gersen jumped up on the slanting face of a buttress, edged over a dome and down upon another curved surface which extended past a line of windows. Gauging distances, Gersen identified that window opening into Ottile Panshaw's office, and approached along a convenient slope of the, dome. Unlike other



windows of the row, a grating ofvondaloy tubing guarded the opening, which was additionally closed off by a pane of heavy glass. There would be no easy entry here. The room was dark within. Gersen tried to illuminate the interior with his flashlight, but was baffled by reflections. He retreated a few steps to the next window; this open to the night, careless whether someone might or might not intrude. Gersen flashed his light within, discovering what might be the headquarters of an import agent. This office and that of Ottile Panshaw at one time had functioned as a suite. A case of books, pamphlets, and samples blocked off the interconnecting door. Gersen stepped into the office, slid aside the case, and examined the door. It hung on hinges and opened toward Gersen. He turned the knob and pulled. The door held firm, secured by a bolt in Ottile Panshaw's office. Gersen gave his attention to the hinges. They were interlocking and semiconcealed, impossible to disassemble without destroying the door. Gersen examined the door itself. Lock-picking was not one of his special skills, still, he felt a modest confidence in his abilities. But there might be an easier way. The door opened toward him. The bolt or latch therefore was only as secure as the fastening holding it to the door. Gersen put his knee to the wall, gripped the doorknob, turned, pulled, exerting leg-force with his knee. A slight splintering sound, and the door opened. Gersen allowed it to move only a few inches. He ran his torch around the slit, seeking broken alarm wires. None were visible, which meant little: Gersen knew a dozen invisible methods to guard a door. He also had encountered chambers charged with lethal gas, to smother the unwary intruder. Gersen sniffed the air but discovered only the rancid scent of long human occupancy. Unlikely, in any event, that 626 THK DEMON PRINCES Ottile Panshaw as a regular precaution would poison the air of his office. He eased open the door and flashed his light around the room. He saw only what he had expected: greenish brown walls, a desk, table, three chairs, cabinet, and an incongruously expensive communicator. Gersen worked deftly and quickly. He inserted a trifle of receptor tape into the angle between door-molding and wall, where it became for all practical purposes invisible. Using a pressure canister he sprayed a trail of conductive film from the tape around the door casing into the adjoining office and around the walls to the window. Returning to Panshaw's office he repaired the bolt he had broken loose as best he could, reinserting the fasteners into their sockets. To casual inspection the bolt and its socket were once more



securely attached. Gersen now turned his attention to the desk. On the top lay a folder marked Impo'ftant, Confidential, which seemed to contain a sheaf of papers. Gersen thought it a somewhat ostentatious invitation, and bv extension of logic, a generalized danger signal. Prudent withdrawal became instantly necessary. Gersen's sensory apparatus, tensioned to an almost painful level, at this same instant received a signal. Gersen paused not a second to analyze the warning. He slid through the door, held the bolt hack against its spring tension, closed the door, whereupon the bolt struck into its socket, and the door was apparently secure. Gersen pushed the display cases back into place, then went to the door into the hall. He placed his ear against the panel: no sound. He eased the unlocked door open and at once he heard the shuffle of footsteps along the hall. He closed the door, shot home the latch-bolt, and ran to the window. Standing in the shadows he peered out, and there, at the back of the dim area below, stood a man in a dark cape and a soft slouch hat. Gersen thought to recognize the posture and dimensions of Ottile Panshaw. Gersen drew back out of range of Panshaw's vision, should he be wearing night-glasses. He touched his detector to the conductive trail he had sprayed upon the wall and turned high the volume. For a moment he heard nothing. Then: the sound of moving hardware, the creak of the opening door. Again silence, as the room was surveyed. Next footsteps and then a soft voice, apparently speaking into a transceiver: "Nothing. No one here." Soft and faint in response came Panshaw's voice: "Has there been disturbance?" THE FACE 627 "Apparently nothing." "Perhaps a false alarm. I'm coming up." Watching through the window^ Gersen saw Panshaw move off toward the front. Gersen immediately stepped through the window and out upon the surface of the dome. Again he touched the detector to the conductive trail. Presently he heard Panshaw's voice: "What caused the alarm?" "Lumen impact, brief and low-intensity." Silence. Then again Panshaw's voice, cautious and thoughtful. "Nothing seems disturbed. . .. Peculiar. I wonder about that man. Still I am often oversubtle. He may be exactly as he represents himself." "That in itself is an oversubtle idea." "Possibly true. . .. We have a mystery on our hands, which will annoy Big Bird. But first things first, which I measure by what is likely to cause Bird the least vexation. In this case, Cahouse comes



first. The fellow at Traveler's Inn must wait his turn." A grunt, then: "Cahouse is not at Inkin's Shade. I may be out several days looking for him." "Go your best speed, but get the work done. It will be at your own initiative: I am leaving at once for Twanish." "So soon? You had better stay here and collect shares." "I do as I am told. Well, so much for a false alarm. I see nothing to keep us here. ... A moment! The door into Litto's. I believe it has been forced. The paint is broken. ..." A mumble of words which Gersen could not distinguish; then the shuffle of hurried footsteps. Gersen ran back across the dome, dropped down upon the entrance ramp, gained the shadows of the kiosk before turning. The windows of both offices showed light; as Gersen watched a dark shape appeared briefly at Litto's window, then disappeared. Gersen returned the way he had come. Crossing Central Plaza he noticed a troupe of musicians in the Sferinde Gardens. They played for a large group ofMethIen all wearing an evening costume of yellow and white, the men with pale blue sashes. Gersen watched a moment; then smiling a trifle wistfully he continued to the Traveler's Inn. Behind the reception counter stood Daswell Tippin. The sight of Gersen brought a curious expression of surprise and concern to THE DEMON PRINCES 628 his face. Gersen approached the desk. "Why do you look at me like that?" Tippin blurted, "Someone called asking for you, not five minutes ago. I thought you were in your room, and said as much." "Who called?" "Well—he gave no name." "Panshaw? No? Ruk? I see. Well, no great affair. I am going to my room now, so you were only five minutes wrong—a trivial period. Do you agree?" "I agree absolutely!" "Where will I find Nihel Cahouse?" "At Inkin's Shade; he's Fogle Clan; many Fogies live at Inkin's Shade."



"What if he is not at Inkin's Shade?" Tippin threw out his hands. "He might be anywhere." "Do not mention my interest in Cahouse to anyone." "Your interest in Cahouse is taken for granted," growled Tippin. "I'd be telling nothing new." "Still—keep a quiet tongue in your head." "Indeed, indeed, indeed! My tongue is as secret as if it had been torn out!" Gersen went up to his chambers, which he inspected carefully. Then, installing alarms of his own across doors and windows, he bathed, went to his couch, and slept. From Peoples of the Coranne, by Richard Pelto: The Darsh espouse each other only through calculation. The women judge the weight of the man's duodecimates; the men taste the woman's cooking and test the comfort of her dumble: so are Darsh marriages made. The two probably will not engage in sexual congress; both will surely go out on the moonlit desert to pursue their amatory affairsThe marital relationship is formal and cool. Each party knows what is expected of him or her and, even more keenly, what he or she expects. If thwarted, the woman retaliates with rancid ahagaree or scorched pourrian; the man in his turn will throw less duodecimate upon the table, and spend his time at the beer gardens. In the morning, an hour before Cora-rise, the woman awakes the man, who sullenly dons his day-clothes and goes to look at the sky. He utters a phrase of rather hollow optimism, in loose translation: "It will be good!" and sets off to his sift. The woman looks after him with a dark phrase other own: "Go to it, fool!" Late in the day the man returns. As he steps under the shade he takes a final glance around the sky and says, again in rather hollow tones: "Asi achih!" which means, "And so it went!" The woman, watching from the shadow of her dumble, merely chuckles quietly to herself. THE DEMON PRINCES Gersen awoke at dawn Rays of Cora-light flashing across the desert nearly parallel to the surface cast long black shadows across the plaza Looking from his window, Gersen thought of Rigel-hght, also white and brilliant At the distance of Alphanor Rigel-hght seemed cool, brittle, crackling with overtones of violet Cora-light, received at closer range, sizzled and stung



Gersen dressed in loose gray trousers, a striped blue-and-white singlet, air-pad sandals conventional hot-weather garments across the human universe Using the communicator, he called the Mining Journal, and learned that the offices would not be open for yet another hour Descending into the empty lobby, Gersen went out into the garden where he found only a few conscientious tourists. He breakfasted upon tea, fruit, pastries, and cheese imported across unknown distances As he left the garden, water began first to drip, then to fall in veils, from the parasol rims Day had started m earnest, Cora's assault must be thwarted Gersen went directly to Dindar House Ignoring the fusty halls of the first floor, he ascended to the premises of the Mining Journal: a room long and wide, dominated by an enormous relief map of the Wale along one wall. The front counter showed a checkerboard surface of )asper and )ade and supported to the right a rack of glass vials containing the various fractions of black sand, with small disks of the corresponding metals below, and to the left a faultless cube of pyrite a foot and a half on the side A man of middle years, grave, deliberate, and wearing an urbane gray beard, came to the counter "Sir, your needs5" "I represent Cosmopolis" said Gersen. "I've been sent out to do a short series on Dar Sai and the Darsh My budget allows for the hiring of a local aide, hopefully someone from your staff." "My staff consists mostly of myself But I'll be glad to assist you, as a hireling or otherwise " "Excellent My name, incidentally, is Kirth Gersen " "I am Evelden Hoe What sort of thing are you doing5" "Perhaps a set of biographical sketches I've been told to look up a certain Nihel Cahouse, possibly resident at Inkin's Shade " Hoe pulled at his beard "I know the name Hmm I can't quite recall the connection Let's check the index Come along, this way, if you will " Hoe took Gersen into a back room "This is our library, so to THE FACE 631 speak. Our index is in fair shape, if it's appeared in the Journal we'll find it" Hoe seated himself before a buttonboard and screen. "Nihel Cahouse. Here he is I remember the story now Shall I give you the gist of it5 Or do you care to read the news piece3" "I'd )ust as soon hear it from you " "Cahouse is a Fogle, out of Inkin's Shade, and a sandminer At a place called Jamile Wallow he located a rich sift and won over a



thousand ounces of sand He went back to Inkin's Shade and found a hadaul in progress—or maybe he simply went back for the hadaul, which is more likely. He bet like a man inspired and when the day was over he'd won five thousand ounces—a princely fortune At this time Kotzash Mutual was a going enterprise. The Kotzash comptroller, a certain Ottile Panshaw, happened to be on hand. Cahouse converted his sand into six hundred Kotzash vouchers "Two days later the Kotzash warehouse was looted. Nihel Cahouse lost everything and became the topic of a sad news item " "Where is he now3 Still at Inkin's Shade?" Hoe touched buttons "Here's a followup " On the screen appeared a brief paragraph Nihel Cahouse, the erstwhile millionaire, has returned to the desert He'll go back to Jamile Wallow and seek another sift. "That's a fairly recent item," said Hoe "About three months old." "How will I find Jamile Wallow?" "It's west and southerly I'll show you on the map " "Good, but first another topic Lens Larque, who stole Cahouse's sand " Hoe's face became still and guarded "That is a name we mention very quietly at Serjeuz " "Still, he is Dar Sai's most famous citizen, and he'd certainly be the sub)ect of one of my stories " Hoe showed an uneasy smile "Understandable He is an amazing man Incidentally, he dislikes unfavorable publicity, and he has far connections In short, he is not a man to be trifled with." "So I am told Have you ever met him3" "Not to my knowledge. I hope never to do so " "What about photographs? Are any in your files?'" THE DKMON PRINCES 632 Hoe hesitated, then muttered: "Probably not. Nothing useful." "Our conversation is naturally confidential," said Gersen. "The Mining Jowfial will not be quoted, nor named as a source; still, Cosm.opolis needs a picture. In fact, it would be worth fifty, or even a hundred svu." Gersen placed down a certificate. Hoe touched it



with tentative fingertips, then regretfully drew his hand away. "I have no recent photographs. But only a few days ago I happened to notice something in an old picture. ... I don't know whether or not it's what you want." "Show me the picture." With a glance over his shoulder, Hoe pushed buttons. He spoke in a suddenly brassy voice: "What I am about to show you is a collection of quaint old clan-pictures, recorded over many years. Where would you like to start?" 'With the Bugold Clan." "Certainly. This is the oldest photograph on file. It was recorded almost two hundred years ago. Look at those people! Aren't they a picturesque sight? In those days the Bugolds were something of an outlaw clan; perhaps they show us their most ferocious expressions. ... Here is something more recent, possibly thirty years old. The Bugolds again, and almost demure by comparison. On this side stand the 'bungle boys'; over here are the 'kitchets,' as they are called. During these fleeting transitory months, the Darsh women are at their best. Look at this girl with her straight body and flashing eyes! She is really quite handsome. Now these are the young bucks, no longer 'bungles' but not yet fleshed out into the full reek of Darsh manhood. Look at this one in particular! I don't know his name, but I am told that he later committed a theft and became what the Darsh call rachepol. WTio knows what has happened to him? . .. Do you care to look at other photographs?" "Later, by all means. I'd certainly like copies of these two; they make a most interesting study." Hoe depressed a toggle and facsimiles fell into a tray. "There you are, sir." "Thank you." Gersen tucked the photographs into his pocket; Hoe did likewise with the money. "I'm in something of a rush just now," said Gersen. "Show me Jamile Wallow, or better, give me the coordinates, and I'll be on my way." THE FACE 633 Hoe touched buttons and handed the print-out to Gersen. "Will you be returning soon?" "In a day or so." "Our conversation is of course confidential." "That goes without saying. In both directions." "Naturally." Hoe escorted Gersen to the door. "Until our next meeting, my good wishes."



At the tourist shop Gersen rented a late-model skimmer and desertwear: a process which, undertaken through the instrumentality of a languid clerk, took an extended period. Gersen envisioned Bel Ruk fleeting through the stars toward Jamile Wallow, and became agonized with nervous frustration, which he managed to dissemble. At last he was given freedom of the vehicle. He jumped into the cockpit, pulled up the cowl, arranged the sunscreen over his head, then took the craft aloft. He swept through the veil of water, up at a slant, away from the clustered parasols of Serjeuz, away to the west. He fixed the autopilot to the coordinates of Jamile Wallow, pulled the speed control far back, and relaxed into the seat. Below slid the desert in a thousand subtle variations: a gravel plain, sand dunes breaking against outcrops of black tuff, an area of windscoured canyons, a plain of pale sand heaving in mounds and swales around a settlement of three parasols: Fotheringay Shade according to the map. On the northern horizon stood a solitary parasol: Dugg's Shade. An hour passed and another. Cora kept pace with the skimmer, bearing gradually to the north as the skimmer slanted south. Below, another lonely shade, uninhabited and derelict: Gannet's Shade, according to the map. No water flowed over the parasol; the vacant dumbles hunched under a tangle of seared brambles and skeleton trees. On the map, a red circle indicated its dead condition. Gersen looked along the course to Jamile Wallow, which was marked by a small red asterisk: still an hour away. Gersen's mood grew taut. Depending upon Cahouse's whereabouts, Gersen calculated that he had either an hour's advantage over Bel Ruk, or a disadvantage of two or three hours. If Bel Ruk had preceded him to Jamile Wallow his mission became dangerous. At the horizon appeared a low plateau, and, where a low ravine cut down to the desert floor, Jamile Wallow. Gersen saw a makeTHE DF.MON PRINCES 634 shift parasol, fabricated of arafin tubing and metal-coated membrane. The structure had been damaged; the parasol tilted drunkenlv to the side, dripping random gouts and spatters of water. The parasol shaded three shacks. One had partially collapsed; two were in little better condition. Fifty yards south, in full Cora-light, beside a corroded clutter of mining equipment stood a toolshed built of algaic planks.* Gersen lowered the skimmer and drifted around the shade, perceiving no signs of life. He made a second circle, then landed the skimmer behind the cluster of huts. He lowered the cowl and was instantly struck by a waft of hot desert air. He listened. ... A forlorn plash of dripping water, a sighing ot wind in the trusswork of the parasol; otherwise, silence.



The heat began to prickle at Gersen's skin. He pulled the hood up over his head and activated the air-cooler. Over his eyes he fitted translucent metal hemispheres and slipped his feet into desert shoes. Alighting from the skimmer he surveyed the landscape. To one side the desert spread stark and far; to the other, a hopper, a rickety conveyor, and a heap of dun sand indicated the site of Cahouse's workings. Overhead the sagging parasol spilled an irregular trickle of water. Nihel Cahouse was nowhere to be seen, and Gersen felt a hollow sense of defeat. He went to peer into the stone huts, to discover only trash and a few trifles of dilapidated furniture. The fourth shed, fifty yards south, evidently housed the power module, the wellhead, and the water pump. Gersen started across the open space to investigate. A moving glint in the sky caught his attention. He froze to a standstill and instantly identified the object as an approaching aircraft; apparently a skimmer similar to his own. Gersen ran back under the parasol in excitement and exhilaration: if Eel Ruk were aboard the skimmer, he evidently had not yet found Nihel Cahouse. Gersen jumped aboard his own skimmer, jerked at the controls, and slid it behind the pile of tailings. He threw several broken sheets of arafin roofing over the skimmer, achieving a reasonable camouflage. He armed himself with his projac and hand gun and dodged behind the tailings pile. Here he alarmed three scorpion-like creatures, each a foot long, mottled 'Certain types of bog algae, when compressed and heated, liberate a gun, which upon cooling hinds the matri\ into a waterproof m a l. THE FACE 635 white and tan with orange underhodies. They erected rows of glinting scales, glared from hooded emerald eyes, waved whip-stings, and began a purposeful sidelong encirclement. Gersen destroyed them with quick pulses from his hand gun, creating three small tinkling explosions. Gersen looked up into the sky. The approaching skimmer was hidden behind the parasol. His place of concealment, he decided, was short of satisfactory; crouching and trying to merge into the hillside, he ran out to the plank shed. Ducking around to the back, he hopped high and twisted in midair, and barely avoided stepping Into a hollow crowded with a dozen basking scorpions. The stings jerked erect; emerald eyes flashed and blinked. Gersen killed them with a single pulse of power, then dodged behind the shed. Overhead hung the skimmer: a craft enameled green and black, somewhat larger than Gersen's rented vehicle. It slid under the parasol and dropped to the surface. Two men in Darsh desert gear alighted. Their faces, hooded and disguised by metal eye-guards, were unrecognizable. So, too, however, was Otfile Panshaw, whose frame was distinctively slight. The two men stood looking glumly about the shade, much as Gersen had done.



Swinging close their hoods to maximize the effect of the cold air,* they walked to the huts. After a glance within, they stood pointing here and there and discussing their findings. Gersen wondered what could interest them. They clearly had no expectation of finding Nihel Cahouse. What then? The Kotzash shares? At the third hut the two men became intent. One pointed with an air of satisfaction. He entered, and emerged with a metal box obviously of great weight. He set it down, threw back the lid, touched the contents, gave his head a shake which could indicate almost anything. The other man closed the lid, carried the box to the skimmer. His comrade looked toward the planked shed. He gave a peremptory signal; the two crossed the sunlit area to the shed. One flung open the door, looked within, and jumped back with a startled exclamation. Gersen, at the rear, put his eye to a crack. By the light entering through the doorway he glimpsed the interior. The second man approached. "What's here?" The man first on the scene waved his hand. "As you see." *A typical Darsh mannerism constantly repeated. THE DEMON PRINCES 636 "A» achih!^ "The place stinks. It swarms with the devils." "They create their own stink. Ah, how putrid! Well, there are no papers here." "Not so fast. The shrig** wants twelve hundred vouchers, six hundred from here. We had best be diligent." "Give him the hundred you have already gained and the news that no more are to be found," "It may come to that. Bah, Cahouse would never keep the paper out here, if he troubled to keep it at all." "Ha, ha! Cahouse the mad reveler! He probably threw it high into the sansuun*** with a curse. He was noted for his noble curses, so I'm told." "He'll utter his great curses never again." "Let's be away from this squalid place. We've got the sand to share; there's profit to the day after all!" "The shrig wants his vouchers and he speaks with a heavy voice. I am Bel Ruk, but I am not without fear." "Even fear cannot force the appearance of nonexistent vouch-



ers. "True. . . . Let's look once more in the huts." The two turned away and walked toward the shade. Behind them a voice spoke: "Gentlemen, stop in your tracks. Do not look around; death is close at your backs." The two men jerked quivering to a halt. "Slowly raise your hands. .. . Higher. Walk forward, toward the base of the parasol. Do not look around." Ten minutes later Gersen had arranged matters to his satisfaction. The two men had declared their names to be Bel Ruk and Cleander. They stood with faces to the trusswork, hoods pulled over their eyes and bound tight by bands of cloth. Similar bands of *A Darsh expieuve of fatalistic acceptance' "So be it'" or "That's the way it goes'" The Darsh do not gracefully or philosophically accept misfortune, they are good grumblers. Asi achih indicates the final recognition of defeat, or, as m this case, the inexorable force of destiny. "Larva of a bog animal, notable for its sinuous dancing gait upon a pair of caudal feet. The shrig stands four to five feet high and emits a yellow phosphorescence. At night the shrig dance hv the hundreds across the hog to create an eerie and fascinating effect. Here the word is used m a deprecatory sense to typify a dileruntish impractical fellow, out of touch with reaiit\ *"Sansuun the evening breeze which follows the sun around the planet. THE FACE 637 cloth, but from their own garments, secured their arms to the trusswork. When, to Gersen's critical eye, both men were helpless, he made an inspection of their persons, removing their hand guns, and Bel Ruk's dagger. At their skimmer he investigated the box they had taken from the hut; it contained black sand to the weight of perhaps fifty pounds. On the seat of the skimmer rested Bel Ruk's pouch. Within Gersen discovered Kot?-ash certificates to the aggregate of 110 shares, which he took into his own possession. He returned to his two captives, both of whom had been surreptitiously twisting at their bonds. "I hope that you are taking a good-natured view of this situation," said Gersen. "In a sense this is your lucky day. I am taking some Kotxash shares which I found in a pouch yonder. In exchange I have left ten svu. Since the shares are totally worthless, you actually have reason to rejoice. I am also taking Cahouse's black sand." Neither Oleander nor Bel Ruk had comment to make. "I prefer that you do not struggle against your bonds," said



Gersen. "If you broke loose I might be forced"to kill you." Oleander's shoulders sagged; Bel Ruk stood rigid and unforgiving. Gersen watched them a moment, then returned across bright sand to the toolshed. Bel Ruk and Cleander had left the door ajar; sunlight shone on a rumpled heap of gristle and dry bones among shreds of white cloth. Nihel Oahouse apparently had died while attempting to repair his pump, perhaps by electric shock. Scorpions by the doxens ranged in a circle. They had cut away Cahouse's garments to feast upon his corpse. As Bel Ruk and Oleander had remarked, the stench within the shed transcended all ordinary degrees of fetor. Gersen went to the hopper, found a shovel, returned to the shed, and half dragged, half scraped the remains of Nihel Cahouse out upon the sand. The scorpions, tinkling in rage, made sorties with emerald eyes glaring. Gersen killed them with the flat of the shovel. Eventually both corpse and scorpions had been removed. Gersen strolled back under the shade, and examined his captives. Bel Ruk asked in a flat voice: "How long do you intend to keep us here?" "Not long now. Be patient." Gersen returned to the shed. The stench had eased somewhat, and the scorpions were gone. Gersen gingerly entered. First he THE DEMON PRINCES 638 threw the master switch on the power panel, then turned to look at what he had seen through the crack. Nihel Cahouse had used his Kotzash shares to paper the walls of the toolshed. The adhesive had deteriorated in the heat to a granular crumble; the certificates peeled away without difficulty. Gersen took the salvaged documents back under the shade and counted them: 600 shares. With the 110 shares taken from Bel Ruk, his holdings now totaled an even 2,000. Gersen returned to his prisoners. Bel Ruk, chafing his bonds against the metal, had almost won free. Without comment Gersen made the bonds once more secure. "Gentlemen," said Gersen, "I am about to depart. Bel Ruk has demonstrated that the effort of an hour or so will break you loose." Bel Ruk blurted a question: "Why do you take my Kotzash shares? They are worthless." "In that case, why do you carry them?"



Bel Ruk said in a rough voice: "At Serjeuz a crazy iskish pays money for trash," "Kotzash shares are suddenly in demand," said Gersen. "Perhaps that earless rogue Lens Larque is about to bring back the money he stole,"* Bel Ruk and Cleander maintained an uneasy silence. Gersen watched them a moment; then, carrying the chest of black sand to his skimmer, he departed Jamile Wallow. At Serjeuz, with Cora half below the horizon, Gersen dropped the skimmer down upon the sand beside his Fantamic Flitterwing. He transferred the coffer of black sand and his Kotzash shares aboard, then slid the skimmer through the water veil and back to the rental agency. Crossing the plaza to the Traveler's Inn, Gersen waited until Tippin's attention was diverted, then slipped past and up to his room. He bathed, changed into fresh garments, and returned to the lobby. He allowed himself to be noticed by Tippin, who signaled him to the desk. "Good evening," said Gersen. "Yes, no doubt. Where have you been all day?" Gersen fixed Tippin with a long level stare; Tippin's gaze shifted. Gersen asked: "W'Tiy are you interested?" "Inquiries have been made," said Tippin peevishly. *Words like "steal," "theft," "pilfer" have a most biting connotation in the Darsh context THE FACE 639 "By whom?" "By Bel Ruk, if you must know, and not ten minutes ago. He thinks that you robbed him out in the desert." Gersen asked in a flat voice. "How could I rob Bel Ruk if I was in my room all day?" "I don't know. Were you in your room?" "Do you know differently?" "I don't know one way or another." "This is the first time you've seen me today?" "Yes, of course." "And I just came down from my room?"



"That is true." "Then tell Bel Ruk that to your knowledge I never left my room all day." "But are these the facts?" cried Tippin fretfully. "To the best of your knowledge, they are indeed." Gersen turned away and went out into the garden. He settled himself at a shadowed table, and dined without hasteFrom the lobby came Daswell Tippin. He searched the garden, saw Gersen, and approached at an agitated trot. Flinging himself into a chair he said in a tragic voice: "Bel Ruk has threatened my very existence. He claims that I conspired with you; he calls me 'robber.' He says that he will take me out to Sangwy Shade.* Do you know what that means?" "Nothing good, apparently." "It means those cursed Darsh whips, and don't sneer; such affairs occur, to my certain knowledge!" "When did Bel Ruk make his threat?" "Not five minutes ago! I spoke with him by telephone; I told him that so far as I knew you had not been gone from Serjeuz. He became furiously angry." "Where is he now?" "I don't know. Here at Serjeuz, so I suppose." "Look here a moment." Gersen produced the list furnished by Jehan Addels. "When you took up those shares for me, who did you buy from? Mark off their names." *Sangwy Shade an isolated settlement on the Sheol Barrens, inhabited b\ ruftuns, rachepols, and fugitives. At Sangwy Shade, the purchasing agent "Sudo Nonimus" met with Lens Larque, an episode he chronicled m "Reminiscences of a Peripatetic Purchase Agent" THF DEMON PRINCES 640 Tippm glanced along the list without any great interest He marked with a stylus "This one. This one. This one " With a gesture of revulsion he threw down the stylus "This is madness' If Bel Ruk sees me, he'll take off my skin " "Today he had a hundred shares on his person, where did he get them3"



Tippm stared at him aghast "So you did indeed rob him3" "I took up property to which he had no right. After all, Lens Larque looted the Kotzash warehouse " "But that is not Darsh logic," whispered Tippin "At Sangwy Shade we shall dance together." He turned sideways and searched the plaza "I'll have to leave Ser)euz; I can live here no longer " "Where do you want to go3" "Home To Svengay. I had a bit of trouble long ago, but surely it's forgotten now " "Then there is no problem Take the next ship out" Tippm held out his hands "What shall I use for money3 I've been keeping a woman, she's bled me dry " Gersen scribbled a note on a piece of paper, brought out a hundred SVL, and handed both to Tippm. "Take this letter toJehan Addels at New Wexford, on Aloysius He'll pay you a thousand SVU, and find a job for you at New Wexford, if you so choose I advise you not to tell the woman you are going, although it's none of my affair If she bled you dry here she'll do it again elsewhere " With numb fingers Tippm took the money and the note "Thank you . Your advice is sound. Yes, very sound. I'll leave tomorrow, there's an outbound packet" "Don't tell anyone you're going," said Gersen "Just go " "Yes, exactly Won't there be a great surprise when they find me gone3" "Back to the Kotzash shares; where did Bel Ruk get his hundred shares3" "Well—twenty he got from me He picked up the others along Melby Sift " "Mark them off this list " Tippin studied the schedule and made a number of marks "I can't be sure of these. What's left is out along the Deep Wale, and a few along Scumby Barren You won't find anyone at home now They'll all be up to Dinkelstown for the Grand Hadauls And that's where Bel Ruk will be, if he wants more Kotzash " THE FACE 641 "What does Panshaw want with Kotzash3" "When you say 'Panshaw,' you are saying 'Lens Larque ' " "Then why does Lens Larque want Kotzash3" Tippin searched the plaza. "I have no idea Panshaw thinks Lens Larque is crazy He had trouble with the Methlen and nou



he wants his own back Of all men alive he is most to be feared. Imagine an insect in human form . Look now' Here comes Bel Ruk'" "Sit quiet' He won't harm you He's only interested in me " "He'll take me away'" "Refuse to go Say nothing, obey none of his orders'" Tippin made an asthmatic whimpering noise Gersen looked at him in disgust. "Control yourself." Bel Ruk entered the garden and marched at a stately pace to Gersen's table With exaggerated delicacy he drew back a chair and seated himself "I intrude on no private conversation3" "None whatever," said Tippin in a quavering voice "I must introduce you Kirth Gersen, this is Bel Ruk, an important man of Dar Sai " With a wild attempt at facetiousness he added "You ha\e much m common, you both are interested in finance." "Oh we have much more m common than that," said Bel Ruk He shrugged back his hood to reveal his bony bronze face, massive cheek-bones, and cropped ears Noting Gersen's gaze he said, "Yes, it's true I am rachepol My clan dealt harshly with me Still, I took vengeance and I cannot complain " He signaled the waiter "Bring me a quart of beer, and these gentlemen to their taste " "Nothing for me," said Gersen Tippin said cautiously "I'll have a tot ofTivol " Bel Ruk examined Gersen with a deliberation almost insulting "Kirth Gersen, eh3 And where is your home-world3" "Alphanor, along the Concourse " "And you are taking up Kotzash shares3" "WTien I can get them cheaply Are you selling^" "I have none to sell, after suffering robbery and shame at \our hands today " "Surely you are mistaken," said Gersen "'1 ippm has hinted something to this effect, I'm not sure whether or not I ha\e convinced him " "If he is convinced, he is more of a fool than I cake him for 642 I HF DEMON PRINCES Let us discuss our business one item at a time " He held out his hand "First, return my shares " Gersen smilingly shook his head "Impossible " Bel Ruk withdrew his arm and turned to Tippm "You have strained our bonds of friendship." "Not at all'" Tippm protested "By no means' Never'" "We shall discuss the matter again " Bel Ruk lifted his tankard of beer and swallowed half at a gulp The remainder of the beer he threw casually at Gersen's face From vast experience, Gersen had



recognized the pattern of events. Bending to the side, he avoided most of the beer In the same motion he lifted the table, thrust it at Bel Ruk's chest and toppled him backwards. Bel Ruk fell sprawling across the garden The waiter gingerly approached. "Gentlemen, what is the matter^ "Bel Ruk has had a bit too much to drink," said Gersen "Take him away before he injures himself " The waiter helped Bel Ruk to his feet, then picked up the table and set it into its place Gersen stonily watched Bel Ruk, who stood considering his options Finding no obviously profitable course, Bel Ruk turned and departed the garden Tippm said in a sick voice "He's going for his gun " "No He's got other concerns " "There's no way back for me now," gloomed Tippm. "It's either Sangwy Shade or go and never return." Gersen gave Tippm a certificate for fifty SVU "Settle my account here, through tomorrow I may also be leaving " Tippm asked in dull confusion "Where are you going2" "I'm not quite sure " Gersen jumped to his feet. "Excuse me, now I'm in a hurry " He ran up to his room, picked up items of equipment Returning below, he left the hotel and ran off across the plaza and under Skansel Shade In Skansel Plaza he halted to look up at Dmdar House Lights showed from the windows ofPanshaw's office, there was no time to be wasted He climbed up over the entrance, scaled the sloping roof and sidled to the window giving on Litto's office He brought out his detector, touched the controls to the conductive trail he had sprayed only two nights before Bel Ruk's guttural voice THE FACE sounded immediately m the earphone "—not all so easy I he)'re scattered here and there around the Wale " "They'll be at the Dmkelstown for the hadaul, most of them " "But that's not necessarily to the good," growled Bel Ruk "These sitters aren't fools they'll smrf a plot and go for full recoy cry " "I hat may well be Here's an idea Cry out a hadaul and post a stake The challenge can be a hundred Kotzash shares Let the roblers collect the shares for us "



Bel Ruk grunted "Vnd then when there's a winner2" Panshaw's voice dripped sarcasm "Must I plan out every detaiP" "You were glib enough in regard to Gersen, or whatever his name " "That is a different tale Gersen will not be at the hadaul " Bel Ruk vented a gusty snort "So you say And if he is2" "'I hat again is at your discretion The Bird would like a word with Gersen " "Tell the Bird to come out to the hadaul Let him show his famous techniques " "Maybe he'll come over without mv instructions, to comment upon your work " Bel Ruk's voice was suddenly dubious "Do \ou really think so2" "No I do not He is obsessed with his wonderful scheme " Bel Ruk's voice came somewhat easier "So lonn- as he works his tricks he diverts his energies " "They'll not be diverted if he loses Kotzash " "I can only do m\ best Gersen is not inexperienced Still, he neglected to kill me when he had the chance." Panshaw chuckled "He regards you as no great threat " Bel Ruk said nothing "Well then," said Panshaw, "do your best From here I cannot guide your feet while you walk You are reputedly skillful in the robles "t Fight in your own hadaul and come away with the postpot** "The idea already had occurred to me " "Rubles, the hadaul ticki **The post pot the accumuldtion ofchJilen^t- menus rhi. \iLtnrs prize THE DEMON PRINCES 644 "One way or another, collect at least seven hundred shares. Then, whether or not Gersen took Cahouse's shares, we'll be secure. Now I will go back to my couch; Twanish time is a taskmaster. The cursed Methlen start the day at sunrise, just when good thieves like you and me are ending it. Oh why must I pay the price for the



Bird's social yearnings? If it were not so funny I could cry for grief." "All this is beyond my understanding," grumbled Bel Ruk. "It's nothing to do with me." "Just as well! You'd be less effective than ever." "Someday, Panshaw, in one hand I will squeeze your neck into a thin stalk." "Someday, Bel Ruk, I will poison your vile beer. Unless, of course, we lost Kotzash and the Bird gives us both to Panak." Bel Ruk made a dull sound, and the conversation was over. Gersen waited a moment on the chance that Bel Ruk might make other communications, but the office remained silent, and Gersen presently went back the way he had come. 10 Gersen flew eastward in the Fantamic Flitterwing. The desert below, in the blaze of Cora-light, showed swaths and smears of color: pink, ocher, a whitish yellow like talc mixed with sulfur; toward the horizon the colors stratified like sediments into pencilings of cinnamon brown, gray-green, plum, with occasional harsh scratches where ledges of black rock broke through the surface. Gersen crossed a region of low dunes, a line of rose-red buttesBeyond extended a plateau overgrown with desert flora; silky coral, jutting ears of honeycomb, yellow sandtripe, tinkleweed, purple magmold. At far intervals parasols spilled water over lonely communities where old Darsh custom persisted in the purest form. Bunter's Shade, Ruph Shade, Itchy Nola's Shade: so read the names on the map. Then, where Terwig Waste began, the shades were seen no more. Terwig Waste, a smoldering basin of liver-red pumice, once described by an impressionable travel writer as "the floor of Hell exposed to daylight," ended against a bone-white palisade. Beyond, the ground lay twisted and gashed in a vast badlands of wind-eroded sandstone, and then once again the desert spread away to north, south, and east. Finally, the five parasols of Dinkelstown appeared on the horizon. Gersen approached and circled the town. On the landing area, at the western periphery, rested an assortment of vessels: two small cargo ships, five space-yachts of various quality, scores of desertskimmers, air-cars and carryalls. Gersen landed close behind the water wall. He changed into Darsh robes, armed himself, and disembarked. Heat struck his face; THE DEMON PRINCES



646 he made haste to penetrate the water veil, and found himself in a cluster of dumbles, from which issued pungent odors and loud voices. By crooked ways he came to a plaza far less grand than Central Plaza at Serjeuz. A single hotel-restaurant offered modest hospitality to the offworld visitor. Around the edge of the plaza, beer gardens under flip-flap trees served the needs of Darsh holiday-makers. In front of the hotel workmen made final arrangements for the hadaul- Circles had been painted upon the paving. Two small grandstands and several sets of serried benches offered seats of vantage to spectators, Gersen crossed the plaza to the hotel. In the garden sat a dozen Methlen; Jerdian Chanseth was not among them. The hotel could offer Gersen no accommodation. "These are the days of the clan meetings'" said the clerk in a curt voice. "Sleep out in the bushes like everyone else!" Gersen returned to the garden. Not ten feet distant stood Bel Ruk in conversation with a fox-faced young Darsh. Bel Ruk wore iskish clothes, with a white sash around his head to hide his mutilated ears. His back was half-turned; Gersen moved past without attracting his notice. He halted behind a sprawling nephar tree and watched through the black-green foliage. Bel Ruk spoke with force and urgency. He brought a packet of SVU from his inside pocket and slapped it against his hand in cadence with his words. The young man nodded with earnest attention. Finally Bel Ruk gave the young man the packet and made a curt gesture. The young man flicked his fingers in the Darsh signal of assent, and departed across the plaza. Gersen paused five seconds, then followed at a discreet distance. The young Darsh marched at the striding plambosh gait, across the plaza, through a jungle of vegetation, past a dozen dumbles, under the veil of a second parasol, finally into a second plaza, where he joined a group who sat drinking from iron pots. He spoke, and presently money changed hands. Iron pots were tilted and emptied and all departed, leaving only the young Darsh Gersen had followed. Gersen seated himself on a hummock in the shade of a plantain bush. An insect crawled up his leg; slapping and shaking, Gersen dislodged the creature and took himself to one of the beer gardens. He settled into an inconspicuous seat, was served beer in an iron pot. THE FACE 647 An hour passed; then one of the group returned with a sheaf of what Gersen thought to identify as Kotzash shares. Gersen rose to his feet, walked out into the plaza, made a show of looking around the tables, then advanced upon the table which



he had been watching. Without formality he seated himself. "My name is Jaide; Bel Ruk will have mentioned me. There is a change in plan. Enemies are watching him and he wishes to dissemble. You must now work through me. How many shares have you taken up?" "Sixteen, so far." This was the man whom Gersen had followed. "Your name?" "I am Delfin." He indicated the man who had brought in the shares. "This is Bartleman." "Very good, Bartleman," said Gersen. "Go out again; find more shares for us." Bartleman showed no haste to obey. "It is not so easy. Folk consider me either a fool or a sharper. I have my dignity to consider." "What is undignified about paying good money for worthless paper?" "It's not worthless if someone wants to pay for it. This is the general feeling, especially in connection with Kotzash." "Well then, offer more money. Delfin, give him money to work with." Delfin grudgingly counted out twenty SVU. Gersen took the shares, folded them, and tucked them into his pocket. "Money is draining away," Delfin grumbled. "Ruk told me to bring him shares and he'd give me more money." "I'll handle that end of things," said Gersen. He brought out the list which Jehan Addels had prepared. "A certain Lampeter controls eighty-nine shares. Find him at once and buy his shares, as cheaply as possible." Bartleman said sullenly, "I won't get them for twenty SVU, and where is my commission?" Gersen paid over ten SVU of his own money. "Bring me the eighty-nine shares, and you'll make sure of a commission." Bartleman gave a skeptical shrug and moved away. Gersen said to Delfin, "Remember, you will be working through me. Under no circumstances approach Bel Ruk! It could bring the wrath of a certain bird down on your head. Do you understand?" 648 THE DI1 VION PRINCFS "Perfectly " "If you so much as see Bel Ruk, give him a wide berth Do all



your business with me " "This is clear." Another of Delfin's couriers appeared, with nine shares Delfin gave him another ten SVU of Bel Ruk's money and sent him out again. Gersen added the 9 shares to the first 16 2,025 in grand total, 386 to go One by one the couriers returned, bringing back a total of 49 shares Bartleman returned a second time, somewhat crestfallen. He spoke in a morose voice, "The rumor is out Everyone has become suspicious; no one wants to sell. Those people who already sold are now angry They call me a sharper; they want their shares back " "Not possible," said Gersen "What ofLampeter2" "There he sits in Valt's Arbor drinking beer" Bartleman pointed across the plaza "That old man with the crooked nose He says he'll sell for full value, no less " "Full value5 We don't pay that kind of money for worthless paper " "Explain that to Lampeter." "I'll do exactly that" Gersen once more considered his list. "Do you know Feodor Diamant3" "He is well known " "He controls twenty shares Find him, buy his shares if possible. If not, bring him here " "As you say " Bartleman once more moved away Gersen stepped across the plaza to Valt's Arbor and approached the old man with the crooked nose "You are Lampeter3" "I am that man Who are you, if not an iskish5" "I am iskish, certainly As an idle pastime I collect worthless securities- really no more than a whim. Do you have any use for your Kotzash shares^" "None whatever " "In that case, perhaps you will give them to me If you prefer I can make a token payment say, ten SVU for the batch " Lampeter pulled at his nose and turned Gersen a broad gaptoothed grin "It is my experience that when someone wants to buy, the merchandise has value. I will sell at what they cost me, no less " Gersen exhibited astonishment "That is totally unreasonable " THEFAd 649



"We shall see If I collect, I am vindicated If not, I am no worse off than before " "Do you carry these shares on your person2" "Naturally not, I considered them worthless until no\\ " "Where are they3" "In my dumble, )ust yonder " "Let us go for them If you guarantee to say nothing of the transaction, I'll pay you eighty-nine s\u " "Eighty-nine svu^ That offer is almost insulting' You are trying to cheat me of two thousand SVU'" "Lampeter, observe me closely What do you see3" Lampeter, who had already taken several pots of beer, inspected Gersen with an unsteady vision "I see a green-eyed iskish, who is either a sharper or else crazy " "I prefer that you think of me as crazy Now ask yourself how many times in the few scant years left to you will a crazy iskish offer you money for worthless trasrr" "Never again, I have no doubt That is why 1 must exploit this particular occasion " "On this particlar occasion, two SVU a share is the limit " "Full value or nothing'" Gersen made a signal of defeat "I'll pay quarter value, and that is my best offer I am running low on cash " Lampeter drank beer, then put down the iron pot and rose to his feet "Come along with me I am being defrauded, but I can waste no more time" He lurched off along a path which led through the )ungle and halted beside the dark entrance into a dumble "One moment " He entered, to emerge with a greasy envelope "Here are the shares WTiere is the money3" Gersen took the envelope, withdrew the certificates, and counted eighty-nine shares "Good enough, come with me I don't carry so much money on my person " He led the way to the water well, along the boundary lane, then out through the water to his Fantamic Fhtterwmg He unlocked the port, motioned Lampeter up the ladder Lampeter looked at him in suspicion "WTiere are you taking me3" "Nowhere I can't pay you out here m the hot sun " "Well, be swift My beer is going flat "



Gersen brought out the box of black sand he had taken from 1'HE D£ MON PRINCES Bel Ruk at Jamile Wallow. "Eighty-nine shares at a quarter value is two hundred twenty-three ounces." In a grumbling voice Lampeter declared a preference for cash, to which Gersen paid no heed. He weighed out 223 ounces of black sand, which he poured into a canister and gave to Lampeter. "Consider yourself a lucky man." "I can't avoid curiosity. Why do you pay good black sand for worthless trash that I was about to throw away^" Gersen calculated. "I need at least two hundred forty-eight more shares. Find them for me and I'll explain why I want them." "You'll pay in black sand?" "Not at quarter value. I don't have so much sand." "I doubt if so many shares can be had at Dmkelstown. Still, let's go back to Valt's Arbor. Bring the box. We'll see what can be done. My rnend Jeus owns ten or twenty shares. Maybe he'll agree to sell " ' "Bring your friend Jeus to the beer garden across the plaza, where I now must return." Gersen took leave of Lampeter, and re)omed Delfin. His couriers, between them, had taken up only thirty-one additional shares, which Gersen took m hand. Bartleman, however, had with him a short fat man with round black eyes and a parrot-beak nose. "This is Fat Odo," said Bartleman. "He carries fifteen shares of Kotzash." "Well, sir, what is your price^" asked Gersen. "I have about all I need for my purposes. Still, I'll listen to your offer." "The price is printed on the certificates," said Odo. "So is the signature ofOttile Panshaw. Both are a waste of ink." "I won't sell; why should I be hoodwinked by an iskish? I am no worse off than an hour ago; good-bye." "Just a moment. Fifteen shares^ I'll pay a quarter value, no more." "Impossible." "Good-bye; these are my terms." "Oh well; pay half value. Today I will be generous." Gersen finally settled for forty ounces of black sand, fust as



Lampeter brought up his friend Jeus, as old, gaunt, and drunk as Lampeter himself. Lampeter pointed out Gersen with a grand flourish- "There he sits, the crazy iskish who pays black sand for Kotzash." THE FACE "Here are my shares," cried out Jeus. "There are eighteen only, but pay me a hundred ounces, in all generosity!" "The rate is somewhat less," said Gersen. "Twenty ounces for the lot." The bargaining attracted attention; soon Gersen was surrounded with persons who either held a share or two and wanted full redemption, or persons, now angry, who had already sold at lesser prices. Gersen scraped the box clean of black sand, but acquired only another forty-three shares. His total holdings now were 2,270 shares, with another 141 shares needed. The Darsh now stood around him eagerly flourishing their shares, but Gersen could only shake his head "I have no more sand and no more money, until I cash a bank draft." The asking prices began to descend. Gersen, now so near to his goal, became correspondingly anxious. He turned to Delfin. "Give me what money you have left." "It is only five svu," said Delfin. "In view of the large sums being thrown about, this is scanty payment for the day's work." "Bartleman has thirty svu for which he has not accounted." "Nor will he ever Go back to Bel Ruk for more money." "I hardly dare. Already I have spent too much . . But that gives me an idea. Write out this note- 'Prices are very high. Return another two hundred SVU by the bearer. . . . Delfin.' " Delfin somewhat dubiously wrote the note. The circumstances were puzzling, but who was he to question the mad iskish2 "Now," said Gersen, "send it off to Bel Ruk, who will surely send back the money." "Hardous' Here a moment'" Delfin gave Hardous the note. "Go to the hotel garden; there you will find a rachepol wearing a white head sash with an emerald clasp. Give him this note. He will pay over money which you are to bring here. Hurry!" Gersen, now on tenterhooks, ran around the circle of those who had been offering shares. He took as many of them as he could reach. "Give me yours, and yours, and yours. Collect from Delfin or meet me tonight at the hotel. Delfin knows me well; he will vouch for me. Tomorrow you will be paid, or perhaps even tonight if Bel Ruk provides the money." Some of the shareholders numbly surrendered their shares; oth-



ers jerked back. Gersen could waste no more time. He beckoned TUP: DEMON PRINCES 652 to Delfin. "Come along to the plaza; let us make sure that Bel Ruk is on hand to pay the money." They halted under the foliage, looked across to the hotel garden, into which Hardous was just now entering. Bel Ruk sat in obvious impatience at a central table. Hardous tendered him the note; Bel Ruk snatched it open and read. For a moment he sat silent, then heaved himself to his feet. He spoke to Hardous; the two left the garden and set off across the plaza. Gersen spoke soberly to going well for Bel Ruk. sees you he will demand him? Nothing. Keep your



Delfin: "I suspect that events are not He seems out of sorts. Avoid him. If he an accounting and what could you tell distance, and we'll all be the easier for



it." Delfin said in a concerned voice: "There is a great deal here which I don't understand." "No doubt. But do as I say, and as soon as I cash a bank draft you will profit." Delfin again became moderately sanguine. "That is a gratifying prospect, at least." "Good. Then I am assured of your cooperation?" "At every point of the circle." The metaphor, so Gersen recognized, was abstracted from the language ofhadaul and was not altogether reassuring. "I need—let me count—another one hundred twenty shares, at least. Tonight I want you to go everywhere. The news will be out; shares will certainly be offered to you: perhaps the entire one hundred twenty." "Tonight? Not possible. Mirassou floats high; kitchets run the desert and I run close behind." "And who runs behind you?" asked Gersen. "Ha-ha! I've been chased by some fast ones! Tonight is a night to beware! Are you going out? Let me advise you. The kitchets romp among the Chailles, but every shadow conceals a khoontz. The less agile man, who is usually not quite so discriminating, goes out on Differy Downs, but he often comes home stiff and surly, because the kitchets have the upper hand and make their own



choices." "I'll keep your advice in mind," said Gersen. "What of tomorrow?" "Tomorrow it's hadaul and that will occupy the day. Kotzash must wait." THE FACE 653 "Still, don't stand aside if Kotzash shares are offered. Take them up on my account, and keep well clear of Bel Ruk; at the moment he may well be annoyed with all of us." Delfin again became subdued. "Behind your words I divine a larger meaning. I will certainly avoid Bel Ruk. And now I wish you good evening and a happy night on the desert." Gersen went out to his Fantamic Flitterwing, where he counted his shares and locked them into a cabinet. He changed from the Darsh robes into loose gray trousers and a blouse striped in dark green and black. He made sure of his weapons and sauntered back under the parasol. The time was dusk; the water flow was quiet and Dinkelstown lay open to the desert. Gersen approached the hotel garden, and halted in the shadows to take stock of those who sat at the tables: a dozen tourists, as many Darsh of evident substance, a group of young Methlen, with two older women of refinement and dignity. From the hotel came Jerdian Chanseth wearing a soft white gown. She passed close to where Gersen stood-He called out in a quiet voice: "Jerdian! Jerdian Chanseth!" Jerdian halted, looked wonderingly to where Gersen stood half lounging against a tree. She paused, turned a quick glance toward the Methlen group, then approached. "What are you doing here?" "I'm looking at you, and grateful for the opportunity." Jerdian made a mocking sound between her teeth. "Sssssss! You are gallant in your phrases." She looked him up and down. "You are more relaxed, more easy than the grim banker-swindler-space wanderer of Serjeuz. You seem almost a young man." "That can't be. I'm at least six years older than Aldo. Still, at this moment, I don't feel at all grim." "Why, at this moment?" "Must I explain? I am standing here with you and I find you bewitching." "More gallantry!" Jerdian, despite a cool little laugh, seemed



not displeased. "Words are cheap. You already have a spouse and a large family." "Nothing of that sort whatever. I have no one but myself." "How did you become a banker?" "I bought the bank for a special purpose." "But a bank costs money! Are you a wealthy criminal?" "I'm certainly not a criminal. At least, not altogether." THE DP VION PR1NC ES "Then what are you, in all truth and candor2" "A space wanderer is really the best description " "Kirth Gersen, you take pleasure mystifying me, and I detest secrets'" Then Jerdian added, m a voice dictated by her Methlen training "Still, your secrets are no concern of mine " "Quite right " Gersen looked away across the plaza, out upon the dusky desert "In fact, I should not so much as talk to you I succeed only in tantalizing myself" Jerdian stared at him a minute, then uttered a sudden laugh "What marvelous dramas you enact' The picaresque adventurer, the banker who outswindles my father, the patrician in languid garments, and now the lovelorn boy, wistful and noble, renouncing his love." Gersen's own amusement was somewhat more constrained "I don't recognize myself m any of these roles " A reckless mood came over him, almost an intoxication "Come over here, where we'll be secluded " He took her arm and led her to a table at the far dark side of the garden She walked stiffly, half-resisting, and seated herself in a posture tentative and prim. She looked at Gersen coldly, now all disdainful Methlen "I can only stay an instant, we are making an excursion out on the desert, and I must help with the arrangements " "The desert is said to be beautiful by night Especially by moonlight Are you walking?" "Indeed not We have hired a charabanc Now I must go My interest in your affairs is really most casual " "Our feelings complement each other, since I didn't want to tell you anything " Jerdian made no move to rise "And why not2" "You might tell someone else and cause me no end of trouble " Jerdian scowled "So you think I prattle of everything I know



to my friends." "Not necessarily But as you yourself point out, our interest is casual, you might easily make an idle comment which eventually would reach the wrong ears I'll take you to your friends " He rose to his feet. Jerdian perversely refused to move "Be so good as to sit down In effect you are asking me to leave, which is far from flattering. WTiere is your vaunted gallantry now2" THE FACE Gersen slowly resumed his seat "I vaunted no gallantry. I )ust spoke impulsively " "You show very little concern for my vanity," said Jerdun crossly "Your vanity is quite safe in my hands," said Gersen "May I express myself frankly2" Jerdian pondered a moment. "Well—there is no one here to stop you." Gersen leaned forward, took her two hands in his "The truth is this I have a spaceship outside; I would like nothing better than to take you away with me and make love to you across all the constellations of the universe But I can't indulge myself even m the speculation " "Indeed2 And—again from idle curiosity—why not2" "Because I have work to do which is urgent and dangerous " Jerdian asked mischievously 'Would you give up your work if I agreed to c-ome with you2" "Don't even suggest such things, my heart stops beating when I hear you." "The gallantry is now back m full force " Gersen bent forward across the table, Jerdian made no move to draw back With their faces only inches apart, Gersen halted, then drew abruptly back. He felt Jerdian's hands twitch in his After a moment Gersen said, "If you recall, at Serjeuz, we spoke of Lens Larque " Jerdian regarded him with pupils dilated "He is the most evil man alive'" "You mentioned an unpleasant episode What happened2" "It was nothing important, simply an incident We live in a district known as Llalarkno One day a Darsh wanted to buy the



house next to ours My father is not partial to the Darsh, he hates the smell of their food, he can't tolerate their music He cried out m a passion 'Go away, leave this land' You may not buy the house Do you think I want to look up every day to find your great Darsh face hanging over my wall2 Be off with you'' "The Darsh walked away Later we learned that it was Lens Larque himself " "WTiat did he look like2" "I hardly noticed I have the impression of a large man, with IHF' DFMON PRINCES 656 long arms. He had a big smooth head with a black mustache. His skin was brownish pink, pale Darsh color." "You haven't seen him since7" "Not to my knowledge." "He never forgets a harm—so goes the Lens Larque legend— and he is famous for clever tricks." "He can trick as he pleases. We maintain a careful security, because we are so close to Beyond But why are you interested m Lens Larque5" "I hope to destroy him. First I must find him. So I buy Kotzash to attract his attention." Jerdian stared at Gersen m awe and wonder. She started to speak but a tall shape loomed over them. Aldo, his head tilted somewhat back, mouth set m an austere droop. He bowed jerkily to Jerdian- "If you please, your aunt, the Excellent Mayness, is anxious that you should )om her." "Very well, I'll come at once." Gersen spoke to Aldo. "You are planning an excursion out on the desert." "That is correct." "Where are you planning to go7" "We are visiting the Chailles." Aide's tone was now icy. "Come, if you will, Jerdian." Gersen said: "The Darsh, both male and female, will be out m force." "That is no concern to us, so long as they stay out of our sight."



"They may even cause you annoyance " "We have hired a charabanc, the driver declares that there will be no slightest inconvenience. In any event, we are Methlen, the Darsh will keep their distance." He went to stand by Jerdian. Slowly she rose to her feet and walked away like a somnambulist. Gersen sat brooding for a time, then went out to his spaceboat. He paused beside the boarding ladder; he stood looking to the east across the desert, where the rising moon already illuminated the sky Small groups of people slipped out from under the shade, riding vehicles, or going afoot, women and girls apart from the youths and men. On a dilapidated air-buggy came Delfin with three ot his comrades, wearing light robes and gay head-sashes They passed close beside Gersen, who hailed them. Delfin brought THE FACE 6(;7 the air-buggy to a bouncing halt. Gersen moved forward. "How goes the evening7" "So far very well." "Have you located any more shares?" "No. As you suggested, Bel Ruk is unhappy with today's events. He intends to whip both you and me." "First he must catch us," said Gersen. "Then he must raise his whip." "True. In any event, you will find no more Kotzash in Dmkelstown. Bel Ruk has ordained a great hadaul, to a prize of a thousand SVTJ. The roblers* must challenge with either a hundred svu or twenty shares of Kotzash. Needless to say, all remaining Kotzash will go to finance the challenges." "A pity," said Gersen. "Still, you did your best and cleverly; you are a tnckish man. But why do you keep us talking7 The kitchets are drinking moonlight!" One of his comrades added- "Along with every old swagbottom of the Wale, as well." "Look yonder'" cried Delfin in a voice of mirthful amazement. "There go the constipated Methlen out to enjoy the moonlight' Notice the man who drives the charabanc? That is Nobius, a trickster as sly as yourself" Gersen acknowledged the compliment. "Do you expect that Nobius will trick the Methlen?"



Delfin made a jocular sign. "There is a tender kitchet named Farrero, she is guarded by three enormous khoontzes. Nobius vows that tonight he will take Farrero. How he will do this while driving the Methlen charabanc remains to be seen' We must be off There rises the Mirassou. Kitchets are running the sand and dreaming delicious dreams' Hoy! Off we go' Cambousse** give us power'" The buggy trundled off on soft wheels. Gersen turned to look after the charabanc, already a dark blur far across the sand. Uneasy and fretful, annoyed by his own conflicting urges, Gersen watched the charabanc disappear. Methlen affairs were none of his concern—except the comfort and dignity of a certain Jerdian *Robleri, participants at a hadaul I he "rubles" are the concentric rings ot a hadaul field, painted yellow, green and blue **The s.itvr Cambousse Pittaugh the Sand sprite, and Leino the Grandmother are elementals of the Darsh mvtholog\ TIIL DFVION PRINCFS Chanseth, toward whom he felt a whole range of emotions, protective and otherwise. Well, there was no help for it. With a muttered curse, Gersen climbed into the vessel, opened a side port, swung out davits, and grounded the utility boat. He pulled a helmet over his head and clamped a night-seeing panoptic to the visor. Into the side rack he stowed a pair of weapons, then, stepping aboard, he took the boat into the sky. Mirassou floated free of the horizon a great silver-white disk, subtle and serene, which nevertheless pro)ected an ardent force. The Wale became a place where events otherwise unthinkable became not only conceivable but reasonable. Gersen, as always, aware of at least two levels of consciousness within his mind, was amused to find himself no less susceptible to Mirassou than Delfin. ... He slanted his boat somewhat to the south of the charabanc and drew abreast at an altitude of a thousand feet. Pulling the panoptic down over his eyes, he switched on the nocturnal phase, turned up the magnification, the charabanc with its passengers seemed only yards away. With splendid garments and moonlight-pale faces the Methlen seemed a company unreal: a troupe of Pierrots on a frivolous escapade Gersen watched in fascination, half-sardonic, halfenvious. In all, ten Methlen rode the charabanc. Three young men sat along the stern seat. Four girls, a pair of older women, and Aldo occupied the side seats. Jerdian, frail and wan-seeming, sat far forward, turned somewhat away from the others. Influenced perhaps by Mirassou, Gersen felt a swelling of exhilaration for his own escapade on this moonlit night. High in the front, on the coachman's bench, Nobius rode in a comfortable slouch, occasionally glancing back at his passengers in easy condescension. The older ladies, whenever they chanced to



notice him, became annoyed by what they conceived to be insolence and made haughty gestures, signaling Nobius to mind his driving; commands which Nobius totally ignored, to augment the antic mood of the expedition. Over the silken sands moved the charabanc. Ahead and somewhat to the side stood the Chailles. a decayed volcanic crag rising from a shoal of ledges and outcrops. One of the older ladies gave Nobius new instructions, signaling him to veer away from the Chailles. Nobius gave obsequious acquiescence, twitching the controls to change course, but as soon as the lady's attention was diTHE FACE 659 verted, he swung the charabanc back toward the rocks. Scanning the Chailles Gersen detected the flicker of white Darsh robes; other folk had gone out to enjoy Mirassou. The Methlen ladies once again noticed the proximity of the Chailles, instantly and with vehemence they ordered Nobius to bear away, and again Nobius politely complied with the order, only after a moment cunningly veering the craft back to its original direction. His destination seemed to be a rocky hummock perhaps twenty feet high, standing free a few yards from the principal ledges. On top of the hummock stood a kitchet, quiet and pensive, looking south across the sands. Nobius suddenly curved the charabanc smartly about, accelerated, and drove it into the sandy avenue between the hummock and the main ledges of the Chailles. The ladies expostulated sharply; Nobius blandly paid them no heed, then suddenly pretended to hear. Bringing the charabanc to a halt )ust under the hummock, he turned in his seat as if the better to hear instructions. The ladies spoke briskly and made agitated gesticulations, which Nobius attentively acknowledged. He turned in his seat, but now something had gone wrong with the machinery. The charabanc lurched forward a few yards, then halted even while Nobius diligently worked switches and levers. At the stern of the charabanc the three young men rose questiomngly up in their seats. Nobius desisted from his efforts and sat wanly watching to the side. Out from the shadows lurched three heavy figures in black gowns. They ]umped forward; each seized one of the young Methlen men on the rear seat about his middle and carried him flailing and squirming off into the darkness. Nobius crouched and became tense. From the shadows under the hummock came a fourth figure, even more massive than the others. She )umped aboard the charabanc, seized Aldo, and despite his shouts, carried him away. Instantly Nobius bounded from the charabanc and up to the



top of the hummock. He seized the kitchet, led her down the far side and off into the dunes. Stunned by events, the Methlen ladies rose dumbfounded in their seats. In the shadows and on the ledges was further motion; the swirl of white robes, then a sudden rush to the charabanc and aboard. The first to arrive seized the girls, and the next, less enTHE DEMON PRINCES 660 thusiastically, possessed themselves of the chaperones, and all retreated to their preferred places. The man who had seized Jerdian carried her out into the desert, ignoring both her outcries and her blows. A hundred yards out among the dunes he halted and lowered her to the sand. A flying platform landed beside them. Gersen stepped off. Jerdian made a sound of incredulous joy and relief. The Darsh assumed an attitude of menace. "Be off with you; I am about to entertain this kitchet." Speaking no words, Gersen pointed a hand gun at the man's feet and burnt the sand into a molten puddle. The Darsh jumped back in fear and fury. Gersen lifted Jerdian to her feet and put her aboard the boat; an instant later they were in the air, leaving the disconsolate Darsh staring after them. At no great altitude the boat drifted southward over the dunes, Jerdian from time to time looking askance at Gersen. Presently she said in a husky voice: "I'm grateful to you. ... I don't know what else to say. . . . How did you happen to be so promptly to hand?" "I saw you on the charabanc. The driver is notorious; I came out to protect you from his tricks—even though you had not asked me to watch over you." "I'm glad that you did." Jerdian drew a deep sigh. She looked back toward the black rocks, and made an odd sound, something between a sob and a laugh. "My aunt Mayness and my aunt Eustacia are back there. Can't we help them somehow?" Then by implication she answered her own question: "I suppose nothing too dreadful will happen." "Whatever may happen, it's already in progress." Gersen removed his helmet and placed it in a locker. He allowed the boat to drift low, only thirty feet above the dunes. Jerdian leaned back in the seat and looked off across the sand. She showed neither anxiety nor any urgent desperation to be elsewhere. In a soft thoughtful voice she said: "The desert is a very strange place by moonlight. It gives off an enchantment like a dream place. . . . No surprise that it works so much mischief." "I'm very conscious of this," said Gersen. He put his arm



around her shoulders and drew her close. She looked up and went limp against him; he kissed her, again and again. The boat drifted low and grounded upon a sand dune. The two sat quietly, looking out over the moonlit sand. Presently Jerdian THE FACE 661 said, "I am unutterably surprised to find myself here with you. . . . And yet, perhaps not really surprised.... I can't help thinking of everyone's outrage. What will they say tomorrow? Will I be the only one returning with my virtue intact?" Gersen kissed her again. "Not necessarily." Ten seconds passed. Then Jerdian said in a husky whisper: "But I do have the option?" "Yes indeed," said Gersen. "You have the option." Jerdian stepped from the boat and walked a few feet out along the dune. Gersen came to stand beside her. Presently she turned to face him; again they embraced. Gersen spread the white Darsh cloak down upon the sand, and on the ancient dunes of the Wale, in the light of Mirassou, they became lovers. The moon reached the zenith, and sank beyond. The night was becoming old; slowly the magic was dying. Gersen took Jerdian back to Dinkelstown, then returned to the charabanc. The four young men, sullen and disheveled, stood to the side. One of the chaperones and one of the girls sat silently in the charabanc. As Gersen approached, the other chaperone appeared through a cleft in the rocks. Wordlessly she climbed aboard the charabanc. Gersen came forward; they looked at him with suspicious stares. "I happened past and was able to help Jerdian Chanseth," said Gersen. "She is back at the hotel, and you need not worry about her." One of the older women, Aunt Mayness, said grimly: "We are sufficiently worried about ourselves; we all have had beastly experiences." Aunt Eustacia said in a voice somewhat more moderate: "I suppose that we must be philosophical. We have suffered outrage, but no irreparable damage; let us be grateful at least to this extent." "That is hardly my present emotion," snapped Aunt Mayness. "I was set upon time after time by a gross beast smelling of beer and that intolerable food." "The man who attacked me also smelled poorly. Otherwise he was almost courteous, if the word is at all appropriate." "Eustacia, you are far too bland!" "I am, most of all, tired. If Jerdian is back at Dinkelstown that leaves only Millicent and Helen to be accounted for. Here they



come now, together. Let us leave this awful place." THE DEMON PRINCES 662 "And what of our reputations?" cried Aunt Mayness in a brassy voice. "We'll be the laughingstock of all Llalarkno!" "Not if we bind ourselves to secrecy." "How can we have these bestial Darsh punished if we hold our tongues?" Gersen interposed a remark. "I doubt if you will be able to punish the Darsh. They assume that if you go out on the desert by night, your purpose is procreation. The guilty party is your driver; he played you a merry trick." Aunt Eustacia said, "This is the sad truth, so we might as well accept it. Let us just pretend nothing happened." "This man knows! The Darsh know!" "I'll say nothing," said Gersen. "The Darsh may make a few jokes among themselves, but probably that's as far as it will go. One of you men show some spirit! Drive the charabanc back to Dinkelstown!" Aldo grumbled: "If you'd been through what I have, you'd lack spirit too. I'll not go into details." "None of us is happy with the night's events," snapped Aunt Mayness. "Now get up into the driver's seat and be brisk about it! I am more than anxious for a bath." 11 From Games of the Galaxy, by Everett Wright: the chapter entitled "Hadaul." Hadaul like all good games is characterized by complexity and the multiple levels upon which the game is played. The basic apparatus is simple: a field suitably delineated and a certain number of players. The field is most often painted upon the pavement of a plaza; occasionally it will be constructed of carpet. There are many variations, but here is a typical arrangement. A pedestal stands at the center of a maroon disk. The pedestal can be of any configuration, and customarily supports the prize money. The diameter of the disk ranges from four to eight feet. Three concentric rings, each ten feet in width, surround the disk. These are known as "robles" and are painted (from in to out) yellow, green, and blue. The area beyond the blue ring



is known as "limbo." Any number of contestants, or "roblers," may participate, but usually the game starts with a maximum of twelve and a minimum of four. Any more creates excessive congestion; any less reduces the scope of that trickery which is an essential element. The rules are simple. The roblers take up positions around the yellow roble. All now are "yellow roblers." As the game starts they attempt to eject the other yellow roblers into the green roble. Once thrust or thrown into the green, a robler becomes "green" and may not return to THE DEMON PRINCKS yellow. He will now attempt to eject other green roblers into the blue. A yellow robler may venture into the green and return into yellow as a sanctuary; similarly a green rohler may enter blue and return to the green, unless he is ejected from blue bv a blue robler. A game will sometimes end with one yellow robler, one green robler, and one blue robler. Yellow may be disinclined to attack green or blue; green disinclined to attack blue. At this stage no further play is possible. The game halts and the three roblers share the prize in a 3-2-1 ratio, yellow receiving the "3" or half share. Green or blue may wager new sums equal to the yellow prize, and by this means once again become yellow, a process which may continue until a single robler remains to claim the entire prize. Rules in this regard vary from hadaul to hadaul. At times a challenger may now propose a sum equal to the prize, the previous winner may or may not decline the challenge, according to local rules. Often the challenger may propose a sum double the prize, which challenge must be accepted, unless the winner has suffered broken bones, or other serious disability. These challenge matches are often fought with knives, staves, or, on occasion, whips. Not infrequently a friendly hadaul ends with a corpse being carried off on a litter. Referees monitor the play assisted by electronic devices which signal crossings of the roble boundaries. Conspiracy is an integral part of the game. Before the game starts the various roblers form alliances of offense or defense, which may or may not be honored. Tricks, crafty betrayal, duplicity are considered natural adjuncts to the game; it is surprising, therefore, to note how often the tricked robler becomes indignant, even though he himself might have been intending the same treachery. Hadaul is a game of constant flux, constant surprise; no one game is ever like another. Sometimes the contests are jovial and good-natured, with everyone enjoying the tricks; sometimes tempers are ignited by some flagrant act of falsity, and blood is -wont to flow. The spectators wager among



themselves, or, at major hadauls, against mutualization agencies. Each major shadestages several hadauls each year, THE FACE 665 on the occasion of their festivals, and these hadauls are considered among the prime tourist spectacles of Dar Sai. Gersen slept in his space vessel and awoke to find Cora halfway up the sky. He lay still a few moments. Already the events of last night had lost reality. What ofJerdian? No longer intoxicated by the moonlight nor emotionally vulnerable by reason of her rescue, how would she feel? Gersen bathed and dressed, today in ordinary spaceman's gear. He armed himself with care, not knowing what the day might bring. He ran through the heat, under hotel garden. The Methlen were turned him a quick half smile, Gersen was reassured: she felt him no notice.



the water veil, and went to the already at their table. Jerdian and gave her fingers a secret flutter. no regrets. The other Methlen paid



As Gersen made his breakfast, he watched the Methlen. The young men were surly and taciturn. The women seemed more serene, but spoke in measured voices. Only Jerdian showed good spirits, for which she received reproachful glances. At last the group finished their meal. Jerdian crossed to Gersen's table. He jumped to his feet. "Sit down with me." "I don't dare. Everyone is a bit edgy, and Aunt Mayness has her suspicions. I'm not worried, since with her they are automatic." "When can I see you? Tonight?" Jerdian shook her head. "We're staying for the hadaul, because that's why we came; then we'll fly back to Serjeuz and tomorrow over to Llalarkno." "Then I'll visit you at Llalarkno." Jerdian smiled wistfully and gave her head a shake. "Everything is so different in Llalarkno." "Will you feel differently?" "I don't know. It would be better if I did. Right now I'm in love with you; I've thought of you all night and all this morning." After a moment Gersen said: "I notice that you say 'I'm in love with you,' rather than 'I love you.' " Jerdian laughed. "You are very perceptive. There is a distinction. I love something; I'm sure of that. Perhaps it's you; perhaps—



who knows what?" She searched his face. "Are you offended?" "It's not exactly what I'd like to hear. Still—I often wonder THK DEMON PRINCES 666 about myself. Am I a man? Or a motivated mechanism? Or an absurd distorted idea?" Jerdian laughed again. "There's no question in my mind; you are quite delinitely a man." "Jerdian!" called Aunt Mayness in a cold voice. "Come along; we are going to the grandstand." Jerdian gave Gersen a wan smile and walked away. Gersen watched her go, an ache at the base of his throat. Foolishness, he told himself; sophomoric nonsense! He was languishing like a schoolboy! He could allow himself no emotional attachments until the work which obsessed his life was done! . .. He followed the Methlen to the center of the plaza, where now a crowd milled around the robles. The hadaul was about Darsh spectacles, an fight,given savor by a microcosm of Darsh



to start; the most characteristic of all activity somewhere between a game and a gang tricks, broken faith, and opportunism: in short, society.



To make convenient provision for spectators was a concept foreign to Darsh philosophy. Those who cared to watch were forced either to use the makeshift grandstands, to perch upon the surrounding structures, or to crowd close to the fence which surrounded the robles. On a post hung a set of boards listing participants in the various hadauls. Gersen could not read the looping Darsh script. He approached the registration booth and attracted the clerk's attention. "Which is Bel Ruk's hadaul?" "That would be the third round." The official tapped one of the placards. "The challenge is a hundred sw, or twenty-five Kotzash shares." "How many challenges have been made?" "So far nine." "How much Kotzash?" "A hundred shares." Not enough, thought Gersen. He needed at least 120 shares. He looked in distaste toward the robles and the grandstands



crowded with white-robed Darsh. Fastidiously aloof, in a section reserved for tourists, sat the Methlen. Gersen gave a fatalistic shrug. The game was strange to him; the Darsh would be quick to take advantage of an iskish. Still, a hundred shares would bring him close to control of the company. He paid over the last of his money: a THE FACE 667 single hundred-SVU certificate. "Here is mv challenge; for Bel Ruk's hadaul." The clerk drew back incredulously. "You intend to compete in the robles? Sir, you are iskish and I only tell you for good nature, but you are risking broken bones; there are strong and notorious trickers going into Bel Ruk's hadaul." "It will be an interesting experience. Does Bel Ruk himself take part?" "He has guaranteed a thousand-svu prize, but he will not fight. If the challenges exceed a thousand SW he will profit." "But the Kotzash shares are part of the prize?" "Exactly so; the challenges, including the shares, go on the prize board." "Then put my name on the placard." "As you wish. The bone-setters sit under yonder red nag." Gersen found a vantage where he could look over the field. The roblers for the first turn had now appeared: twelve young men wearing correct hadaul attire: short trousers of white canvas, a singlet of brown, gray, or pale red, cloth slippers, a head-cloth, tied so as to gather up dangling earlobes. The roblers walked around the periphery of the blue, pausing to talk together, sometimes confidentially, mouth to ear; sometimes exchanging no more than a jocular word. Occasionally small groups formed to listen while tactical theories were expounded. Another robler might join such a group to hear plots not to his liking, whereupon an^ry words would be exchanged, and on one occasion a small scuffle. From a nearby dumble came the referees: four old men wearing embroidered red-and-black vests. Each carried a six-foot wand terminating in a puff-ejector. The chief referee additionally bore a glass bowl containing the prize—in this case, a sheaf of SVU certificates. He went to the central disk and placed the prize upon the pedestal. The referees took up their positions. The chief referee struck upon his chest-gong with a heavy metal thimble; the contestants desisted from their conversations and ranged themselves around the yellow roble.



The chief referee spoke: "I now command an ordinary hadaul of craft and force, a ban upon all wields and weapons, and a pri/e of one hundred SVU vouchsafed by the trustworthy Luke Lamaras. I now ring the seventeen-second bell." He rapped his chest-gong; THE DEMON PRINCES 668 the players began a restless shuffling motion, sidling to positions from which they hoped to gain advantage. Again the chief struck a tone from his chest-gong. "Six seconds." The players crouched, darted glances right and left, extended their arms in formalized postures. Two sharp tones from the chest-gong. "Play!" The players moved to the contest, some fast, some deliberate. Some would attempt pre-agreed stratagems; others would betray the same. Three converged on one massive man to hurtle him into the green. In a rage he dragged one with him and swung him dancing across and into the blue. The referees at once used their wands to mark the two with colored fluffs. Wrestling, butting, tripping, hurdling: one by one the players were ejected from yellow into green, from green into blue, from blue into limbo and away from the game. Some players used agility, others massive strength. A favorite ploy, running around the robles to attack an adversary from the back, kept the game in constant motion. In general the game seemed good-humored; the players chortled at a clever thrust or a particularly stealthy attack from the rear, but as fewer and fewer players remained in the robles, and the prospect of winning the prize became ever more possible, the mood became more intense. Faces became strained and corded; lunges verged on the ferocious; two players in the blue began to exchange blows. As they struck out at each other a third player darted out of the green and thrust both into limbo. The combatants continued to flail away at each other—not too skillfully, so Gersen noticed— until a referee ordered cessation, on the grounds that they distracted attention from the hadaul. Finally there remained a single player in the green and a larger, heavier player in the blue. Green ran along the boundary, feinting and dodging, while blue limped back and forth pretending pain, fatigue, and despair. Green, however, thought better of venturing into the blue, preferring a certain three-fifths of the prize to the strong possibility of none. Blue at last began to hurl taunts, hoping to infuriate green into recklessness. Green stood stock-still, considered a careful moment, then turned to the chief referee as if about to request termination of play. Blue turned away in disgust; instantly green lunged at his back, to thrust him into limbo. The chief referee struck three tones on his gong, terminating the game, and THE FACE



669 the entire prize went to that resourceful robler who had deceived his opponent. The basic theory of the game was simple, Gersen decided. Flexibility, vigilance, and a wide field of vision were almost as important as strength and weight. The thrusts, twists, throws, and pushes showed him nothing new; if he could avoid the concerted effort of four or five adversaries he felt that his chances were at least fair. He went to the referees' hut, where he discovered that his costume, while eccentric and sub-standard, could not be judged illegal, except for his boots. One of the referees, rummaging in a box, discovered a pair of dirty old slippers, which Gersen fatalistically strapped to his feet. Returning outside, Gersen saw Bel Ruk at the registration desk. He seemed angry and agitated; Gersen deduced that he had looked down the list of roblers and there had seen the name Kirth Gersen. Bel Ruk moved aside and spoke to a tall strong man in robler's costume: a conversation, reflected Gersen, which undoubtedly concerned himself. The second game, for a prize of two thousand SVU, went with considerably more zeal and less joviality than the first. The victor was a certain Dadexis; a middle-aged man, thin, sinewy, and wickedly clever. He was immediately challenged by a frustrated young robler who had been ejected early in the bout. Dadexis, now with the option of weapons, chose afflocks, that implement with the pronged ball at the end of an elastic thong, which pleased the challenger not at all, but which he must now use or forfeit his challenge stake. The spectators rose to their feet and pressed so close to the robles that the referees decreed an empty periphery around the field of play. The chief referee rang his gong; the contestants took up their positions and the challenge match proceeded. The bout was short and devoid of either blood, pain or drama, to the annoyance of the spectators. The canny Dadexis, in a practice flourish, swung his afflock with such frightening skill that the challenger became suddenly gloomy. The contest started; Dadexis sidled and dodged, easily avoiding the effect of his opponent's weapon, then snapped out his own thong. The ball curled around thehaft of the other's afflock; Dadexis jerked and the challenger was bereft. Dadexis grinned, flourished his afflock around the field and at four gong THE DPMON PRINCES 670 tones from the referee went to pick up his now augmented prize, while the challenger walked away Gersen looked toward the grandstand, and discovered Jerdian She had risen to her feet with the others, the better to observe the



challenge bout, now she settled in her seat between her aunt Mayness and Aldo What would she think to see him thrusting and bumping, slinking, sliding and lunging, in the robles with the Darsh5 At the very least, mused Gersen, she would be perplexed The contestants for the third hadaul gathered around the field, among them, so Gersen noted, that man whom he had noticed with Eel Ruk The chief referee spoke into his microphone. "A hadaul of one thousand SVTJ guaranteed by the generous Bel Ruk' Eleven contestants have challenged with six hundred SVL and one hundred twenty-five shares of Kotzash. They include experts from several clans and even an iskish " Feeling slightly ridiculous Gersen went out to join the others around the robles One hundred twenty-five shares' If he won the hadaul he won Kotzash Mutual Syndicate At once a stocky round-faced man came to consult with him "Have you ever played hadaul before5" "No," said Gersen "I expect I have a lot to learn " "Too true Well, let's arrange a compact I am Rudo You, I, and Slash yonder are undoubtedly the three weakest players here. If we work together we can cut down the odds " "Good idea," said Gersen "WTio is the strongest5" "Throngarro yonder"—this was Bel Ruk's confidant—"and Mize, the great heavy man " "Let's first eject Throngarro, then Mi?e " "Agreed' Easier said than done, of course Our pact holds until these two are ejected " Gersen, now entering into the spirit of the game, looked around for other possible allies Pie was again approached, by a stalwart young man who exuded that reckless swaggering manner known as plambosh "You are Gersen5 I am Chalcone You won't win, of course, nor will I, but let's ally ourselves against Furbil yonder He's rude and vicious and best ejected early " "Why not5" said Gersen "I'd also like to eject Throngarro, I'm told he's dangerous " THE FACE 671 "True enough Furbil, then Throngarro, and we guard each other at least until the green, or even blue, agreed5"



"Agreed " "Then here's how we thrust Furbil. You feint him from the side, when he turns to deal with you I'll leg him from the rear, you push and he's tumbled " "Sound tactics," said Gersen "I'll do my best " A moment or two later Furbil came to confer with Gersen "You're the iskish5 Well, good luck to you But you'll want more than luck I suggest that we work in duo " "I'm agreeable to anything that will keep me in the game." "Good See that young chap yonder5 That's Chalcone, an insolent rascal, but quick and deft. Here's how we'll ditch him From opposite sides we'll close on him, you drop in front of him, I'll swing him and away he goes, halfway into the stands " "First, Throngarro," said Gersen. "He's the most threatening of the group." "Oh very well, Throngarro first, with the same tactics, then Chalcone " "If we're still in the robles " "No fear there So long as we work together'" Three more contestants approached Gersen, suggesting ploys and cooperations of various kinds, to which Gersen gave a general acquiescence, on the theory that any advantage was better than no advantage whatever Among the spectators he glimpsed Bel Ruk, and for an instant met his baleful glare Gersen also took occasion to glance toward the Methlen, to find Jerdian watching him in total bewilderment. The chief referee marched to the central pedestal and there arranged the challenges packets of svu certificates and folded Kotzash shares. The chief referee pounded his chest-gong "Contestants assume your positions!" The eleven men moved into the yellow roble A gong "I call thirty-one seconds'" The contestants began to move here and there, hoping to achieve favorable angles of attack against those adversaries they considered the most critically dangerous Another gong "I call seventeen seconds'" THE DEMON PRINCES 672



The contestants crouched, looked right and left, hopped warily away from obvious thrusts. "Six seconds'." Then: "Play hadaul!" Eleven men created a swirl of motion. Gersen, noticing Throngarro sidling purposefully toward him, moved away. Behind Throngarro appeared Chalcone. He caught Gersen's eye, made a sign, and thrust at Throngarro, who turned to fend off the attack. Gersen moved in, thrust, and Throngarro was greened. "Now Furbil!" exclaimed Chalcone. "Remember our compact! You make the feint. There he is; quick now!" Gersen obligingly feinted at Furbil, who recoiled against Chalcone, who seized his arm and attempted to swing him into green. Furbil deftly retained his footing, and using their joint movement greened Chalcone. Gersen came behind, thrust, and Furbil also stumbled into the green. At the same instant a massive force struck Gersen from the side: the vast bulk of Mize, whose methods were brutally simple; he merely walked around the yellow, shouldering everyone he met into green. By sheer luck Gersen chanced to catch hold of Skish backing away from another adversary; by greening Skish, Gersen retained his balance and remained in the yellow. Gersen signaled to Rudo and indicated Mize. Sensing the joint attack, Mize put his back to the center table, swung his great arms in menacing circles. "Come at me then, if you dare!" Gersen seized one of the arms and was almost jerked from his feet. At the same time Rudo, his erstwhile ally, seized him around the waist from behind and attempted to hustle him from the yellow. Gersen jerked his head back into Rudo's nose. He broke the grip and dived behind the great bulk of Mize. Here he put his back to the pedestal, raised his feet, thrust, and sent Mize lurching toward the green, into which he was assisted by Rudo, his nose streaming red. Furious and roaring Mize charged at Throngarro, who nimbly gave way. Four of the green roblers seized on various parts of Mize: lurching, dancing, cursing, roaring he was thrust through blue toward limbo, but threw himself backward, kicked, and so escaped, Gersen stood back to assess the situation. Throngarro and Mize, the two most formidable adversaries, had been ejected from yellow, where he remained with four others. Each of the five, with Throngarro and Mize ejected, could now realistically envision victory, and so became correspondingly more cautious. There were THE FACE 673 no more alliances either to be honored or betrayed; each man was reluctant to commit himself for fear of attack from the rear. Gersen noticed that the other roblers were regarding him with



wary respect. An iskish who had survived so long must be a man to take seriously. From the corner of his eye Gersen saw Rudo and a certain Hement exchange a few words; then Rudo sidled toward Gersen. "Does our compact still hold?" "Of course," said Gersen. "Then Dexter is next, the tall squint-eyed man. You come at him from the side, I'll pass him and catch him in a crotch constrictor, and out he goes. On the ready!" Gersen, as instructed, sidled toward Dexter, at the same time watching Hement. Just as he came within arm's length of Dexter, Hement lunged toward him, as did Dexter, and smartly from behind, his erstwhile ally Rudo. Gersen had been expecting the ploy. He pulled Dexter into Hement, threw Rudo head over heels into the green, then seizing Dexter's leg, heaved him into the green just as a flying body struck him from behind. Gersen bent, reached over his head, jerked and his assailant toppled on top of Dexter in the green. As they staggered erect, both were seized and blued. Hement somewhat tentatively seized Gersen's arm and tried to swing him; Gersen hacked, feinted, reached, heaved. Hement hurtled into the green, and Gersen was now left alone in the yellow save for a single other: a bulky young man who had retained yellow principally by staying out of everyone else's way. Gersen advanced upon him; he retreated. Gersen stalked him around the ring once, then twice, whereupon the young robler could retreat no further: to be chased three times around the ring meant automatic ejection into the next roble. Warily the two came together. Gersen extended his arm; the other gingerly took his wrist, essayed a pull. Gersen fell forward, applied an armlock, swung the young man around, and marched him hopping and squirming to the green. Gersen was now alone in the yellow. He might, if he chose, venture into green, or even blue, and still return to yellow—unless in the green he were forcibly ejected into blue, or, in the blue, thrust into limbo. But he felt no interest in participating in green or blue contests, where theroblers, now anxious and angry, had abandoned temperate conduct. They struck, kicked, butted, and kneed with gasping, roaring, cursing abandon. Gersen leaned THE DEMON PRINCES 674 against the pedestal and watched the activity. Throngarro, in blue, had come to grips with Rudo Gersen watched Throngarro's tactics with interest, he was undoubtedly a skillful fighter quick, strong, and resourceful. He was still no match for Mize, whose sheer bulk made him almost impregnable At the thought of facing Mize one to one, Gersen grimaced He probably would win, by striking and hacking, and attempting to close Mize's eye, but he would surely suffer sprains and bruises, possibly broken bones, or even a broken neck



Throngarro had e)ected Rudo, he now gave his attention to Mize Forming a cabal with a pair of other blues, he attacked Mize. The three men were )erked around like ants on a beetle Finally, more by luck than design, they caused Mize to stumble into limbo, where he flung himself prone and beat the ground with his fists. Throngarro meanwhile took advantage of the situation to thrust out the two who had assisted him with Mize Gersen glanced around the ring of spectators He encountered Bel Ruk's baleful glare, and let his gaze swing past He looked toward the Methlen and for a flickering instant caught Jerdian's eye, he could not read her expression Her aunt Mayness called to her and Jerdian looked away. The hadaul reached a static level In blue stood Throngarro, in the green Chalcone and in the yellow Gersen If the hadaul, as of now, terminated, the prize would be divided 3-2-1 Gersen spoke to Throngarro and Chalcone "I'll take the Kotzash shares; you two can divide the money six hundred SVU Is this agreeable to you both^' Chalcone calculated. "I agree." Throngarro started to speak, then looked back at Bel Ruk, who gave his head a stern shake Throngarro reluctantly said, "No, the whole prize must be shared out." Gersen signaled Chalcone up close to the yellow-green boundary. "Let's make a compact, which I guarantee to honor, if you will make the same guarantee " "What do you have in mind3" "Let us both go into blue and eject Throngarro, then I will return to yellow and you to green. I will take the Kotzash and you can take the money, all six hundred SVU " "I agree to this compact" "Mind you," said Gersen, "this is a contract of honor, not a FHE r4CL hadaul ploy If\ou break }our promise 1 will take the matter most seriously You can trust me, can I trust you^" 'Tor this single occasion, \es." "Very well You go in on the left, I on the right, ^ith an arm's length between us and we will push him out backwards " 'Agreed " With no more ado Gersen stepped into the green, then into blue, with Chalcone beside him 1'hrongarro waited in a crouch



Conceiving his best hope lay in attack, he sprang out at Chalcone, hoping to tackle him around the middle and hurl him around and run him out into limbo Gersen hooked his arm, whereupon Chalcone seized the other arm Gersen kicked the back of Throngarro's knees, Throngarro collapsed, but as he did so kicked Chalcone in the groin and Chalcone went down, bent double Throngarro kicked at Gersen, who seized Ihrongarro's ankle and twisted, Throngarro screamed as the ligaments tore He struggled to roll over and away, Gersen turned the ankle again Throngarro was forced to roll once again, up to the \ery edge of limbo, where m a frenzy he struggled and lurched Lashing out with his free foot he kicked Gersen in the side Gersen turned the ankle again, Throngarro, screaming in despair, rolled out into limbo Gersen stood back panting Chalcone had gained his feet but stood crouched in pain, pressing at his lower abdomen I he two considered each other, Chalcone with glazed eyes Gersen returned into yellow and Chalcone hobbled back into ^recn Gersen called to the chief referee "Give me the Kotzash shares, grve Chalcone the money, and the hadaul is ended " Fhe chief reteree asked Chalcone "Are you agreed to this division3" "Yes. T am more than satisfied " "So, let it be " He spoke into his microphone "For the first time m my recollection and perhaps m all the annals of our glorious game, an iskish has won at a ma|or game, in combat against the best ofDar Sai I now call out tor challenges, does anyone challenge the victory of this redoubtable iskish^' Bel Ruk stood talking furiously to I hrongarro, who sat on a bench, his sprained ankle already swollen Lhron^arro merely shook his head Bel Ruk savagely turned away "I challenge'" he shouted hoarsely "It is I, Bel Ruk, and we shall fight with whips " "Weapons are at the option of the challenged, as well you 676 TH£ DEMON PRINCES know," said the chief referee. "Do you challenge both Chalcone and Gersen^" "No, I challenge Gersen alone." The chief referee gave the S\TJ certificates to Chalcone. "Go in pride h-om this hadaul'" "I do so, and I give honor to Gersen, who plays with great skill " Chalcone took the money and hobbled gratefully off the field. Bel Ruk marched forward. He gave the referee two SVU. "Here is double the value of one hundred twenty-five shares of Kotzash, which are known to be worthless."



The referee stood back in disapproval. "You yourself placed a value upon these shares of four SVU each'" "By no means' I guaranteed a prize of a thousand SVU; I agreed to allow twenty-five shares to represent a hundred SVU. If Gersen wishes to surrender the one hundred twenty-five shares to me, I will pay him five hundred SVU. Otherwise he will lose his life, as I will kill him if he opposes me." "You take a stern attitude," said the referee. "Well, Gersen, what is it to be5 Bel Ruk is challenging your Kotzash and your life and all it costs him is a misery two SVU. If you wish to withdraw, evidently Bel Ruk will pay you five hundred SVU for your Kotzash, and you will have spent a profitable day. I must inform you that Bel Ruk is notoriously skillful with his whips and weapons; your chances are not at all good. Still, you may specify which weapons, if any, are to be used." Gersen shrugged "If I must fight him, I will use either knives or bare hands, as he wishes." "Knives'" cried Bel Ruk. "I will undertake to cut him apart." One of the referees tendered a tray in which rested a pair of daggers, with black wooden grips and double-edged blades almost a foot long. Gersen took one of the knives and hefted it. The blade, a long thin triangle, broad at the grip, made for a lack of that balance which Gersen preferred, still, he decided, it would do well enough; certainly it was not a weapon designed to be thrown, which implied the absence of such skill among the Darsh. He looked up in the stands, to find an expression of fascinated horror onJerdian's face. The chief referee spoke: "The bout will be fought within the robles, and will continue until one of the parties m contention inTHE F4(. I 677 dicates surrender, either by throwing up his hands, or by crying out, or by vacating the robles, or until he is unable to proceed, or until I cry a halt The bout will be tree, there are neither regulations nor limitations You may take up positions in the yellow, on opposite sides of the pedestal The bout will begin at the fourth gongstrike and continue until I intervene, when it must come to an instant halt, on pain of three days in the cesspit. So guard your ardor and stop fighting at my command, since I will have no leisurely carving up of a disabled man." These words were accompanied by a meaningful glance toward Bel Ruk. "Three retreating or pursued circuits of the pedestal also constitute surrender. I now sound the thirty-one second gong Take your places." Gersen and Bel Ruk faced each other across the pedestal.



"Seventeen seconds." Bel Ruk waved his blade back and forth, en)oying the feel of death. "I have been waiting for this occasion " "I am not averse to it," said Gersen "Tell me, did you go out on the Mount Pleasant raid5" "Mount Pleasant5 That was long ago." "So you were there." Bel Ruk's only response was a cold grin. "I can now kill you without compunction," said Gersen. "Six seconds' Gentlemen, flourish your weapons' At the next gong-strike, make your engagement'" The seconds marched past, traversing that mysterious boundary which separates future from past. The gong sounded. Bel Ruk advanced around the pedestal, kmf-e low and held as if it were a sword. Gersen waited in a slouch, then threw the knife at Bel Ruk's heart. The blade skimmed fair to its target, struck with metallic clink, rebounded, and fell to the ground. Bel Ruk evidently wore a vest of dympnet sequins under his singlet. The referee made no protest; apparently the vest was considered a legal accessory As soon as the knife struck the ground, Bel Ruk kicked it toward limbo; simultaneously Gersen sprang forward and Bel Ruk's attention was diverted The knife slid to a halt )ust inches inside the blue Bel Ruk thrust- Gersen ducked sideways to the left and hacked with his hand at the side of the burly neck and punched at Bel Ruk's left eye Bel Ruk hacked at Gersen's ribs- the blade cut 678 IHF DPMON PRINCES through his blouse and laid open six inches ot skin: blood oo?ed forth. In a rage Gersen caught Bel Ruk's arm, applied a lock, tripped Bel Ruk, and using Bel Ruk's own momentum broke the elbow joint. Bel Ruk gave a grunt; the knife dropped from his limp fingers. But he groped with his left hand, seized the haft, and cut up backwards, plunging the knife into Gersen's thigh. Gersen stood back aghast. Had he become so clumsy5 He now bled from two wounds; he would soon go limp and weak, and then he would be killed. .. Not yet' He hacked at Bel Ruk's neck once again. As Bel Ruk attempted to break away and stab, Gersen caught Bel Ruk's left



arm, but could not apply a lock. Bel Ruk |erked away, to stand panting, his right arm limp, his left eye almost closed. Bleeding from ribs and thigh, Gersen limped over to his knife. Bel Ruk rushed after, dagger held high for a downward thrust. Gersen caught the upraised arm, then reached down to catch Bel Ruk's knee as it )erked up toward his crotch. He heaved; Bel Ruk tottered back, and Gersen retrieved his knife Bel Ruk, mouth open, nostrils distended, eyes bruised, came staggering forward. Gersen threw the knife a second time. it plunged almost to the hilt into Bel Ruk's corded neck. Bel Ruk fell to his knees, and with a final effort, almost a reflex, threw his knife at Gersen. The point dropped; the edge cut Gersen's hip. Bel Ruk sagged forward and the weight of his body drove the dagger entirely through his neck, and the point issued six inches from the nape. "I declare the hadaul ended!" called the referee. "Gersen is the winner, his prize is one hundred twenty-five shares of Kotzash and two SVL." Gersen took the certificates and staggered from the robles. A surgeon led him to a nearby dumble and attended to his wounds. One hundred twenty-five shares of Kotzash' Gersen now owned 2,416 shares, 6 over half. He controlled Kotzash Mutual. Gersen emerged from the dumble to find that Bel Ruk's corpse had been carried away He looked up into the stands. The Methlen had departed, apparently having seen enough Gersen limped away from the area, and out to his spaceship. He climbed aboard, secured the hatches, took the vessel into the air and east toward Ser)euz. 7 HE FACE 679 Gersen spent the night in his spaceship, drifting over the desert. In the morning he landed beside the Serjeuz water veils. Impelled by caprice he dressed in loose trousers of black twill, a white linen blouse, and a dark green sash: the costume that a wealthy young aristocrat of Avente on Alphanor might wear on a promenade. He hobbled through the morning sunlight, under the water veils, then out upon the plaza. The garden at the Sfennde Select was almost untenanred. At the Traveler's Inn a few early tourists sat at breakfast. Gersen went into the lobby. At a telephone he called the Sferinde Select and asked to be connected to Mistress Jerdian Chanseth. Presently her soft voice came from the speaker. "Yes7 Who is it7" "Kirth Gersen." "Wait a moment, while I close the door. .. . Kirth Gersen! Why did you do what you did? Everyone believes you insane!" "I needed a hundred and twenty more shares of Kotzash. Now I control the company."



"But the risks you took'" "I couldn't avoid them. Were you worried for me7" "Of course' My heart was in my throat. I didn't want to watch, but I couldn't not watch. Everyone says that Bel Ruk was a notorious assassin, extremely skilled with weapons. They think that you must be the same." "That's not the case. Can I see you^" "I don't know how. We're leaving for Llalarkno at once and Aunt Mayness is with me every moment. She's certain already that something is wrong with me. . . Where are you7 At the Traveler's Inn?" "Yes." "I'll come across; I can risk fifteen minutes." "I'll meet you in the garden, where we sat before." "WTiere I first decided that I was in love with you. Do you remember7" "I remember." "I'll be right there." Gersen went out to the garden. Two minutes later Jerdian appeared. She wore the same dark green gown in which he first had seen her. He rose to his feet; she came into his arms and they kissedonce, twice, three times. "This is so pointless," said Jerdian. "This is the last time I'll ever see you." 680 THE DEMON PRINCES "So I tell myself. But I find it hard to make myself believe it." "Somehow you must find a way." Jerdian looked over her shoulder. "I'd be in disgrace if I were found here with you." Gersen was a trifle nettled by the remark. "Would you mind so very much?" "Well—yes. At Llalarkno we maintain very exact images." "What if I came to Llalarkno?" Jerdian shook her head. "Our world is small. Everyone knows everyone else, and we must live up to expectations. It makes for a happy existence—usually." For a long minute Gersen looked at her. Then he said: "If I could offer you a happy serene life I wouldn't listen. But I can't assure you of anything but anxiety, travel to strange uncomfortable



places, and perhaps danger. . . . Not in the foreseeable future. . . . So, good-bye." Tears welled up inJerdian's eyes. "I can't abide that word; it's like death. . . . Sometimes I wish you'd just carry me to your ship and fly away with me. I'd not resist, or cry out; I'd be thrilled with happiness!" "It would be wonderful for a while. But I can't do it. I'd only bring you grief." Jerdian rose to her feet, blinking against the tears. "I must go." Gersen stood up but made no move toward her. She hesitated, then came to him and kissed his cheek. "I'll never forget you." She turned and walked from the garden. Gersen sat back in his chair. The episode was finished. He would forget Jerdian Chanseth as quickly and as thoroughly as possible. He was now in a hurry. Panshaw still would not know of Bel Ruk's death, nor of Gersen's new status as Kotzash majority stockholder. He used one of the two SVU he had won from Bel Ruk to buy his breakfast, then returned to his ship. Into a case he packed a set of tools, then limped hurriedly to Dindar House, under Skansel Shade. He went directly to Panshaw's office. As before the door was locked. Gersen brought tools from his bag, cut the lock free, and thrust open the door, careless of any alarm which might be set off. With Ottile Panshaw off-planet and Bel Ruk dead, there might be no one to heed such an alarm. He entered the room, which as before smelled stale and rancid. He heard hurrying footsteps in the hall. Two men looked THE FACE 681 through the door. Gersen gave them a cool inspection. "WT-io are you and what do you want here?" One of the men said sharply: "I am manager of this building. Mr. Bel Ruk has asked me to keep a lookout against intruders. How dare you break into this office?" "I control Kotzash Mutual. This office is my responsibility; it is my right to enter and do as I like, with or without a key." "Bel Ruk said nothing to me of this." "Nor will he ever. Bel Ruk is dead." The manager's face became grave. "That is sad news." "Not for any honest man. Bel Ruk was a scoundrel. He deserved worse than he got. Now please go away; I intend to examine the Kotzash records. If you care to inquire about me, I refer you



to Adario Chanseth, at the Chanseth Bank." "As you say, sir." The two men withdrew and after a whispered consultation in the hall, departed. Gersen started with the file cabinets, then went to the shelves, then explored the desk. He found records of Kotzash dealings; of ore acquisition and the corresponding distribution of share vouchers, information which at one time he would gladly have possessed. Now it meant nothing. He discovered copies of leases, licenses and mineral exploration rights granted to Kotzash: all worthless, so he had been assured. He made a parcel of these and set them aside. The desk yielded nothing of interest whatever. Gersen looked around the office one last time. It had harbored Ottile Panshaw, Bel Ruk, and, almost certainly, Lens Larque; the air still seemed tainted. Gersen departed Dindar House. He went directly to his Fantamic Flitterwing, and a few minutes later was gone into space. PART Methel IS From Peoples of the Coranne, by Richard Pelto. Methel! the enchanted planet where a folk superb, handsome, proud, and splendidly dressed live in privilege, ostentatious privacy, and the often irritating conviction of their own superiority. "Arrogance," a word functionally apt when applied to the Methlen, carries far too many incorrect connotations, and quite misrepresents the ingenuous charm of this people. Even their servitors and functionaries—the so-called Mongrels—regard the Methlen with an amused and even appreciative tolerance, which, while often wry, is seldom bitter. For the student of the human condition and its infinite permutations, the Methlen are a fascinating case. Their history is relatively uneventful. Methel was located for and chartered to the membership of Aretioi, an exclusive club of Zangelberg on Stanislas. Tracts of land were allocated among the membership; the remainder of the planet was designated a wilderness reserve. Many Aretioi who came from Zangelberg to visit remained in residence, and all enormously augmented their wealth by dealing in duodecimates. With great dedication the Methlen have kept their world private and remote. A spaceport at the service city Twanish is the single depot of ingress or egress. The pop-



ulation of Methel is small. Twenty thousand Methlen inhabit Llalarkno; perhaps as many more keep to their 686
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country estates. Twanish is, in effect, an enclave inhabited by fifty thousand Mongrels, offworlders of many varieties: a mixed race indeed, which includes the occasional result of a Methlen/non-Methlen liaison, and a large colony of Darsh, who undertake menial tasks. Llalarkno is more like an outsized village than a town. The wonderful Methlen homes are sacred to the families who inhabit them. Each is named; each owns a reputation, or an atmosphere, or a mood, which is unique and well known. In these houses the Methlen perform their rituals, play their games, and undertake the pageants which provide variety and color for their lives. Tournaments of a hundred sorts, theatricals, opera cycles, pavanes, classical pantomime; the spectacles progress in their seasons; there are roles for everyone. Drama is the grand motif of Methlen existence. Part of the game is to pretend that all other folk of the Oikumene are primitive or at best uncouth. The more perceptive Methlen recognize the game for what it is: a fantasy or frivolity to be enjoyed for its own sake. Others hold the concept to be a fundamental truth. The Methlen in general lack awareness of their propensities. They tend to overstate, to make grand gestures, to adopt flamboyant postures. Every instant becomes a new tableau where they arrange themselves to best advantage. However and withal, the Methlen are a hardheaded people who make few mistakes, and will not allow an extravagance to proceed to where it becomes inconvenient. Eight forts orbited Methel at a distance of half a million miles. Following procedures specified in Space Pilot and Gazetteer, Gersen declared himself to one of these forts. He was boarded and examined by a Methlen lieutenant and a pair of cadets, and presently cleared for entry. He was assigned a landing plat at Twanish Spaceport and a traffic channel for the guidance of his autopilot. The fortress authorities departed; the Fantamic Flitterwing dropped away toward Methel: a globe solemn and magnificent, showing like mottled velvet, dark blue and green, in the Cora-light. To the side drifted the moon Shanitra, an angular lump of sinter THE FACE 687 the color of ash, an object to which Gersen controlled exclusive rights of mineral exploitation, for whatever these were worth. The traffic control drew him down to Twanish, the single city



of Methel, and landed him on that plat assigned to him at Twanish Spaceport. The time was midaftemoon. Through the ports came Coralight, clear and lucid, but lacking the brutal impact ofDar Sai Coralight. Gersen stepped out upon the soil of Methel: Jerdian Chanseth's world. In the west Twanish showed a set of glass-and-concrete structures cantilevered out from one, two, or several load-supporting columns, to create an effect of airy solidity. Beyond rose a wooded upland: Llalarkno. To the north the land was planted to crops and orchards; to the south a parkland of meadows and enormous old trees heaved up to become a long range of ancient mountains. A serene and pleasant prospect, thought Gersen. He crossed the field by a path of cemented sinter to the space terminal, a polygonal structure of black metal and glass with a-central tramc-andcontrol tower. A sign directed him to a counter, where a uniformed clerk noted his personal particulars into an information bank, thus extinguishing a small yellow light on a display board: evidently the completion of a verification procedure initiated at the space fortress. A public conveyance carried him into the center of town. At the Commercial Hotel he was offered room and bath adequate to his needs. His most immediate concern was money, of which he had none whatever. He placed a telephone call and discovered the local correspondent of Cooney's Bank, which Gersen immediately visited and where he was tendered a thousand SVU on his letter of credit. At a kiosk he bought a map of the city, then took a seat at a nearby sidewalk cafe. A waitress came to take his order. Gersen pointed to a table where a man sat with a frosty pale green formulation. "What is that gentleman drinking?" "That is our Cross-eye Punch, sir; it's fruit juice, sweet spirits of arrack, and bangleberry rum, frozen and whipped." "Bring me one of the same," said Gersen, and settled back to observe the inhabitants of Twanish. These were mostly Mongrels: folk of various types but all wearing similar garments: jackets striped vertically in dark or muted colors, with black trousers or skirts. The THE DEMON PRINCES 688 effect was one of formality and punctilio. There was a scattering of off-worlders: salesmen, agents, and a few tourists. Gersen also saw Darsh, wearing clay-colored breeches and white blouses or white pajama suits; and Methlen, set apart by their dark hair and olive complexions, their clothes, and an indefinable ease of manner. An interesting mix of people, thought Gersen.



The waitress brought a chilled flask of Cross-eye Punch. Gersen opened his map of the city, which he saw to be of no great extent. The streets and places of Twanish were carefully limned and labeled, but that area to the west designated as Llalarkno showed no detail whatever. The Methlen abodes and their avenues of ingress apparently were not to be exposed to the vulgar gaze. Gersen gave the faintest of shrugs. Methlen vanities were none of his concern. The Cross-eye Punch was a success. At a signal the waitress brought a second goblet. "This should be ample to your needs, sir," she told him earnestly. "It is strong drink, and a stranger will not realize its authority until he attempts to stand erect. Sometimes these are known as 'Tickets to Redemption,' because when folk take more than is necessary they become obstreperous, and must be punished." "I appreciate the warning," said Gersen. "How are these obstreperous ones punished?" "That depends upon the offense, but often they are locked arm and leg into clouts, and children are allowed to pelt them with soft fruit, which often, so I fear, is spoiled and bad." The girl gave a shudder of distaste. "I for one never want to be made a public mock." "Nor I," said Gersen. "Would you please bring me the telephone directory?" "Certainly, sir." Gersen turned the pages, and immediately found the entry Kotzash Mutual, Skohune Tower, followed by the telephone code. Gersen called the waitress and paid his score. "And where is Skohune Tower?" "Look yonder, sir, across the park. Notice the building with the tall center portal? That is Skohune Tower." Gersen sauntered across the park and approached Skohune Tower; a structure of eight levels, the floors of white concrete, the walls of glass, the load-bearing members four columns of black THE FACE metal: a far cry from Dindar House at Serjeuz. For a bankrupt and debt-ridden concern such as Kotzash Mutual, Skohune Tower would seem a startlingly expensive address. From somewhere had come money: the Ettilia Gargantyr's insurance settlement? The sale of plundered Kotzash duodecimates? Gersen crossed the avenue and entered the ground-level foyer:



a glass-enclosed area between the four columns. A directory instructed Gersen that Kotzash Mutual occupied Chamber 307 on the third level. Gersen considered the options open to him. He might walk into the Kotzash offices and assert control: a forthright act which certainly would arouse the notice of Lens Larque. There might or might not be a corresponding advantage for Gersen; certainly he wanted to act before Panshaw learned of Bel Ruk's death, which could only be a matter of hours. Gersen crossed the foyer to the business office, where he discovered a whippet-thin Mongrel with keen features and alert black eyes, wearing the orthodox black trousers, a jacket striped in black, brown, dull mustard, and maroon, and glossy black shoes. A brass counter plaque read: Udolf Tester Manager. Gersen identified himself as the field representative ofCooney's Bank. "We are seriously considering a branch here at Twanish," said Gersen in his most solemn voice. "I'll need a business address, and an office here might well serve my needs." "I would be most happy to oblige you," said Testel, who seemed not only keen but also somewhat pompous and selfimportant. "Our occupancy is close to total; still, I could offer you a suite on the second level, or a single room on the fifth." He produced charts and indicated the premises to which he referred. Gersen took the charts, studied them a moment, then examined the third-floor plan. Kotzash Mutual occupied a single room, 307, between a single room occupied by Irie Pharmaceutical Imports, 306, and the three-chamber offices ofJarkow Engineering, 308. "The third level would suit me best," said Gersen. "What is available here?" "Nothing whatever." "A pity. Either of these offices would exactly serve my needs." Gersen indicated 306 and 307. "Are the tenants permanently established? I wonder if they might be induced to move to the fifth floor?" Testel bridled at this somewhat high-handed proposal. "I am THE OPTION PRINCKS 690 certain that they would not," he said stiffly. "Mr. Coost of Irie is quite set in his ways. Mr. Panshaw in 307 works with Jarkow Engineering. Neither could consider moving: of this I am sure," "In that case I'll look at the fifth level office," said Gersen. "If you'll give me the key, I'll make a quick inspection." "Allow me to show the office," said Testal. "It is no trouble whatever."



"I prefer to look the place over alone," said Gersen. "Then I am not distracted in forming my opinions." "Just as you like," said Testel in a nasal voice. He slid open a drawer, selected a key. "Number-510, to the right as you leave the lift." Gersen rode the ascensor to the fifth level. The kev, a strip of laminated metal, controlled the lock through varying permeabilities to magnetic fields. Such a key could not readily be duplicated, and would not facilitate entrance into 306, 307 or 308. Gersen, nevertheless, had noted the drawer in which the manager kept his spare keys. Gersen made a quick inspection of 510, then returned to Testers office on the ground floor and gave over the key. "I'll inform you of my decision presently." "We shall be happy to serve you," said Testel. In a backstreet Gersen located a locksmith's workshop, where he bought three blank keys similar to those used at Skohune Tower, and had them engraved respectively with the numbers 306, 307, and 308. He then returned to the spaceport and his ship, where he packed several types of eavesdrop equipment into a case. When he confronted Panshaw with the new circumstances, the ensuing conversations might well lead directly to Lens Larque, or at the very least provide some indication as to his whereabouts. Back at the Commercial Hotel he dropped off his equipment. The time was now dusk and possibly too late to advance his program any further. Gersen, nevertheless, felt restless and on edge. Imminence was upon him; events were converging. He crossed the park to Skokune Tower, thinking, to make a reconnaissance. IfOttile Panshaw were on the premises, who knows where he might lead when he departed? From the park Gersen counted windows. 306 still showed light. Mr. Coost of trie Pharmaceuticals worked late. 307 was dark; Ottile Panshaw would be enjoying the evening elsewhere. 308, the offices THE FACE 691 of Jarkow Engineering, were also dark. Gersen crossed the street and looked into the foyer. The door into the business office stood ajar, and the diligent Udolf Testel still stood at the counter, frowning down at a ledger. Gersen went to a telephone in the far corner of the foyer. He called Testel's office and heard the sharp declaration: "Skohune Tower; manager's office." Gersen pitched his voice at a quavering half-falsetto: "Mr. Tes-



tel, come at once to the roof garden! There's mischief going on; you must put an end to it! Come quickly!" "Eh?" cried Testel. "What's all this? Who is calling, please?" Gersen had broken the connection. He went to stand where he could watch across the foyer. Testel came from his office on the run, his expression eloquent of concern and vexation. He Jumped upon the ascensor and disappeared from view. Gersen crossed to Testel's office, went behind the counter, and slid open the key drawer. He removed keys from the slots labeled 306, 307, 308, and replaced them with the blank keys. He closed the drawer, left the office, crossed the lobby, and departed Skohune Tower. Pleased with his evening's work, Gersen dined at the Medallion Restaurant, which advertised Classic Cuisine: Authentic Dishes in the Style of the Grand Masters. Gersen, only mildly interested in abstruse gastronomy, put himself at the mercy of the waiter, who handed him a card edged in silver and black. "This is our Grand Repast of today, sir, highly to be recommended!" Gersen read: Hors d'oeuvres of Ten Worlds Broth with Aloe nuts and Water flowers, in the style of Benitres, Capella VI. Gratin of Pink Nard with Cress and Whitebait, as served by Sigismond at the Grand Hotel, Avente, Alphanor. Prime Cutlets of the Five-Homed Darango, imported from the Oxygen Marshes, Cuenos Notos. THE DEMON PRINCES 692 Dumplings of Belsifer Root with Saffron, in the style of Farewell Station, Miriotes. Relish of Mushroom Dry Saute, Chilled Pineapple and Mango Chutney, from the gardens of Old Earth. Salad of Herbs and Greens, dressed with oil of Mediterranean olives and Alsatian vinegar. Frivols, Flimsies, Flapdoodles, as purveyed along the Esplanade at Avente.



Coffee brewed served in the



from the Sunnyrain Highlands, Krokinole, to the instant in a porcelain pot and with a tot of Mascarene Rum, style of Fat Hannah, at the Copus Spaceport.



The menu will be enhanced by five excellent wines, appropriate to each service. The price of thirty SVU placed this meal in the luxury category. Well, why not? Gersen asked himself, and instructed the waiter: "You may bring me this 'Grand Repast.' " "At once, sir!" The dishes were well prepared, garnished expertly and served with a flourish. Perhaps they were indeed authentic, and so it seemed to Gersen, who had dined at many of the listed localities, and often had taken a tot of rum at Fat Hannah's on Copus. The clientele, so he noticed, was at least halfMethlen. What ifJerdian Chanseth were to wander in? WTiat would she think? What would she do? Gersen wondered what he himself might do. Nothing, probably. He left the restaurant and strolled along the principal avenue ofTwanish: a tree-lined boulevard known as The Mall, which, after a sweeping curve around Redemption Park, veered up into Llalarkno. Few vehicles other than cabs moved along the streets. The Methlen system of control, so Gersen would learn, was simple: they THE FACE 695 imposed high licensing fees and built no roads except in the near vicinity of Twanish. On impulse Gersen signaled down a cab: a small soft-wheeled vehicle with the passenger compartment to the front and the driver mounted behind. "Where to, sir?" "Llalarkno," said Gersen. "Just drive around a bit." "You have no destination in mind, sir?" "Quite right. Take me around Llalarkno and bring me back here." "Well—I suppose it can be done, now that it's dark. The Methlen, and you wouldn't know being an outworider, are jealous of their privacy. They don't like to see great charabancs loaded with



tourists trundling about Llalarkno." "So long as it's not illegal, I'll risk the trip." "As you say, sir." Gersen climbed into the passenger's compartment. The driver inquired: "Any particular place that you wish to see, sir?" "Do you know the residence ofAdario Chanseth?" "Indeed, sir; the Chanseth house is named Oldenwood." "When we pass Oldenwood, please point it out to me." "Very well, sir." The cab rolled off along The Mall, around Redemption Park, and up the incline toward Llalarkno. Weeping acacia trees obscured the lights of Twanish; almost at once Gersen felt himself in a new environment. The road turned off across a wooded upland, winding among the Methlen homes. Gersen, perhaps prejudiced by his appraisal of Adario Chanseth, had expected splendor and display; somewhat to his surprise he found rambling old mansions built, so it was clear, for no purpose other than to please those who lived there. He glimpsed verandahs grown over with flowering vines, lawns, and pools. Fairy lanterns floated through the gardens; tall windows of many panes glowed golden. The folk who lived in these homes, thought Gersen, would cherish them as if they were things alive. Children would never want to leave, but the eldest son must inherit and, heartsick or not, the others must leave. Gersen, who barely remembered his childhood home, grew melancholy. He could own such a home, if he so chose, as spacious and comfortable as any of these. The expense certainly was no obstacle, only the style of his 694 THK DEMON PRINCES life, which made such a notion no more than a far-fetched daydream. A pleasant daydream, nevertheless, upon which his mind lingered. Where would he choose to live, if circumstances so arranged themselves? Not on Alphanor certainly, nor anywhere along the Concourse, nor on any of the Vegan worlds, where such houses as these would not sit comfortably. Perhaps on Old Earth, or even here on Methel. With Jerdian Chanseth? The idea improved as Gersen considered it. Impossible, however. Gersen called up to the driver. "WTiere is Oldenwood?" "We are drawing near. There: Parnassio, the house of the Zanies. There, Andelmore, ofFloristys. And there is Oldenwood." "Stop just a moment." Gersen stepped down from the cab and stood in the road. In a mood of even deeper melancholy he considered the house where Jerdian had lived her life. The windows were dark, except for a few watch-lamps; the Chanseths had not yet



returned home. The driver spoke. "Notice the house just yonder? That's Moss Alrune and a fine house indeed. It belongs to an old lady, the last of the Azels. She's priced the house at a million SVU and won't take a dit less. Do you know of Lens Larque, the great corsair?" "Naturally." "One day he came wandering through Llalarkno, just as you now are doing, and saw the house. He decided to buy; after all, what's a million SVU to Lens Larque? He strolled through the garden, examining this and that, smelling the flowers, tasting the berries. Adario Chanseth happened to be abroad in his own garden, and spied the strange man. He called out, 'Hey there! What are you up to, in that garden?' 'I'm looking this property over, if it's any of your affair,' said Lens Larque. 'I've decided to buy.' Adario Chanseth roared out: *Be damned to that! I'll never tolerate your big Darsh face hanging over my garden fence, not to mention your stinks and smells. Get out of Llalarkno and stay out!' Lens Larque roared back: 'Be damned to you! I'll buy where I like and put my face where I like.' Chanseth rushed into his house and called the security guards, who of course hustled Lens Larque off the property; and there it still sits, vacant as ever, with no one willing to pay the million SVU." "And what ensued with Lens Larque?" "WTio knows? They say he went off in a rage, and whipped a dozen boys to soothe his feelings." THE FACE 695 "And he's still on Methel?" "Again, who knows? No one recognized him for Lens Larque while he dickered for Moss Alrune; his name was only mentioned later." Through the trees Gersen could only glimpse Moss Alrune. On the lake beyond a glittering trail reflected from the moon Shanitra.* Gersen climbed back into the cab, which proceeded around Llalarkno: through copses and dells, across moonlit glades, past the great old houses, to which Gersen paid no further heed. The cab returned down the incline and into The Mall. The driver's voice intruded upon Gersen's musings. "WTiere do you wish to go, sir?" Gersen considered. Haste was of utmost importance, but he felt tired and out of sorts. Tomorrow morning would serve his purposes well enough. "Take me to the Commercial Hotel." *The muon is named after a grotesque clown in the Methlen opera bouffe.



13 From People of the Coranne, by Richard Pelto The Twanish Mongrels, reacting to the exclusivity of the Methlen aristocracy, have developed a counter-society, which is orderly, genteel, and circumspect Perhaps it should be noted here that "Mongrel" is not a Methlen term The Methlen take note of only three sorts of people Methlen, all other folk except the Darsh, and the Darsh The term "Mongrel" was initiated by the Tivamsh Scribe facetiously to characterize the varied origins of the Twanish citizenry, the term came into vogue as an ironic reference to Methlen pretensions a )oke which of course passed the Methlen completely by Mongrels prefer to ignore their economic dependence on the Methlen They like to think of themselves as energetic and hard-working entrepreneurs, with a general multiracial clientele. Their society is essentially middle class and controlled b\ an exacting and fastidious etiquette Everything considered, Mongrel fantasies are no less flagrant than those of the Methlen, if of defensive origin Mongrels like to think of the Methlen as frivolous, vain, self-indulgent, and overbred, m contrast to their own dignity, common sense, and stability The Methlen pageants are considered extra\agant, ostentatious, and faintly ridiculous as might be an array of strutting peacocks. Nevertheless, Methlen activities are the source of endless gossip among the Mongrels, and every Methlen ofLlalarkno will THE FACE 697 be recognized by name when he or she comes down into Twanish The two peoples with their contrasting cultures live harmoniously The Mongrels affect a contemptuous disdain for Methlen frailty, the Methlen pay the Mongrels no attention whatever Gersen arose early and took his kit to Skohune Tower The foyer was empty and silent, the door into UdolfTestel's office was closed Gersen rode the ascensor to the third level He passed 307 without so much as pausing, Ottile Panshaw's predilection for traps and alarms made his present errand impractical At 308 he halted and, after a glance up and down the corridor, inserted his key. The door slid a)ar Gersen looked into the offices ofJarkow Engineering He saw a large reception room, with a glass-walled secretary's office to the left and a hall to the right giving upon a glass-walled drafting room and a pair of private offices The chambers were empty Gersen entered, closed the door behind him The reception room contained a couch, two chairs, a table, and shelves displaying models of space-mining equipment



carriers, diggers, grinders, centrifuges, hoppers, conveyer systems The secretary's cubicle backed upon Ottile Panshaw's office From his case Gersen brought a drive-needle and drilled a small hole deep into the wall Into the hole he inserted a probe, so that the tip made contact with the outer skin of the wall in Ottile Panshaw's office Under the secretary's desk he attached a recording machine inside a black box, which he connected to the probe with conducting films He removed the back plate from the secretary's telephone console, brought wires up from the black box, and attached them to terminals inside the telephone He had worked quickly and efficiently, the time was still early But as he replaced the back plate to the console, the door opened and into the reception room came a young woman in secretarial costume a black skirt and a crisp prim blouse, candy-striped in purple, red, and white The secretary herself seemed not at all prim, m fact she was saucy, vivacious, and pretty, with blond curls fluffing out from under a white cap At the sight of Gersen she stopped short. "And who might you be^" "Communications technician, miss," said Gersen "Your line has been showing irregular pulses, I've )ust set it right " 698 THE DEMON PRINCES "Indeed." The girl crossed the reception room and tossed her handbag into a chair. "I've noticed something of the sort, especially on our calls out to Shanitra." "Everything should proceed even and smooth now. There's one little pan which often corrodes; we generally can fix it in five minutes and be gone before anyone arrives to work, but today I've been delayed." "Fancy that. Well, I'm early this morning; I've got some letters of my own to write. Do you work all night?" "Just when I'm on call. I only work part-time; in fact I've been on Methel only a month." "Oh? Where's your world?" "I'm originally out ofAlphanor, along the Concourse." "I'd love to visit the Concourse! I'll be lucky if I get as far as Dar Sai, dog bite it!" The girl was very composed, thought Gersen, and full of spirit, and also far from unattractive. "Working for a space-mining firm



as you do, I'd think you might be called on to travel everywhere." The girl laughed. "I'm Just a receptionist. Mr. Jarkow barely sends me to the store on errands. I suppose I could travel with him under special circumstances, if you know what I mean, but I'm not that sort." Gersen picked up his case. "Well, I must be getting along." He hesitated. "As I sav I'm a stranger in town and I know absolutely no one. Would you think me bold if I asked you to meet me this evening? Perhaps we could go somewhere pleasant for dinner." The girl threw back her head and laughed, a trifle too loudly. "You are bold indeed. We Mongrels are a very proper folk, and I'm not so sure as to what you have in mind." "Nothing more than what you can easily cope with," said Gersen, attempting an ingenuous grin, which, had he known it, only twisted his dark face into a cunning leer. The girl failed to notice. "Are vou married?" "No indeed." "I really should say no and indignantly." She turned Gersen an arch side-glance. "But, well—why not?" "W^hy not indeed? WTiere and when shall I meet you?" "Oh—let's say the Black Barn, which is very gay, with dancing galore. Are you a nimble dancer?" 'Well—no. Not really." THE FACE 699 "W^e'll repair that lack! At the tone of the evening hour. I'll wait just bv the red door." "Understood, except for how to find the Black Barn." "My faith, you are a stranger indeed! Everyone knows the Black Barn."' "I'll find it without trouble. But let me ask your name." "Lully Inkelstaff. Tell me yours." "Kirth Gersen." "What an odd name! It sounds quite medieval. Did you learn your trade on Alphanor?" "Partly, and partly here and there across space." Gersen took up his case. "I'd better go. We're not supposed to make calls during business hours. I wouldn't want to annoy Mr. Jarkow."



"You're too late," said Lully Inkelstaff. "I hear him in the corridor. Still, he's not one to worry overly much. He hardly notices anything—except me, I must say." The outer door slid aside; into the office came two men; the first gaunt and gray, with narrow shoulders and a thin melancholy face; the second tall, ponderous, and heavy-featured, with a pasty complexion and a profusion of unsuitable golden ringlets. He wore a loose and untidy Mongrel suit: black trousers, a jacket striped black, green, and orange, which went ill with his complexion. The thin man went directly into the drafting office; Jarkow paused to rake Gersen up and down with a cold stare. He turned to Lully, who said in a cheerful voice, "Good morning, Mr. Jarkow. Allow me to introduce my fiance, Dorth Koosin." Jarkow gave Gersen a nod lacking in amicability; Gersen bowed politely in return, after which Jarkow stalked off to his office. Lully put her hand to her mouth to stifle a titter. "The thought came to me on the instant. On occasion Mr. Jarkow attempts familiarities and I wanted to discourage him without a great drama. Sometimes he is really quite peremptory. I hope you don't mind." "Not at all," said Gersen. "I am glad to be of service. But now I must go." "I'll see you this evening." Gersen left the office, and went directly to chamber 307, the headquarters of Kotzash Mutual. He tried the door and found it locked. Gersen rapped on the panel, but no one responded. Gersen reflected a moment, then descended to the ground 700 THF DEMON PRINCES floor Consulting the directory, he learned that Evrem Dai, Legal Consultant and Factuary-at-Law, occupied suite 422 Gersen rode the ascensor to the fourth floor and went to Suite 422. A clerk took him to an inner office, where Evrem Dai sat at a desk Gersen succinctly stated his business Evrem Dai, as Gersen had expected, wanted several days in which to fulfill the requirements, but Gersen insisted not only upon haste but immediacy, and Evrem Dai, after a moment's thought, prepared a document He then used his communicator, spoke to several clerks and finally to a portly gentleman at an enormous desk fabricated from black )et and gold. Evrem Dai displayed Gersen's Kotzash shares and the document he had prepared The portly gentleman made an acquiescent motion, Evrem Dai put the document into his communicator, where it received a transmitted signature and seal Gersen paid a not inconsiderable fee and left Evrem Dai's offices He descended to the third level, arriving )ust in time to see Ottile Panshaw stepping into room 307 Gersen ran forward and,



catching the door before it slid shut, entered the office. Panshaw looked around with an expression of mild inquiry "Sir5" "You are Ottile Panshaw5" Panshaw squinted at Gersen, head to the side. "Do I know you5 I have the impression that somewhere we have met." "Have you recently visited Dar Sal5 Perhaps we met there " "Perhaps What is your name and what is your business5" "I am a speculator. My name is Jard Glay, and I am the controlling stockholder of Kotzash Mutual " "Indeed " Panshaw thoughtfully started for his desk Gersen said "A moment, Mr. Panshaw I am now your employer You are a paid employee of Kotzash Mutual5" "Yes, that is so " "Then I prefer that you use this chair while we talk " Panshaw smiled wryly. "You still have not demonstrated that you are, in fact, the controlling stockholder " Gersen produced the document prepared by Evrem Dai "I have here an official attestation to this effect, together with a )udicial order that you immediately relinquish into my custody all documents, records, and correspondence pertaining to Kotzash business, together with all assets, including money, stocks, interests, contracts, real property, incidental property in short, everything." THE r-tCE 701 Panshaw's smile had become tremulous "This is a most peculiar circumstance. Naturally, I am aware that you have been acquiring Kotzash stock May I inquire as to your motives5" "Why do you trouble to ask5 You would believe nothing told you" Panshaw shrugged "I am not so skeptical as you appear to believe " "No matter," said Gersen "What is your nominal position here at Kotzash3" "Managing director " "Who is the principal stockholder, after myselP" Panshaw said guardedly "I hold a rather large block of shares " "And what is the principal business of Kotzash now5"



"Essentially, exploration for duodecimates " "Be so good as to elaborate " Panshaw made a delicate gesture "There is nothing much to tell you. Kotzash controls various charters and exclusive rights, and we are trying to exploit them " "Specifically, how and where5" "At the moment we are concentrating upon Shanitra " "Who has been making these decisions5" "I, naturally Who else5" "Where is the money coming from3" Again Panshaw's delicate gesture "The subsidiaries have yielded good profits " "Which you have not distributed among the shareholders " "We desperately need working capital The managing director must allocate funds to his best judgment " "I intend to look carefully into every phase of Kotzash As of now, I want all activities suspended " "You seem to be in a position of- authority," said Panshaw suavely "You need only give the necessary orders " "Exactly Do you intend to continue in your present capacity5" Panshaw's sensitive face became creased with perplexity "You have surprised me, I need time to assess the situation " "In short, you refuse to cooperate with me5" "Please," murmured Panshaw "Do not force unnatural meanings upon my remarks " Gersen went to the desk I o one side rested the communicator screen and coding buttons Behind stood a small filing case for 702 FHE DF V10N PRINCES current records. Much, if not most, of Kotzash's ramifications would be filed only behind the fragile forehead of Ottile Panshaw. Panshaw sat in a melancholy reverie Gersen watched him sidelong, now somewhat annoyed, in a sense he had outwitted himself. To give Panshaw scope to conduct a telephone conversation, presumably with Lens Larque, he must leave Panshaw alone in the office, thereby risking the destruction or alteration of Kotzash records



An acceptable procedure suggested itself. He spoke in a reasonable tone of voice. "These changes must come to you as an unpleasant shock. Suppose I give you a few minutes to consider your position." "That would be most gracious of you," said Panshaw, allowing no more than a trace of irony into his voice. "I'll stroll up and down the corridor a time or two," said Gersen. "Sit at your desk, if you like, but please do not interfere with the records " "Naturally not," said Panshaw indignantly. "Do you take me for a scoundrel3" Gersen left the office, leaving the door pointedly open. He sauntered to the ascensor, then back, looking through the open door as he passed. As he had expected, Panshaw was talking earnestly into the communicator. Gersen could not see the screen, which no doubt was blank in any case. Gersen walked on, to the end of the corridor and back, and Panshaw still occupied himself on the communicator, though now he frowned in nervous dissatisfaction. Gersen made another tour of the passage, and when he passed the door again, Panshaw sat leaning back in his chair, placidly pensive. Gersen stepped into the office. "Have you reached a decision3" "Yes indeed," said Panshaw. "My legal adviser tells me that only two honorable courses of action are open I can either depart the office on the instant, or I can hope to continue in a paid capacity with the company I feel that I would only defeat my own purposes if now I withdraw in a fit of pique." "Sensible, of course," said Gersen "Am I to understand that you plan to cooperate with me3" "That is correct, provided that we can come to financial terms." THE FACE 703 "Before I can make an offer I must know more about the company, its resources, commitments, and assets." "Understandable," said Panshaw. "To start with, allow me to tell you this. Your instincts are superlatively keen. I blame myself for folly and vacillation, long ago I should have made sure of a controlling interest I neglected to do so and now I must accept the penalty with as good grace as possible." Gersen listened for that barely perceptible falsity which indicated a speaker's awareness of an eavesdropper. He heard nothing



"If circumstances warrant, I will retain your services at an appropriate salary. For the moment, please produce a comprehensive list of Kotzash assets." Panshaw pursed his lips. "Such a list does not exist. We have a few thousand SVU in the bank—" "Which bank3" "Sweecham's, just along the street " "What of companies subsidiary to Kotzash3" Panshaw hesitated. "We have working arrangements here and there—" Gersen interrupted. "Let us put an end to this foolishness. You are congenitally unable to tell the truth, except, I suspect, under duress. I have done a certain amount of research I know of Hector Transit, for instance, and I know of the settlement for the Ettiha Gargantyr Where is this money3" Panshaw showed neither discomfort nor embarrassment. "Most of it has gone to pay Jarkow " "Pay him for what3" "Explorations on Shamtra. We are making a massive effort " "Why3" "According to reports Shanitra carries somewhere a monster lode of duodecimates We have been trying to locate it." "Shamtra carries no duodecimates," said Gersen "The Methlen would have won it long ago." Panshaw gave an urbane shrug. "New lodes of duodecimates are constantly discovered." "Not on Shamtra Kotzash is now under my control, and I don't want Kotzash money wasted. Stop the explorations at once." "Easier said than done. Certain phases have already been funded—" "We'll get a rebate. Is there a contract3" ^ HE DEMON PRINCES 704 "No I've worked on a basis of trust with Jarkow " "Then perhaps he'll be reasonable now. Order an immediate halt "



Panshaw again gave his urbane shrug, then rose to his feet and left the office Gersen immediately went to the communicator and made contact with Jarkow's office The decorative image of Lully Inkelstaff appeared on the screen Gersen had blinked off the communicator's eye and she looked in vain to see who was calling She spoke. "Jarkow Mining Who is calling please5" Gersen kept silent. After a moment Lully nicked off her switch. Gersen, however, still controlled the line incoming to the Jarkow offices He tapped a code against the microphone to activate his recorder playback First a crackling sound, steps as Panshaw entered the office, and a moment later his own appearance and his initial conversation with Panshaw Then the sounds of his departure from the office, and almost at once Panshaw's voice into the communicator "News at this end Bel Ruk failed. I've )ust had a visit from the new control. He's got a writ " In response came a harsh voice which sent quivers along Gersen's nerves "Who is he5" "He calls himself Jard Glay I've seen him on Dar Sai, I can't quite recall the circumstances He's an odd fellow, I can't make him out." A brief silence Then again the ominous voice- "Play him easy. Watch him In a day or two I'll have him taken up, then we'll leam who he is " "It might be better to act at once," said Panshaw cautiously. "He could cause trouble. Suppose he knows of Didroxus Mining5 Or the Hector Transit account5 Or Theremus5 He could block us out financially " "How could he know5" "Hector Transit is a matter of record on Aloysius The accounts are all at Sweecham's." "Work up a set of transfers dated yesterday Kosema will handle the matter without difficulty " "I can do that easily enough Still, something about this fellow alarms me There he is now, watching me from the corridor " "Let him watch As soon as I show the face I'll deal with him But first I must show the face " THE FACE "Very well " Panshaw's voice lacked conviction "In the meantime, cooperate with him—to a point Discover what he's after, perhaps he'll teach us something to our profit In four days, or perhaps five, we'll put an end to him "



"As you say " Gersen tapped a code to his eavesdrop device, cut off the communication, then rose to his feit and v\ent to the door Panshaw should have returned from his visit to room 308 h} this time Gersen went back to the communicator and once more called Jarkow's office This time he allowed Lullv to sec his face "It's I, your fiance, remember me5" "Oh yes But—" "Tell me, is Ottile Panshaw in your office5" "He left )ust a moment ago " "Thank you lomght at the Black Barn, don't forget'" "I won't " Gersen left the office, descended to the ground floor, and went out to the street A hundred feet north he saw "a sign SWEETCHAMS BANK Commercial Services .. . Interworld Transfers Gersen ran to the bank and entered through tall glass doors An attendant approached "Sir, how may I assist you5" '"Who is Mr Kosema2" "That is his office yonder \t the moment he is busy " "The matter concerns me I'll |ust step over " Gersen crossed the lobby and entered Kosema's ofhce A pink pudgy man with a round face and a pouting pink mouth sat at a desk opposite Ottile Panshaw. He had been frowning down at a paper, he looked up with a nervous )erk Ottile Panshaw smiled sadly Gersen took the paper from in front of Kosema He sav\ it to be an order transferring funds in the total of s\ u 4,501, 100 from accounts described as Kotzash 2 Theremus, Kotzash 4 Hector Transit, Kotzash S Didroxus Mining, and Kotzash 9 Wundergast Interests The benehciary of the order, dated yesterday, was the Basramp Investment Company Gersen stared at Kosema "Are you participating with Ottille Panshaw in felonious grand theft5" 706 THE DEMON PRINCES "Of course not," spluttered Kosema "I was about to inform Mr Panshaw that I could not help him How dare you suggest such a thing'"



"I could suggest it to the authorities, I could show them this order, which is on a Sweecham form " "Absurd'" Kosema's voice cracked and quavered "You have no reason to suspect lack of fidelity " Gersen gave a sardonic snort. "Look at these documents I am managing director of Kotzash " "Yes, so it appears Well, Mr Panshaw has perhaps failed to inform me—" Panshaw rose to his feet. "I must be on my way " "You will wait," said Gersen "Sit down, if you please " Panshaw hesitated, then resumed his seat "Mr Kosema, I now notify you that Mr. Panshaw has no further authority m regard to Kotzash moneys I will challenge any drafts which you pay from this moment onward unless they bear my signature " Kosema gave a curt bow "I understand perfectly I assure you—" "Yes Your unassailable fidelity. Come along, Panshaw " Ottite Panshaw followed Gersen out to the street "A moment," he said "Let us go sit on that bench yonder " The two crossed the Mall to the park and seated themselves upon a bench "You are an amazing man," said Panshaw "I fear that your acts will cost you dearly " "How so?" Panshaw shook his head "I will name no names But I will tell you what I am now about to do. In two hours a Black Arrow packet leaves Methel, bound for Saudal Suud I plan to be aboard Take my advice and depart aboard the same vessel When a person whose name I cannot bring myself to utter discovers that you have taken almost five million S\ U's of money he regards as his own, he will treat you in a way I do not care to think about." "I am surprised that you warn me " Panshaw smiled "I am a thief, a thoroughgoing scoundrel But volved I am apt to be decent, in a panic that this man will



a swindler, an extortionist I am when my self-interest is not ineven generous I am now taking flight, blame me for your deeds You will



707 never see me again, unless you ]om me aboard the Anvana Syntfo



Otherwise you will be carried a\vay to a secret place There you will slowly and carefully be flayed " "Tell me where to find this man I will put an end to him " Panshaw rose to his feet "I don't dare so much. He never forgets a wrong, as you will learn Do not ride in a cab, change your hotel every night Don't go back to the Kotzash office, there's nothing there to interest you He chose the office onl\ because it was next to Jarkow " "Did you order Jarkow to halt operations3" "My word carries no weight with Jarkow Tell me where have we met before^" "At Rath Eileann, in the Estremont, and at the Domus Do you remember Benchmaster Dalt3" Ottile Panshaw raised his eyes to the sky. "Good-bye " He walked rapidly away through the park 14 From Life, Volume III, by Unspiek, Baron Bodissey: I am constantly startled and often amused by the diverse attitudes toward wealth to be found among the peoples of the Oikumene. Some societies equate affluence with criminal skill; for others wealth represents the gratitude of society for the performance of valuable services. My own concepts in this regard are easy and clear, and I am sure that the word "simplistic" will be used by my critics. These folk are callow and turgid of intellect; I am reassured by their howls and yelps. For present purpose I exclude criminal wealth, the garnering of which needs no elaboration, and a gambler's wealth, which is tinsel. In regard, then, to wealth: 1. Luxury and privilege are the perquisites of wealth. This would appear a notably bland remark, but is much larger than it seems. If one listens closely, he hears deep and far below the mournful chime of inevitability. 2. To achieve wealth, one generally must thoroughly exploit at least three of the following five attributes: a. Luck b. Toil, persistence, courage



c.



Self-denial



THE FACE d. Short-range intelligence: cunning, improvisational ability e. Long-range intelligence: planning, the perception of trends These attributes are common; anyone desiring privilege and luxury can gain the precursory wealth by making proper use of his native competence. In some societies poverty is considered a pathetic misfortune, or noble abnegation, hurriedly to be remedied by use of public funds. Other more stalwart societies think of poverty as a measure of the man himself. The critics respond: What an unutterable ass is this fellow Unspiek! I am reduced to making furious scratches and crotchets with my pen! —Lionel Wistofer, in The Monstrator 1 am poor; I admit it! Am I then a churl or a noddy? I deny it with all the vehemence of my soul! I take my bite of seed-cake and my sip of tea with the same relish as any paunchy plutocrat with bulging eyes and grease running from his mouth as he engulfs ortolans in brandy, Krokinole oysters, filet of Darango Five-Horn! My wealth is my shelf of books! My privileges are my dreams! —Sistie Fael, in The Outlook . . . He moves me to tooth-chattering wrath; he has inflicted upon me, personally, a barrage of sheer piffle, and maundering insult which cries out to the Heavens for atonement. I will thrust my fist down his loquacious maw; better, I will horsewhip him on the steps of his club. If he has no club, I hereby invite him to the broad and convenient steps of the Senior Quill-drivers, although I must say that the Inksters maintain a superior bar, and this shall be my choice since, after trouncing the old fool, I will undoubtedly ask him in for a drink. —McFarquhar Kenshaw, in The Gaean 710 THK DEMON PRINCK.S The shrubbery behind Gersen rustled; he ducked, fell off the bench in a crouch. When he turned, his small gun was in his palm,



the nozzle protruding between first and second fingers. A gardener in white coveralls looked at him in wonder. "Sorry I startled you, sir." "Not at all," said Gersen. "I am a nervous man." "So I noticed." Gersen moved to another all directions. He long with a certain destiny; pity, but fear, when it



bench and sat where he could see in had felt himself a man apart from all others, often he had known horror and rage and entered his mind, came strangely.



Gersen examined himself with detachment. Fear had affected Tintle, Daswell Tippin, Ottile Panshaw, and now himself. Well, why not fear? The thought of a flaying, with Lens Larque wielding Panak, was horrid enough to frighten a corpse. Gersen sat motionless, discouraged and despondent. The sources of his mood were clear enough. He had become enamored ofJerdian Chanseth; he envied the Methlen their beautiful homes. Both emotions had broken against his harsh and obsessive purposes like waves breaking against a rock. And now with Panshaw gone, his single link to Lens Larque had frayed to a broken strand or two. One of these strands was Jarkow. Or he could allow himself to be captured and taken to visit Lens Larque, at which thought his skin crawled. Gersen reviewed the events which had brought him to Twanish. They led from Rath Eileann and Tintle's Shade to Serjeuz, Dinkelstown, and finally to Methel. He had expended vast exertion, but what had he achieved? Nothing of consequence. What had he learned? Only that Lens Larque, for reasons unknown, had engaged Jarkow Engineers to an unreasonably thorough investigation of the moon Shanitra. So then, he asked himself gloomily, what next? He had not yet inspected Panshaw's office, which in any event was probably a waste of time; indeed, Panshaw had specifically told him so. With no great enthusiasm Gersen returned to Skohune Tower and room 307. Sliding back the door, he scrutinized the room, which already felt disused and dead. To capture a man, the easiest method was narcotic gas. Gersen sniffed the air, which smelled fresh enough. He checked the door casing for sensors, looked along the rug for a hump which might indicate a mine. The rug itself might be woven THE FACE 711 of explosive fibers, which would upon contact break him into fragments. Carefully he entered the room, and avoiding the rug, sidled to the desk. Using elaborate precautions, he explored Panshaw's files, where he found the various leases, enabling certificates, licenses, and grants which originally had been declared Kotzash MutuaPs only assets. Most carried a terse notation written in red ink: "worth-



less." The Shanitra lease awarded Kotzash Mutual sole and exclusive rights to "explore, test, develop, and exploit all valuable substances present upon the surface or within the interior," and prohibited "all other persons, agencies, and entities, including manned or unmanned mechanical devices" from trespass upon Shanitra for the term of the lease, which ran for the term of twentysix years. Interesting, thought Gersen, if not particularly illuminating. The key question remained unanswered: why would Lens Larque invest so much time and money on Shanitra? Gersen found nothing more to interest him.-The details of payments made to Jarkow, or other engineering firms, were nowhere in evidence; presumably they resided in a bank computer. Gersen called Sweecham's Bank, and after a series of formalities with which he patiently complied, he was rendered the code which controlled Kotzash financial records. For half an hour Gersen studied the information presented to him and in the end knew little more than before, although the magnitude of payments made to Jarkow came as something of a surprise. For over a year Kotzash had honored monthly invoices from Jarkow in sums ranging from svu 80,500 to svu 145,720. The payments then dropped off to SVU 42,000. Whatever the search, it seemed to be dwindling and phasing out. On sudden thought, Gersen looked into the city directory. Jarkow Engineering must necessarily maintain an equipment yard, employment and bookkeeping facilities, transport docks, even a warehouse. In the directory under "Jarkow" Gersen discovered four entries: a residential address for "Lemuel Jarkow," another for "Swiat Jarkow," "Jarkow Engineering" in Skohune Tower, and "Jarkow Corporation Yard," on Gladhorn Road. Gersen put away the directory, leaned back on the chair, and tried to formulate a plan of action. Ottile Panshaw had served as a 712 THE DEMON PRINCES kind of indicator, registering the presence of Lens Larque as a buoy marks the location of a reef With Panshaw gone, Gersen himself became the key to Lens Larque's whereabouts, m the same sense that a staked-out lamb is the key to the presence of a tiger Gersen winced. Far better that he seek out Lens Larque than that Lens Larque seek him out. The only investigation which seemed even remotely propitious was contained in the question why did Lens Larque invest so much effort on Shanitra5 Jarkow might know, but Jarkow would certainly tell Gersen nothing The melancholy draftsman might also know Jarkow's em-



ployees—those who had worked on Shanitra—might know Gersen, prickling with the need for action, jumped to his feet He crossed the room, slid the door open a trifle, looked up and down the corridor, which was empty. He descended to the street Gladhorn Road, according to his map, angled away from the Mall and curved to the northeast A cab swung to the curb and halted, as if soliciting his custom. Gersen continued along the Mall, and presently glanced over his shoulder The cab, old and quite ordinary, distinguished only by a faded white stripe around the skirt, moved out into the traffic and was gone. The driver had been a bulky flat-faced man of uncertain age and unknowable racial background Gersen performed a set of procedures designed to frustrate any tracer mechanism which might have been put upon him On Gladhorn Road he stepped into a clothing store, where he brought gray twill trousers, a pale blue shirt, a belted brown jacket, and a black cloth cap, which he donned on the spot Leaving his former garments on the premises, he went out on the street, now in the guise of an artisan Gladhorn Road curved to the east, past small shops and miscellaneous enterprises, rooming houses, taverns, restaurants, dim stores dealing in curios, apothecaries, barbers, public clerks. At the outskirts of town Gersen came upon the Jarkow Corporation Yard, where Jarkow maintained his equipment conveyors, rotary torches, gantrys, vertical stabbers, thrusts, loading pods, a pair of mobile cranes To one side stood a row of small buildings The first showed a sign EMPLOYMENT OFFICE Across the doorway hung a second sign NO HIRING TODAY. Beyond were a payroll office and tool warehouses, then a small landing field, on which rested a pair of weatherbearen personnel carriers and a heavy cargo lift For want of a better occupation, Gersen entered the employment office Behind a counter sat an old man with a scarred brown face "Sir=" "I saw the sign," said Gersen "Does that mean there'll be no hiring tomorrow5" "That's my guess," said the clerk "We're |ust closing down a big )ob and there's nothing else on the boards In fact we've laid off most of our crew " "What's the |ob you just finished5" "Big exploration job, up on Shanitra " "Did they find anything5" "Friend, whatever they found I'm the last man they'd tell " Gersen turned away and sauntered back out to the street Opposite he noticed a ramshackle building decorated with extraordi-



nary lightning bolts of black and white on a background of brick red The roof supported a large sign as garish as the building itself a crescent moon with a naked girl reclining in the concavity, she held aloft a goblet of pale liquid from which floated electric sparks The sign displayed a legend SIAR-UANDIRER'S IN\ Gersen crossed the street Fhe music of a euphonium, played with gusto and decision, waxed louder as he approached In his tarings across the Oikumene Gersen had known manv. such taverns, where he had witnessed many strange events and heard many odd tales, not a few of them true He entered a long low-ceilinged room, heavy with beer mmes In the far corner a hatchet-faced old woman in a gown of black tinsel, her skin toned white, her hair dyed blue, played the euphonium, at the other end was the bar a single slab of petrified wood In between groups of men and a few women sat at wooden tables Alone at a table to the back sat a large Darsh, brooding into a huge tankard of ale Gersen went to the bar A shelf to the rear displayed a multitude of beer mugs, imprinted with as many emblems Gersen saw a num her of familiar labels Veigence and True Companion from Alphanor, Oblademe and Old SubtefJaneafi from Copus, Smade\ Oun from Smade's Planet, Bass Ale, Hmano, Tuskef, Ancho? Steam from Earth, Mahogany Select from Derdyra, Edeiff impschen from Bogardus Gersen felt himself in the presence of old friends In the spirit of- the 714 THE DEMON PRINCES time and place he requested a flask of the local brew, Hangry's White Ale, which he found eminently palatable. Turning, he looked around the room. At a large trestle table sat a group of men whose conversation identified them as employees ofJarkow Engineering. They had consumed considerable beer and spoke in loud positive voices, making no effort to dissemble their opinions. "—told Motry that if he wanted me on that man-killer he'd have to give me back my swamper and also some kind of shroud to bar the dust. He promised, and I ran the dingus for a month and got scabs and red-nose and all else, and then I find that Motry gave my swamper to old Twaidlander, who runs that little tri-nozzle about two hours a day, and never dirties a finger." "Mocry's a strange one. You got to handle him right." "Well, I don't work for Jarkow anymore and I might just explain things to Motry." "He's still up on the job, with the technician." "The two of them can blow each other up, for all of me." Gersen took a seat at the table. "You gentlemen all work for Jarkow?"



An instant silence while he was appraised by six pairs of eyes. One said curtly, "Not now. The job's washed out." "So I was told at the hiring office." One man said, "You arrived on the scene about a year late." Another grumbled: "You didn't miss much. Bad food, low pay, and Claude Motry for superintendent." "And no bonus!" Gersen said thoughtfully, "Not much chance of a bonus unless they found a lode of black sand." "They couldn't find black sand because there's none out there. Everybody knows that, except the rich lunatics who paid the bills." Gersen suggested: "Maybe they weren't looking for black sand." "Maybe not, but what else is there to look for?" Another argued: "Even so and irregardless, they never did a proper exploration. All shallow tunnels, no deep probes. Where they'd hope to find sand is deep, and nowhere did we tunnel deep. More of a mesh or a network, as if they were looking for something shallow." THE FACE 715 "Out in Section D we went down a good half mile before we made our horizontals." Gersen spoke for a round of drinks and the workers gave him their cordial best wishes. Somewhat to the side sat a young man wearing workman's breeches with a fine green jacket and yellow shoes. In a quiet voice, to no one in particular, he spoke a single word: "Twittle." One of the workmen nudged Gersen. "Watch this now. Watch the Darsh." Gersen looked at the Darsh, who as before sat staring into his beer. "Pfit," said the young man in yellow shoes. The Darsh brought his hand to the tankard and began to flex heavy red fingers. "Prat," said the young man. The Darsh lowered his head between his shoulders, but still did not raise his eyes. The young man jumped to his feet and went to



the door. Along the street came a stout gentleman with a moony face, a pair of glossy mustaches, wearing a fine Mongrel suit. "Phut," said the young man, and quickly ran off down the street. The Darsh jerked to his feet and lumbered out the door. The stout gentleman attempted to move aside but the Darsh seized him, threw him to the ground, kicked his round rump, poured a mug of beer over his head, then slouched off down the street. The gentleman in the black suit sat up, to stare in perplexity this way and that. Slowly he rose to his feet, shook his head in wonder, and continued on his way. The workers returned to their conversation. "The strangest job I ever worked," said one. "I've mined twenty-six asteroids, and never wasted ten minutes on such a block of pumice. All surface scum, so I told Motry. He wouldn't listen." "He never cared one way or another, so long as Jarkow paid his wage." "Not Jarkow; somebody bv the name ofKotzash." "Whatever, they had us boring like weevils through cheese, and now they're satisfied at last!" A newcomer had come to stand by the table. "Don't be too sure! We just got finished today laying out ropes ofdexax—Motry and the technician are arranging the wires. Once they blast, Motry says we'll go back and tunnel some more. I asked him: 'Motry, what 716 I HP Df-MON PRINCES in the name of Delilah's hind leg are we looking for^ Then I could keep my eyes peeled ' He )ust give me his sarcastic grunt and says 'When I need your advice I'll ask for it' 'Take it anyway, Mr Motry,' I say 'It's free'' And he says, 'Free advice is worth what it costs, and how come you're standing here advising instead of working^' 'Because, Mr Motry, I've finished my )ob ' 'Then punch out your ticket and take the carrier down to land The job is done for now'' So I come on down, and just now got my pay There's nobody left up there but Motry and Jarkow and a couple of technicians rigging some kind of radio contact " Gersen sat a few minutes longer and presently decided that the workmen knew no more about the Shamtra project than he did himself He took his leave, and returned up Gladhorn Road the way he had come At the clothing shop he resumed his usual garments and walked along the Mall to the Commercial Hotel Before entering his room he took careful precautions for fear that someone might have visited him, leaving an unpleasant surprise. He found nothing out of the ordinary He took his lunch in the hotel restaurant, hardly noticing what he ate. During the last few hours much had occurred, but nothing from which he could derive meaningful information



He left the restaurant and went out on the Mall, watching to right and left He saw nothing to threaten him, unless—was that cab with the white stripe around the skirt the same cab which had accosted him earlier^ He could not be sure He crossed the Mall and went into the park For ten minutes he walked the gravel paths, wondering what to do next Lens Larque was somewhere near at hand perhaps in a space vessel, perhaps on Methel itself. Gersen's mind had become tired, he was bored with his problems and saw no way to escape them On impulse he went out to a side street, where he signaled down a passing cab one which displayed no faded white stripe around the skirt. He told the driver, "Take me out to Llalarkno " As before, the driver made difficulties "That's like a big private park The Methlen don't like visitors, in fact they put probation points against any cab they catch with tourists " 'Tm not a tourist," said Gersen "I am an mterworld banker and a man of great importance " "All very well, sir, but the Methlen draw no such distinction." THE FACE 717 Gersen produced a five-svu certificate "I am also able to pay the fare " "As you say, sir But if I am approached and notified, then you must pay the impositions " "Agreed," said Gersen "Take me to Oldenwood, the Chanseth house." The glades and dells of Llalarkno worked magic upon Gersen's nerves As he looked off at the half-hidden houses, his fears and compulsions began to seem unreal At Oldenwood the driver slowed the cab "The Chanseth residence, sir " "Stop )ust a moment," said Gersen The driver reluctantly obeyed Gersen threw open the door and stood up on the boarding flange Past a bank of flowering shrubs and a sprawling candlenut tree a lawn sloped down to Oldenwood Somewhat beyond the house Gersen glimpsed a group of young people dressed in white, yellow, and pale blue They seemed to be watching a game, perhaps tennis or badminton, played beyond Gersen's range of vision. "Come, sir," said the driver in a voice of urgency "Banker or even mterworld financier, they won't like you peering and staring. They have a mania for privacy, these Methlen " Gersen returned into the cab "Drive over to Moss Alrune " "As you wish, sir "



At Moss Alrune Gersen descended from the cab and despite the driver's anxious protests, walked around the grounds, appraising the house, the meadow which sloped down to the lake, the surrounding trees He heard no sound but a faint trilling of insects. Gersen returned to the cab "Take me back into Twamsh " "Thank you, sir." Gersen alighted at the Canna-Crux Bank, where he arranged for the purchase by Cooney's Bank, through its affiliate, the CannaCrux Bank, of that property known as Moss Alrune, from the estate agent representing Cytherea Azel 15 From "The Avatar's Apprentice," in Scroll from the Ninth Dimension On that fateful afternoon the very skies showed portents a lurid gloom in the east, a cloud of meaningful shape over Ymmyr Marsh in the west Since dawn's first flush Marmaduke had paced the parapets, overlooking the horde which cloaked Mamnguez Plain Everywhere showed the flux of sinister purpose. Along Shadim Road manciples drove their war-wagons Cham River could not be seen for barges loaded with engines, tormentors, and gibbets Halfway up the Yar swarmed the multitudes; from north to south their beacons flashed. At last Holy Bermssus, in stately robes, stepped out upon the parapets He raised high his arms m benign salute, but the hordes expressed a hateful sound which, mingling from all quarters, produced the dull wavering roar of stormy surf. Bermssus shook his head in sorrow and drew somewhat back. For moments he gazed across the plain, stroking his beard Marmaduke reverently came forward "Holy Sir, it seems that we two stand alone against this vindictive multitude " Bernissus uttered Words "It is well " Marmaduke stood back in perplexity "Most Excellent' THE FACE Illuminate my ignorance, if you will' How may we find satisfaction in these lonely conditions^" Bernissus spoke Words "In good time all will be made known "



"I am grateful for the assurance," said Marmaduke "In sheer truth this odious horde has unnerved me " "Feltaw cannot prevail,1' were the Words, "even though he has wrought a great and busy mischief." "Holy Appodex allow me to enumerate the victims of his cruel hoax. Of the horde now pullulating across the plain, all are either Devanants or Oblatics, with the exception of ten thousand Cathars Many know syllables of the Unspeakable name Yonder stand the Purple Myrmidons, yonder the Hypogrotes ofLissam, yonder the Glames, who at least show us the etiquette of facing forward inasmuch as they go into battle with naked backsides The Swans of Porving cluster around their Magnates, they menace us with standards on high' I recognize Obus -of Thraw, Vilnisser, the Red Cockatrice, Pleighborn, Flynch, and Sandsifer of Hutt Not ten days ago they burned blue incense at fanes along the Wayvode'" Once more Bernissus moved forward to stand in majesty, the wind blowing back his robes and white beard Raising arms on high he issued a slogan, which whirled down Manmguez Plain and broke against the Yar in flashes of lightning The enemy quailed but presently took courage and thrust high their standards They shouted "The Decretals must be altered' We nominate Felfaw for the Column' Bermssus, falsest of the false, must be cast down'" Bermssus spoke gentle Words "Not all are malign In this case, bad leads good " "The swords of both sorts are long and sharp," declared Marmaduke "I fear that these noble parapets must burst asunder with only the two of us on defense Where are the faithful5 Where Helgebort and the Indefatigables5 Where Nish and Nesso, and Little Mouse^ WTiere the Vervils3" "Their destinies lie elsewhere," were the Words "They are the cadres, they will teach and counsel, they will declaim the Panticles, and prepare the onset of the Second Realm So let it be'" I HP DLMONPRINOS 720 "Blessed Bernissus' What must be my role in the days to come3" "Each plays his part I go now to the Oratory to devise an irresistible Slogan, to send these poor)ackals reeling For the nonce you must patrol the parapets Post high the standards, dislodge ladders, defy the foe " "I will do all needful," declared Marmaduke staunchly



"But, Beneficence, make haste' The enemy awaits only the sign " "All will be well." With deliberate tread Bernissus descended to the Sacred Chamber The sign came down, the legions gave a tremendous yell and advanced upon the parapets Marmaduke called into the passage "Beloved Bernissus' The sign has come down from Achernar, the legions are upon us' Their swords are thrice-honed steel, they carry lances, catapults, and war-hooks, they raise ladders to scale the parapets' I have posted the standards, my slogans have created havoc, but I am one against eight hundred thousand. I will necessarily be cut into minute pieces, as each warrior vents his zeal upon my single corpse' Ineffable, the time is at hand!" Marmaduke listened but heard no response Anxiously he descended the passage and called the holy Name, but his voice rang hollow through empty chambers Down to the uttermost foundations he went, and through a seep-hole crawled out upon the marsh He fled to the north and presently overtook Bermssus, who, with robes gathered high and with thewed legs thrusting back the mire, made ponderous but steady progress north toward Warram Forest Gersen descended from his room to the lobby of the hotel and looked out the front windows into the street Three cabs stood at the curb, apparently waiting for custom The first, which showed a weathered white stripe around the skirt, was driven by a swarthy flat-faced man with black curls and ears clipped to points Gersen seated himself where he could watch the street A man and a woman left the hotel Fhey approached the first cab, but were refused service They tried the second and then the THE FACE 721 third with similar results, and finally hailed a cab cruising along the street Three cabs in a row, each equipped with a tank of narcogen3 Possible, thought Gersen quite possible indeed He stepped from the front door and stood a moment before the hotel as if in cogitation From the corner of his eye he noticed that all three drivers had become alert Gersen paid them no heed He crossed the Mall and walked into the park. From behind a copse of snuff-brush he watched the cabs The first remained in place, the second and third slid hurriedly away around the Mall Gersen returned to tlie Mall a hundred yards west of the hotel where he nagged down a passing cab, definitely not one of those which had been waiting in front of the hotel



"Take me to the Black Barn," said Gersen The cab swung about and instead of climbing the incline toward Llalarkno, turned south and out into the country The Black Barn stood m the middle of a field a half mile from town a circular building with low plank wall? and a vast conical roof surmounted by a black iron weathervane in the shape of a crowing rooster Lully Inkelstaff had not yet arrived The sun sank behind the far hills, leaving a sky of tangerine and gold, and now Lully Inkelstaff appeared, wearing a black-andwhite gown, with a great puff of red gauze pinning the blond curls at the back of her head She greeted Gersen with a cheerful wave of the hand "I don't think I'm too late—)ust a few minutes perhaps, which is quite good for me Have you been inside3" "Not yet. I thought I'd better wait here for you " "Just as well It's so easy to miss connections, it happens shamefully often And—must I admit U^—I'm usually to blame Shall we go ln:! I think you'll be amused Everyone likes the Black Barn, even the Methlen They're always here in force. Wait till you see their strange dancing' But come'" Lully took Gersen's arm with an almost affectionate cordiality, as if they had been friends for years "If we're m luck my favorite table will be waiting for us " They passed through a pair of iron-bound plank doors and into a foyer furnished with dilapidated old farm implements To right and left were stalls, from which protruded the heads of simulated farm animals A ramp led down into the main chamber past a pair of rickety old wains Hundreds of tables encircled the dance floor, with a THE DEMON PRINCES bandstand to the back now occupied by a pair of musicians in animal costumes, playing tamboura and oboe. Lullv led the way to a table which Gersen found no different from any other, but at which Lully settled herself with an exclamation of happy satisfaction. "You'll think me silly, but this is my good luck table. I've had such merry times here! We're sure to have a wonderful evening!" "You make me nervous," said Gersen. "Perhaps I won't match up to the occasion. Then you'll be annoyed with both me and the table." "I'm sure not," said Lully. "I've decided that we shall enjoy ourselves and the table had best mind its manners." Definitely a brisk and determined young woman, thought Gersen; best that he also mind his manners.



Lully, cocking her head to one side, seemed to divine something ofGersen's misgivings. She said breezily: "On the other hand, tragedy might stalk us; anything is possible. We might fall down while we're dancing—" "Dancing?" inquired Gersen in alarm. Lully seemed not to hear. "—and then I'd simply have to try another table until this one decided that the old ways were best. Are you hungry?" "Yes indeed." "So am I. Let me order, because I know exactly what's good." "By all means," said Gersen. "Whatever you wish." "First we'll have a dish of relishes and some pickled smelt, then chipes with black sauce, with a double dish of ramp savouries, and cottrell cutlets. Does that suit you?" "Perfectly." "The chirret is very good here, but perhaps you prefer beer?" "What is chirret?" "It's a very nice damson cider and not at all strong. Sometimes folk make such fools of themselves trying to dance after drinking Black Barn beer." "Chirret, then, by all means, although as to the dancing—" Lully already was signaling a waitress. Like all the other waiters and waitresses she wore festival peasant costume: a voluminous black-and-green blouse over a blue skirt with red stockings and black gaiters. Lully ordered decisively, specifying exactly how the dishes should be prepared and served. Almost immediately the waitTHE FACE 723 ress brought a jug of chirret, and next dishes of nuts, salted seaflakes, and pickled smelt. "We're early," said Lully. "The crowd hasn't really arrived. In an hour there'll be almost too much activity and we'll hardly find room to dance. First we'll eat and talk. Tell me all about yourself and the places you've been." Gersen laughed uneasily. "I hardly know where to start." "Anywhere will do. I've become interested in eidolology and I can't at all understand your skarmatics. They're contradictory; you would seem an unusual man!" "To the contrary, I'm very ordinary: clumsy and awkward as well."



"I don't believe a word of it. Incidentally, have you decided to settle here at Twanish? I do hope so!" Gersen smiled thoughtfully, reflecting upon Moss Ah-une. "Sometimes I'm tempted to do so." Lully sighed. "It must be wonderful to travel the stars! I've never been anywhere. How many worlds have you visited?" "I don't know exactly; I've never counted. Dozens and dozens, at least." "I'm told that every world is different, that spacemen, even if they don't know where they are, can look at the sky, smell the air, and instantly pronounce the name of the planet. Can you do that?" "Sometimes. But I'd be fooled as often as not. Tell me about yourself. Do you have brothers and sisters?" "Three of each. I'm the oldest and the first to take a job. I've never before considered marriage; I've always had such jolly times, it seemed a shame to change." Gersen's sensitive antennae quivered and jerked; he became more uneasy than ever. "I also intend to avoid marriage for the foreseeable future. Tell me about your job." Lully wrinkled her nose. "It was nicer before the Kotzash job. I liked old Mr. Lemuel Jarkow very well indeed. Mr. SwiatJarkow is not above making himself familiar." "Do many Darsh come in to see Mr. Jarkow?" "Not many; very few in fact." "Perhaps a large Darsh came in with Mr. Ottile Panshaw." Lully pursed her lips, shrugged. "I don't remember. Is it important?" "I've seen Mr. Panshaw somewhere before. I think on Dar Sai." 724 THE DEMON PRINCES "Very likely. Kotzash was originally a Darsh company. These are such mysterious questions. In fact you're a mysterious man. I wouldn't be surprised if you were with IPCC. Are you?" "Of course not. If I were, I'd hardly be allowed to advertise it to the first pretty girl who asked." "That's true. Still, you certainly don't seem an ordinary technician." "When I'm off-duty, my personality changes," said Gersen, in a strained attempt at facetiousness.



Lully examined him with great intentness. "Why have you never married? Has no one ever selected you?" Gersen shook his head. "I wouldn't dare ask anyone to the kind of life I lead." After a thoughtful moment Lully said: "AtTwanish it's customary for the woman to suggest marriage to the man, which is only proper etiquette. It's different elsewhere, so I'm told." "Yes, that's quite true." Gersen sought for some way to change the subject. "I see some Darsh over by the entrance. Do they come to the Black Barn?" "Of course! They're asked to sit over yonder, under the ventilator, where their odor won't offend anyone." Lully watched the two Darsh sidling across the room. "They're almost barbarians. They never dance but just hunch over their tables gulping food." "Where do the Methlen sit?" "Over beside the bandstand. They usually come in carnival costumes; it's a rather foolish fashion with them. .. . Such a strange folk, always playing games, acting out parts, pretending and skylarking. No doubt it's great fun if you're wealthy and live in Llalarkno." "I should think so. Would you like to marry a Methlen?" "Small chance! In fact, I'd never dare to ask one; they're ever so persnickety, don't you agree?" "Yes indeed." "They have their own customs of course, but no real etiquette. Would you marry a Methlen girl if she asked you?" "It depends on the girl," said Gersen, his mind elsewhere. He hurriedly amplified his remarks. "Naturally I don't expect to marry anyone." Lully gave his arm a little pat of admonishment. "You've got a good job now; it's time that you settled yourself." THE FACE 725 Gersen smilingly shook his head. "I'm definitely of the wrong temperament... . Look: there comes the orchestra." Lully glanced at the musicians. "It's Denzel and his Seven Barnswallows. A most peculiar name, since they are only five. I don't like it when things are misrepresented. Still, they are quite proficient, especially at step-toes and prances. . . . WTiat are your favorite dances?"



"I don't know any dances whatever." "How odd! No patterns, no jigs, no gallops?" "Not even a slow march." "We certainly must remedy that! It's simply shameful! I never ask you for marriage!" Lully broke into laughter. other hand, I might go lame, then where would I be with husband? . .. Here comes our food, and we don't want to marriage on empty stomachs."



could "On the a jigging think of



The orchestra, consisting of flatsoon, bass-pipe, guitar, dimplehorn, and tympanillo, struck up a tune, and folk went forth to dance. The multiplicity of their techniques amazed Gersen. To the first tune they performed an intricate whirling reel punctuated by kicks and leaps. To the next tune they coursed back and forth in a hopping loose-kneed glide; to the third tune they practiced a series of evolutions ending with four dancers, backs pressed together and arms thrown back, performing a high-kneed running-in-place exercise. Gersen commented upon the versatility of the dancers. Lully looked at him with wide-eyed wonder. "I forgot that you're not a dancer! We do dozens of steps; its considered hacky to dance the same step twice. Wouldn't you like to learn a simple little polka?" "Well, no. Not really." "Kirth Gersen, you're really a shy man! It's time someone took you in hand. I think that we'll just prescribe dancing lessons for you, starting tomorrow." Gersen sought for an adequate reply, but was distracted by the arrival of a group of Methlen. As Lully had remarked, most of them wore Pierrot costume, with pompons on their white hats and long slippers with turned-up toes. They trooped gaily to that area reserved for their patronage. Presently some came out to dance, keeping well apart from the Mongrels. They used a variety of steps, dancing in pairs in a fashion far less energetic than the mode of the Mongrels. 726 I HF DEMON PRINCES Gersen scanned the group but saw no one he recognized Meanwhile Lully talked or this and that, pointing out acquaintances, explaining dance techniques, commenting upon the delicacy of the chipes and the excellence of the smelt Gersen tried to divert the conversation toJarkow's office, with little success At the conclusion of the meal, with the orchestra playing a merry tune and the dancers performing an intricate interweaving at a fast skipping pace, Lully became restless She turned shining eyes upon Gersen "Tomorrow evening I'll teach you this step'"



Gersen shook his head. "I can't possibly be on hand " Lully spoke in a reproachful voice "You are seeing another girP" "Of course not," scoffed Gersen "I have a business appointment." "Then the next night' I'll prepare a little supper and we can make a good start " "I'd make a poor student," said Gersen "In fact, I suffer from dizzy fits, dancing would certainly bring them on " "You are joking with me," said Lully sadly "You are seeing another woman, there can be no reasonable doubt " Gersen searched for new excuses, but was interrupted by the arrival of one of Lully's friends, a young man wearing a stylish suit of tan and black. "Why aren't you dancing^" he asked Lully "The orchestra is at its best." "My friend doesn't dance," said Lully "What^^ Surely he wouldn't want you to waste your evening' Come, they're starting Stampede of the Gollnvogs " "Do you mind5" Lully asked Gersen "Not at all'" Lully and her friend went briskly out upon the floor and soon were participating earnestly in the dance Gersen watched a moment without great interest. His mind wandered, he leaned back in his chair contemplating the stagnant state of his affairs Doubts, indecisions, reverses hindered him everywhere He had lost the initiative against Lens Larque, who indeed was now moving against Gersen himself The danger had become imminent So far he had evaded the rather casual attempts to capture him, no doubt they would become more direct If Lens Larque grew impatient, a silver of glass projected from across the street would instantly abate the THE FACE 727 nuisance created by Gersen's activities As of now, Lens Larque would seem only irked and resentful, Gersen might expect possibly another day before Lens Larque set to work in earnest .. Gersen's reverie was interrupted by the arrival of a second group of Methlen He wondered if Jerdian had returned to Llalarkno, and he wondered if he would see her Almost as he thought her name she turned and he saw her face Like her friends she wore carnival costume a snug white garment covering her from neck to feet, with blue pompons down the front, eccentric slippers, and a conical white hat topped by a pale blue pompon, pulled at a



tilt halfway down across her dark curls She looked so fresh and appealing and innocently gay that Gersen's heart rose up in his throat. Without troubling to think he rose to his feet and crossed the room She turned her head and saw him, for a moment they looked eye to eye. Her party had now started off across the room, Jerdian hesitated, darted a quick glance after her friends, then came to where Gersen stood in the shadows. She spoke in a husky whisper. "WTiat are you doing here71" "For one thing I've been hoping to see you " Gersen put his hands under her arms, drew her close, and kissed her After a moment she disengaged herself and drew back "I thought I'd never see you again'" Gersen laughed "And I knew that you would Do you love me StilP" "Yes, of course



I don't know what to tell you."



"Can you leave your group and go off with me2" "Now3 It wouldn't be possible I'd cause a scandal " She looked across the room "In a moment my escort will come to find me " "He'll think you've gone to the rest room " "Perhaps so. What an undignified pretext for meeting a secret lover'" "Can I meet you later tonight, when you've left here7" Jerdian shook her head "We're planning a midnight supper for guests, I couldn't possibly escape " "Then tomorrow, at noon." "Very well, but where2 You can't come to Oldenwood, my father would be ungracious " "In front of Moss Alrune, on the side facing the lake " 728 THE DEMON PRINCF.S She looked at him in surprise. "We can't meet there; it's a private property!" "Nevertheless it's vacant and no one will molest us." "Very well then. I'll be there." She looked over her shoulder. "Now I must go." Again she looked over her shoulder. "Quick." She stepped close to him and raised her face; they embraced. Gersen kissed her once, twice; then, breathless and half-laughing, she pulled away. "Until tomorrow noon!" She went quickly off after her party.



Gersen, turning, Inkelstaff, just room. Wordlessly Gersen, snatched her friends.



met the shocked and unfriendly gaze of Lully emerging from the passage leading to the ladies' rest she swept off to the table she had shared with up handbag and cloak, and marched away to join



Gersen gave a rueful shrug. "At the very least, I've avoided tomorrow's dancing lesson." 16 Gersen paid off the score and departed the Black Barn. To one side a half dozen cabs awaited passengers. The cab first in line carried a faded white stripe along the skirt. Gersen casually turned away, and stood as if awaiting someone from within. How had he been tracked to the Black Barn? Had he been tagged with a tracer? Perhaps a daub of stuff which, in response to a search ray, returned a signal? . . . Tonight he would scrupulously bathe and change all his clothes. Tonight—if he arrived at his hotel alive. Most definitely he would use none of the cabs along the rank. Gersen sauntered slowly back and forth with an air of a man preoccupied; arriving at an area where he could no longer see the cabs, he ran off down the road to Twanish. The night was clear and dark. Constellations strange to Gersen hung in the sky and showed the road as a pale ribbon with dark fields to either side. As Gersen ran his body seemed to come alive; his whole soul expanded. This was the existence he was meant for and where he felt easy: running through the night across a strange world, with danger behind and himself the very embodiment of retaliatory danger. His vapors and dreary misgivings were gone; he felt the Gersen of old. . . . Against the sky loomed a tall copse of trees. Gersen stopped short to listen. From the Black Barn, now almost a quarter mile distant, he heard the whisper of music, and saw the lights of a cab. Gersen looked to the side of the road opposite the trees. He saw a shallow ditch and, beyond, a clump of weeds. He jumped the ditch and flung himself flat behind the weeds. The cab came at speed, lights blazing along the road. Coming 7-tO THE DFMON PRINCFS abreast of the trees, the cab stopped abruptly, almost beside Gersen. But the attention of the driver and occupants was fixed upon the trees, not the clump of weeds which barely concealed Gersen. The driver spoke in a soft voice "He's not down the road. He couldn't have come much farther." From the compartment stepped three men; Gersen could see only their silhouettes in the glow reflected back from the headlights.



The driver spoke again: "He's hiding in the trees, unless he took to the fields." One of the passengers, a short squat man, spoke in a plangent bass. "Turn so the lights shine into the trees." The driver did so, backing the cab almost into the ditch. The short squat man said, "Ang, around to the right. Dotty, around to the left. Keep out of the light, get him alive That's important. Bird wants him alive." Gersen rose up from behind the weeds. Soundlessly he jumped the ditch. Climbing the two steps to the control booth, he thrust his adder-tongue stiletto into the nape of the driver's neck. Pincers cut the vertebral nerve, inducing instant death. Gersen lowered the corpse into the foot-space, and seated himself at the controls. The short man stood in the road to the left of the cab: a man with whom Gersen wanted earnest and candid conversation. Three minutes passed. Gersen sat with his silver pistol in hand, waiting. Ang and Dofty emerged from the trees. They walked forward into light from the cab: Ang, a crooked angular young man with a long high-bridged nose and a short black beard; Dotty, burly and baby-faced with eyes peering through slits Gersen had often met their like Beyond, in disreputable backstreet taverns or working at their trade, as now The short squat man took an impatient step forward. "Nothing^" "He's not there," said Ang. Gersen waited until the two were close in front of the cab; then, with neither qualm nor compunction, he discharged his weapon once, twice, driving splinters of explosive glass through the foreheads of Ang and Dotty, and once again at the short man's elbow as he spun around. The short man's gun dropped upon the road. Gersen )umped down from the driver's seat. "I'm the man you're looking for " THE FACE 731 The short man said nothing, but stared at Gersen, his face contorted in pain Gersen spoke in the most casual of voices "Have you ever seen a man die by cluthe3 No7 Yes3 You can choose cluthe, or I'll shoot you in the head. Which3" "Shoot," whispered the short man. "Then answer my questions. If you had caught me, what were you to do with me3" "Bind you with tape and take you to a shed."



"Then what3" "I would call for instructions." "Who gives you instructions3" The short man merely stared. Gersen stepped forward, his hand in a glove. He raised his hand, extended his arm. "Quick!" "The Bird." "Lens Larque3" "You said the name." "Where is he now3" "I don't know. I take my orders by radio." From the direction of the Black Barn came new lights. The short man lunged toward Gersen, who shot him accurately in the forehead. Gersen carefully replaced the fearful glove in its socket, then turning away, saw in the reflected light a weathered white stripe around the base of the cab. He ran oft down the road toward Twanish. The cab from the Black Barn, finding its way obstructed, halted. Gersen, pausing to look back over his shoulder, saw the driver and occupants alight, to stare in horror at the corpses. At the Capricorn Cafe, overlooking Redemption Park, halfway between the Commercial Hotel and Skohune Tower, Gersen sat with a pot of tea assessing the events of the evening. His mood, he was pleased to note, had become less troubled. Activity had flushed the stagnant channels of his mind. The four killings3 He regretted only that he had teased so little information from the short man. He thought ofJerdian and felt a warm excitement, he thought ofLully and laughed aloud. . . Under Lully's desk at Jarkow Engineering reposed the recording apparatus he had installed so short a time before. Directed into the Kotzash office it now served no purpose. 732 THE DEMON PRINCES Much more advantageous if it could record conversations at Jarkow's office. Gersen looked toward Skohune Tower, which at this hour showed only the dim illumination of night bulbs. Gersen finished his tea. He went to the hotel, picked up his bag of equipment, returned to the street, and sauntered across the park to Skohune Tower The lobby was empty. He rode the ascensor to the third floor and using his key to room 308, entered the offices ofJarkow Engineering. Just inside the door he halted to listen. No sound, no indication



of human presence He stepped into Lully's cubicle, where he found and detached the recorder unit. Optimally, so he decided, the sound probe should be located in Jarkow's office. Gersei installed the microphone under Jarkow's desk, where he discovered a set of implements which startled him. Gersen recalled an old aphorism- "He who sups with the devil should use a long spoon." Jarkow, working as he did with Lens Larque, had installed several versions of the "long spoon" where it could help him most. Gersen worked quickly and efficiently, and in half an hour arranged the system to his satisfaction, with the recorder attached to the Kotzash telephone and microphones at vantage places around the room. He packed his tools, and started to leave, but at the draftman's office stopped short. He opened the door and looked in, to find the usual paraphernalia: plotting machines, superficial integrators, automatic scnbers, a pattern library. Work in process lay spread out on a table page after page of charts, columns, and rows of figures. Each page carried a notation Section 1A, Section 1B, with the last page labeled Section 20F. Under the table Gersen saw a pair of peculiar ob)ects- the first an irregular mass of chalky substance about a foot in diameter. The surface had been marked off into approximately one hundred areas, each labeled in black ink, after the same scheme as the pages had been labeled. The second ob)ect was an expanded replica of the first, made of a light transparent substance, and similarly limned into small areas Under the surface ran a myriad scarlet threads, curving, bending, twisting, humping, in no obvious order or pattern. Most odd, thought Gersen. He picked up the object, looked at it this way and that. Most odd. Most curious. . . . Gersen gave a sudden cry of uncontrollable laughter. Was such remarkable and magnificent foolishness possible^ He THE FACE 733 thought back across the months, and a hundred items of information suddenly ranged themselves into coherent order Gersen replaced the transparent object He took his case and left the offices ofJarkow Engineering He had achieved his purpose. Conversations to be recorded in Jarkow's office could not fail but be interesting Without incident Gersen returned to the hotel The tattletale he had arranged on the door to his room was in place and undisturbed. Gersen entered, closed and locked the door, bathed, and went to bed. Gersen spent a restless night. Faces floated through his mind Lens Larque the caricatures, drawings, and blurred photograph. Poor broken Tintle and his spouse, Daswell Tippm, Ottile Panshaw, Bel Ruk, Lully Inkelstaff, Jerdian Chanseth In the morning Gersen ordered breakfast up to his room, then, assailed by doubts, ate none of it. Dressing with care, he descended



to the ground floor, slipped out upon the Mall, went to the Capricorn Cafe, and there took his breakfast Today was to be an important day. At noon to Moss Alrune and Jerdian. Later—who knows5 Possibly a meeting with Lens Larque He returned to the hotel and went up to his room. The tattletale had been disturbed. Putting his ear to the door Gersen heard a set of odd sounds With the most exaggerated delicacy he slid the door a)ar, to find a chambermaid setting his room to rights He entered, bade her good morning, a few minutes later she withdrew Gersen immediately went to the telephone. He called the Kotzash office and activated the recording device. To his ear came those four conversations which had been recorded that morning. First, a call from Zerus Belsamt of Stellar Fortress Security Association, requesting conversation with Mr Jarkow "Sorry," said Lully in a pert voice "Mr Jarkow is not present." "When do you expect him5" "I don't know, sir. Perhaps tomorrow." "Please mention that I called, and I'll try again tomorrow." "Very ^ ell, sir" Next to be heard was a call from Jarkow inquiring for Ottile Panshaw "He hasn't been in, sir " "What2" Jarkow's tone was sharp. "Has he left a message5" 734 THE DEMON PRINCES "Not a word! No one's called but a Mr. Zerus Belsaint who wants to consult you." "A Mr. Zerus who?" "Mr. Zerus Belsaint of the Stellar Fortress Security Association. May I tell him when you'll be able to see him?" "I'll be in this afternoon late, but I won't talk with Belsaint. He'll have to wait. If Panshaw calls, have him come to the office and don't let him leave." "Yes, sir." Gersen next listened to Lully's private conversation with a friend, where he learned more than he cared to know. Lully described her previous evening's adventures, using images and metaphors which Gersen found unflattering. "And with a Methlen girl, would you believe it?" Lully's voice was pitched in tones of outrage. "I can't imagine what sort of a man he is! I gave him a most awful look, simply withered him! Then I went off with Nary. We danced three suites and a great gallop. And that's not all! On the way home,



we came upon a frightful murder—in fact, four murders, of a cabdriver and three passengers. They lay around the road like so many dog carcasses. I've had a night I won't forget!" "Who was the Methlen girl?" "That giddy Chanseth bit. You see her everywhere." "Yes, I know of her." The conversation ended, and the final call came through: from Motry, Jarkow's works superintendent. "Mr. Jarkow, please." "He's not here yet. He'll be in later today." "I'm just down from Shanitra. I called in to report final checkout. He can pass the word on to his principals. Will you give him the message?" "Certainly, Mr. Motry." "Don't forget now!" "Naturally I won't forget! In fact, I'll put a note on his desk this minute." "That's the system! Quite proper, my girl! I'll look into the office tomorrow morning." "Very good, Mr. Motry. I'll tell Mr. Jarkow." Thereafter the line was dead. Gersen sat back in the chair and reflected. Today must be the day. He looked out the window. The weather was cool, with Cora-light slanting down from an autumnal sky. The uplands of Llalarkno showed indistinct through haze; the THE FACE 735 town, the park, the entire landscape seemed suffused with a melancholy serenity, which Gersen found consonant with his own mood. Problems had been solved; mysteries had revealed themselves to an effect so ludicrous, cruel, and wild that Gersen's mind veered away. Gersen considered the conversations he had overheard. Jarkow expected important visitors during the afternoon: who could they be? .. . His thoughts shifted to Jerdian Chanseth, and brought him a twinge of hollow uncertainty. What would she be thinking? Now, this very instant? Gersen, so astute, crafty, and resourceful, found himself besieged by doubts and anxieties. He saw her as he had seen her first, in her dark green frock and dark green stockings, the dark hair curling over her ears and across her forehead. Her only notice of him had been a haughty glance; how different now their relationship! Gersen's heart melted within him. . . . He checked the time: less than an hour to noon, not too early to set out for Moss Almne.



Gersen considered the cabs waiting near-the hotel. Unlikely that any of these could be considered threats; nevertheless, he crossed the park and flagged down a cab cruising the street. As always, he discovered resistance, and the driver consented to the journey only when Gersen agreed to sit far back in the shadow of the interior where he could not be seen. In the road by Moss Alrune Gersen alighted and paid the fare; the driver wasted no time in departing. Gersen walked back along the road to the entrance arch. Great trees of a type unknown to him overhung the stone wall and cast a dapple shade; the air was still and silent. To right and left of the arch, stone pillars supported the busts of nymphs cast in bronze; their eyes looked unseeingly down at him. He passed under the arch and into the grounds. The driveway curved up to a broad portico; beyond, a path led off around the house into the gardens, where Gersen so far had not explored. He walked among confections of flowering shrubs and carefully groomed trees, and presently came to a low stone wall. On the other side spread the grounds of Oldenwood. Gerson looked out across the lawn, now occupied by a pair of small dark-haired girls, naked except for white skimmer hats decorated with flowers. They saw Gersen and paused to stare. Their frolicking became more sedate. Presently they ran off to a more secluded area. 736 THE DEMON PRINCES Gersen turned back the way he had come, wondering if ever his own children would run so blissfully across the lawns of Moss Alrune.... He went around to the front of the house. On the steps satJerdian, looking pensively across the water. She rose to her feet; he put his arms gently around her and kissed her; she acquiesced, without fervor. For a few minutes they stood; then Gersen said: "Have you spoken of me to your family?" Jerdian laughed sadly. "My father does not think well of you." "He hardly knows me. Shall I go talk to him?" "Oh no! He'd be frigid.... I really don't know what to say. All last night I thought about you and myself, and all this morning. . .. I'm still confused." "I've been thinking too. I see three possible courses. We can take leave of each other, finally and forever. Or you can come away with me—now, if you like. Tomorrow we'll leave Methel and go off across space." Jerdian sighed and gave her head a slow dismal shake. "You don't know what it is to be Methlen. I'm a part of Llalarkno, just



as if I had grown here, like a tree. I'd be forever lonely away from my home, no matter how much I loved you." "Or I could stay here on Methel and make my home here, with you. Jerdian looked at him dubiously. "Would you really do that for mer "I have no other home. Llalarkno appeals to me; why shouldn't I live here?" Jerdian smiled ruefully. "It's not all that simple. Outworlders aren't often made welcome, if ever. We're very exclusive, as I'm sure you know." "I've already arranged that part of it. We already own a home." "Here? On Methel?" Gersen nodded. "Moss Alrune. I bought it yesterday." Jerdian looked at him in amazement. "The price was a million SVTJ! I thought you, well, a poor adventurer—a spaceman!" "So I am, after a fashion. But hardly poor. I could buy a dozen Moss Alrunes and not even notice it." "I'm bewildered." "I hope you don't think the worse of me for not being poor." THE FACE 737 "No. Not really. You're more of a mystery than ever. Why did you risk your life fighting that great Darsh at hadaul?" "Because it had to be done." "But why?" "Tomorrow I'll tell you everything. Today—the time isn't quite right." She looked at him searchingly. "You're not a criminal? Or a pirate?" "I'm not even a banker." Jerdian, looking past Gersen, became rigid. A furious voice called out: "Hoy there, fellow! What are you doing here? Jerdian! Whatever is this?" Without waiting for an answer Adario Chanseth signaled to a pair of burly footmen. "Take this fellow and pitch him into the street."



The footmen advanced confidently. A moment later one lay facedown in a flower bed, the other sat nearby numbly holding his bleeding face. Gersen said: "You threw me out of your bank, Mr. Chanseth, but this is my properly and I don't care to be molested." "WTiat do you mean, your property?" "I bought Moss Alrune yesterday." Chanseth uttered a harsh laugh. "You bought nothing very much. Have vou read the Llalarkno charter? No? Then you are in for a surprise. Llalarkno is a private domain, and retains basic ownership in perpetuity. You bought no title; you bought what is in effect a lease, which must be validated by the Llalarkno Trustees. I am one of these. I don't want your outlander face hanging over my garden wall, staring at my children, no more than I'd tolerate that Darsh blackguard." Gersen looked at Jerdian, who stood with her hands twisting and tears running down her cheeks. Chanseth glanced at her. "So that's the way of it, eh? A romantic drama. Well, put the role away and out of your head. You're a wayward little creature; your imagination leads you into situations which you can't control. The drama is over; here you must stop. It is time you were learning propriety. Go home at once." "Just a moment," said Gersen. He went to Jerdian and stood looking down into her tear-stained face. "You don't need to obey him. You can come with me—if you choose to do so." Jerdian said in a low voice, "He's probably right. I'm a Methlen 738 THE DEMON PRINCES and I'll never be anything else. I suppose I might as well face up to it Good-bye, Kirth Gersen " Gersen bowed stiffly "Good-bye " He turned to Adano Chanseth, who stood stonily nearby, but could find no words to express his feelings He turned on his heel, strode down the drive, passed under the arch, and the bronze nymphs gazed down with blind eyes The road was empty Gersen walked southward toward Twanish, with the grounds of Oldenwood to his right He turned a single glance across the sloping lawn The two little girls, now wearing frocks, noticed his passage and paused in their play to watch Gersen continued, through the quiet woods, at last down the slope to the Mall, and around to the Capricorn Cafe He felt hungry, thirsty, tired, and depressed, he threw himself down at a table and made a meal of bread and meat, then sat with a pot of tea, staring across the park The episode had run its course Emotions, hopes, gallant resolves all past and gone like sparks on the wind The pattern, Gersen reflected, was that of a simple tragicomedy in two acts tensions, conflicts, confrontations on Dar Sai, a brief



interlude while the settings were shifted, a surge to the climax at Moss Alrune The dynamic thrust to the production had been provided by Gersen's folly How absurd to think of himself against the bucolic background of Moss Alrune, participating in the Methlen frivolities, no matter what his wistful yearnings' He was Kirth Gersen, obsessed by inner imperatives which might never be satisfied The drama was ended The tensions had resolved, the matters at conflict had settled into equilibrium with a ponderous lurching finality Gersen managed a bitter smile as he sipped his tea Jerdian would not suffer very long, or very painfully Gersen rose to his feet and went to the hotel He bathed, changed into spaceman's gear He called his recording device, and heard another of Lully's personal calls, to a Nary Balbroke, and another call from Jarkow, again inquiring after Ottile Panshaw, in a sharper voice than before "He's not called, Mr Jarkow " "Very strange He's not in the office next door^" "The office has been empty all day, sir " "Very well, I won't be m until late afternoon, I've got some important business You go home at your usual time If Panshaw calls, leave me a note." THE FACE 739 "Yes, Mr Jarkow " Gersen switched off the communicator He looked at his chronometer Lully would presently be leaving the office Gersen made his preparations, checking and recheckmg with meticulous patience Satisfied at last he departed the hotel and walked across the park, arriving at Skohune Tower (ust in time to see Lully trot briskly out upon the street and march off up the Mall Gersen went into the building, rode the ascensor to the third floor, and went directly to room 308 He put his ear to the door No sound Inserting his key he slid the door open and surveyed the interior The rooms were empty He stepped into the reception room and closed the door He went toJarkow's office and looked inside Empty, as before Gersen crossed the hall to the drafting room, and seated himself to the side He waited Half an hour passed The shafts of Cora-light entering by the west windows began to approach the horizontal Gersen grew tense The seconds went past with an almost audible thudding He became tired of sitting He went to stand where he could



look through the glass partition, both toward the outer door and, by turning his head, into Jarkow's office The situation was not to his satisfaction, he felt overly conspicuous Closing the door, he dropped to his knee and with his knife cut a small slit m the lower panel, allowing him a slantwise view intoJarkow's office. Steps in the hall Gersen listened a single man Whoever might be Jarkow's "important visitor," he had not yet arrived The door slid back, into the outer orfice stepped Jarkow Gersen, standing behind a cabinet, watched through a niche in a stack of books Jarkow came into the office carrying a small case He stopped, looked into Lully's cubicle, scowled An ugly harsh-looking man, thought Gersen, rendered even more so by his elaborate blond hairpiece. But by no means a man to be taken lightly Muttering under his breath, Jarkow went heavy-footed to his office Gersen dropped to his knees and out ot sight Looking through a slit, Gersen saw Jarkow go to his desk, where he opened the case and brought out a black box surmounted by an amber button Jarkow placed the box in the precise center of 740 THE DEMON PRINCES his desk, then went to sit in his chair. He leaned back, turned to look moodily out of the window across the park toward Llalarkno. Gersen stepped out of his hiding place and into the hall.Jarkow heard a sound; he jerked about to see Gersen entering his office. His heavy eyebrows lowered, his yellow-gray eyes became narrow. For a moment he and Gersen stared at each other. Gersen took three slow steps forward, so that he stood almost in front of the desk. Finally Jarkow spoke: "Well, who are you?" "My name is Kirth Gersen. Have you ever heard of me?" Jarkow gave his head a jerk. "I know something of you." "I took Kotzash away from Panshaw. I instructed him to halt all proceedings on Shanitra. Presumably he notified you." Jarkow nodded slowly. "He did so indeed. Why have you gone to such effort?" "To begin with, I wanted the Kotzash money. Yesterday I transferred almost five million SVU to my own account." Jarkow's eyes narrowed even further. "In that case, I will render my bill to you." "Don't trouble yourself." Jarkow seemed not to hear the remark. He took the black box



from the center of his desk and moved it to the window ledge beside his chair. "So: what do you want with me?" "A few moments' conversation. Are you expecting company?" "Perhaps." "We'll have time for a chat. Let me tell you something about myself. I was born at a place called Mount Pleasant, which was subsequently destroyed by a syndicate of slavers. One of the group was a certain Lens Larque: a murderer, thief, and general blackguard. This Lens Larque is Darsh, and originally bore the name Husse Bugold. He became an outcast, a 'rachepol,' and lost an ear. His other ear he lost only recently, at Tintle's Shade in Rath Eileann. How do I know? I cut it off myself, Madame Tintle probably cooked it into next day's ahagaree." In Jarkow's eyes yellow lights were flickering. He rose suddenly to his feet. In a well-modulated voice he said: "Your language offends me, inasmuch as I myself am Lens Larque." "I am aware of this," said Gersen. "I have come to kill you." Lens Larque reached under the lip of his desk. "We shall see who kills whom. First I will break your legs." He squeezed, but no THE FACE 741 answering fan of power spurted forth; Gersen had disconnected the circuitry' during his visit. Lens Larque muttered a guttural curse and from his pocket drew a weapon. Gersen fired his own pistol, exploded the weapon out of Lens Larque's hand. Lens Larque roared in pain. Lurching around the desk he threw himself forward. Gersen swept up a chair, thrust it into Lens Larque's face. Lens Larque thrust it aside with a sweep of bull-strong arms. Gersen stepped close, kneed Lens Larque's abdomen, slapped the back of Lens Larque's neck with his right hand. He stepped back, ducked a massive blow, then kicked Lens Larque's knee, pulled him off balance, and sent him sprawling to the floor, where the blond hairpiece fell away to reveal a ridged skin-bald scalp and vacant ear-holes. Gersen leaned on the edge of the desk and pointed his pistol at Lens Larque's midriff. "You are about to die. I wish I could kill you a dozen times." "Panshaw betrayed me." "Panshaw is gone," said Gersen. "He betrayed no one." "Then how did you know me?" "I saw your face in the other room. I know your plan, and why you used Kotzash. All to no avail." Lens Larque clenched his muscles and tried to seize Gersen's



feet, but performed only a feeble cramped movement. He stared up at Gersen. "WTiat have you done to me?" "I have poisoned you with cluthe. The back of your neck is now burning. Your arms and legs are already paralyzed. In ten minutes you will be dead. As you die, think of the harm you have inflicted upon innocent people." Lens Larque gasped. "The box yonder—give it to me." "No. I take pleasure in thwarting your plans. Remember Mount Pleasant? There you killed my father and my mother." "Take the box," whispered Lens Larque. "Pull the guard back; press the button." "No," said Gersen. "Never." Lens Larque began to thrash across the floor as his viscera knotted and cramped. Gersen went to the reception room and waited. The minutes passed. The sounds continued as Lens Larque's muscles coiled, knotted, and pulled in different directions. His breath came in stertorous gasps. After nine minutes he lay 742 THE DEMON PRINCES twisted in a grotesque contortion. At ten minutes he ceased to breathe, and a minute later he was dead. Gersen, sitting on the reception chair, drew a deep breath, and released it. He felt old, sad, and tired. Time passed. Gersen rose to his feet, went back into that room he had known asJarkow's office. Twilight was deepening to night. Over Llalarkno rose the moon Shanitra, in its full phase. Gersen picked up the black box. He held it a moment, weighing it, feeling its power. Contrary impulses thrust at him. He remembered Adario Chanseth's austere face. Gersen laughed mirthlessly. Lens Larque had labored long to achieve his most sardonic trick. Should such toil and expense be wasted, especially since Gersen shared all of Lens Larque's motivations? "No," said Gersen. "Of course not." He slid back the guard sleeve and put his finger on the amber button. He pushed. The surface of Shanitra erupted: chunks fell away with majestic deliberation; fragments sprayed in different directions; a cloud of dust created a nimbus glowing in the Cora-light. The dust dissipated. The disrupted material settled into new configurations. The irregular surface of Shanitra had now taken on



the similitude of Lens Larque's face: the earlobes long, the scalp bald, the mouth twisted into a leer of idiotic mirth. Gersen went to the communicator. He called Oldenwood and was put into contact with Adario Chanseth. Chanseth peered at the screen. "Who is calling?" "Go out into your back garden," said Gersen. "There's a great Darsh face hanging over the garden wall." Gersen broke the connection. He left Skohune Tower and went to the hotel, where he paid his bill and departed. A cab took him to the spaceport. He went out to his Fantamic Flitterwing, climbed aboard, and departed the planet Methel. From The Book of Dream\ Raise your eyes, stranger, to that age-worn rampart which confronts all else there stand the paladins, stern, grave, serene Each is one, each is all At the center is Imrrur of the graces He controls certain sleights of magic, he is master of ploys and plots and awful surprises He is Immir the unpredictable and claims no single color At Immir's right hand stands Jeha Rais, who is tall in ma)esty and whose color is black He is sagacious and always first to notice a far event, for which he construes eventualities Then he points his finger, to direct the gaze of the other paladins He is without qualm and advocates dcci siveness Sometimes he is known as "Jsha the Inexorable " He wears a black garment, supple and close as his skin, a black cape and a black morion, fixed at the crest with an orb of crystal in a silver star-blaze At Immir's left hand stands Lons Hohenger, whose color is the red of new blood He is the feroce, impulsive and reckless, and ever reluctant to leave the slaying grounds, though of all the paladins he can be most generous He lusts after fair women and they deny him at great risk to their dignity Should they make complaint or give chiding, his redress is even more fulsome. When finally he lea\es THE DEMON PRINCES the bed their voices are still and they look longingly after him. Green Mewness stands beside Loris Hohenger. Expert in skills is Mewness. He can fling a bridge or topple a tower; he is patient, cunning, and if the road is closed to right and left, he finds a way between. His memory is exact; he never forgets a face or a name and he knows the ways of a hun-



dred worlds. Soft men of wealth think him ingenuous in his dealings, to their ultimate consternation. Yellow Spangleway is wry, astonishing, and ignores every precedent. He is antic and droll, and able in the acting of roles. All the paladins, save only one, laugh to see his capers; when the time is appropriate all—save only one—dance to his musics, for Spangleway can elicit sweet sounds from a dangling pig, should he so choose to turn his skills. Never think to match Spangleway jape for jape, since his knife is even keener than his wit. In battle, the enemy cries out: "Where is the laggard Spangleway?" or: "Aha! The coward Spangleway takes to his heels'" only to have him on their necks from a new direction, or in some shocking guise. Beside Jeha Rais stands gentle Rhune Fader the Blue. In battle, though he is dauntless and first to succor a hardpressed paladin, he is also first to urge mercy and forbearance. He is slim, tall, clear of feature, and handsome as the summer sunrise; he is skilled in the arts and graces and sensitive to beauty in all things, especially the beauty of shy maidens upon whom he casts a glamour. Alas, in the battle councils the voice of Rhune Fader carries little weight. Beside blue Rhune, and a little apart, stands eerie white Eia Panice, whose hair, eyes, long teeth, and skin are white. He wears a full casque of white metal and little of his face can be seen: a high-bridged hooked nose, a harsh chin, gleaming eyes. In the councils he speaks, for the most part, either "yea" or "nay," but more often than not his word decides the issue, for he seems to know the ways of Destiny. Alone among the paladins he is unmoved by the droll contrivances of Spangleway. Indeed, on those occasions when his grim smile is seen, then is the time for all who can to depart and THE BOOK OF DREAMS never look back lest they discover the limpid gaze of Eia Panice fixed into their own. So then, stranger, go your way. When at last you make your homecoming, wherever it may be among the sparkling worlds, bring report of those who stand brooding yonder. From The Demon Princes—Caril Carphen: ... we turn the focus of our attention upon Howard Alan Treesong, his wry exploits and the incredible virtuosity of his organizational genius. At the outset let me, in all candor, confess my awe and perplexity: I do not know where to start. He is possibly the greatest rogue of all (if, in that perfervid ambience surrounding the Demon Princes, such niceties of comparison carry any shred of conviction). Certainly he is attended by the most extravagant contradictions. His cruelty is wanton and horrid, so that his occa-



sional magnanimities are cast into sharp relief. Judged by the elaborate methodtcalness of his programs, he would seem passionless, absolutely logical. Against a different perspective, he is seen to be volatile and as frivolous as a circus clown. He is a mystery, and his ultimate purposes cannot even be guessed. Howard Alan Treesong! A name of magic, instilling dread and wonder! W^hat, precisely, is known of him? The few nodes of fact are made ambiguous by a luminous dust of rumor. He is declared to be the most solitary person alive; by other reports he is the ultimate ruler of all criminals. His person is said to be unremarkable: tall, thin, with wellshaped if gaunt features and pale gray eyes of exceptional clarity. His expression is often described as droll and his manner vivacious. He dresses most usually in ordinary garments, without ostentation. By all accounts he enjoys the company of beautiful women, none of whom seems to profit from the association either spiritually or financially. To the contrary, the romances of which anything is known all end tragically, if not worse. 748 THE DEMON PRINCES The events which finally brought Howard Alan Treesong to bay ran an erratic course—twisting, forking, making confused halts and unlikely linkages—a consequence of the mystery in which Treesong shrouded himself. According to the few extant descriptions, Treesong stood rather taller than ordinary with a luminous gaze, a broad forehead, a narrow jaw and chin, and a foxy rueful mouth. His manner was usually described as gracious with a metallic undertone. Almost every account mentioned a "curious field of suppressed energy," or "unpredictable extravagance," and in one case the word "madness" was used. Treesong's obsession with mystery extended far. No photographs, representations, or likenesses were known to exist, on or off the public record. His origins were unknown; his private life was as secret as the far end of the universe; he regularly disappeared from public notice for years on end. Treesong's zone of operations encompassed the Oikumene; he rarely ventured Beyond. He was known to have used for himself the title "Lord of the Overmen."* Gersen picked up the track of Howard Alan Treesong essentially by dint of abstract reasoning—pure deduction in the classical pattern—using information supplied by one Walter Koedelin, an old-time associate and now a Senior Officer of the IPCC.2 The two met in Sailmaker Beach, to the north of Avente, the metropolis of Alphanor, first among Rigel's Concourse of Worlds. Chancy's Tea House at the top of Sailmaker Beach overlooked a thousand small houses, shops, taverns, and a small plaza used by a hundred kinds of people. Each structure was washed a different



color: pale blue, pale green, lavender, pink, white, yellow, and each cast a stark black shadow to the crackling Rigel-glare. Far below could be seen a small crescent of beach. Beyond, the Thaumaturge Ocean, soft dark blue, extended to the horizon, where floated pinnacles of white cumulus. 1. The allusion is perhaps explained in a paragraph from an interview in which Freesong stated "Men exploit animals to their needs and think nothing of the process So-called criminals exploit die ordinary ruck to their needs in die same manner, employ ing equal morality, hence criminals are properly to be known as 'Overmen ' " 2 Intei-world Police Coordinating Company originally a small bureau, collecung and collating information for the various police organizations of the Oikumene, gradually- expanding, diversifying, and undertaking special missions, at last to become die largest and most efficient law-enforcement agency of the human universe THE BOOK OF DREAMS 749 At a table shaded under a dense growth of dark green memaris sat Kirth Gersen and Walter Koedelin, a sandy-haired, pinkskinned man somewhat more stocky than Gersen, with a shortnosed, big-jawed face. Like Gersen, he wore spaceman's dark blue and gray, the costume for folk who hoped to avoid attention. The two men drank rum punch and discussed Howard Alan Treesong. In the company of Gersen, Koedelin spoke without restraint. "What is he up to now? That's a real puzzle. Ten years ago he called himself 'Lord of the Overmen.* " "In effect, 'King of Thieves.' " "Exactly. He licensed every illicit act from Far Edge to Tangiers Old Socco. One rime Howard walked a backstreet in Bugtown, on Arccurus IV, and a mugger jumped out. Howard asked: 'Are you registered with the Organization?' " 'No, I am not.' " 'Then you'll not get a cent from me, and I'm also turning you in for a fink.' " Koedelin drained his goblet of rum punch and looked up at the dark green foliage from which depended strips of pink blossoms. "Splendid place for microphones. I wonder who is listening to us." "No one, according to Chancy." "It's hard to be certain nowadays. Still, the Organization isn't all that strong around here." Gersen raised his hand. "Two more of the same. .. . So, Tree-



song is no longer Lord of the Overmen?" "Hardly that. But he gave up detail work to sublords quite some time ago. Howard only looks in from rime to rime and runs his eye over the books." "Benign fellow. So what is he up to now?" Koedelin hesitated, calculating his response, then made a fatalistic gesture and drew himself forward. "There's no harm in telling you, although if the story gets wide circulation we'll be embarrassed. It may not even be true." Koedelin looked right and left. "Don't let it go any further." "Certainly not." "IPCC administration is rather loose—that you know. There is a board of directors and a presiding officer, who is now Artur Sanchero. Five years ago his confidential aide died in an accident. A close friend recommended a man named Jethro Cope for the job, and after the usual background check Cope was hired. Cope proved 750 THE DEMON PRINCES very efficient, so much so that Sanchero had less and less work to do. And now began a strange process. The directors began to die— by disease, by accidents, by murder and suicide. "Sanchero, or more accurately Jethro Cope, recommended new directors who were thereupon voted into office. Jethro Cope always handled the vote and counted the ballots. He put seven men into the IPCC board of directors and needed only six more to achieve a voting majority. He probably would have gotten them had not one of the new directors, who called himself Bemus Carlisle, encountered an agent who recognized him to be Sean McMurtree of Dublin, Ireland, a high-class blackmailer. "To make a long story short, McMurtree was quietly expunged, but not before he mentioned a name. Can you guess the name he mentioned?" "Howard Alan Treesong." "Quite right. The agents went looking for Jethro Cope, but he was gone and never returned." "What of the other six new directors?" "Three were killed. One disappeared. Two are still there. They have no record; they claim innocence, and the other directors won't vote them out." "Very noble, very corrupt, or very frightened." "Take your choice." "To be Lord of the Overmen and Chief of the IPCC—both



and at the same time—that's like a beautiful dream, no matter which side you're on." "Alas, indeed. Treesong is a sly devil. I'd still like to carve up his liver." "What of photographs?" "Not one to be found." "So we still don't know what he looks like." Koedelin gave a grunt of derisive disgust. "People who dealt with Cope remember long blond curls, a bushy blond beard and mustache, an affable manner." "And since then?" "Nothing. He's gone invisible. I forgot to mention that three years ago an order went down to the library to void all material pertaining to Howard Alan Treesong, on the grounds of inaccuracy. This was done; now there's very little on tap." "All successful criminals at some time return to their homeTHE BOOK OF DREAMS 751 towns.' Somewhere out there Treesong was born and raised. Dozens of people must know him well. Maybe after three years new material has come in." Koedelin, leaning back in his chair, ruminated a minute or two. "I'll check over my sources and let you know. Where are you stay- -^" .?" ing: "At the Miramonte." "I'll look in about noon, if that's convenient.' On the following day, at precisely noon, Koedelin joined Gersen in the observation lounge of the Hotel Miramonte, on Avente's esplanade. "It's as I suspected," said Koedelin. "There's not a clue as to his origin. He first appears on Earth as a young man, robbing banks, swindling, extorting, committing murders, organizing a strike force. He's competent at his trade. Still, it's amazing how little we know of him as a human being." Declaring himself pressed for time, Koedelin left shortly after. Gersen went out to walk on the esplanade, which for ten miles paralleled Avente's superb white sand beach.



The harms Treesong had inflicted upon Gersen were now over twenty years old, when Treesong had only just attained his full criminal stature.2 Since this time his exploits had become ever more grand. ... A wraith of insight nickered through Gersen's mind. He went to lean on the balustrade. Three years ago Howard Treesong had dropped from sight. This man, who had tried to be, simultaneously, King of Thieves and Chief Director of the IPCC, was certainly not now idle; somewhere he plotted new schemes, more monumental than any before. Gersen considered a number of possibilities: deeds of cruel magnificence, ingenious abominations, shame visited upon all humanity. None of Gersen's constructions seemed plausible or worth the effort. Evidently, so Gersen told himself, he lacked Treesong's gorgeous, if wild and savage, imagination. 1 Gersen here referred to the book The Criminal Mentality, by Michael Diaz 2. At Mount Pleasant, an agricultural settlement on the world Providence, a consortium of five master criminals—the so-called Demon Princes—had dropped out of the sky to enslave die enure population, killing those who resisted. Kirth Gersen and his grandfather escaped, and thereafter in Gersen's life there had been room for little but preparation for retaliation and revenge. 7 S2 THE DEMON PRINCES Gersen returned to the hotel and telephoned Koedelin. "Regarding the subject of our conversation, it would seem that something dramatic should be coming to the surface about now. What would answer that description?" Koedelin could cite nothing definite. "I've been thinking along similar lines—waiting, so to speak, for the other shoe to drop. No matter how hard I listen, I hear only utter silence. . . ." The three populated Vegan worlds were Aloysius, Boniface, and Cuthbert. During the first Explosion of Peoples, they had been settled by religious orders, each more fanatic than the next. In the sixteenth century of the Space Age the sacerdotal flavor yet lingered, especially in the public buildings, converted from temples during the "Bum's Rush." Pontefract on Aloysius, a small city notable mainly for its incessant mist, by some trick of fate had become an important publishing and financial center. In the oldest section of town, dominating St. Paidrigh Square, stood the ancient Bramville Tower, now headquarters of Cosmopolis, a journal of news, photographs, and short essays. The magazine's contents, sometimes profound, often dramatic or even sentimental, were directed to the attention of intelligent middle-class folk across the entire Oikumene. Kirth Gersen, through the manipulations of his financial advi-



ser, Jehan Addels, had acquired a controlling interest in Cosmopolis; in the guise of Henry Lucas, Special Writer, he used the offices as a convenient headquarters. Arriving in Pontefract, Gersen went to dine with Jehan Addels at his splendid old mansion in Ballyholt Woods, to the north of Pontefract. During the course of the dinner Gersen mentioned Howard Alan Treesong and his peculiar invisibility. Addels instantly became tense. "You speak, naturally, only from casual interest." "Well—not altogether. Treesong is a scoundrel and a criminal. His influence reaches everywhere. Tonight burglars might break into this house and steal your Memlings and Van Tasals, not to mention your Rhodosi rugs. Objects of this quality might go directly to Treesong himself." Addels nodded somberly. "It is a serious matter. Tomorrow I will submit a memorandum to the IPCC." THE BOOK OF DREAMS 753 "It can do no harm." Addels glanced suspiciously toward Gersen. "I hope that you take no personal interest m this man?" "Probably to no great extent." Addels uttered an angry ejaculation under his breath. "Please do not include me in these investigations, not to the slightest degree!" "My dear Addels, how can I avoid coming to you for advice?" "My advice in this case is succinct and definite: let the IPCC do their job!" "That is excellent advice, and I will assist them in this work as much as possible, and I know that you will do the same." "Of course, of course," muttered Addels. At the Cosmopolis library Gersen searched in files for references to Howard Alan Treesong. These were voluminous and told Gersen little that he did not know and nothing of the topics which were his chief concern: Treesong's place of origin and his present whereabouts. Treesong's pictorial likeness was conspicuous by its absence. At the end of a disappointing day, Gersen, for no reason other than simple persistence, riffled through the contents of a file labeled Miscellaneous: Sort, discovering nothing to his immediate interest. A pair of trays marked "File" and "Discard" caught his eye. The "File" basket was empty; the "Discard" basket contained a large



photograph, almost a foot square, depicting a party at a banquet. Five men and two women were seated; three men stood somewhat to the back. At the top someone had scrawled: H. A. Treesong is here. With numb fingers and a prickling skin, Gersen stood staring at the photograph. The camera had recorded a fall circle, from the center of a circular table, so that each member of the group was depicted from the front, though none was looking directly at the camera and perhaps no one was aware that the picture was being made. In front of each place stood a curious little semaphore, displaying three colored flags, and each place had been served a silver dish containing three purple-brown objects about four inches high: apparently the first course to the banquet. Aside from the scrawled notation across the top, the photoTIIL DFMON PRINCPS 754 graph lacked further legend except for a number printed at the bottom 972 The diners were of various ages and races All projected a conndent air, the effluvium of position and wealth They were identified by place cards, unfortunately turned away from the camera Gersen looked from face to face Which might be Howard Alan Treesong2 His description fitted, more or less loosely, perhaps tour of the men A file clerk approached, a )aunty young man wearing a pmk-and-black striped shirt with baggy brown trousers in the local style He gave Gersen a glance which, while respectful and affable, also contained the shadow of a sneer Around the Cosmopohs offices Gersen was regarded as a man of questionable talents. "Rummaging through the garbage, eh, Mr Lucas2" "Everything is grist for the mill," said Gersen "This photograph which you were about to throw away—where did it come from2" "Oh, that affair2 It arrived a few days ago from our Starport office The Watch and Ward Society at its annual glut, or something similar Is it useful2" "Probably not Still, it's rather quaint I wonder who H A Treesong might be2" "One of the local gobboons The ladies are absolute frumps Nothing here for our readers, that I assure you " But Gersen was not to be discouraged "From our Starport office, you say Which Starport, incidentally2 There must be at least a dozen "



"Starport on New Concept, Marhab Six " Again the flavor, almost undetectable, of condescension Around Covmopolis no one understood how Henry Lucas had gained his job, and even less how he held it Gersen was indifferent to the opinions of his colleagues. "How did the photograph get here'" "It came in the last mailbag When you're finished, throw it back in the trash, there's a good fellow " The clerk went off about his duties Gersen took the photograph to his private cubicle and called the personnel office "Who is our representative at Starport, New Concept2" "Starport is a zone headquarters, Mr Lucas The /onal superintendent is Ailett Mayneth " THE BOOK OF DREAMS 755 Gersen discovered upon looking into Universal Travel Routes that direct connections between Aloysius and New Concept were nonexistent If he wished to travel by passenger packet he must expect three stopovers at junction points and three changes of ship, with consequent delay Gersen closed Universal Travel Routes and replaced it on the shelf. He rode out to the spaceport and boarded his Fantamic Flitterwmg, a serviceable and competent space cruiser, with a small cargo hatch and accommodations for four a vessel larger than his Distis Pharaon and more comfortable than his Armmtor Starship. In the late afternoon of the day on which he had discovered the photograph, Gersen departed Aloysius, with Vega hanging cold in the sky on his port quarter. He gave appropriate coordinates to the automatic pilot and was whisked off toward the middle reaches of Aries During the voyage he studied the photograph at length, and slowly the banqueters took on a static two-dimensional life Of each male face Gersen asked "Are you Howard Alan Treesong2" Some answered indignantly in the negative, others held their own counsel, and several seemed to return a brooding challenge, as if to say, "Who I am, what I am—interfere at your own peril'" And one of the men Gersen examined ever more often, with increasing fascination Glossy chestnut hair framed a philosopher's forehead, hollow cheeks were joined to a gaunt )aw by a sheath of corded muscle, the thin tender mouth was twisted as if in recollection of a mischievous joke. A face strong and subtle, sensitive but not soft. the face of a man capable of anything so thought Gersen Ahead glowed Marhab, off to the right wheeled the planet New Concept and its three moons.



2 From Civilized Ideas and Civilized Worlds, by Michael Yeaton: As the student reflects upon the development of the newlv settled worlds he notices an odd and ironic circumstance, recurring so often as to seem the rule rather than the exception. The ideal program by which each new society is shaped, by some as yet unenunciated law of conduct, begins to generate its own obverse, or opposite, impulse, which in due course overcomes the original scheme. Human perversity? The malice of Fate? Who can say? In any event, the examples are everywhere. For instance, consider the world New Concept.. . Arriving at New Concept, Gersen located Starport and landed at the space terminal. A sleek car riding a monorail shuttled him the five miles between the terminal and Starport; Gersen was thereby afforded a view of the New Concept fells, here overgrown with heavy, dark blue turf. In the middle distance the dark blue gave way to maroon, and beyond, purple. A mile from the terminal the monorail skirted an area of moldering white ruins, originally an intricate complex of structures in the Neo-Palladian style: almost a small city. Now the columns were chipped.broken, or toppled; the roofs had partly collapsed; the once-noble entablatures were stained and streaked. At first Gersen thought the ruins uninhabited; then he noticed movement here and there, and a moment later saw a pack of gangling animals loping across a once-grand plaza. The ruins fell behind; the monorail entered Starport and came THE BOOK OF DREAMS 757 to a halt at a central depot. At an information booth Gersen learned the location of the local Cosmopolis office—a suite in a ten-story tower a few hundred yards from the depot—and set out on foot. Starport seemed a city of no distinction whatever. Except for the lemon-yellow sunlight and the flavor of the atmosphere,' Gersen might have fancied himself in an outer suburb of Avente on Alphanor, or any of a dozen quasi-modern cities of the Oikumene. The folk wore garments similar to those of Avente and the cities of Earth. Whatever "new concept" had originally been intended, was now no longer in evidence. Presenting himself at the Cosmopolis office, Gersen approached a counter behind which stood an elderly man with a keen birdlike cast of countenance, bright blue eyes, and a crest of gleaming silver hair. He was thin, taut and carried himself with a stern and exact posture, somewhat at odds with his garments, which were casual: a bright blue turtleneck shirt of lightweight velour, soft beige trousers, and sandals of dark suede. He addressed Gersen in a formally terse voice: "Sir, your requirements?"



"I am Henry Lucas, from the Pontefract office," said Gersen. "I would like a few moments with Mr. Ailett Mayneth." "I am he." Mayneth looked Gersen up and down. "Henry Lucas? I have visited the Pontefract office and I can't remember hearing your name." "I carry the title 'Special Writer,' " said Gersen. "I am in fact a general-purpose roustabout; whenever there's a Job too dull or uncomfortable for anyone else I'm assigned to it." "I see," said Mayneth. "And what is so dull and uncomfortable here at Starport?" Gersen displayed the photograph. Mayneth's manner changed at once. "Aha! So that is how the wind blows. I wondered what would happen. So you are here to investigate?" "That is correct." "Hmm. Perhaps we can make ourselves more comfortable. Shall we go up to my apartments?" "Whatever you like." Mayneth conducted Gersen to an elevator, which lifted them 1. Experienced space travelers become sensitive to the variations of a breathable atmosphere, discriminating between inert g^ses, oxygen levels, and complex organic exudations peculiar to ei.erv individual planet In the air of New Concept Gersen noted a muscv peppery redolence, evidently rising from the blanket of rurf which cloaked the fells. 75S THE DEMON PRINCES high to the top floor. Mayneth slid open his door with easy indifference. Gersen entered what he recognized to be the domicile of a connoisseur of judgment and, so it would seem, wealth. In all directions he saw beautiful objects, of various eras and as many places of origin. Many of the objects Gersen could not precisely identify: for instance, a pair of earthenware lamps glazed a dull gray-brown. Possibly ancient Japan? In regard to the rugs he knew somewhat more, by reason of an episode in his early career. He recognized a pair of Persian rugs, glowing serenely in the sunlight, a QUIi-QUn, a Mersilin from the Adar Mountains of Copus, several small Gypsy rugs probably from the Khajar Realm of Copus. A satinwood case displayed a group of Myrmidense porcelains and a casual arrangement of precious old books, bound in shagreen and hornskin. "Since I have nothing better to do with myself," said Mayneth half-apologetically, "I try to surround myself with beautiful objects. ... I fancy myself as a shrewd trader and I enjoy nothing more than to prowl the country bazaars of some remote little world. This is



my so-called study. The books in here are exclusively from Earth. A miscellany, I fear. But sit down, if you will." Mayneth touched a gong with his fingers, producing a plangent tone. A servant appeared, a young girl of odd appearance, thin and supple as an eel, with a shock of curly white hair, slate-colored eyes in a small pinched face, a small pointed chin, and a thin lavender mouth. She wore a short white smock and moved with a curious lithe sliding gait. She watched the two men attentively, without any trace of self-consciousness. Gersen could not identify her racial stock. He thought that, if she were not feebleminded, her rationality was surely of a most unconventional sort. Mayneth hissed between his teeth, touched the palm of his hand, held up two fingers; the girl backed away. She returned almost immediately with a tray, two goblets, and two squat bottles. Mayneth took the tray; the girl was gone in a whisk of fluttering smock. Mayneth poured. "Our excellent Swallowtail beer." He served Gersen and picked up the photograph, which Gersen had placed on the table. "A very strange affair, this." He seated himself, drank a dainty swallow of beer. "A woman came into the office, and I inquired her business. She stated that she had valuable information which she wished to sell, for a substantial sum. I seated her in my office and looked her over. Her age was about thirty, a bit THE BOOK OF DREAMS 759 run to seed; just short of blowsy. Still, she seemed respectable, if in a dreadful state of nerves. She was not a local woman; she stated that she had come directly from the space terminal and that she desperately needed money. I looked her over once again, even more carefully, but I could not place her background." Mayneth took a meditative sip of beer. "I noticed one or two small points, still—" He shrugged, as if to dismiss the problem. "She began to work up her proposition. She said she was able to offer an item not only unique, but highly valuable. Not her exact words, of course. She was so nervous as occasionally to be incoherent. "I tried a bit of whimsy—rather sophomoric, really—'You've brought me the directions to a cache of hidden treasure!' "She became angry. 'Are you interested in what I have to offer? Mind you, I want a fair price!' "I told her that I'd have to see to Judge. Immediately she became cautious. It was quite a game. Finally I said, 'Madam, show me what you want to sell, otherwise I can't spare any more time.' "She asked me in a whisper, 'Have you heard the name Howard Alan Treesong?' " 'Yes, indeed. He is Lord of the Overmen.' " 'Don't say that! Although it's true ... I have his photograph. How much will you pay?'



11 'Let's see the picture.' " 'No, first you must make me a good offer!' "I'm afraid I became a bit lofty. I asked her, 'How can I buy something until I've seen it? Is it a good likeness?' " 'Indeed, it's a good likeness. He is about to commit a mass murder.' "I said nothing and finally she produced her merchandise." Mayneth indicated the photograph. "I examined it carefully, then said, 'This is admittedly an excellent picture, but which is Treesong?' " 'I don't know.' " 'Then how do you know he's here?' " 'I was told so, by someone who knew.' " 'He might have been joking.' " 'If so, he was killed for his joke.' "'Really?' " 'Yes, really.' " 'May I inquire your name?' 760 THE DEMON PRINCES " *Is it important? In any event, I won't give my proper name.' " 'Where was the picture taken?' " 'If I told you that, other people would suffer.' " 'Madam, be practical. Consider the circumstances. You show me a photograph; one of the persons, so you say, is Treesong, but you can't point him out to me.' " 'That proves I'm honest! I could easily point to anyone in the photograph; that man there, for instance.' " 'Quite true. As a matter of aside, and conceding your own picture is authentic? Someone out these details the picture



fact, he's my own choice. All this honesty, how do you know that the has been killed. Who? Why? Withhas no particular value.'



"She thought a moment or two. 'Can you guarantee confidentiality?' " 'Naturally.'



" 'One of Treesong's aides is named Ervin Umps. His brother was a waiter at the restaurant where the picture was taken. He was also my husband. He spoke with Ervin, and discovered that Treesong was at the banquet. The photograph is automatic, for the restaurant's records, and my husband took this copy, which he left in my keeping. He told me only that Treesong was in the picture, and that Treesong had murdered everyone else present. The picture, he said, was very valuable. That same night he was killed. I knew that I'd be killed too, whether I gave up the photograph or not, so I left at once, and that's all I can tell you.' " 'And where is the restaurant?' " 'I won't tell you. It's not necessary that you know.' " 'I don't understand. You've told me everything else.' " 'I have my reasons.' "That's where the matter rested. We had a long discussion about the price. I explained that I was taking her on trust; that the photograph might not be worth a hollow dinket. She agreed but wouldn't yield an inch. I asked, 'How much do you expect me to pay?' " 'I want ten thousand SVU!' " 'That is out of the question.' "'WTiat will you offer?' "I told her I'd risk a hundred SVU of company money and fifty of my own. She started to leave. I decided that I couldn't risk letting THE BOOK OF DRR4MS 761 the picture get away. I offered another hundred and guaranteed that if Cosmopolis used the picture she'd be paid two hundred more. "She caved in. 'Give me the money. I must leave here at once. The picture is dangerous.' I paid her off. She ran from the office and I saw no more of her." Mayneth filled the goblets with Swallowtail beer. "What happened next?" Mayneth cleared his throat. "I inspected the picture with great care. I found few clues. The clothes are diverse, and suggest a variety of backgrounds. They seem to be lightweight, which indicates a warm local climate. Those little semaphores—I can't understand them. Nor can I identify the food." "You hinted at one or two details in connection with the woman." "So I did. Her clothes were standard, but she spoke with an



accent. Around the stars you'll hear a thousand accents and dialects. It is one of my interests, and my ear is fairly keen. I listened carefully but I could not place her particular speech." "What else?" "At the corner of each eye she wore a little blue shell. I've seen these before but I can't connect them with any particular place." "She never mentioned her name?" Mayneth pulled on his chin. "Her husband's brother is Ervin Umps. She might or might not use the same name." "Possible. Not necessarily probable." "My own feeling. Still, I became curious and decided to make inquiry at the spaceport, and I did so, although the trail by then was three days cold. I checked passenger lists, asked questions, and to make a long story short, I found no 'Umps.' She apparently called herself Lamar Medrano. She transferred aboard the ship at a place called Virgo Junction, out on Spica Six. I checked the place in Universal Travel Routes. A dozen different liners touch there. I doubt if she could be traced away from Virgo Junction." "When did she leave New Concept?" "Possibly never." "How so?" "She booked passage to Altair aboard a Green Star packet, the Samarthi Tone, departing three days after her consultation with me. I checked around the hotels and found her at Hotel Diomedes, TUP DFMON PRINCES 762 where she had stayed two nights. They remembered her well, because she skipped without settling the bill." "Odd." "Sinister. I made further inquiries at the Diomedes, and learned that she had become acquainted with a certain Emmaus Schahar, a salesman in sports equipment from Krokinole. One morning Schahar paid his account and departed. Lamar Medrano went out the previous night and never returned." Gersen gave a dour grunt. "As to this Schahar, whsit of him7" "A saturnine fellow, soft spoken, with plenty of money." "He's not now in Starport?" "He left on the Gacy Wonder. One of its way-points is Virgo



Junction." "Interesting." "Very much so. I don't know whether or not to be reassured." "You wonder why Mr. Schahar did not call on you7" "Exactly." "Schahar might conceivably be an innocent salesman with only ordinary interest in Lamar Medrano." "Conceivably." "Assuming that Schahar is not an innocent salesman, Lamar Medrano might have become fearful and fled, so that she is now hiding somewhere on New Concept." "Possible." "Thirdly, Lamar might have died before revealing where she had taken the photograph. Perhaps she convinced Schahar that she had put it in the mails." "Possibly she had two copies of the photograph. Schahar considered his mission accomplished and is now pleased and happy." Gersen laughed. "When Howard Treesong reads Cosniopohs, sometime in the near future, Schahar will not be so pleased and happy." He brought out stylus and paper, wrote a few words, placed five hundred-SVU certificates on top, pushed all over to Mayneth. "Your expenses and a bonus for constructive activity Please sign the receipt so that I may recover from the central bursar." "Thank you," said Mayneth "That is indeed generous of you. Perhaps you will take lunch -with me7" "It will be a pleasure." Mayneth touched the gong, the white-haired girl appeared Mayneth made signs and sounds, the girl slid off, easy and soft of THE BOOK OF HRMMS 76-i motion She returned with beer, paused to watch as Mavneth filled the goblets, peering in fascination at the foam, her lavender-pink tongue darting in and out of her mouth "She loves beer," said Mayneth. "I won't allow her anv because she becomes agitated. She'll lick all the foam from our empty goblets." Daringly the girl hooked some foam from Gersen's goblet with her finger and put it into her mouth. Mayneth slapped her hand



without any great vehemence, and the girl (umped back like a playful cat. She hissed at Mayneth, who hissed in return and gestured; the girl departed. Passing through the door she bent to arrange a tassel in the fringe of the rug, Gersen noted that under the short white smock she was nude. Mayneth sighed and swallowed half a goblet of beer. "I'll be leaving New Concept before long. I came originally as a collector. The original settlers created many beautiful things- handilluminated books, grotesques, musical instruments. Notice that gong yonder, it sounds to no more than a touch. The best are supposed to sing even before they are touched. Some were exported, but the best were hidden in caves I've explored a thousand miles of caverns, acquisitiveness conquering my claustrophobia." Gersen leaned back in his chair and looked out across the tells The sun stood at its zenith, across a low ridge in the middle distance ran a pack of animals, gamboling and curvetting on long lank legs. They darted into the shadow of a thicket and began to graze on a growth of green sedge. "This doesn't seem a particularly w^ll managed world," said Gersen. "I don't see any signs of agriculture." "It's been tried. The Feeks destroy crops before they get started. There's no keeping them out short of poison, which is prohibited." "I noticed classical ruins out near the space terminal Do they represent the 'New Concept'7" "The original structures were the gift of a mad philanthropist. The 'New Concept' was dietary—vegetarianism, in fact, mixed with stints of meditation For fifty years the settlers lived in the great Temple of Organic Unity. They ate alfalfa sprouts, collard greens, and odd bits of the native vegetation. The human form is wonderfully adaptable. The settlers adapted all too well, and there they are now"—Mayneth pointed to the pack of lank animals gra/mg under THE DEMON PRINCES 764 the thicket—"having their lunch.. . . Speaking of lunch, we might as well go examine our own." Mayneth led Gersen to his dining room, where the whitehaired girl stood staring in fascination at the table. Sudden illumination came to Gersen. "She is one of the locals?" Mayneth nodded. "They leave babies lying out on the fells. Simple forgetfulness, I suspect. Sometimes they're brought in and trained, more or less successfully. Catch them early and they'll learn to stay clean and walk on their hind legs. Tiptoe here is a clever one; she serves beer and fluffs pillows and generally behaves herself."



"She's fascinating to look at," said Gersen. "Is she, well, affectionate?" "It's been tried, with generally poor results," said Mayneth"Are you curious? Touch her." "Where?" "Well, to begin with, on the shoulder." Gersen approached the girl, who swayed back, blinking her great gray eyes. Gersen reached out his hand; she uttered a quick spitting hiss and sprang back, mouth open to show sharp teeth, hands raised and fingers curled. Gersen drew back, grinning. "I see what you mean. Her opinions are very definite." "Some of the local lads use a bait of molasses candy," said Mayneth. "They like it and while they're eating they can't bite. . . . Well, here's our lunch. She'll go away now, because she can't tolerate anything but lettuce and occasionally a bit of boiled carrot. Such is the dark side of vegetarianism." 3 From Life, Volume I, by Unspiek, Baron Bodissey: ... I often reflect upon the word "morality," the most troublesome and confusing word of all. There is no single or supreme morality; there are many, each defining the mode by which a system of entities optimally interacts. The eminent entomologist Fabre, observing a mantis in the act of devouring its mate, exclaimed: "WTiat an abominable custom!" The ordinary man, during a day's time, may be obliged to act by the terms of a half dozen different moralities. Some of these acts, appropriate at one moment, may the next moment be considered obscene or opprobrious in terms of another morality. The person who, let us say, expects generosity from a bank, efficient flexibility from a government agency, openmindedness from a religious institution will be disappointed. In each purview the notions represent immorality. The poor fool might as quickly discover love among the mantises. Gersen, returning to Aloysius, landed at Dunes Spaceport a few miles south of Pontefract. The time was late on a dark purple-gray afternoon. Mist blowing in from Bottleglass Bay almost obscured



766 THE DEMON PRINCES the terminal buildings. Gersen bowed his head and walked to the depot across a boardway of weathered sea-wood. He rode first by underground train, then by taxi to the mansion ofJehan Addels, his financial adviser and general business factotum, in Ballyholt Woods. Addels greeted him with his usual air of sour disapproval, which Gersen believed to be a mask for esteem and possibly even affection, though this might be asking a bit too much from Addels, whose views of man and the universe were filtered through a lifetime of mistrustful cynicism. Addels looked the part, with a gaunt yellowish face, a tall thin forehead, a long thin nose with a tremulous tip. His hair was scanty and yellow-brown, his eyes a bland pale blue. Gersen went to his usual room, bathed, dressed in garments left on a previous occasion. He dined with Addels and his numerous family in a grand dining room, at a table illuminated by candles. The tableware was antique silver and they ate off ancient Wedgewood. After dinner the two men returned to Addels's yampang-pa.ne\ed study and sat before a fire with coffee served from a silver coffeepot. Gersen displayed the photograph, to Addels's consternation. "I had hoped that you were finished with this sort of thing." "Not quite," said Gersen. "What do you think?" Addels feigned stupidity. "Regarding what?" "We want to identify Treesong and discover where he makes his headquarters." "And then?" "Perhaps we'll bring him to justice." "Bah! And perhaps someone will get himself killed by being hung on a hook a mile in the air, which was what happened to poor Newton Flickery." "A shame, that. Well, we must hope for the best." "Therefore I hope that you will have nothing to do with this business. Here, let me throw the photograph into the fire." Gersen ignored him, and for the hundredth time studied the photograph. "Which is Treesong? How can we identify him?" Addels said crossly, "He's one often persons. The others must know him, or at least know themselves. Treesong can be identified by eliminating the others."



"First we must identify the others." THE BOOK OF DREAMS 767 "Why not? Each must have many friends and acquaintances. But let us talk no more of this foolishness." Gersen wandered the crooked old streets of Ponteftact. He sat in small irregular squares, planted with boxwood and wallflowers. He idled along valleys smelling of age and wet stone; he took several meals at a restaurant suspended over Bottleglass Bay on rotten black pilings. He saw little of Addels except at the stately dinners which Addels considered a basic element of civilized existence. Addels refused to discuss Gersen's preoccupation, and Gersen had only small interest in the highly profitable dealings by which Addels augmented Gersen's wealth. On the fourth day Gersen settled upon a method to increase the leverage of his single tool to the utmost. For several years the Cosmopolis directorship had contemplated a companion magazine, to be known as Extant. Much of the preliminary work had been done. The new journal would rely heavily upon Cosm-opolis production and distribution facilities, with an editorial policy intended to appeal to a livelier and less sedate readership than that ofCosmopolis. Through a linkage of holding companies, Gersen owned Cosmopolis outright. Now he ordained the instant existence of Extant. Overnight it came into being. Copy long prepared entered printing machines, and Extant surged out through the Cosmopolis distribution adits to the far edges of the Oikumene. To increase its impact on the market this first issue would be given away free. It featured a remarkable contest, certain to attract the attention of all its readers. A photograph on the cover depicted ten persons at a banquet. The caption read: WHO ARE THESE FOLK? NAME THEM CORRECTLY AND WIN 100,000 SVU! The inside cover added qualifying details. Only the first three contestants to identify all the depicted faces would win prizes. Should no one name all persons correctly, then those three persons identifying the largest number of faces would receive the prize. Six additional rules stipulated the prizes to those who were first, or among the first, correctly to identify fewer than all the faces. Entries THE DEMON PRINCES 768 were to be mailed to: Extant; Corrib Place, 9-11; Pontefract, Aloysius (Vega VI). Such entries would be adjudicated by members of



the Extant staff. Wherever periodicals were sold Extant impinged on the eye, the more so for the prominent overprint on its cover: FREE. At refuges on the frozen salt tundras of Irta; under the lime trees of Duptis Major; at halts along the cableways of the Midor Mountains; at kiosks along the grand boulevards of Paris and Oakland; on Alphanor, Chrysanthe, Olltphane and Krokinole, and every other world of the Rigel Concourse: Extant. In spaceports, barbershops, jails, hospitals, monasteries, bordellos, construction camps: Extant. Millions of eyes saw the faces, usually with only casual interest. Not a few studied the photograph with care, and even fascination, and took occasion to write letters to Contest Editor, Extant. Two persons especially, separated by light-years of space, saw the photograph with startled amazement. The first sat frowning through his window as he pondered the significance of the contest. The second, occasionally sounding a rather harsh chuckle, took pen in hand and addressed a letter to Contest Editor, Extant. Gersen decided to move into town, closer to the Extant office. Addels recommended the Penwipers Hotel. "It is convenient to your office, and quite the best address in town, very respectable." His gaze lingered thoughtfully upon Gersen's costume. "In fact..." "In fact what?" "Nothing whatever. You will be made comfortable at Penwipers. They take good care of their guests. I will call to make arrangements; they seldom accept new clientele without favorable recommendation." The facade of Penwipers Hotel, six stories of carved brownstone and fluted black iron, surmounted by a Flemish mansard roof of green copper tiles, overlooked Old Tara Square. An inconspicuous portal opened into first a foyer, then a reception hall, with the lounge to one side and the dining room to the other. Gersen registered at a counter of carved brown marble, supported by pilasters and corner columns of glossy black gabbro. The receptionists wore formal morning clothes of old-fashioned cut—how old-fashioned Gersen did not immediately appreciate. The style, in fact, had THE ROOK OF DRI^AMS 769 changed by not so much as a buttonhole since the hotel's opening eleven hundred years before. At the Penwipers, and in Pontefract generally, tradition yielded grudgingly, if at all, to novelty. Gersen waited while the registration clerk quietly consulted the head porter, the two glancing at Gersen from time to time. The consultation ended; Gersen was conducted to his suite. The chief porter led the way, an assistant carried Gersen's small handbag, a third carried a velvet box. At the door the chief porter opened the box, withdrew a damask cloth scented with lavender, with which he



briskly wiped the door handle, which he then twitched with thumb and forefinger. The door opened; Gersen entered a set of highceilinged rooms, famished in a style of austere comfort, something short of luxury. The porters moved swiftly around the room, adjusting the placement of furniture, wiping surfaces with their scented cloths, then departed, swiftly and quietly as if they had merged into the shadows. The chief porter said: "Sir, the valet will attend you at once to assist with your wardrobe. The water-is already drawn for your bath." He bowed and prepared to leave. "One moment," said Gersen. "Is there a key to the door?" The chief porter smiled benignly. "Sir, you need not fear intrusion at Penwipers." "Possibly not. But, for instance, suppose I were a jewel merchant carrying a parcel of gems, and a thief wished to rob me. He need merely saunter to my room, open the door, and divest me of my wealth." The chief porter, still smiling, shook his head. "Sir, such a terrible thing could never happen here. It would simply not be tolerated. Your valuables are quite safe." "1 don't carry any valuables," said Gersen. "I merely suggested a possibility." "The inconceivable, sir, is rarely possible." "I am totally reassured," said Gersen. "Thank you." "Thank you, sir." He drew back as Gersen extended his hand. "The staff is adequately paid, sir. We prefer to accept no gratuities." He inclined his head crisply and departed. Gersen from a packed valet,



bathed in a sunken tub carved, like the reception desk, block of brown marble. He emerged to find his belongings neatly into a bottom drawer of an ancient wardrobe. The deeming his garments unsuitable, had laid out new: sedate



THE DEMON PRINCES 770 dark brown trousers, a lavender-and-white striped shirt, a cravat of white linen crash, a knee-long coat of black twill, pinched at the shoulders, belled at the hips. In rueful resignation Gersen dressed in the new garments. If nothing else, Jehan Addels would be pleased. Gersen descended to the lobby and crossed to the main entrance. The chief porter stepped forward to intercept him. "A moment, sir, I will fetch your klapper." He tendered a large black velvet hat with a wide rolled brim, a coil of dark green, and a small



stiff brush of black bristles. Gersen looked askance at the hat, and would have slipped past had not the doorman contrived to position himself between Gersen and the door. "You'll find the air a bit brisk, sir. It is our pleasure to assist you in the use of appropriate attire." "That is kind of you," said Gersen. "Thank you, sir. Allow me to arrange the hat. Just so ... Afternoon wear will be laid out for your use at the stroke of the second gong. The weather portends a drifting wet mist, with showers later in the day." In the foyer Gersen paused to glance at himself in the mirror. Who was this somber exemplar of Old Pontefract gentility who stared back at him? Never had he worn a disguise more deceptive. Gersen wandered along the crabbed streets, under tall narrowfronted buildings, across the ubiquitous small squares, each with its boxed beds of wallflowers, pansies, native bulrastia, and St. Olaf's Toe. From time to time the mist parted to allow a shaft of Vegalight down to glisten on wet stone and infuse a sudden gush of color into the flower beds. At a public telephone he called Jehan Addels and arranged a meeting at the Extant office, at Addels's convenience. "That will be in one hour's time," said Addels. "I will be there." Gersen turned into Corrib Place, a short street somewhat wider than ordinary and paved with slabs of polished granite, dovetailed each to each, and laid down long ago as an act of penance by the Estebanite monks. Corrib Place occupied the oldest part of Pontefract Old Town. To one side the ancient Estebanite monastery had been converted into commercial suites; the structures opposite, built of agedarkened mace and ganthar wood, bound with brackets of black THE BOOK OF DRIL4MS iron, stood tall and gaunt and compressed, often with upper-story bays overhanging the street. With time to spare before his appointment with Addels, Gersen sauntered along Corrib Place, looking into shops, which here affected a special eclat and offered only goods of distinction and elegance: fancy pastries and imported sweetmeats; rare gems, pearls from the local rorqual, crystals won from dead stars; gloves, cravats, gaiters, kerchiefs; perfumes, philtres, magic Duhamel oil; bibelots, curios, portfolios ot antique art: Giotto and Gosl-wane; William Snyder and William Blake; Mucha, Dulac, Lindsay; Rackham, Nielsen; Durer, Dore, David Russell. Gersen paused ten minutes to watch a pair of puppets at a game of chess. The puppets were Maholibus and Cascadine, characters from the Comic Masque. Each had captured several pieces; each in turn, after deliberation, made



his move. WTien one captured a piece, the other made gestures of rage and agitation. Maholibus made a move and spoke in a creaking voice: "Checkmate!" Cascadine cried out in anguish. He struck himself on the forehead and toppled backward-off his chair. A moment later he picked himself up; the two arranged the pieces and started a new game. . . . Gersen entered the shop, bought the chess-player puppets, and ordered them delivered to Penwipers: one of the rare occasions of his life when he had encumbered himself with a trivial article. Strolling along Corrib Place, Gersen found himself opposite the offices of Extant Publications. He paused by the window of the Horlogicon, to study a timepiece seemingly fashioned from puffs and swirls of mist, with spots of colored light designating the time. Interesting, but impractical, thought Gersen. .. .Jehan Addels turned into Corrib Place and approached, placing his feet carefully one before the other. The time was several minutes early. He stopped beside Gersen to catch his breath and inspect the Extant offices. After an incurious sidelong glance, he ignored Gersen and continued peering toward the Extant offices. Gersen spoke. "Sir, are you expecting someone?" Addels swung around, stared in hemusement. "My dear fellow, I failed to recognize you!" Gersen smiled a wintry smile. "The hotel has allowed me the use of these clothes. They feel that my ordinary attire is a bit too ordinary." Addels spoke in a precise voice. "A person makes a statement THE DEMON PRINCES 772 about himself with his clothes A genteel person wears genteel clothes to establish his status, and status, whether we like it or not, is a key factor in human interrelations." Gersen said, "At the very least I am provided an excellent disguise " Addels's voice rose a quick tone or two. "Why should you need a disguise5" "We are dealing, you and I, with a remarkable man He is a ruthless murderer, but at the same time a paragon of gentility who could lodge without qualm at Penwipers Hotel " Addels gave a glum grimace. "You surely don't expect him here?" "I don't know what to expect. We are publishing his photograph, which he has been at great pains to conceal "



"Please do not use the word 'we' so loosely But I agree that the contest will attract his attention." "That is part of my plan. He will wonder who is interested m him and investigate " Addels sniffed "Or he might simply decide to destroy the enure building " "I think not," said Gersen. "First, he will want to discover the facts " "He will try to infiltrate your organization It will be very difficult to forestall him." "I won't even try In fact, I'll make it easy." "Risky business' What good can come ofit7" "His infiltration in effect becomes our infiltration We will lure him close, then work to arrange a meeting. You will be the intermediary—" "By no means' Never' Not in a million years'" "I expect no danger until after he satisfies his curiosity " Addels refused to be convinced "That is like telling a stakedout goat that the tiger will not bite until after he sniffs around a bit" "I wonder if the parallel is quite exact " "Regardless, I do not intend to participate in this scheme. I have had my fill of scares and frights' My proper work lies elsewhere." "Just as you say We will make our plans accordingly " THE BOOK OF DREAMS 773 Addels was not \et reassured "When do you expect him to -> K act" "As soon as he sees the photograph He will then send someone here to investigate, or possibly he will arrive on the scene himself We still have a few days to prepare " "The lull before the storm," muttered Addels



Gersen laughed "Don't forget, we are laying the plans, not Treesong. Come along, I'll take you to lunch at Penwipers, if you think they'll allow you in the dining room " On the door of the Extant offices appeared a sign NOTICE TO THE PUBLIC STAFF IS NOW BEING ENGAGED. TEMPORARY HELP IS REQUIRED TO ASSIST WITH PHOTOGRAPH IDENTIFICATION CONTEST. IT IS PREFERRED, BUT NOT ESSENTIAL, THAT APPLICANTS MAKE APPOINTMENTS FOR AN INTERVIEW. An applicant, upon entering the Extant offices, found himself in an anteroom divided by a counter 'I o the left was a door with a notice reading CONTEST PROCESSING ROOM AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY the door to the right was imprinted EDITORIAL OFFICES At the counter the applicant would be met by Mrs Millicent Ench, a brisk, dark-haired lady of middle age, who invariably wore, day after day, a long black skirt, a pale blue blouse with a red sash, a cap with a red visor, glossy black shoes which laced up past the ankles Mrs Ench performed a screening process, turning away those applicants who were patently unsuitable Others she sent into the adjoining room, where the\ filled out an application form, under the eye of the personnel manager This was Mr Henry Lucas, who, from the evidence of his clothes, fancied himself a patrician of the most refined gentility His features were good if a trifle harsh, 774 THE DEMON PRINCES his mouth was wide, thin, and crooked. Black ringlets were arranged with care across his forehead and down past his sallow-pale cheeks. After a casual word or two with the applicants, Henry Lucas seated them in cubicles, back to the room, and asked them to respond to a questionnaire. The cubicles and desks were apparently improvised and roughly constructed for the occasion. Actually, they concealed and disguised exceptionally sensitive sensors and stress gauges which recorded every slight tremor of the applicant, each flicker of his eye, every variation of blood pressure, every alteration of brain-wave pattern. The findings, when collated, were indicated as colored lights at Gersen's desk and colored marks upon a facsimile of the questionnaire. Gersen had composed the questionnaire with care, in order that the responses and their associated reactions should provide the maximum information, even though the questions in themselves seemed innocuous.



The first questions were straightforward, in order to establish normal circumstances and to calibrate the equipment. NameType of Employment Desired Local Address Birthplace Se? Age-



Name of Parents: Father Addrp*;*, Mnrhpr ArMrP'-'Occupation of Father Mother Rirthnlapp of Father Morhpr The next group of questions, so Gersen calculated, would place a rather greater strain on other than a legitimate applicant. How long at local addressLocal references (List at least two. These people may or may not be consulted in regard to your character and competence.): 1.___________________________________ 3. Previous address, if any. THE BOOK OF DREAMS 775 List at least two persons who have known you at this address. (They may be consulted.): 1.___________________________________ 2.___________________________________ 3.___________________________________ Your address previous to address noted above, if any: List at least two persons who knew you at this address: 1. 2. 3. NOTE: You will understand that, under the circumstances^ Extant



must diligently ensure the integrity of its personnel. The following questions were intended to exert maximum stress upon any person intending deception. If nonresident, why have you come to Pontefract? (Give specific reasons. Do not generalize.) ————————————————————— Contest personnel must necessarily he impartial. Examine the photograph here depicted, which is submitted to the contestants. Do you know or recognize any of the persons herein? Write '0' in the boxes of the persons you do NOT know. Fill in solidly the boxes of the persons you DO know. 1
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aaaDDnaoaa (Read clockwise from bottom left center.) What is his/her name, or their names? (List names with corresponding numbers.) THE DEMON PRINCES 776 What are the circumstances of your acquaintances? (Please be specific.) ________________________________ If engaged, when can you start work? In due course applicants for employment presented themselves to the office: students from Saint Griegand's Seminary and the Celtic Academy, and as many middle-aged women with time on their hands. Gersen rigorously applied his sensors to each applicant, in order to adjust the mechanism and to establish the accuracy of his methods. Apart from a few fluctuations and trivial exceptions, his system of colored imprints certified the innocence of each applicant. Of these, Mrs. Ench, who also supervised the Judging procedure, selected a group to process the beginning flood of entries. Each envelope as it entered the office passed through a numerator to establish the priority of its reception. Gersen himself opened and examined a number of envelopes, but found a wide disparity of response, lacking all consistency. On the afternoon of an uncommonly sunny day Gersen returned from lunch to encounter among the applicants a slim, slight red-haired girl, in whom he took an immediate interest, for at least two reasons. In the first place, she was very pretty in a style at the edge of the unconventional. Her face, rather wide of forehead and cheekbones, slanted across flat cheeks down to a small chin and a curving pink mouth, which even when still seemed to express intriguing possibilities. Her gray-blue eyes, under dark lashes, were clear and direct. She was perhaps a trifle smaller than average but



constructed of apparently durable material; she was engagingly suntanned, as if she spent much of her time outdoors. She might have been a student from one of the local institutions, but Gersen thought not. He noticed her first through his window, standing across the street, wearing pale gray trousers, black sash, and a pale gray cape, not at all in the local mode. . .. She stood a moment with a bleak expression on her face, then squared her shoulders, crossed the street, out of range of Gersen's vision. A moment or two later Mrs. Ench allowed her into Gersen's office. THE BOOK OF DRK4MS Gersen gave her a brief stare. The bleak expression had vanished; she now seemed composed, and here was the second reason for Gersen's interest. There was a third rising from his subconscious, and perhaps most important of all. She spoke in a pleasant husky voice, with the trace of an accent Gersen could not identify. "Sir, you are offering employment?" "To qualified persons," said Gersen. "I suppose that you are aware of the Extant contest?" "I've heard something about it." "We need temporary clerks to help with the contest, and we are also hiring permanent personnel." She considered his remarks. Gersen wondered whether her artlessness was real or most carefully contrived. He took care to accentuate his half-debonair, half-supercilious formality. She offered a polite suggestion. "Perhaps I could start as a contest clerk, and then, if I do well, you might consider me for a permanent job." "That is certainly possible. I'll ask you to fill in this form, which is self-explanatory. Please answer all questions." She glanced at the questionnaire and uttere'd a soft sound under her breath. "So many questions?" "We consider them necessary." "Do you investigate all this for everyone you hire?" Gersen spoke in a flat voice: "A great deal of money is involved in the contest. We must ensure that our personnel is absolutely honest." "I quite understand." She took the form and went to the booth. Gersen, pretending to occupy himself with paperwork, touched a switch and watched a pair of desk screens, as the red-haired girl filled in the questionnaire. To the left appeared her face, tu the right the questionnaire and colored lights to indicate the verdict of the stress detectors. She had started to write.



Name: Alice Wroke Sex: Female The question as to gender and its response, certifying- a selfevident condition, calibrated the instruments at base level. Conceivably, as in the case of a man disguised as a woman, the question might generate stress, thus distorting the interpretation of every other reading. In addition to the colored-light indicators, a graph 778 THE DP;MON PRINCES recorded responses in terms of absolute units; anomalous responses might therefore be identified. In practice the color-coded indexes had provided reliable information. Blue lights now signified that Alice Wroke had truthfully declared her name and her gender; although before she wrote her name, the light flickered into pink for a moment, as if she were debating the use of a false name. The warnings from his subconscious were apparently vindicated. Surprising! He had hoped for Treesong to attempt infiltration of Extant, but that the infiltrator should be someone like Alice Wroke was quite unexpected. Gersen felt a surge of primitive excitement. The game had begun. With his own pulse accelerated, Gersen watched Alice Wroke write responses to the questions he had framed. Age: 20' A clear blue light: no dissimulation. Type of Employment desired: Here, Alice hesitated. The color, wavering from blue into bluegreen, indicated indecision rather than stress. She wrote: Clerical or journalistic work. I am qualified for either. As she wrote the final sentence the blue-green verged momentarily into green, as if perhaps she were not as sure of her qualifications as she professed.. . . She still hesitated and the green gradually became sharper and more acid. She added to her response: However, I am prepared to work in any capacity, and do whatever is required of me. As she considered the next question, the color shifted back to blue-green, indicating a heightened state of consciousness. 1. By general convention, age and almost all other units of duration were reckoned by terrestrial standards. THE BOOK OF DREAMS 779 Local address:



The color shifted not an iota. Alice wrote: St. Diarmid's Inn. This was a large cosmopolitan hotel at the heart of the city, frequented by tourists and offworld travelers, considerably less prestigious than Penwipers, but not without distinction and certainly not inexpensive. Alice Wroke would seem to be in no immediate need. Birthplace: Blackford's Landing, Terranova, Denebola V. Name of Parents: Father: Benjamin Wroke Address: Wild Isle Occupation: Engineer Mother: Eileen Sversen Wroke Address: Wild Isle Occupation: Accountant These questions were negotiated without stress, except in regard to Father's Occupation, where the light glowed yellow green. Now commenced those questions which were intended to apply pressure upon a dissembler. Hoiv long at present address? Alice had defused this question by identifying her residence as a transient hotel. Still, the indicator shifted into the bright green as she wrote: Two days. Local references: list at least two: 1. Mahibel W^roke The Blawens, Gungold Street 2. Sean Paldester Dingle Lane, Tuorna 780 THE DEMON PRINCES On this response the indicator glowed placidly blue. The first was evidently a relative, as might he the second who resided at Tuorna, a nearby village. Your previous address, if any: The blue brightened to green, flashed momentarily into yellow.



Watching Alice's face, Gersen saw her compress her lips, then lean forward with a determined expression; simultaneously the indicator swung back through green toward blue. She wrote: Wild Isle, Cvtherea Tempestre The references were: 1. Jason Bone Wild Isle 2. Jade Channifer Wild Isle To the next question, inquiring as to previous address, she responded without tension: 1012-792nd Avenue, Blackford's Landing, Terranova, Denebola V As references she cited: 1. Dain Audenave 1692-753rd Avenue 2. Willow Tarras 1941-777th Avenue The following questions were those designed to exert maximum pressure. If nonresident, u'hy have you come to Pontefract? THE BOOK OF DREAMS 781 As Alice studied the question the indicator glowed yellow and flickered into orange. Her tension diminished. . . . The indicator returned to green. She wrote: To secure employment. Turning the page, Alice discovered the photograph of the contest, and the question: Do you know or recognize any of the persons here depicted? The indicator light glowed yellow, then orange. She deliberated a moment and the color became yellow green. Presently she filled in all the boxes with 0's. At box 6, the light glowed pink. She quickly turned the page, to avoid looking at the photograph, and her tension diminished slowly into green. What is his or her name, or their names? The light glowed vermilion. Alice answered the question with a dash. What are the circumstances of your acquaintance?



The light glowed red. Alice answered with a second dash. If'engaged, •when can you start work? The light cooled quickly into green and greenish blue, as if in relief. At once. The questionnaire now was complete. As Alice reread it, Gersen watched her face. This slender red-haired girl was the instrument of Howard Alan Treesong. Conceivably she knew him by another name, and in this case she might or might not know his reputation. In due course the truth would become known. ... Gersen rose to his feet and sauntered across the room. She looked up with an uncertain smile. "I've just finished." 782 FHP Dt'MON PRINCFS Gersen glanced at the responses. "This looks to be in order. .. . You're originally from Terranova, it appears." "Yes. My family moved out into Virgo five years ago. My father is—well, a consultant at Wild Isle. Have you ever been there?" "No. I understand it's rather a different environment than here." Gersen contrived to speak in a voice of tired disapproval. Alice encompassed him with a glance, expressionless save for a nicker of wonder. She responded without intonation. "Yes. It's a kind of dreamland, not altogether real." "Out of idle curiosity, why did you leave7" Alice shrugged. "I wanted to travel, and see something of other worlds." "Do you intend to go back7" "I hardly know. At the moment I'm only interested in working for Extant. I've always wanted to be a journalist " Gersen paced slowly back and forth, hands behind his back, a figure of pompous elegance. lie spoke in a ponderous voice. "Allow me a moment to consult Mrs. Ench. I'll find what positions are open." "Certainly, sir." Gersen wandered through the contest room, where a dozen clerks processed great stacks of contest envelopes. He checked the computer readout. Thirteen persons already had identified number seven as John Gray, and ten knew number five as Sabor Vidol: identifications which might well be considered definite. The tall gaunt man with the philosopher's forehead and the foxy ]aw was known by a variety of names Bentley Strange, Fred Framp, Kynl



Kyster, Mr. Wharfish, Silas Sparkhammer, Arthur Artleby, Wilton Freebus, a dozen more. Gersen returned to his office. Alice Wroke had moved to a chair close to his desk. Gersen halted to look at her, admiring the pleasant accord between her orange-red curls and her dusky ivorytan skin. She smiled. "Why are you inspecting me so?" Gersen spoke in his most pompous and nasal voice. "If nothing else. Miss Wroke, you are indeed a most decorative bit of work. Though I will ask, should you choose to enter our employment, that you dress a bit more sedately." "Then I am to be hired7" "Tonight we will check your references, and I am sure that they THE BOOK OF DRKWS 783 will reinforce my favorable opinion of you. I suggest that you report for work tomorrow at the second gong." "Thank you very much, Mr. Lucas." Alice's smile conveyed no great emotion. If anything, she seemed strained and disheartened. "Where will I be working?" "At the moment Mrs. Ench is adequately staffed; however, I need an assistant to manage the office when I am out. I believe that you are well equipped to handle the job." "Thank you, Mr. Lucas." Alice rose to her feet. She turned Gersen a glance over her shoulder, flirtatious, demure, puzzled, sad, and apprehensive, in equal proportions. She departed the office. Gersen looked after her. Curious, most curious. 4 A former colleague recalls Howard Alan Treesong, then about eighteen years old, when they worked at the Philadelphia factory of the Elite Candy Company. "He was restless and fluid and unpredictable, like a puddle of quicksilver on a table, but I always got along well with him. He seemed mild and rational. Certainly he was clever and amusing, and he had an inclination for wild practical Jokes. Sometimes he carried the mischief too far—much too far. One day he brought in a box of dead bugs—cockroaches, bumblebees, beetles—and carefully fixed up a box of chocolate creams, each candy containing a big bug. He put it out for shipment, and said to me with a faraway look on his face: 'I wonder who will receive my little surprise.' "But that wasn't what got him fired. There was a foolish old lady named Fat Aggie who always wore high-topped



black shoes, which she took off when she sat down to work. Howard stole the shoes and filled them to the brim with peanut fondant in one and our Supreme Molasses Taffy Delight in the other, then put them back under Aggie's chair. "That trick cost Howard his job. I never saw him again." In the morning Alice Wroke appeared at the Extant offices wearing a skirt and jacket of a soft blue stuff which clung lovingly to her slender haunches. A black ribbon confined her orange hair; coming through the old black wood doorway she made an arresting THE BOOK OF DRK-^MS 785 picture. She was intelligent enough to realize as much, so Gersen felt assured. The costume was hardly as conservative as that which he had suggested, but he decided to let the matter rest; he gained nothing by exaggerating his role as a pompous frump. Alice Wroke, who seemed not only intelligent but perceptive, might not be deceived. "Good morning, Mr. Lucas," said Alice in a soft voice. "What do you wish me to do?" This morning the valet at Penwipers had laid out for Gersen gray trousers with a lavender pinstripe, a black frock coat, pinched at the shoulders, flaring at the hips, with a white high-collared shirt and a black-and-lavender striped cravat, to which the chief porter had added a black hat with a foppish side-slanting brim and a purple ribbon. In the costume Gersen felt cramped and constricted; he needed only to hunch his shoulders to split the coat down the back. His discomfort and annoyance, together with the need to hold his chin high over the stiff collar, imposed upon him a manner which might easily be interpreted as priggish disdain for the commonalty with whom he was forced to associate. Well, so be it, thought Gersen. He said, in a voice to suit his costume: "Miss Wroke! I have taken counsel with Mrs. Ench and temporarily at least you will be assisting me, in the capacity of private secretary. I am discovering more paperwork than I care to handle and, if I may say so, you add a colorful accent to an otherwise drab office." Alice Wroke gave a small involuntary grimace of annoyance, which amused Gersen. A most peculiar situation. Alice Wroke, were she intimately associated with Howard Alan Treesong, must be a wicked woman indeed. Hard to believe . . . Gersen invented work to keep Alice occupied, and went out to check the tabulations. Incoming mail now filled a bin. Six clerks opened the entries, examined the contents, entered the information into the rationalizer. Gersen went to the readout screen at the end of the room, which only he and Mrs. Ench were allowed to use. He touched a button to call up the tabulations to date. Nineteen persons now had identified number 7 as John Gray,



of Four Winds, on Alphanor; his identity might be regarded as certain. The same could be said for number 5, Sabor Vidol, of London, Earth; number 1, Sharrod Yest, of Nova Bactria; and number 9, A. Gieselman, of Long Parade, Espandencia, Algenib IX. Number 6 was known far and wide across the Oilumene by a variety 786 THE DE.MON PRINCP;S of names: Kyril Kyster, Timothy Trimmons, Bentley Strange, Fred Framp, Silas Sparkhammer, Wilson WTiarfish, Oberon. Number 4 was named twice as lan Bilfred, of the Pallas Technical Institute, at Pallas, Alcyone. Gersen returned to his office, remembering, as he passed through the door, to reassume the role of Henry Lucas. During his absence, Alice had reconsidered her tactics. Now, the better to manipulate this overdressed dunderhead, she thought to try breezy affability, perhaps even a bit of flirtation. Good enough, thought Gersen. Why not? "I wonder if I have read any of your articles, Mr. Lucas. Your name is very familiar." "Possibly, Miss Wroke, quite possibly." "Do you have special subjects you write about?" "Crime. Vice. Dreadful deeds." Alice looked at him askance. "Really?" Gersen realized that for an instant he had let his mask slip. He made an airy gesture. "Someone must write such things. How else is the public to know?" "But you hardly seem the sort to be interested in such things." "Oh? What topics would you consider appropriate for me?" Again Alice turned him a glance of wary speculation. "Civilized things," she said brightly. "The best restaurants, for instance. Or the wines of Earth. Or Lily Milk,' or Si Shi Shim dancing." Gersen gave his head a sad shake. "Those aren't my subjects. What of yourself?" "Oh, I'm not expert at anything." "This Si Shi Shim dancing, how does it go?" "Well—one needs the proper music. Gongs, water flutes, a kurdaitsy—that's a rather repulsive trained beast which squeals when its tail is pulled. The costumes are mostly feather anklets, but neither the dancers nor the audience seem to mind. Actually, I can't do it well, if at all."



"Oh, come, I'm sure you're over-modest. How does it go?" "Please, Mr. Lucas. Suppose someone looked into the office and saw me gyrating about, what would they think?" "Quite right," said Gersen. "We must set an example of del, A precious ceramic ware, produced along the Susimara Islands of Yellow Sun Planer. THE BOOK OF DREAMS 787 corum. At least during working hours. Where are you staying now?" "I'm still at St. Diarmid's." Alice Wroke's response was guarded and cool. "You're here alone? That is to say, you have no local friends or relatives?" "I am quite alone, Mr. Lucas. W^hy do you ask?" "Simple curiosity, Miss Wroke. I hope that you are not offended?" Alice gave a tolerant shrug, returned to the work which Gersen, at some effort, had contrived for her. At noon a caterer's van arrived at the premises. Lunch was served to Mrs. Ench and her clerks in a small refectory; to Gersen and Alice Wroke in Gersen's office. Alice expressed surprise at the arrangements. "Why don't we all eat together? I'm curious as to how the contest is going." Gersen gave his head a magisterial shake. "That is not possible. My superiors have stipulated maximum security, especially in view of the rumor." "Rumor? W^hat rumor is that?" "A notorious criminal has interested himself in the contest: that's the rumor. Personally I am skeptical. Still, who knows? We've even arranged sleeping accommodations here for our clerks. They won't leave the premises until after a winner is declared." "It seems a bit exaggerated," said Alice. "Who is the notorious criminal?" "It's absolute rubbish," declared Gersen loftily. "I refuse to disseminate such nonsense!" Alice became haughty. "I'm really not interested." And during the lunch she retreated into herself, from time to time darting opaque glances toward Gersen.



After lunch Gersen invented more work for Alice, then carefully set the slant-brimmed hat on his head. "I'll be gone an hour or so." "Very well, Mr. Lucas." Gersen went to the Penwipers Hotel. From his room he called St. Diarmid's Inn. "Miss Alice W^roke, please." After a pause the receptionist replied: "Miss W^roke is not currently in the hotel, sir." "I believe she's in room 262?" "No, sir, it's room 441." 788 FHE DEMON PRINCFS "Is any other member of her party in the room7" "She's alone, sir Will you leave a message^" "No, it's nothing important " "Thank you, sir " Gersen assembled various articles of gear, packed them in a case To forestall difficulty at the front desk, he changed into afternoon wear, then departed the hotel At this time of day, afternoon tea break, the dank old streets of Pontefract were crowded with men in flare-bottomed brown and black suits and buxom pink-faced women in voluminous patterned skirts and black capes. Gersen soon arrived at St Diarmid's Inn He entered and surveyed the lobby, but saw nothing he could consider consequential He approached the registration counter and pretended to make calculations on a sheet of paper. The clerk watched a moment, then approached "Sir, may I oblige you3" Gersen wrote several numbers on his paper while the clerk watched in perplexity "I need a room for several days or a week, during the Numerologists Congress Mathematical vibrations indicate number 441, and I will engage this room." Gersen placed an SVU on the counter, and the clerk hastened to consult a readout screen "A pity, sir' That room is already engaged " "Then I must have either 440 or 442 " "I can oblige you with room 442, sir " "It will serve adequately I am Aldo Bnse " Established in room 442, Gersen went to the wall and placed a



microphone against the paneling. From 441 came no sound In the corner he dropped to his knees, drilled a minute hole, and inserted a near-invisible audio pickup He attached a recorder, which then he coupled to the telephone He placed the recorder in a drawer, opened the circuit, made tests, and departed Returning to his office he entered, stalked across the room, carefully doffed his hat, placed it on a shelf Then he favored Alice with a stately nod, to which she returned a demure murmur and a quiet side-glance from under her long dark lashes Gersen settled himself at his desk with a grunt, sat frowning into space for five minutes, as if deep m thought Then he rose to his feet, went out into the passage, and so to the workroom The clerks were at the full tide of work Gersen looked over THE BOOK OF DREA MS 789 the current listing at the rationalizer Identification of all the sub)ects could now be considered complete, save for number 6, who was known by a variety of names As yet no one had used the name Howard Alan Treesong Gersen went back to his office Alice looked up from her desk "How goes the contest3" "Extremely well, from a promotional standpoint Response exceeds our pro)ection by seventeen percent " "But no one has won the grand prize3" "Not yet " "Why did you use that particular photograph3" Gersen went to his desk and seated himself with the gravity of a judge He spoke m his nasal voice: "I have never thought it appropriate to ask " Alice pulled in the corners of her mouth but said nothing After a moment Gersen put the tips of his fingers together. tt! think that I can inform you, in absolute confidence, of course, that all our sub)ects except one have been correctly identified " Alice gave an indifferent shrug "I'm not all that interested, Mr. Lucas." "Come now," said Gersen, heavily facetious, "let's not have our noses out of joint I believe you mentioned that your home is Cytherea Tempestre3" "For several years now, yes " "I understand that people conduct themselves most informally on Cytherea "



Alice considered "I'm not sure I know what you mean by 'informally.' " "Isn't there often—let us say—a bit ofexcess3" "Yes, that's occasionally true Tourists often misbehave when they're away from home Some of the worst offenders are from Pontefract " Gersen laughed Alice, watching him sidelong, thought The idiot iv human after all "Have you ever visited the Wild Isle casinos5 I'm told people gamble away vast sums of money " "They can hardly expect to win " Gersen said with plangent severity. "The money they lose lines the pockets of notorious criminals " "So I've heard," said Alice. "My father lines his pockets, so to 790 'IHF DP\U)N PRINCTS speak, at the casinos, but I don't think that he is a notorious criminal." "I should hope not. Is he a gambler?" "To the contrary. He designs gambling machines and adjusts them so that they fleece the gamblers. He finds his work entertaining. I've heard him say that he lacks all sympathy for gamblers. He considers them self-indulgent, foolish, and lazy, if not psychotic." Alice inspected Gersen with an innocent expression "1 hope that you're not a gambler, Mr. Lucas. I wouldn't care to hurt your feelings." "Rest easy, Miss Wroke. I am neither vulnerable to casual deprecation nor a gambler." "In regard to the contest, which one has not yet been properly identified5" Gersen said evenly: "Number six." "When will the contest be over^" "I don't know." Gersen looked at his watch. "I have no further work for you today, Miss Wroke. You may leave at any time." "Thank you, Mr. Lucas." Alice slipped on her )acket and went to the door. She paused and gave Gersen a tentative smile. "Will there be anything more tonight, Mr. Lucas?" "No, thank you, Miss Wroke. I'll see you in the morning."



Alice departed. Gersen went out into the contest room and stood watching the operatives. Then he returned to his office, removed his coat, and subjected walls, windows, floor, ceiling, and all the contents of the room to a slow and expert inspection. Had the need arisen, he could have carried detection devices to measure the quiver of energy flux, but the process might well attract attention to his vigilance. High in a corner of the ceiling he noticed a few strands of web, which might have been spun by a spider, something the eye would slide away from, unheeding. After five minutes of scrutiny he decided that the web indeed was the work of a spider and brushed it away. He sat in his chair, collar open, cravat loose, and reflected. The time was now late afternoon. Gersen went out into the workroom to find that the evening shift had come on duty He watched a moment, then, adjusting his garments for the street, departed the office and strolled through cool evening mist to Penwipers. The doorman acknowledged his arrival with a grave bow; the THE BOOK OF DRE.1MS 791 footman hurried forward to take his hat and to assist him up the stairs, as if he were a centenarian. Gersen went up to his rooms. He removed his coat and seated himself at the telephone. .. . He hesitated, hand in midair. He gave a snort of sour mirth. Eavesdrop devices at Penwipers5 Unthinkable' To make absolutely sure—after all, the doors were innocent of locks—he tested the premises with his detector, the specifications of which he himself laid down. The room was clean of spy cells. Gersen went to the telephone and called room 442 at St. Diarmid's Inn. "Mr. Bnse is not in," stated his answering device. "Please leave a message." Gersen spoke a code word to activate the recorder. A musical tone notified him that material had been recorded and announced the time of the reception: only half an hour previously. The first sound was Alice's voice. "Mr. Albert Strand, please." "Thank you, madam." An institutional voice, thought Gersen. A moment later: "Hullo Alice'" "Hello, Mr. Sparkhammer. I—" "Tish, Alice' Also tush! Remember, here I am the gentleman Albert Strand of the Wambs County Strands."



"Sorry. Does it make any difference?" "WTio knows?" The voice was airy. "We are dealing with clever people. Not that we can't deal with them, but let us nurture our advantages. Boldness, power, stealth, decision' Let these be our watchwords'" "Don't forget fear," said Alice in a soft, bitter voice. "And of course, fear' So then, what have you learned?" This was a rich voice, under exquisite lilting control. Gersen listened with rapt attention. Alice responded in a voice almost without expression. "This morning, when I arrived at work, Mr. Lucas told me I ^vas to be his private secretary." "Oh, dear me. I had not reckoned upon that. So then, what of Mr. Lucas?" "He is careful about security—extremely so. 1 am not allowed into the contest room Today I tried twice while he was out, but Mrs. Ench turned me away. I asked Mr. Lucas how the contest was 792 'I HP DP MON PRINCES going and he became insufferably pompous He said that everyone in the picture had been identified except one—number six. No one as yet has come near winning the prize." "And that is all'-" "I'm afraid so. Mr. Lucas says very little. He's a silly overdressed fool but rather a cunning fool, if you gather my meaning." "Perfectly. Still, it seems that he is not impervious to your rather remarkable charms." "Well—I'm not sure " "Well then, find out' We can't waste time. I have important commitments in the near future." "I'll do my best, Mr. Strand." Alice hesitated, then said: "Actually, you've never explained exactly what you want me to find out." "Haven't 1, though7" Mr. Strand's voice became briefly acrid and venomous. "Find out why they are using this specific picture' When and where did they get it? There's something going on, something in back of this contest, and I want to know what." The conversation ended. On the following day Alice made her second report. "Mr. Strand?" "I am here, Alice."



"I don't have much to tell you. Today was much like yesterday. I tried to talk about the contest but Mr. Lucas won't answer my questions. He just sits and looks down his nose at me." "Time is becoming critical, Alice " Mr. Strand spoke in a harsh hissing voice, curiously at odds with his mellifluous tones of the day before. "I want results. You know the circumstances " Alice's voice became dull. "I'll try again tomorrow " "You had better try something effective." "But I can't think of anything. He is totally secretive'" "Take him to bed. It's hard to be secretive without any clothes on." "Mr. Sparkhammer—I mean Mr Strand—I can't behave like that' I wouldn't know how'" "Tush, Alice, everyone knows how'" Mr Strand chuckled and his voice lost its menacing rasp, rising in pitch to become gay, quick, and almost brittle in quality. "If you must, you can—and indeed you must'" "Mr Strand, really, I don't—" THE BOOK OF DREA W.S 793 "Alice, you make such an affair of it all' It's most simple. You smile at him, he takes you to dinner. One thing leads to another, and presently you find yourselves without your clothes Mr. Lucas is panting like a beached haddock. You start to snivel. 'My dear Alice!' cries Mr. Lucas. 'Why, at this ecstatic moment, all these tears3' " 'Because, Mr. Lucas, I am sad and afraid. You are only trifling with me, isn't it true?' " 'Not so, Alice' I am ardent; can't you tell? The thought of your orange curls on that white pillow yonder sets me aquiver' Feel my pulse' Trifling5 Never! I am deadly in earnest!' " 'But you treat me like an outsider' WTly can't you truly demonstrate your regard for me?' " 'I am ready and anxious to do so'' " 'Not in that fashion. I want your full trust and esteem. For instance, when I show a natural interest in office affairs, such as the contest, you turn away your head. This is why I am sad.' " 'Hrrumph, harra—I wouldn't want so petty a matter to come between us. Tomorrow at the office—' " 'No, Henry, you might become cold again. You must tell me



now, to prove your faith.' " 'Well, it's really a simple matter.' And so—out come all the secrets, in a great vulgar belch. In the morning, tired but happy, you communicate what you have learned to me, and all will be well. Otherwise"—here Mr. Strand paused—"otherwise," and his voice dropped half an octave, "I can offer no such assurance." "I see." "You can handle the job7" "I suppose so." "Remember, time is of the essence, as I have a commitment which cannot be disrupted: a gathering of old school chums, in fact. So please put your best efforts into this project, in the manner which I have outlined. After all, you were brought here to Pontefract for precisely this function." "I'll do my best, Mr. Strand." "Your best, I'm sure, will be adequate." The conversation ended; there was silence in the room From- Fauna of the Vegan Worlds, Volume IIIThe Fish ofAloysius, by Rapunzel K. Funk: Gaid, also known as the night-tram- this is a splendid fish of a lustrous black color, often reaching a length of twenty feet The body is exceptionally well shaped, with an almost round cross section. The head is large and blunt with a single visual bulb, an aural pod, and a wide mouth, which when open displays an impressive dentition. Immediately behind the head and almost to the tail grows a row of dorsal spines, to the number of fifty-one, each tipped with a lummophor which at night emits a bright blue light. By day the gaid swims beneath the surface, where it feeds upon wracken, borse, and similar creatures. At sundown the night-train rises to the surface and cruises steadily with all lights aglow The pelagic voyages of the night-train remain a mystery; the fish peregrinates on a direct course, as if to a specified destination. This may be a cape or an island or perhaps an unmarked station in the middle of the ocean. Upon reaching its destination, the night-tram halts, floats quietly for half an hour, as if discharging cargo, or taking on passengers, or awaiting orders; then it swings about with majestic and ponderous deliberation. It hears a signal and sets off once more to its next destination, which well may be five thousand miles distant THE BOOK OF DREA MS 795



To come upon this noble fish by night, as it cleaves the black waters of the Aloysian oceans, is a stirring experience indeed Gersen felt restless, on edge. He went out into the evening and wandered the crooked streets of Pontefract. Somewhat to his surprise he found himself at St. Diarmid's Inn. He halted and looked along what was by Pontefract standards a garish facade, of pale blue and purple tiles. Gersen moved on, across Mullawney Square into Portee Old Town, a tawdry district of taverns, odd shops, artists' studios, fned-fish booths, and discreet brothels, each showing an illuminated green-glass globe, in accordance with ancient law. Presently he arrived at the waterfront. He stood looking across Bottleglass Bay, to the far lights of Port Rufus. A breeze brought him the smell of the Aloysian mudflats. Gersen had stood beside many shores, on many worlds. No two had smelled alike. ... At the end of a nearby pier a string of colored lights festooned the front of a restaurant. Gersen walked out on the pier, looked into the restaurant, which seemed cheerful and clean, with red-checkered cloths on the tables. The name of the restaurant was Murdock's Bay View Grill. Gersen entered and dined upon the house specialties, which were in the main derived from the ocean Aloysian cooking tended to blandness; Murdock, however, seemed to have no fear of sharp herbs and piquant sauces. . .. Gersen sat a long time looking out the windows toward the lights of Port Rums and listening to the mutter of slow waves on the ancient piles below. It seemed that as time went bv Gersen found himself ever more susceptible to strange moods, to which no name could be applied. In the early years his emotions focused along a single axis: hate, grief, revengeful lust. He had been humorless, clenched, passionate only in his dedication. Now there were numerous axes, in many directions. Was the intensity thereby diluted^ A profitless line of inquiry.. . His strategies, so he reflected, were at least partially effective. Howard Alan Treesong had been lured into tantalizing proximity, conceivably in Pontefract itself Possibly at this instant he strolled the cramped old streets, or took his ease in one of the formal hotels, where now he sat thinking dire thoughts, contriving plans. 796 FHE DEMON PRINCES Gersen looked around the restaurant. Somewhere Howard Treesong might be at his evening repast... . Among the patrons of Murdock's Bay View Grill there was no tall spare man with a philosopher's forehead and a cunning foxy )aw. Treesong was elsewhere. Gersen went to the telephone, called the Penwipers Hotel. "Henry Lucas here. Has my friend Mr. Strand registered? . . . No7 What about Mr. Sparkhammer^ . . . No one of that name either^ . . . Then do me a service, if you please. With discretion—do



not mention my name—try to find where Mr. Strand and Mr. Sparkhammer are staying." "I'll do my best, sir." Gersen returned to his table. Small chance of locating Treesong so easily He must be teased, baited, and tricked, and Alice Wroke must necessarily be the intermediary. It would be a fascinating game, mused Gersen, especially since Alice thought him pompous, stuffy, vain, overdressed, and silly. Gersen departed the restaurant and returned to Penwipers. The desk clerk, as expected, had been unable to locate either Mr. Strand or Mr. Sparkhammer. Gersen assured him that the affair was of no consequence and went to his room. No one had passed through the door since his departure, the telltale he had installed was still in place. In the morning the valet outdid himself and dressed Gersen m a costume so splendid that even the doorman stared in admiration. Gersen arrived at the Extant offices to find Alice Wroke already at her desk. Gersen gave her a civil greeting, to which she replied in kind. Today she wore a knee-length skirt of a dark brown stuff and an ash-beige singlet, which suited her coloring to perfection. The costume showed her slender figure to advantage; her orange hair had been brushed till it shone. Sitting at his desk, Gersen pretended to ignore her presence. Several times, glancing across the room, he found her eyes upon him, pondering, appraising, wondering. Gersen went out into the contest workroom. Mrs. Ench brought him a letter. "A near winner, Mr. Lucas' Perhaps even a winner! And how very strange it all is'" Gersen read the letter: THE BOOK OP /WXVf.S 797 Contest Manager, Extant Ponterract, Aloysius Sirs. 1 can identify the persons in your photograph. It was my duty to attend them at the terrible event which cost them their lives This photograph was taken in the Rainflower Room at Wild Isle Inn. They are about to sup on the charnay which unaccountably poisoned them all, save only Mr. Sparkhammer. The names of those at the table are, reading from left to right Sharrod Yest Dianthe de Trembuscule Beatrice Utz



Robun Martiletto Sabor Vidol Stanley Sparkhammer John Gray The men standing are lan Bilfred A. Gleselman Artemus Gadouth I know their names from the place cards which I myself prepared Two other men were present. Neither of them ate charnay and so both survived. The picture, incidentally, is customarily made m order to record the sign of the chef who prepared each serving of charnay. The signs are the little colored signal posts of each place. In this case the wonder persists, as several chefs prepared the charnay. Poison was evidently transmitted by a tainted utensil. I trust that I have satisfied the conditions of your contest and will win the prize. Cletus Parsrval Wild Isle Inn W^ild Isle, Cyntherea Tempestre "Most interesting," said Gersen. "The letter is evidently genuine " 798 THE DEMON PRINCES "So it seems to me." Mrs. Ench turned Gersen a curious glance. "Did you know what this Parsival fellow tells us—that these men died of poison?" "I am as surprised as you. But it won't hurt Extant^s circulation." "Why would anyone eat this charnay if it is known to be poison? Very strange goings-on!" "Exactly so, Mrs. Ench." "Well, this Mr. Parsival seems to have the names correctly," said Mrs. Ench. "All except number six. Sparkhammer is not his proper name." "Hmmf," said Mrs. Ench. "That number six is a will-o'-thewisp in the matter of identity."



"Yes, he seems a strange case." "I'd be inclined to name Mr. Parsival the winner and let be," said Mrs. Ench. "Surely no one has given us so long a list." "I'm inclined to agree," said Gersen. "But still we'll have to wait out the rest of the contest. How is the mail?" "About the same. Perhaps slacking a trifle." "Very well, Mrs. Ench, keep up the good work. And ask your people to be most attentive in regard to mention of number six." "I will do so, Mr. Lucas." Unlike Alice Wroke, Mrs. Rnch considered Gersen a polite and gracious gentleman, "without any side to him," as she put it to her sister. Gersen returned with the letter to his office. Alice asked brightly, "Do you have exciting news?" Gersen ponderously settled himself at his desk. Alice waited, her face frozen in a mask of cheerful expectancy. Gersen spoke in his most nasal and affected drawl. "As a matter of fact, we have a letter identifying all our faces." "Correctly?" "He claims to have inscribed the place names at the banquet." "Then the names would seem to be correct." "Not necessarily. There is one very dubious identification." "Oh? Which one?" Gersen darted her a stern glance. "I'm not sure that it's proper for me to comment upon these matters, Alice. Not just yet, anyway." Alice's face fell. She gave a small grimace. Gersen, watching surreptitiously, thought: No'w she considers ho'w best to arrange her begiiilements. THE BOOK OF DREAMS 799 Alice Jumped to her feet, went to the commode, where she poured two cups of tea. She placed one of these before Gersen, took the other to her own desk, where she poised herself, halfleaning, half-sitting. "Have you always lived here in Pontefract, Mr. Lucas?" "I have traveled, of course, to many places." Alice sighed. "Pontefract seems so impersonal, even a bit dreary



after five years at Wild Isle." Gersen proffered no sympathy. "I can't understand why you came here in the first place." Alice gave a dainty shrug. "A dozen reasons. Wanderlust. Restlessness. Have you ever visited Cytherea?" "Never. I'm told that it's a most hedonistic environment, and that the residents live very unconventional lives." Alice laughed and turned Gersen a saucy side-glance. "In some cases that's true. But not all. At Wild Isle you'll find every range oflifestyle. My mother is almost as conventional as you." Gersen raised his black eyebrows. "What? You consider me conventional?" "Yes, to some extent." "Aha." Gersen gave a scornful grunt, as if to imply that Alice's opinions were callow and superficial. "Tell me more about Wild Isle. Is it true that criminals manage the casinos?" "That is a considerable exaggeration," said Alice. "My father is not a criminal." "But no one ever wins." "Naturally not." "Do you ever go into the casinos?" "No. It's not at all amusing." "Wild Isle is a city?" "It's more like a tourist resort: casinos, hotels, restaurants, yacht harbors, beaches, and lots of little villas in the hills. It's no longer wild, of course." "Have you ever visited a charnay restaurant?" Alice turned him a look of wary perplexity. "No." "What is charnay like?" "W^ell, it's a purple fruit with rough skin. Inside, tubes full of poison run along the husk. The fruit itself is said to be delicious, but I've never tried it. I don't want to die. And it's fearfully expensive. 800 THE DKMON PRINCES Gersen leaned back in his chair. "We've received a suggestion



that our contest photograph depicts a charnay banquet." Alice picked up a copy of the photograph and examined it. "Yes . . . That might well be true." "Very strange! You might have passed some of these people in the street." Alice's response was cool. "Possible. But not likely. Thousands of transients pass through Wild Isle. And there's no indication when the picture was taken; it might be ten years old." "It's a recent picture. Everyone has been identified, and we're now into authentication." "So someone has won the contest?" "I made no such statement." Alice asked ingenuously: "How did you come by the picture?" "I rescued it from the trash can, as a matter of fact. But I mustn't gossip about the contest; all results are not yet in. W^hy don't you take the rest of the day off, Alice? I'll be busy away from the office." "Thank you, Mr. Lucas. I don't quite know what to do with myself. I'm acquainted with no one in town but yourself—and you're so remote." "WTiat nonsense!" declared Gersen. "You can't really think i »< so "But I do! Perhaps you don't think it proper to have social contacts with the staff. Is that company policy?" "I'm sure there's no such rule." "Do you think I'm dowdy and plain?" "To the contrary," said Gersen in all sincerity. "I consider you most engaging. Extraordinarily so. I'm sorry that you find Pontefract so dreary. Perhaps we might have supper together sometime." Alice's lips trembled. A smile? A grimace? In a demure voice she said, "That would be nice. WTiy not tonight?" "WTiy not indeed? . . . Let me see. Where are you staying?" "St. Diarmid's Inn." "I'll meet you in the lobby, at Median." "I feel much better already, Mr. Lucas."



In Praise of Charnay! Of all the good things to be had in this bountiful universe, there is nothing to exceed a fine ripe charnay, except two or three more of the same. —from Gustations, by Michael Wiest If one must die—and this seems to be the general fate— why perform the act in mean and vulgar style? Rather, die splendidly, in a manner all will envy, engorged with charnay. —Gillian Seal, chef, musician, and bon vivant Believe or disbelieve as you will, but a safe, salubrious, and nonpoisonous charnay could easily be developed, grown, and harvested. But every effort in this direction has been thwarted by the Charnay Growers Association, nor is there any great public clamor for such a development. Is it possible that the admittedly fine flavor of charnay is enhanced by the presence of awful danger? —Leon Wolke, journalist, writing for Cosm-opolis, who, two weeks after publication of his article, ate improperly prepared charnay and died St. Diarmid's Inn had passed through the hands of various owners. Each had contributed original ideas to the decor, eventually producing an effect of considerable novelty. The lobby occupied the 802 THE DEMON PRINCES entire ground floor. Heavy columns, decorated in ancient Cretan style, supported the ceiling, which was patterned in lavender and pink. Beside each column Rhodanthus palms, in terra-cotta pots, grew to the ceiling, where the bare boles terminated in balls of dark green foliage. By Vegan standards the decor was garish. The movement of many folk, in costumes from every corner of the Oileumene, added life and drama to the hectic and vaguely disheveled atmosphere which characterized St. Diarmid's. Gersen arrived punctiliously on time, wearing what the valet had considered appropriate for an informal evening on the town: skintight black trousers, a shirt vertically striped in black, dark gray and light gray, with a high black neckband in lieu of a cravat. The black jacket, responsive to the dictates of high Pontefract style, was cut away in front, cramped at the shoulders, and almost bell-shaped around the hips. Gersen had refused a plumed hat, and the valet somewhat sulkily had allowed him the use of a soft, square black cap. With his harsh saturnine face, black curls, and pallid skin tone, he made a striking picture, one which, however, brought him satisfaction other than a kind of mischievous pleasure in playing dis-



guises and bemddling poor Alice Wroke. Gersen saw her coming along the central aisle, looking diffidently this way and that. Gersen examined her as if he had never seen her before: the wistful mouth, short delicate nose, cheeks slanting to a small chin. Tonight her orange hair hung loosely past her ears, almost to the shoulders of her simple smoke gray frock. She saw Gersen; her expression became charged with a synthetic enthusiasm. She nipped up her hand in a gay greeting and crossed the room at a half trot, to halt ten feet from Gersen. She gave him an admiring head-to-toe inspection. "I must say, Mr. Lucas, that you turn yourself out most elegantly." "It's Penwipers all the way," said Gersen. "Give the credit to my valet." Alice heard him without any great comprehension. Still smiling brightly she said, "Well then, where shall we dine7 Here? The Escutcheon Room is pleasant." "Too loud, too crowded," said Gersen. "I know a place far more exclusive." "I place myself completely in your hands," said Alice. "This way then, out into the Vegan night." They left St. Diarmid's and Alice gingerly took Gersen's arm. "Where are we going3" THE BOOK OF DREAMS S03 "It's a pleasant night," said Gersen. "We can walk, if you like." "I don't mind." They crossed Mullawney Square to Beaudry Lane, and so into Partee Old Town. Unreal' muttered Gersen to himself. We walk the streets of Pontefract, she in her masquerade, I in mine. Alice sensed something of Gersen's mood. "Mr. Lucas, why are you so somber?" Gersen evaded the question. "You may call me Henry. We are not at the office." "Thank you. Henry." She looked uneasily over her shoulder. "I haven't been in this part of town before." "It's not at all like Wild Isle3" "Not at all." Presently they arrived at the waterfront and Murdochs Bay View Grill. Alice considered Gersen thoughtfully. Mr. Lucas, so stuffy and meticulous, seemed to have unconventional facets to his



character. They sat in a corner of the restaurant, beside a window. Below them the water heaved in slow swells and sighed through the piles; stars and far lights reflected from the dark surface. Gersen asked, "Can you find your home star5" "I don't know the patterns from here." Gersen looked around the sky. "It's already set But there's old Sol yonder." Their dinner was served a soup of native artichokes, a stew of crustaceans, onions, and herbs bubbling in brown pots, a salad of fresh greens. Alice nibbled at this and that, and in response to Gersen's question, pleaded lack of appetite. She drank several glasses of wine and achieved a degree of vivacity. "And what of the contest5" she asked. "Is it still a mystery5 Especially from me5" "Mystery5 No longer. But let's not talk shop. You're the mystery. Tell me about yourself." Alice frowned out across Bottleglass Bay "There's nothing much to tell. Life at Wild Isle isn't all that exciting, except for the tourists." "I'm still baffled about why you came to Pontefract." "Oh—circumstances." Dessert was served, fruit tarts and heavy coffee smothered with cream, in accordance with Aloysian taste. Gersen, who felt that he had lapsed far enough from character, 804 I'HF DKMON PRINCES attempted a ponderous analysis of Pontefract politics, of which he knew next to nothing. Alice sat apathetically, looking out the window across the dark water, her own thoughts obviously not focused on Gersen's remarks. Finally Gersen asked: "Where now? There isn't much entertainment m Pontefract, except at the Mummery, and we're too late for the program. Would you care for a carouse in one of the taverns along the docks?" "No ... I suppose we should go back to the hotel." A top-heavy old cab conveyed them back to St. Diarmid's Inn. In the lobby Gersen halted and performed a pontifical bow, as if to take his leave. Alice said quickly, "Oh, please don't go so soon." Looking off across the lobby she spoke m a carefully offhand



voice. "You can come up to my room, if you like." Gersen protested politely. "But you must be tired." Still looking away and with a trace of a flush coming over her face, Alice said, "No. Not really. In fact, I'm—well, lonely." Gersen bowed formally once again, in acquiescence. "In that case I'll be happy to come up with you." He took her arm; they went to the lift and rode up to the fourth floor. Alice opened the door and walked into the room, rigid as a prisoner. Gersen followed warily. He halted m the doorway and surveyed the room. Alice watched incuriously, not even troubling to inquire the reasons for his vigilance. Reassured, Gersen came slowly forward. He closed the door. "Henry," said Alice breathlessly. "May I call you Henry?" "I've told you so already." "I forgot. Isn't that idiotic? Let me take your hat and coat." Gersen tossed the hat into a chair and relinquished his coat. "That's a relief. The Pontefract tailors have no concept of the human form." "Sit down. Henry—there." Gersen obediently eased himself down upon the couch. Alice brought a silver tray from the sideboard. "What is all this?" asked Gersen. "Candied flower petals. Hydromel crystals. This is Liquor of Life, from Sirsse " She poured clear green tincture into a pair of small bowls. "At home, lovers drink Sirsse together," said Alice. "Of course we've not lovers, you and I, but.. ." THE BOOK OF DRE.4MS 805 "But what?" "Oh—nothing particular." Gersen tasted the liquor, which seemed heady and subtle. Alice asked, "Do vou like it?" "It's unusual, certainly. And very fragrant." Alice settled beside him and sipped from her own bowl. "It makes me feel shudder)'." Gersen was surprised to find his arm around her shoulders, he had intended to maintain his decorum. She relaxed against him and he kissed her—rather more than sheer decorum mii^ht have dictated



Alice looked at him with pupils dark and dilated. Gersen asked, "What's wrong2 Have I offended you2" "Oh no." She laughed nervously. "You frighten me, just a little. You're so different from Mr. Lucas at the office I don't know how to describe it " "There's definitely only one of me." She poured out more of the liquor. "Drink." "The lovers' potion2" "If you want to call it that." "Do you have another lover2" "No...Whatofyou=" "I'm quite alone." Alice put up her face and he kissed her again. Her dress fell apart at the front, revealing her torso and a small round breast. She seemed not at all perturbed Gersen heaved a deep sigh. "This can't go any further." "No2" Alice touched his cheek. "I can't dispel a cruel suspicion." Alice stared at him m consternation "WTiat do you mean?" "I'd be very hurt to learn that you were cultivating me only to gain information about the contest. Absurd, of course." Alice sat tense and pale. "Absurd, indeed." "Well, then, could we be lovers if I told you nothing whatever about the contest2" "This becomes so intellectual. . . 1 couldn't love someone who places no trust in me " "In other words—no " "But I don't want it to be that way," said Alice earnestly. Gersen reflected a moment. "It seems that, to demonstrate my trust, I must tell you everything I know." 806 I HP DI-MON PRINCES "If you wish." "Very well, why not7" Gersen stretched his legs out and put



his hands behind his head. "There's really not much to tell. The persons in the picture have been identified, all except one, whose identity is known to us under a different name " From his pocket Gersen brought a list, from which he read names: "Yest, de Trembuscule, Utz, Bilfred, Vidol, Sparkhammer, Gray, Gadouth, Gieselman, Martiletto; all correct except 'Sparkhammer,' who is know by dozens of other names. No one has submitted his real name. Does that surprise you?" "No. Why should it?" Gersen tossed the list upon the table and leaned back once. "Because he would seem to be a notorious criminal named Howard Alan Treesong." "Howard Alan Treesong? That can't be true!" "Why not?" Alice had no answer. "The people in the photograph are all dead—except number six, who is Treesong. What does that suggest to you?" Alice, with her thoughts far away, responded with a gloomy shrug. "I don't understand any of this." "There's another aspect to the matter," said Gersen. "If number six is Howard Treesong—and he surely is—I'd like to interview him. Extant could very profitably use such a piece, or a short autobiography. I wish I knew some way to get this message to him. I want him to communicate with me." Alice stared across the room and away into nothingness. Gersen rose to his feet. He picked up his coat and hat Alice looked up and spoke in a husky half whisper. "Are you going7" Gersen nodded. "I've told you everything I know " "But you haven't!" Alice blurted despairingly. "How did you get the photograph?" "I walked into the Cosmopolis library: I looked into the trash basket and found this photograph. No one could tell me anything about it, and so the Extant contest was born." "Who put the picture into the trash basket5" "A young and foolish clerk." "Still—why did you choose this particular photograph2 There must have been many others equally suitable." "Someone unknown had written 'Treesong is here' on the picTHE BOOK Of- ORMMS 807



ture. I became interested because there are no known likenesses of Treesong available. I felt that the picture would have considerable news value. As it happens, that is the case " Alice sat silently. Gersen went to the door. "Good night." Alice looked at him with a tired gaze. "I wonder how much you know of me." "Not a great deal. Is there anything you want to tell me7 Trust works both ways." Alice gave her head a sad shake. "I haven't anything to tell." "Good night then." "Good night." Alice sat where Gersen had left her, leaning back on the couch, legs stretched out, a wintry expression on her face. She ran her fingers through her orange hair, pushing the curls back from her forehead into a tangle. For ten minutes she sat deep in reverie. Then, rousing herself, she went to the telephone and made a complicated connection. A voice spoke. "Alice, so early? You're a pair of fast workers." Alice responded in a level voice. "I have your information. The persons in the photograph are as follows—" She read names from the list Gersen had left behind. "What is the source of these names?" "All the different entries. There's also at least one entry listing the names all correctly, except one." "And which name is that7" "Mr. Lucas said that 'Sparkhammer' seems to use many different names: Fred Framp, Bentley Strange, Howard Alan Treesong. . .. I've forgotten the rest." A silence. Then in a different voice, calm and meditative, "WT^at did Mr. Lucas make of this?" "I think he's anxious that Mr. Sparkhammer, or Mr Treesong, should get m touch with him for an interview. He wants to publish Mr. Treesong's autobiography." The response was prompt and definite. "He is doomed to disappointment Mr. Sparkhammer, or Mr. Treesong, whatever his name, has no taste for such a vulgar antic. How did Extant come into possession of the photograph3" "Mr. Lucas found it in a trash basket in the Covrnopolis library. A clerk had thrown it away."



"Odd, most odd . . . Are these facts?" S08 I'HF DFMON PRINCPS "1 think so." "How did the photograph arrive at CosmopohsV "I didn't think to ask; I suppose it came in whatever way is usual." "And what led him to select this particular photograph?" "Someone had written on it 'Treesong is here.' That attracted Mr. Lucas's attention." "So he proposed a contest to identify Mr. Treesong and his colleagues." "That is what he told me." "Did he say why7" "He said he very much wanted to publish Mr. Treesong's autobiography. As I told you, he wants Mr. Treesong to get in touch with him." "Small chance of that. Mr. Treesong is very busy with urgent affairs." Mr. Strand became silent, for so long an interval that Alice began to fidget. Then: "What else did he tell you7" "Not very much. He knows that the photograph was taken at Wild Isle, and that everyone died of charnay except Mr. Sparkhamn mer. Another long silence. Then: "Very good, Alice. In the main you have done well." "I can go back home7 And you will do as you promised?" "Not yet' Oh dear no, not yet' You must remain at your post! Keep your eyes and ears open. This Henry Lucas person, what do you make of him7" Alice spoke in a bleak voice: "I don't know what to make of him. He's a contradiction." "Hmmf. That tells me nothing. But no matter, continue as before. Tomorrow I am going away; and for a day or so you will not be able to reach me. Continue your intimacy with Mr. Lucas. I have a feeling that there is something more here, beyond what he has told you." "For how long7"



"In due course I will let you know." "Mr. Strand, I've done all I can' Please—" "Alice, I have no time for your complaints. Continue as before and all will be well. Is this understood7" "I suppose so." "Good night then " "Good night " Excerpt from an address by Nicholas Reid, Fellow of the Institute, Phase 88, at the Madera Technical College: The Institute is dedicated to human excellence. We try to augment beneficial processes and discourage those which are morbid and septic. Our credo derives from the history of the human race, which evolved across millions of years in the natural environment. What happens when a saltwater fish is transferred into fresh water7 It goes into spasms and dies. Consider, then, a creature whose every sense, capability, and instinct have been shaped by the natural environment, by interaction with sun, wind, clouds, rain; the look of mountains and far horizons, the taste of natural food, contact with the soil. WTiat happens when this creature is transferred to a synthetic environment3 He becomes neurotic, a victim of hysterical fads, willful hallucination, sexual perversion. He deals with abstractions rather than facts, and so becomes mtellectuahzed and incompetent. Confronted with a real challenge, he screams, curls into a ball, closes his eyes, befouls himself, and waits. He is a pacifist who fears to defend himself. From Better Understanding of the Institute, by Charles Bronstem (82): IHF DI-MON PRINCES Urbanized men and women experience not life but the abstraction of life, on ever higher levels of refinement and dislocation from reality They become processors of ideas, and have evolved such esoteric occupations as the critic, the critic who criticizes criticism, and even the critic who criticizes criticism of criticism It is a very sad misuse of human talent and energy From The Institute A Pf imef, by Mary Murray Our tutelar}' genius is the titan Antaeus



Urbanity is an unnatural habitude. Are we elitist, as it is often asserted^ Well, we surely do not consider ourselves the dregs of society We approve of contrast, social disequilibrium, extremes of wealth Often we are accused of sponsoring chaos, however, this has never been admitted The Urbanites Strike Back' "Elitist prigs'" "If they like the Pleistocene so much, why don't they wear skins and live m caves5" "Residents of very lofty and very remote ivory towers which they confuse with 'natural habitat' " "I'd rather push a pencil in an air-conditioned office than push a wheelbarrow in the mud " In almost the same terms "I'd rather pick flaws in someone's manuscript than pick tomatoes in the hot sun " Again "I'd rather drive my Fissel Flasher than a balky mule " THE ROOK OF DREAMS 811 Gersen stood at a window of his sitting room at Penwipers, brooding down across old Tara Square The time was midnight, Tara Square was dark and still Starlight illuminated the roofs of Ponteftact, casting black shadows down tall gables, under crooked eaves and thousands of crotchety chimney pots Gersen's mood was reflected in his posture, he felt morose and drained of energy The great scheme had failed The program had gone with precision Howard Treesong had reacted as positively as Gersen could have hoped, in Alice Wroke he had found a conduit leading to Treesong Then, almost casually, defeat. For whatever motives—pride, press of affairs, the workings of his uncanny wariness—Howard Treesong had refused to consider the publication of his autobiography, or so much as an interview. There was no further leverage to be found in the contest In the morning he would put Mrs Ench in charge of the entire pro)ect What next5 Alice Wroke remained his single avenue of access to Howard Treesong, but the linkage had become fragile and uncertain. Two questions remained unanswered How did Howard Treesong control Alice Wroke3 Why had Howard Treesong poisoned nine people with charnay5



The answers were probably to be found at W^ild Isle, but, so Gersen reflected glumly, the information would most likely be stale and useless Of far more interest what was Howard Treesong's present "urgent business"7 Of this Alice Wroke evidently knew nothing No other source of information suggested itself Gersen looked over the starlit roofs In the pubs of Partee Old Town lights would still be burning. He looked toward St Diarmid's Inn and wondered if Alice Wroke was still awake Gersen turned away from the window and stood motionless Then he threw off the Penwipers shirt, donned a dark gray spaceman's blouse, pulled a soft cap down over his forehead, and started for the door A chime at the communicator turned him back He stood frowning at the instrument Who would be calling him at this hour^ The screen came alive and presented the long pale face of Maxel Rackrose "Mr Lucas5" 812 THE DEMON PRINCES "Speaking." Rackrose spoke in a carefully languid voice. "The information you wanted—authentications and so forth—has come together, except for a few bits and pieces." Maxel Rackrose spoke with such hushed restraint that Gersen instantly became alert. Rackrose said without any great conviction, "I do hope I haven't jerked you from your bed?" "No. I was on my way out the door." "Then why don't you step over to the office for a few minutes? I think you'll be interested in what's turned up." 'Til be right there." The Cosmopolis offices were never closed; work proceeded every hour of the day, every day of the year. A tall glass door whisked aside at Gersen's approach; he entered the foyer, where luminous slabs of colored glass blacked out a Mercator map of Earth. Gersen rode a lift high into the North Tower and so to the offices of Maxel Rackrose, who now used the title Superintendent of Miscellaneous Operations. The outer chamber, which reflected Rackrose's pose of fastidious sophistication, was an exercise in the most exquisite excesses of the High Clapshott style. The inner room, where Rackrose spent most of his time, was a jungle of disorder. A long table supported stacks of books and periodicals, papers, photographs, oddments, curios, and perplexing trifles of junk.



There were several stools, a communicator, a complicated device for the brewing of tea, another for the projection of kaleidoscopic patterns on the wall, an attenuated statue of a nude womaiT nine feet tall, whose belly opened on the hour to permit a bird to step forth and cry "cuckoo." Rackrose, a tall, angular young man in expensive if unconventional garments, with a long, somewhat equine face, lank blond hair, and heavy-lidded blue eyes, greeted Gersen in a carefully offhand manner. "Sit down, if you will." He waved a limp white hand toward one of his precious antique chairs. "Perhaps you'd take a cup of tea? And a biscuit?" "That would be nice." With tea poured and anise cakes set forth, Rackrose settled into a chair beside a kidney-shaped table. "And how goes your contest?" "Quite well. One entry names nine of ten, and if no one does THE BOOK OF DREAMS 813 better I think we'll nominate him the winner. What of your authentications?" Rackrose leaned back, pressed the tips of his fingers together, looked toward the ceiling with pursed lips. "In accordance with your instructions, I processed all available information. I started with the Index' and information from our own files. I may say that there was no trouble with authentication. The subjects are persons of substance and reputation. Except for number six. None of his purported names correlates with anything other than disreputable activities. In short, he seems to be a criminal." "What of the others?" "Aha! That's where we make an interesting discovery. I found recurring references to the Institute, and such remarks as 'said to rank high in the hierarchy,' and 'an apparently high-ranking Fellow.' In fact, Beatrice Utz is identified as '103.' Artemus Gadouth was the Triune."2 Maxel Rackrose paused to allow Gersen to reflect upon the implications of his information. Gersen studied the photograph, which he already knew in minute detail. A startling suspicion formed in Gersen's mind, an idea strange and terrible, "Ten faces; could it be the Dexad?" "The same idea occurred to me," said Rackrose. Gersen reflected a moment. Rackrose knew nothing of the 1. A directory or identities, originally compiled by the IPCC and continually augmented by other agencies. The Index includes the records of history social welfare registrations,



military rosters, passenger lists of interplanetary vessels, birth, marriage, and death records, telephone directories, school and university graduation lists; criminal identifications, the memberships of clubs, associations, and fellowships, names culled from the daily news bv automatic scanners. 2. The Institute grades its Fellows with Ranks 1 through 111- Number 111 is the Triune. Ranks 110 and 100 are always empty Ranks 101 through 109 are limited to a single Fellow- With the Triune, these ranks make up the Dexad, though as often the nine Fellows from 101 through 109 are known as the Dexad. Fellows advance from 101 to Triune in order of precedence. Three Fellows only occupy Rank 99. When a vacancy occurs in the Dexad, usually by reason of death, surviving Fellows elect one of die three 99s to fill the vacancy From the three Fellows in Rank 98, one is elected to Rank 99- Similarly, Fellows advance up the ranks from 90- Below 90, there is no limit upon the Fellows allowed into each rank To achieve Rank 89 is difficult. To attain Rank 99 is much more difficult. A Fellow elected to Rank 101 has a good chance of becoming Triune. This is not necessarily true in Rank 99, where a Fellow who has made enemies among the Dexad may never be advanced 814 THE DEMON PRINCES charnay poisonings, nor did he realize that number six was Howard Alan Treesong. He asked, "Who ranks highest locally?" Rackrose frowned toward the ceiling. "There's a hermit out on Boniface who is supposed to rank high. I've heard he's in the Dexad. If so, this picture would not seem to be the Dexad, because there's no one here from Boniface." "Who ranks high in Pontefract?" "I'm not sure. Let me ask Condo; he knows such things." Rackrose spoke into the communicator using a soft voice only a trifle louder than a whisper. He made notes on a pad of pale pink paper. "Good enough." He turned back to Gersen with a page torn from his pad. "Her name is Leta Goynes. She lives at seventeen Flaherty Crescent, out in Bray, and she might be as high as a sixty or sixtyfive."



Gersen took the address to his own small office, which was far less splendid than that of Maxel Rackrose. At his communicator he placed a call. A moment passed, then an unemphatic female voice spoke. "Leta Goynes here." "I'm sorry to disturb you at this late hour, Mrs. Goynes. My name is Kirth Gersen, and I want to consult you on a matter of great importance." "Now?" "Unfortunately yes. It's Institute business of extreme urgency. If you'll allow me, I'll come directly out to your house." "Where are you now?" "At the Cosmopolis offices." "Take Transit to Bray Junction; a cab will bring you out to Flaherty Crescent." As Gersen approached the cottage at 17 Flaherty Crescent, the door slid back; backlighted in the opening stood a dark-haired woman, sturdy, solid, and obviously in good physical condition. She gave Gersen a cursory inspection and stood back. Gersen entered; the door closed behind him. "This way," said Leta Goynes, and led him to a neat parlor. "Tea?" "Yes, please." She poured and handed Gersen a cup. "Sit anywhere you like." "Thank you." Gersen seared himself; Leta Goynes remained standing, a rather handsome woman in her early maturity, her black THE BOOK OF DREAMS 815 hair cut close to her head, her eyes dark and direct under strong black eyebrows. "There is no Kirth Gersen known to Cosmopolis." "For a good reason. I call myself Henry Lucas, Special Writer." "You are a Fellow?" "No longer. At Phase eleven I discovered that the Institute and I often worked at odds with each other." Leta Goynes, smiling faintly, inclined her head in a terse nod. "So then?" Gersen handed her the contest photograph. "Have you seen this? It appeared in Extant." "I haven't seen it before." "What do you make of it?" "Nothing particular."



"You recognize no one?" "No one." "It might well be the Dexad. Artemus Gadouth is this gentleman. He is Triune, as I suppose you are aware." Leta Goynes nodded. "I've never met him." "This is Sharrod Yest. .. Dianthe de Trembuscule . . . Beatrice Utz, rank one hundred three . . . lan Bilfred . . . This gentleman calls himself Sparkhammer . . . Sabor Vidol, rank ninety-nine . . . John Gray . . . Gadouth . . . Gieselman, rank one hundred six ... Robun Martiletto." Gersen paused. Leta Goynes said, "This is not the entire Dexad. There are three persons—those numbers five, six, and seven—who are probably ninety-nine. Last month we lost Eimo Shookey. This banquet precedes, so I presume, the elevation of a ninety-nine." "The elevation may not have occurred," said Gersen. "All except number six were poisoned by charnay." Leta Goynes's face became cool and faintly scornful. "The Institute is not only strong; it is flexible. Normal adjustments are being made." "In this case the adjustment will not be so easy. The survivor, number six, poisoned the others. His name is Howard Alan Treesong." Leta Goynes stared at the photograph. "That is terrible information—if it is true. And I see that it must be true. . . . How did he gain rank ninety-nine?" "Through fraud, extortion, fear, mind bending—so I suppose. Certainly he never rose through the ranks. But a more important 816 THE DEMON PRINCES question: What members of the Dexad are missing from the picture? And where are these members?" Leta Goynes managed a harsh cold laugh. "Under the circumstances that becomes highly important information." "True. And I might be one ofTreesong's colleagues." "Or Treesong himself" Gersen handed her Jehan Addels's business card. "Telephone this man. He is a local resident of good reputation. Ask him whatever vou like about me." Leta Goynes went to the communicator. "First I will ask someone about Jehan Addels."



She made a set of guarded inquiries, watching Gersen meanwhile from the corner of her eye. Then she telephoned Jehan Addels. After some delay he responded, displeased that his rest had been disturbed. Gersen spoke to him: "This lady is Leta Goynes. Answer any questions she cares to ask." Leta Goynes questioned Addels for fifteen minutes, then slowly turned away from the communicator. She had gradually resumed that manner typical of the Institute's upper ranks: a serene and exasperating indifference to events, including personal convenience. "Addels gives you a remarkable reputation." She thoughtfully sipped her tea, then spoke in a pensive voice: "The Institute tends to ignore ordinary social problems, even criminals as egregious as Howard Treesong. Still. . ." Leta Goynes set her chin. "I will give you your information. Three of the Dexad are not present in the photograph. They are one hundred one, one hundred two, and one hundred seven. The death of one hundred seven was the occasion for the conclave, one hundred one lives in isolation on Boniface, at a place called Athmore Violet, in the wildest part of World's Moil. His name is Dwyddion and he is our Triune, although he may not know it, since he sees no one and refuses to communicate." "And what of one hundred two?" Leta Goynes smiled a strange crooked smile. "His name is Benjamin Wroke. He drowned in the Shanaro Sea. Last week his body was washed up on the beach at Cele, which is near Wild Isle." From Everyman's Guide to the Stars: Vega; Alpha Lyrae: ... The three inner planets, Padraic, Mona, Noaille, are cinders of scorched stone, baking in the austere glare of the Great White Star. Noaille holds one face steady to Vega, and is noteworthy for the rains of liquid mercury which fall on the dark side, flow to the hot side where they vaporize, and return to the dark side. Next are the inhabited worlds: Aloysius, Boniface, and Cuthbert. Cuthbert is humid and unpleasantly marshy, with few areas comfortably habitable, in part due to the numerous insects which give Cuthbert its sobriquet: "Bug Hunter's Paradise." Aloysius is next in orbit, temperate, if damp, and most densely populated of the Vegan worlds. The early history of Aloysius is dominated by rivalry between religious sects; the effects of the hatred and warfare so engendered persist to the present, most especially in the countryside, in the form of provincial suspiciousness. The cities Pontefract, New Wexford, Yeo are relatively cosmopolitan. Boniface, outermost and largest of the habitable worlds,



is gloomy, dank, and like a caricature of the other two, exaggerating all the harshness and oddities of its sister planets. The oceans are bedeviled by awful storms, the land masses are notable for an extravagant topography: vast plains supine to the force of winds and rain; mountains, 81S 1HF DFMON PRINCES caves, crags, chasms, broad rivers flowing from sea. to sea Here and there the land allows habitation, though never ease or comfort. From earliest times the shrewd and provident folk of \loysms, wresting value from dross, used the inhospitable wastes of Boniface as a penal settlement, and here were discharged the atheists, incorngibles, and irredeemables of the Vegan worlds Arriving at Port Swaven, the convicts were processed at a staging compound operated by the Order of St Jedasias A certain Abbot Nahut, through divine revelation, received instruction in a new regimen to which arriving convicts must be subjected, the better to prepare them for life on Boniface The methods were drastic and unique Many of the survivors suffered genetic damage which stabilized, and a new human species was thereby more or less accidentally created These were the "Fops," one of the curiosities of the human universe The typical FO)O was tall, with thin arms and legs, big hands and feet, gnarled heavy features, and a shock of white quills in place of hair The Fops became functionally the indigenous race of Boniface and migrated to all the most sheltered nooks, crannies, and lonely valleys of their harsh world. In a few little towns—Slayman, Cashel Creary, Nahutty, Kaw Doon, Fiddletown—a few ordinary men and women operate shops and agencies and perform technical services, dealing with the FO)OS in a state of mutual distaste The Order of St Jedasias is long extinct, but by one of the more acrid cosmic ironies, the FO)OS still espouse a variant of the Jedasian creed, and in every little FO)O village exists a square Jedasian church Time suddenly had become a critical factor, inasmuch as Dwyddion, hermit and new Triune, must surely represent one of Howard Treesong's "urgent affairs " Gersen made all possible haste, from Leta Govnes's cottage to the spaceport, aboard his Fantamn Flittenvmg, and away into space The automatic pilot sw^ng the boat high over Vega and down on the opposite side, to where Boniface coasted in orbit A primitive world, with nothing of value to be plundered, looted, or kidnapped, 7 HE BOOK OF DRE/1\J^ 819 Boniface lacked all entry controls, Gersen dropped unchallenged



down to the harsh blue-black-and-white disk Gersen searched the Vegan Gazetteef, but found only a single vague reference to Athmore Violet The Skak Range ran diagonally across a section known as World's Moil, in the middle of St Crodecker's continent Along the southern flanks of the Skak, the river Meaughe meandered down Meaughe Vale, where Gersen noted the town Poldoolie, which might well be a source of local information The surface of Boniface, obscured by clouds and camouflaged by cloud shadows, revealed no obvious landmarks Gersen oriented himself with the help ot radio beacons, calculated the coordinates of the town Poldoolie, and slanted down into the heavy atmosphere Over Meaughe Vale the sky was clear Gersen located Poldoolie, a huddle of stone structures beside a growth of purple voitch ' Gersen descended in a spiral and landed the Flittering in a soggy meadow a quarter mile east of the town The time was local noon Gersen stepped from the Fhttef'wi'ng into a dank cold wind smelling of mud and rancid vegetation. Out from the town bounded a dozen gangling ragamuffins, the larger thrusting the smaller aside, the smaller cursing and tripping the larger. All wore dirty white smocks which they hiked up as they ran, revealing white legs and knobby knees Their heads were narrow, their facial structures crude and gnarled Irorn each narrow scalp rose a bush of stiff white spines The first to arrive halted two feet from Gersen and screamed "I'm the guardian, I'm here first, the others are smashers, pay them naught' I'm Keak, for me the gautch " "Gautch3 What is gautcrr" asked Gersen "That is my payment I want either five SVU or five picture books" The other boys cried out in eager voices "Give him books for gautch' Good books, with bosers' Vetch bosers1" "Bosers3 What are bosers2" The question evoked strangled guffaws Keak wiped his mouth and explained "Bosers—with the wide areas and no clothes on Yetch they're the good bosers'" 1 -\ single org.mism comparable tu A gi^ntiL lichen voin-h supports a bliLk mat ten tttt thick on [BVMIV or pale gra\ stilks ntn CLLI till C ercain growths ut ^oitch are poi sonous others predatory and carnuurou'i I he benign specimens furnish food drink hber shelter and pharmaceutical-, 820 THE Dt- MON PRINCE S "I see," said Gersen "And suppose I pay neither coin nor pic-



tures of naked bosers—then what5" "Then the smashers—those ugly chuts yonder' They'll muck up your ferberator crystals and pour stale dog piss into your air intakes So pay up and I'll fend them off " Gersen considered "How can you control so many smashers5" "They know better than to flout me Cukkms' Tell what I'll do to you " "Faith, and I smash so much as a twittle, he'll shove me head up my own bum He's a scarfer, is Keak, and he knows how to do it" Gersen nodded "Well, Keak, I see that you mean business Still, I think I had better make sure of everyone This way, then, around the boat, I've got fine things in the cargo hatch for lads like you" "Eh5" asked a small youth "What sort of fine things2" "What of boser books5" asked Gersen "Dozens of them, all rotten scurrilous'" "That's the talk'" cried Keak "Let's have a look'" "This way " Gersen went around the ship, followed by the youths, loping and hopping. Gersen slid open the cargo port and drew down the ladder He pointed to Keak. "First choice goes to you, quick now, I can't waste time." Keak hopped up the ladder, followed by the others, with Gersen at the rear "There's naught for light in here," croaked Keak "Make light' Show us bosers " "Wide arse, big udders " Gersen touched a button, light came to the chamber, which was starkly empty "Hey'" called Keak "There's naught here'" Gersen grinned "Only a clutch of young blackguards I'm going now about my business and I'm locking you in If you make any mess I'll fly you into the mountains and turn you out, and you won't be home for supper tonight So mind your conduct'" Gersen backed down the ladder, closed and locked the hatch He set off across the dank meadow and presently found a lane which flanked a stagnant drainage ditch choked with magenta slime At the outskirts of town he passed a small cottage, raised from THE BOOK OF DRHAM^ 821



the bog on posts Under the porch crouched an old man, sorting rocks from a sack into three piles Gersen called out, "Hoy' Can you direct me to Athmore Violet5 I can't find it on my map.' The old man merely crouched in the shadow Thinking that he had not been heard, Gersen approached. The old man threw a cloth over his rocks and, spraddling on long legs like an ungainly spider, scrambled back into the muck under his house. Gersen turned away and continued along the lane, passing another cottage, somewhat more substantial, with a black energy unit on the roof, surmounted by a religious fetish In the gateway of the low wall stood a man wearing a tall conical hat Gersen halted and tendered an affable greeting. "Good day, sir" "Yes, yes," replied the FO)O in a patronizing drawl. Gersen )erked a thumb toward the first cottage "Why does the old man hide under his house5" The FO)O chuckled at Gersen's naivete "He is a miner, isn't that clear5 Those are his new ores Look under the house, notice how his eyes gleam' He carries a bylo-by Had you touched his ores he would have blown away your head and ears " "I only want information Where is Athmore Violet5 My map doesn't show it" "Naturally not At Athmore Violet Bugardoig mines alexandrites'" "I am not interested in alexandntes I want to find a man who lives nearby Can you direct me to Athmore Violet5" The FOJO )erked his thumb toward the town "Bugardoig is the man to ask " "I'm in a hurry I don't want to waste time looking for Bugardoig " "Rest easy, he will find you as soon as he notices your vessel on his water meadow, and he won't waste time " "What of yourself5 Do you care to earn a hundred SVU5 Help me find my friend " "Near Athmore Violet, you say That must be the hermit of Voymont " "He is a solitary man, true " "Athmore Violet and Voymont perilous parts, if only because



of Bugardoig's mines " 822 I HE DEMON PRINCF S From inside the cottage came a hoarse voice "Take the money, Lippold Do as required' It is a small thing " Lippold made no acknowledgment of the advice Apparently he had lost interest in Gersen and stood staring serenely off across Meaughe Vale Overhead the sky broke apart and Vega darted light of resplendent clarity across the landscape Objects came alive with color swamp gorse in maroon and ocher, the mountains behind Poldoolie blue-black and white; the voitch, purple, with an inexplicable blue-green umbra below. The clouds closed like a trap, Vega-light was gone Lippold stood unmoved by the sudden splendor and its equally abrupt disappearance Gersen turned away and continued toward the town an irregular huddle of stone huts, sties, stables, and sheds, a dozen shops and agencies, a tavern, a squat Jedasian church Above, clouds from east and west collided They swirled and churned, rain began to fall Gersen looked over his shoulder, Lippold, in a blur of rain, stood as before Gersen ran into town and took shelter under the eaves of a shuttered mechanic's shop Only the tavern seemed open for business Gersen waited a moment The ram continued to fall m gray sheets, momentarily illuminated with flashes of lightning Gersen saw tall figures loping through the drench toward the tavern, pausing at the door to shake and kick off the wet, then enter For a moment the rain paused. During the lull Gersen ran up the street to the tavern He entered a long room, with a counter to one side, benches and tables to the other. A line of high windows with panes of yellow mica allowed a dreary light into the room At the tables sat groups of FO|OS, hunched over cups of mulled liquor The pungence of hot brew mingling with the sour steam of wet clothes and damp flesh brought a twitch to Gersen's nostrils As he advanced into the room, all conversation halted and all heads turned and rows of milk blue eyes scrutinized Gersen Each man wore a stocking cap pulled down over his spike of hair, similar caps hung on poles beside each table Gersen nodded politely to the company and went to the counter The barman, wiping great hands on the dirty towel tied around his stomach, approached "What is your want2" I HE BOOK OF DREAMS 823 "I'd like a few words with someone named Bugardoig," said Gersen "Is the gentleman here at the moment2"



"There's no Alois Bugardoig here, and what are you needing from him that you wouldn't be better without2 And will you not wear a hat5 Where's your manners3" "Sorry, I don't own a hat " "No matter, you'd look a silly )ape with the prut hanging past your cheek like a spent coigel Aha, who is this2" Into the tavern lumbered a man, thick and heavy, with slit pale blue eyes almost closed by bulging apple-red cheeks He went to a pole, took off a "prut," and with a deft twist brought it down over his spike of hair Gersen turned to the barman "Is that Bugardoig2" "Ha-ha' That's cause for laughter, or—should you be Bugardoig—a great twinge of rage That is Looke Hollop, and he empties the town swill Notice his arms He's a strong man, is Hollop, but never like Bugardoig Are you drinking7 Do you like our boiled twirps2" "What else do you serve7" "Little else It's good enough for us, are you for fluting and luting with your nose over our good twirps2" "Never," said Gersen "Be good enough to serve me a portion " "Well said Jocko' A battern of twirps for this outlander And here, since I'm taking pity on you, let me wrangle up a semblance of decency for your head." The barman stuffed paper into a soiled and oily prut and pulled it down over Gersen's brow, so that the stuffed part wobbled first to one side, then the other "Not good," said the barman, "but better, especially since your business is with Alois Bugardoig, who is a rare stickler for the niceties of life, in fact, he's sworn never to harm another man on the Holy Day, can you believe it2 Some declare he's only that much worse other days Oh, worry, who is this3" Into the tavern came a FO)O with a great barrel chest and a face splayed and gnarled like a jungle fungus Gersen asked "Is that Bugardoig3" "Him2 Never That's Shirmis Poddle Shirmus, what's it to be3 The usual2" "The usual, since there's naught better I wonder where is my brat2 He should have been out back addling the deckers and not a flap of his shirttail Well, no matter It's his bones I'll bruise and not my own " THE DEMON PRINCES 824 The barman slid across a jar of heavily spiced twirps. "Drink in joy, Shirmis. Today so far has been quiet."



"Is that surly thing on his way? Or will I have a moment's peace?" "Only the High Eye sees so far. Hush! Do you hear him now?" Shirmis again looked toward the door. "That's only thunder. Still"—he raised his jar and drank—"you've roused my nerves. I'm away for places more serene." The barman watched him depart and gave a sad shake of the head. "Fear is a strange sense and can't be explained. Ah then, is that yet thunder, or is it Bugardoig shaking his leg?" A Fojo entered the tavern, his shoulders tilling the doorway. Twin buttresses of ropy muscle arched up to support his jaw, so that the head seemed more narrow than the neck. His mouth was a gash, his nose a jut of cartilage. Gersen looked to the barman. "And there . . . ?" "There you see Bugardoig, and today he has flame in his eye. Someone has treated him poorly, and it may be hard for all of us. Is your prut on straight?" "I hope so. What does he drink?" "The usual and several more like it." "Serve up a double order." Gersen turned toward Bugardoig, who stood looking among the patrons of the tavern with an air of glowering purpose. Turning toward the bar he took notice of Gersen, and gave an exaggerated jerk of displeasure. "And what is this here, with hat askew and face like a gargoyle?" "A friend in Pontefract asked me to seek you out. He suggested that I put down my ship in your water meadow, as you are notoriously generous. Incidentally, I have ordered a double portion of liquor on your behalf." Bugardoig lifted one mug in his right hand, drained it; he took the second mug in his left hand, poured it down his throat with equal facility, and set the empty containers back on the counter. "And so to business. Since I make no exceptions, pay me now and at once a hundred SVU for landing fees, demurrage, and berthing for the month." "First, let us discuss a larger matter," said Gersen. "Have you a few hours to spare at this moment?" "On what kind of business?" "Profitable business." THE BOOK OF DRK4MS S25 "Explain yourself."



"Near Athmore Violet lives an important man whom we must visit at once." "Eh? Who is this? The crazy hermit on Voymont?" "He is not altogether crazy," said Gersen. "In fact, he has recommended you as most qualified to take me to Voymont, since your properties are nearby." Bugardoig uttered a great boom of laughter. "Not so nearby that I care to risk my life on V^oymont. So pay me my fee and go to Voymont alone. If you approach Arthmore Violet, expect my intense displeasure." Gersen nodded slowly. "Well then, come along to my boat; I carry no money on my person." Bugardoig contorted his face into an astonished scowl. "Must I plod the wet marsh because you have been fool enough to forget your money?" "Whatever you like," said Gersen. "Wait here. I will go for the money and bring it to you." "Ha!" roared Bugardoig. "I am not to be tricked so readily. Come; if I must, I must. To your ship, and I will collect a surcharge often SVU." "Hold a moment!" bawled the barman. "I want a three-piece' for the liquor!" Gersen put a coin on the counter and signaled to Bugardoig. "Let us hurry before the rain returns." Bugardoig grumbled under his breath, then followed Gersen from the tavern. They walked back along the lane under a plumcolored sky, past the cottage where Lippold stood as before, past the hut of the miner, who was nowhere to be seen, and out upon Bugardoig's water meadow. They approached the Flittefiving. Gersen said to Bugardoig: "Wait here. I will jump aboard and fetch the money." "Don't waste my time with foolishness!" said Bugardoig. "Open up. You won't stray beyond the clutch of my fingernails until I heft what is due me." "The Fojos are a suspicious race," said Gersen. He climbed the ladder and opened the port, with Bugardoig close at his heels. "This 1. A coin worth three-quarters of an SVU. 826 THE DEMON PRINCES way," said Gersen. At the after bulkhead of the saloon he slid open



a door, gestured to Bugardoig. "Through here." Bugardoig shoved impatiently past and into the cargo hold; Gersen slid the door shut and engaged the clamps, even as Bugardoig realized his error and hurled himself against the door. Gersen pressed his ear to the panel and heard strident voices. Grinning, he went to the controls, took the boat into the air, and new away up Meaughe Vale. Below, the river moved south like a sullen gray snake through terraces splotched with various sorts of vegetation: gray goiter bush, purple voitch, pale green wax plant, black smuttrees. Minarets of pink and yellow land-coral thrust a hundred feet into the air; poisonous orange smears delineated colonies of wandering musk. Ten miles slid behind. Gersen dropped the boat upon a meadow of broad-leaved silver-grass. He alighted from the boat and walked to the cargo hatch and slid it open, lowered the ladder. He called, "Keak! Keak! Speak up!" A surly voice replied: "W^hat do you want?" "How much mess have you created?" A short pause; then in airy tones, cracking up into falsetto: "I personally? Nothing of consequence." "Keak! Listen carefully—very carefully indeed! I am now about to let the brats go free. All but you. We will look over the cargo hatch. If conditions offend me, I will carry you two hundred miles into the mountains. There you, and you alone, will scour that cargo hatch until it glistens and smells sweet as the roses of Kew. Then you will go your way and I will go mine." Keak's voice came somewhat tremulously: "Conditions are tolerably good. 1 notice a bit of mess here and there—" "You had better clean it now, while you still command help, and while you are still close to home." "We have no cleaning stuffs." "There is water in the meadow. Use your shirts." Keak uttered a furious spate of barking orders. The boys came blinking and winking down the ladder. Then appeared a pair of massive legs, next a great torso, and finally the head of Alois Bugardoig. At the base of the ladder he halted to stare at Gersen, his cheeks pulsing in and out, his mouth a giant scarlet polyp. Slowly he hunched his shoulders and started for Gersen, who burnt a line THE BOOK OF DREAMS 827 of crackling dazzle almost across Bugardoig's toes. "Don't provoke me," said Gersen. "I'm in a hurry."



Bugardoig drew back a pace, his face flushed and dismal. Gersen w^ved the gun toward Keak. "Faster! Remember how fast you ran out from town?" Half an hour later Gersen took the boat aloft, leaving a disconsolate a^roup of shirtless boys staring up after him. As he watched they turned and, tucking elbows against skinned white chests, loped off down the valley. Bugardoig now sat in the saloon, a cord limiting his scope of action. Knots of muscle played up and down his cheeks; his eyes showed as cracks of blue glitter. Bugardoig clearly was not one to show a tolerant or even fatalistic face to adversity. Gersen took the ship high under the first fleeting layers of cloud. He turned to Bugardoig. "Are you acquainted with Dwyddion?" "The hermit? Certainly I know him. He lives over Voymont from Athmore Violet. Have I not said he was crazy?" "Crazy or not, we've got to get him away from Voymont or he'll be killed." "And this is important?" "Quite important. So, where is Voymont from here?" "Yonder. Across the Skak." "And what are the landmarks?" Bugardoig uttered a rasping groan. "All, the inconveniences I owe this evil yetch and his gun . . . What if 1 am struck down by lightning?" "That then will be your fate." Bugardoig heaved himself erect and looked out the ports. "Go west and a slarsh-tit' north. Voymont is beyond those three sharp peaks. Notice that black shadow? That's the Pritz, across from Voymont, with Airy Gulch between. Notice the devil's-light! Ah, there's weird tricks along the Pritz!" Gersen took the FUttefiving high, across ascending ramparts of dreary black rock, and over an awesome badlands of crag and crevasse. To the west loomed the Pritz. Lightning flashes up and down its face became ever more noticeable. 1, Sl.irsh^ Fojo renii tor a pre.idolesc-'em girl. Slarsb-dt is a vulgar colli.iqui,iliM]i for "trifling .imounr," or "ro an .ilmusr negligible degree." THE DEMON PRINCES S28



A jumble of confused ridges passed below, which Bugardoig named in a despondent voice: "The Shaggeth . . . Morney's Tooth, and yonder, Athmore Violet. . . Hunckertown Trabble, with a bore of palladium . . . Mount Lucasta; there's the head of Poorleg's River . . . Now the Vovmont. .." The Flitterwing cruised out over an enormous gulch, with a silver trickle of water far below. "Below is Airy Gulch," said Bugardoig. The Flitterwmg hovered and settled slowly. From churning clouds spasms of lightning clawed the Pritz. Gersen asked in a voice unconsciously taut: "Where is Dwyddion?" "Lower your vessel into Old Airy ... There, yonder, the ledge, where only a madman would live." Gersen slid the Flittering close to the Voymont, settled through gusts of wind. Bugardoig pointed a red-knuckled finger, "There, Dwyddion's house. I now have done my undertaking; take me back to Poldoolie." "We'll stop only long enough to make sure of Dwyddion." "Bah," grumbled Bugardoig. "I am tempted to pound your head with my fist, gun or no gun." "Be patient," said Gersen. "We will not be long. In fact, the faster the better." The Flitterwing drifted close to the mountainside. Dwyddion's house was a simple structure: a block of welded stone and glass, perched precariously on a ledge. To the north the ledge had been widened by an artful piling and wedging of large boulders, creating first a viaduct a hundred feet long, then a small shallow landing area: a place open and exposed to view. South of the house the ledge became a path leading to a cramped level place in the angle of a crevice. Here sat a small black flier, and beyond, half excavated into the stone, a structure which Gersen assumed to be a workshop. This area was concealed and unobtrusive. He lowered the FUtteriving to a landing behind Dwyddion's black flier. Bugardoig made a sneering criticism of Gersen's choice of landing place. "Are you yetch so foolish? Why do you not use the convenient area? Is it too easy and obvious an operation?" Gersen replied in a measured voice: "A criminal is coming to kill Dwyddion. I don't want him to know that I'm here." Bueardoier erave a rattling snort of derision. THE BOOK OF ORE-IMS 829 Gersen opened the port and jumped to the ground. "I can't



leave you alone in front of those controls," he told Bugardoig. "Something strange might happen. You'd better come along with me." Bugardoig folded his massive arms. "I stay here." "Right now!" said Gersen. "There's no time to waste." "For crazy yetch business any time is a waste," growled Bugardoig. "Get along with you." "Then it's the cargo hatch for you." "No." Gersen held out his hands. "Watch me." He Jerked his right bleep; into his hand as if by magic appeared a projac. "You know what I can do with this." He Jerked his left bicep and displayed that complicated weapon known as a dedactor. "Is this familiar to you? No? It discharges three sorts of glass needles. The mildest causes a maddening itch of three weeks' duration. I will use ten needles on you unless you make a very quick move to the cargo hatch." "At last you persuade me," said Bugardoig. He groaned, belched, and with maddening deliberation lowered his bulk to the ground. "I'll go with you and watch your tricks." Gersen looked around the sky. "Let's make haste." He set off along the ledge with Bugardoig ambling behind. A door at the back of Dwyddion's house slid ajar; in the shadow stood a tall thin man. He took a step forward and his features became clear; a dome of a forehead with a high receding mat of dustcolored hair, black eyes brooding in shadowed eye sockets, gaunt cheeks, a delicate pointed chin: a face implying great intellectual force and a cheerless disposition. He inspected his visitors without amiability. Gersen halted. "You are Dwyddion?" "I am he." Dwyddion's voice was deep. "Do not the terms of this place suggest my earnest desire for solitude?" "Death is also solitary. You must listen carefully as we have very little time. I am Kirth Gersen; this is Alois Bugardoig, a gentleman of Poldoolie, who consented to guide me here." "To what purpose?" Gersen again searched the sky, and ag-ain saw only dark overcast and low clouds whirling down the wind. A gust howled across the mountainside, pelting their faces with drops ot half-fro/'en rain. Dwyddion made an impatient sound, THF DFMONPRINCFS



830 hunched his head between his shoulders, and retreated into his house Gersen and Bugardoig followed, with the poorest possible grace Dwyddion allowed them to pass They had come directly into the main room of the house Gersen received an impression of austere proportions, neutral colors, humorless and marginally comfortable furnishings The message of the room was ambiguous Here might be the expression of Dwyddion's personality, his overview of existence, or he might simply have subordinated the room to the view from its wide windows, the vast gulch blowing with winds and mists, the Pntz, and the incessant play of purple-white lightning Dwyddion spoke coldly "Again may I inquire the reason for your intrusion3" "Certainly You were notified in regard to a recent conclave of the Dexad at W^ild Isle3" "Yes I chose not to attend In discussions I find myself consistently a minority of one, and my presence seems unnecessary " Gersen held out his photograph "You know all these men3" "Of course." "And this person here2" "He is Silas Sparkhammer, a ninety-nine I consider him intelligent, spontaneous, extremely inventive, and totally unsuitable for the Dexad " "I agree entirely," said Gersen "His name, incidentally, is Howard Alan Treesong He poisoned the Triune and the entire Dexad with charnay. There were two exceptions Benjamin Wroke, whom he drowned, and you, who must now be considered the new Triune Upon your death, Treesong becomes Triune, and he is now on his way here to murder you " Dwyddion stared, blinking from the photograph to Gersen "All are dead?" "All " "Ha hum I find this simply incredible " "No doubt It is shocking news But we have no time to waste You must come with us—" Gersen gestured toward the door Dwyddion drew back "I know nothing, I have no facts I cannot act so abruptly Who, then, are you3" "I'll tell you everything as soon as we're away from here Come now "



THE BOOK OF DREAVIS 831 Dwyddion gave his head a fretful shake "No, of course not This is sheer hysteria I can't—" Gersen gestured to Bugardoig. "Seize this fellow, carry him out" With Dwyddion safe and out of the way on the FliTtei-wing, an ambush of Howard Treesong would become feasible With luck, the affair could be brought to its finish on this very day Bugardoig blinked, then advanced upon Dwyddion, who cried out in a choked voice of outrage "Stand back'" He flailed out with his fists as Bugardoig stepped forward Bugardoig uttered a grunt of annoyance for the foolish position in which he found himself He seized Dwyddion, slung him aloft and over his shoulder Bugardoig growled at Gersen: "And what now3 I am bored with this nonsense " Gersen opened the door. "Carry him to the ship, and quickly It's a thankless task, agreed " Bugardoig stalked out upon the ledge with Gersen close behind Three men who had been advancing upon the house stopped short The person on the left was sleek as a seal in a suit of black velvet His face was round and white and distinguished by an ornate artificial nose wrought from gold filigree. At the center stood Howard Alan Treesong, wearing green trousers, plum red coat, flapping black cape, and black cheese-slice hat To the right a chisel-faced man with a black skin and black beard stared at Bugardoig in wonder Treesong called out in a quick gay voice "Hola' What goes on here3" Gersen brought forth the projac He aimed at Treesong only to find Bugardoig in front of him. Leaning aside, he pulled the trigger, the bolt struck into Treesong's long taut thigh. Treesong whirled to the ground in a flutter of his black cape. Gersen dropped to his knee and fired again, but Treesong had slid over the edge of the viaduct, and lay among the boulders, where he gave vent to a set of peculiar many-voiced outcries Gersen fired at the black-skinned man and killed him )ust as he aimed his own weapon Gold-nose, dropping to the ground, fired a bolt which tore open Bugardoig's great corded neck Bugardoig toppled like a tree and fell upon Dwyddion, who fretfully pulled himself free and crawled away, while Bugardoig lay pumping \ivid red blood across the stones Gersen fired again Gold-nose ]erked, cursed, rolled over the 832 THE DEMON PRINCES edge of the viaduct. Gersen rose to stand in a wary crouch, watching for motion. Treesong had halted his remarkable multivocal yammer; Gersen ran a few steps forward and searched over the declivity,



hoping to surprise Treesong. He saw nothing. Treesong had evidently taken shelter behind a squat boulder of gneiss. Gersen ran crouching across the viaduct. He saw motion and dropped flat. A bolt sizzled through the air a foot above his head. Gersen fired his projac; rock splinters sprayed the head and neck of Gold-nose, who screamed in pain. He lost his footing and slipped down the slope. Gersen watched in fascination as Gold-nose rolled, slid, and tumbled, slowly gathering momentum to become a toppling limp object, bounding, rolling, falling free to strike the rock walls, glance away, and disappear into the murk. Gersen clambered back upon the viaduct, in time to see a smalt airboat raise from the landing-plat and slant into the sky. Howard Alan Treesong had not taken shelter behind the boulder; he had crawled back through the rocks and so had made his escape. For ten seconds Gersen stared after the airboat. So near, and now so far. His intrigues and strategems gone for naught, and poor Bugardoig a corpse, now drained of blood. He turned to Dwyddion, who stood to the side, watching Gersen with an unreadable expression. "Get into the ship," said Gersen gruffly. "We've got to leave here in a hurry." "I see no reason—" Gersen put his anger and frustration under icy control. "That was Howard Alan Treesong. He came to kill you. He used a ship's boat. Somewhere not too high hangs his ship; in fact it's already dropping to pick him up. As soon as he's aboard, the ship will destroy your house and us as well, if we are fools enough to wait." Dwyddion gave a The Flittef-wmg from the clouds ship. We're not



fatalistic shrug, but made no further protest. rose into the sky and flew off to the west. Down eased a dark hull, toward Voymont. "There's his away too soon."



"I understand none of this," gloomed Dywddion. "It is an outrage that I, who seek only seclusion, should be harassed, coerced, and inconvenienced. "Sad," said Gersen. "Still, if it's any satisfaction to you—and to Bugardoig—we have blown Treesong's master plan sky-high, and we have also shot him in the leg." THE BOOK OF HRK4MS 833 "What plan is this?" "With you dead, he would have become Triune. He's already tried for the IPCC and failed—although the way is still open to him. He rules the criminals of all the major worlds. There is his power base. In ten years he would be emperor of the Oikumene."



"Humm ... At Pontefract, before the day is out, I'll appoint a new Dexad. The man is a megalomaniac'" "He is all of that." Gersen reflected upon Howard Treesong's outcries in what seemed a multitude of voices. "He is something very strange indeed." Three recollections, vivid beyond all others, in connection with Dwyddion's house on the Voymont persisted with Gersen to haunt him all the days of his life. First, the Pntz itself, hunched to the attack of a thousand furious lightning bolts, and Airy Gulch, reverberating to wind and thunder. Second, the corpse of Bugardoig, face astounded by the unthinkable tragedy which had overtaken him, his topknot daubed red with his own blood. The third recollection, strange and marvelous, would be the many-voiced babble of lamentations and threats produced by Howard Treesong as he lay among the rocks. "—by the sibyls of Hades, such pain'" "—no matter, no matter—" "—that mad dog; who knows him=" "Not 1 " "Nor I." "Enough' Elhur padache^ "Staunch Green'" The Flittefwing once again swung high around Vega. Dwyddion sat stiff and resentful, mouth drooping, face glum. Presently he began to turn sidelong glances toward Gersen. But Gersen sat in silence, occupied with his own problems. At last Dwyddion broke the silence. In a dignified voice he said"I would be interested in learning the reason for your involvement in this business." "There's no great mystery," said Gersen. "I hold something of a grudge against Treesong. It's as simple as that." Dwyddion managed a sour chuckle. "Something of a grudge, eh^ What occurs when you're seriously offended? . . Well, no matter, I suppose I should feel grateful to you." "Probably so." I HE BOOK OF DREAVIS "Ah, you concur^ Then allow me formally to tender my gratitude. ... I may have been solitary tor too long a time. For a fact, with the Dexad destroyed, I have no further cause for isolation The secret now is known only to me." Dwyddion sat musing and twitching his long white fingers. Now that he had started talking he found it hard to contain his



loquacity. "You probably wonder why I chose isolation From bitterness and disillusionment—there is the answer. Or, if you prefer, I learned 'the Secret.' Perhaps I was callow, perhaps naive—but no one had ever faulted my zeal. There was never such a swotsman.' I was very early selected as an 'Exemplar' and cited for my 'nobility and ease'; I spent all my time at monstrances and on walking tours. I've trudged a thousand landscapes, I've exhorted countless granges. The places T've seen' Berenskaya, Kotop, the Long Hills, Old Home and Prairie Lands, the Green Star Swantees, the Polders of Pedder-Dulah: I've walked them all' I was |ailed at Chlodie on Marskens; the Factors of Pollardich on Copus shaved my head, I became resident Thwarterman at Vasconcelles. Perhaps you recall the crusade against electric sports m Mvra, on the south continent ot Alphanor5 What is its name^" "Trans-Iskana." "Do you remember the crusade^" "No." "I led the march and we did great things, but not without suffering. Oh' when I recall the toil, the heat, the derision and abuse, not to mention insects, crawlers, and bane-bugs' But we thrust on through to Cattlesbury and won the day. . . . How long ago it seems' And suddenly I was rank fifty, and sixty' I directed the campaign against pesticides on Wirfil; I worked as liaison officer with the Peas and Beaners at New Gorcherum, I served with the Natural Jungle League ofArmongol. All considered me the definition of an Institute activist; I was compelling, trenchant, sublimely assured that my ideals were the best of all possible ideals. My rank soared aloft- through the eighties and nineties and now no more campaigns, no more programs—now I was concerned with policy. I had time to rest, to think. I went before the Dexad, I watched their deliberations and I )omed their banquets, and at last I was appointed ninety-nine. Suddenly I was in line for the Dexad I met the other 1 Institute argut 
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