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  CHAPTER 1


  There was a voice that cried from the shadows that men term madness. Alone, frightened, and unheeded, her pleas were directed toward all who lived on the Earth as it was then, as it was meant to be, but no one wanted to listen. The human race preferred the warm blanket of ignorance, and was comfortable in its safety from the nightmares she knew to be true.


  They called her insane and smiled with a thin veneer of kindness coating their disbelief. But still she cried for them to recognize the evil that was about to occur. But no one listened.


  “‘There exists a power throughout the universe of existence and men know it by the name of magic,’” said Dr. Waide as he read aloud from the wrinkled sheet of notebook paper he held. “‘There is no good or bad magic, just as there are no divisions of other normal phenomena, but this supernatural force is as real as electricity, gravity, or the vibrations of our molecules.’” He paused and, peering at his colleague over the top of his glasses, commented, “Rather inconsistent, isn’t she? The ‘supernatural’ being ‘natural,’ I mean.”


  Dr. Susan Crawford stubbed out her cigarette in an ashtray and laughed grimly. “That’s the least of the poor woman’s worries. When she came to us, she was the picture of your average breakdown: her overprotective father had just died, her brothers and sisters had caused a big stink over the provisions of the will, and the man she’d been dating was arrested for indecent exposure. If those aren’t enough to affect a person, I’m in the wrong profession.”


  “Tried suicide, didn’t she?” Waide asked, still reading the paper.


  “Once. Pills. But I really thought we had made progress with her, practically a total recovery, and then she came up with this magic nonsense.”


  “A problem, I’ll grant, but I hardly feel that a belief in the … supernatural represents a massive setback, Susan.”


  Dr. Crawford stood and walked to the door of Waide’s large office. “That’s why I’ve brought this to your attention, doctor,” she said. “With Ann, it’s not a belief, it’s an obsession. She had some conversations with another patient—a Mr. Urbanowich, and he’s scared her to death. She claims that he’s some sort of omnipotent wizard who’s going to destroy the world.”


  “Not much future in that,” Waide observed wryly.


  Dr. Crawford smiled briefly. “I agree. But, however illogical it may seem to us, she believes it, and it’s driving her into a relapse.” She shook her head. “I’m afraid that Ann’s soon going to be in a worse condition than when she came to us.”


  Dr. Waide looked for a moment at the spidery penciling on the paper and nodded. “I’ll see her, then, if you believe it will help.”


  “If you talk to her, perhaps we can decide what is the best treatment.”


  “Send her in.”


  Ann Peterson was a small woman with pale brown hair and a thin, delicate face. She walked with a nervous quickness as if expecting some sort of attack at any moment, and folded her hands in her lap once seated in front of Waide’s desk. Dr. Crawford remained in the room.


  “I’m Dr. Alfred Waide, Miss Peterson,” he welcomed her. “I’ve been told that you’ve asked to speak to me.”


  For a moment, the woman was silent, glancing furtively at Susan Crawford, but, finally, she spoke in a tiny voice. “That’s right, doctor. I, um, I need to talk to you about something important. Very important.”


  Waide smiled ingratiatingly. “That’s why I’m here, Miss Peterson. How can I help?”


  Still obviously nervous, Ann continued, “This will be kept in strict confidence, won’t it? Good. Well, we have to do something about Carl, and I’m afraid it will …”


  “Carl?”


  Her eyes seemed to widen at the mention of his name. “Yes, Carl Urbanowich.”


  “I know the man. Large fellow with a beard, isn’t he?”


  “That’s right.”


  Dr. Waide walked from behind his desk to stand rather imposingly before her. “He’s never been one to make trouble; no fights, no rebelliousness …”


  “He’s evil! He’s a demon!”


  Waide merely smiled at the shrill outburst. “Calmly now, Miss Peterson, calmly. We both know that ‘evil’ is a relative concept, just as we know that there are no demons …”


  “No gods, no ghosts, no monsters!” Ann’s voice remained sharp and frightened. “I know that because he told me none of them exist. But, don’t you see? Magic does exist! It’s an energy like—like electricity, only it’s self-generating and is everywhere.”


  “The odic force,” Waide muttered.


  “Yes! That’s what he called it!” For the first time her face showed a trace of hope as she began to feel that Dr. Waide understood and was a potential ally. “‘Odic force,’ and some people can sort of tap into it and use it to shape things, cause changes.”


  “The human becomes a receiver. I suppose Carl is one of these fortunate people?”


  “One of the most powerful of all time! In history, maybe fifty other men have been able to really use the power, but most only dip into the surface. Carl’s been studying for thirty years, ever since he found that he had the talent for it, and it’s …well, it’s made him what you call insane.”


  With (he hoped) evident logic, Waide asked, “If Carl’s the possessor of this tremendous ability, why hasn’t he done something about his own circumstances? Pardon me for being frank, but why is he still here?”


  “Because this is the perfect place for his work! A true adept doesn’t need charms and beads and black hens and those things, so he can practice his mastery in private. He’s … saving it, building it up, I guess, for tomorrow night. Doctor, I’m afraid … it’s … the only way we can stop Carl is to kill him.”


  Waide didn’t like that at all. He allowed himself a brief display of disapproval. “Do you realize what you are advocating, Miss Peterson?” he asked.


  The terror returned to her face with this rejection of complicity. “But he’s going to kill himself tomorrow night, anyway!”


  The doctor glanced meaningfully at Susan Crawford. “Suicide?”


  “Genocide!” Ann rushed to the room’s only window and pointed out a spot lying under the brilliant June sunshine. The point was a large, grassy knoll beyond the grounds of the complex; it was well-kept, inviting, and rising sharply out of the surrounding meadow. For no apparent reason, it was known as Ram Hill.


  “What do you mean, Ann?” Dr. Crawford asked, speaking for the first time.


  She was crying now and almost hysterical. “Tomorrow is the thirteenth and a full moon, and Carl said … he … he says that the world is a failure, ‘an ignoble failure,’ and he’s going to end all of the suffering, brutality, and hate …”


  “Miss Peterson!” said Waide firmly. “I assure you that nothing is going to happen tomorrow night.”


  “But I’ve seen him! I’ve seen what he can do! He’s going to climb up Ram Hill and channel all of the power of this part of the universe into a single point on the planet. That’ll cause an explosion that will tear our very existence to shreds! There won’t be anything, Dr. Waide, nothing left!”


  Waide caught her shoulders as she began to rise in her fear, and pushed her gently back into the chair. “Ann, Ann, listen to me! This is another delusion! You’ve got to face this thing and see it for what it is!”


  She was collapsing into a sobbing huddle by that time. “But I don’t want to die. I don’t want the world to die …”


  “No one is going to die. Magic is merely the primitive mind’s rationale for those things it can’t otherwise explain. As science has advanced, magic has retreated until it has reached today’s level of entertaining sleight of hand and visual trickery.”


  “It’s not tricks!”


  “Perhaps you’d better rest,” Waide said, turning from the woman and motioning to Dr. Crawford. “I want you to return to your room and take a sedative. Tomorrow, we’ll talk to Urbanowich.”


  She was led from the room by an attendant.


  Waide stood for a moment, waiting for Dr. Crawford to complete her instructions to the aide, and then he motioned her back into the office. “What does Carl Urbanowich have to say about all of this?” he asked.


  “Denies it, every word,” she answered, lighting another cigarette.


  “I thought as much.”


  “Then you concur that she’s in relapse?”


  “Oh, I don’t doubt that Carl told her all of these things; he’s quite a case. But I am disturbed at the way she’s reacting.”


  “You’ll have that talk tomorrow?”


  Waide glanced at his watch. “I’ll try, but with those people coming up from Rutledge, I’ll have a pretty tight schedule.”


  “I’m sure a day’s delay won’t matter.”


  “Let’s hope not.”


  CHAPTER 2


  The moon was full that night, heavy and round like a fat yellow eye. Carl Urbanowich smiled at the view through his window, enjoying the pale light that bathed Ram Hill. Thirty years had led to this day, thirty years of quietly bending the circuits of his mind, insulating and fortifying them until they were ready to accept the unbelievable strain he was about to place on them.


  Carl had utilized the smaller advantages of his talent, naturally, but here, in his commitment, everything he actually needed was daily supplied. It was highly ironic for Mankind that the most powerful man on earth was also quite mad.


  As was customary, the door to his room was locked, but the solid barrier was like a thin mist as, smiling, he stepped easily through the wooden door. No trace of his passage remained after the fiber of his body, holding its own cohesion, blended with that of the door, sifted through it, and resolidified in the brightly lit corridor beyond. He could just as simply have knocked the obstacle into a mass of splinters, but a man such as he did not have to abide by simple means.


  Carl felt as if he were ablaze with a beautiful inner fire, as if an inferno of pure force were being confined within his body by a fragile outer shell. He wanted to vaporize the remaining vestige of humanity and rise miles above the world’s crust to blind all those who looked upon him with a searing white brilliance.


  After thirty years of preparation, over ten thousand days, a quarter of a million hours, and fifteen million minutes, the night had come.


  Jesse Davis approached the exalted patient with a careless ease. Urbanowich was a big man, but Davis knew that he had never been known to physically assault anyone, and would consistently cower under the least pressure. Davis, a “disciplinary director,” was himself large, strong, and sadistic. One of the few mistakes of the hiring board of the institution, he had a quick and persuasive tongue that affectively masked his cruelty before the review panel when challenged. Right then, Davis saw only a patient out of his room when he shouldn’t have been; he didn’t know how Urbanowich had “escaped” and he didn’t care.


  “Okay, Carl, what’s it tonight? You going to take a stroll down the country roads?” Davis asked with applied boredom in his voice.


  The other man grinned broadly behind his wild black beard. “A stroll? Yes, perhaps I’ll stroll across the Milky Way before I attend to business.”


  “Then say hello to Alpha Centauri for me, will you?” He took tight hold of Carl’s left arm, ready to fold it up behind the man’s back if he needed to.


  “You will do well to take your hand from me,” Urbanowich told him, still smiling.


  Something within Davis smiled, also. Big, hairy Carl Urbanowich was at last resisting. “Forgive me, Holy One, but it’s time that all good little boys were in bed.” He tried to twist the arm he held.


  Carl laughed as he casually slammed Jesse Davis against the wall, driving the breath from the younger man and forcing his own arm free.


  Davis coughed and choked in air. “Why, you bastard,” he whispered unbelievingly. Then he feinted another grab for Urbanowich and followed through with a high, hard, right-hand punch.


  The attendant’s momentum carried him into an acrobatic spin as, before his stunned eyes, the vicious punch slashed right through Carl’s face, disappearing for a split second as it failed to collide with the exposed jaw. Davis was still gaping at his own clenched hand when Urbanowich picked him from the floor and pitched him like a baseball down the long corridor. The body of Jesse Davis sailed forty-nine feet at a tremendous rate of speed before smashing explosively against the wall, cracking the plaster and dropping to the floor. Only fading flickers of life remained in the shattered husk.


  The window in Ann Peterson’s room also faced the bloated moon that hung above Ram Hill, though she couldn’t force herself to look at it. These were the last hours of the world, and she alone realized the true horrors of annihilation that were to come, but no one would believe her.


  She wasn’t crazy; once, she had had problems accepting the awful realities that life had thrust at her, but she had learned to face these, she had become whole again. Now, with billions of lives in the balance, those same people who had given her back her identity refused to believe this warning. She wasn’t crazy! She had seen what Carl could do!


  So she lay in her bed, waiting.


  Sedatives could have put her beyond caring about the coming end, but she refused to meet the last of her life in a drugged, artificial sleep. Though she couldn’t look at the yellow moon, she would watch the skies when they were split open by the very essence of existence. Magic was the fabric of the universe and now it would be its destroyer.


  Ann slowly became aware of a loud clamor in the hallway as the shouts of numerous staff members mixed with the hollow echoes of heavy bodies striking the walls and floor. Accurately, she assumed it to be Urbanowich on his way outside, but she didn’t expect to see an apparition suddenly appear at the foot of her bed like a light blinking on. Carl stood there, serenely confident, while the battle outside her room seemed to yet be in full heat.


  “Carl?” she asked.


  “Yes, Ann, I’ve come.” He appeared to notice her confusion, for he added, “Those fools out there are still fighting another part of me, a projection, if you wish, though I could silence them all with a snap of my fingers,” he snapped them and the noise abruptly died, “if I desired.”


  She stared at the door. “Did you kill them?”


  “Does it matter? Now?” He smiled thoughtfully. “I’ve come for you, you know.”


  “Why? I’d rather die here than out on the hill.”


  “Because you betrayed me, idiot. Didn’t you think I’d know when you ran to Crawford and Waide? You poor, senseless animal. They laughed at you.”


  Ann could say nothing.


  “Come, the time is near,” he said. As effortlessly as a man lifts a pebble, Urbanowich plucked her from the bed and raised her high into the air.


  “Carl!” she screamed. “You’re breaking my arm!”


  “Hardly. You merely have a low threshold for pain.” Still holding her, he turned, waved his free hand at the wall of her room, and suddenly produced a huge opening in the bricks and mortar, through which they could march almost directly to Ram Hill. “The entire world has an appointment to keep,” he stated.


  Stabbing pain lanced through Ann as he carried her along into the moonlight, but her cries and pleas were no more effective than her futile struggles. “Carl, you can’t do this!” she begged.


  “How do you mean that?” he questioned politely.


  “It’s insane! You’re insane! You can’t kill everyone this way!”


  “Why not? Is a person any better suffering through the misery of life than he is sleeping forever in death? Show me some happiness, Ann, that is more than a brief respite from anguish and perhaps I’ll listen to you. Behind every light moment in a man’s life is the buried knowledge that he’ll someday die, so I’m simply bringing the end now, before any more glass hopes can be molded.”


  “You can’t judge! You have no right!”


  “I have all the right because I have power. I suppose you could call me a God of sorts, Death God.”


  They travelled swiftly over the well-kept lawn toward the high wall that surrounded the institution. Upon reaching it, Urbanowich merely continued walking up into the air as if climbing an invisible set of stairs. Once on the other side, they stood just a few yards from the hill.


  “Afraid of Hell, Ann?” he asked mockingly. “I don’t believe there is one, and I, of all people, should know.” He pulled her up the steep, grassy slope.


  As they trudged upward, the moon seemed to swell in Ann’s eyes until it ballooned halfway across the sky, larger than anything she’d ever seen before. Urbanowich was laughing again, almost a sustained cackle, and when they finally reached the summit, he dropped her and stood, arms stretched above his head, as if ready to embrace the monstrous yellow satellite. Then he began shouting in an inhumanly magnified voice, “Lubara, Mithra, and Shai, you lies and creations! Qenna and Tamiel, Gam! My predecessors! Fellow enchanters! Tonight is for you, so revel, you damned souls and cursed fools! The world that made you is on the executioner’s block!”


  “Carl! Carl!” Ann pleaded.


  “Stand, you bitch of the caves!” he commanded her. “Die on your feet; fight me like a true human being! Claw my face to ribbons!”


  She did. Filled with an instant fury for all those she represented, Ann Peterson attacked the huge man like an animal, but he laughed at her while her nails broke on his marble-hard face and slapped her to her knees with a gesture.


  “This is humanity?” he demanded. “Odin! Look at what once worshipped you and weep!” He slowly drew one finger across Ann’s exposed neck, and, though she felt no pain, she knew what must be happening. Instantly, ear-shattering blasts of dry lightning literally filled the sky. “Look, all of you!”


  The blood from her cleanly sliced throat rolled in a rich flood down her breasts and soaked her white nightgown, but she forced herself to her feet.


  “See the sacrifice?” Urbanowich called to the raging sky. “Can you see the white lamb at your altar? I sacrifice, but not to your memory, impostors, to me! It is a bloody gift to Urbanowich, the only god of all!”


  Ann couldn’t talk now, but she would remain on her feet; she wouldn’t go on her knees. The thunder roared, the moon swelled and shrank, and Carl Urbanowich clawed madly for the life of the earth as he tried to collect the ultimate amount of energy in a single point to blast all traces of that part of existence into memories.


  Then, just before she fell dead at the top of Ram Hill, Ann saw the exploding sky begin to turn crimson at either horizon, and that brilliant glow start to climb upward in a shell-like formation.


  “Now!”


  The earth itself shifted sharply under her feet.


  Around the world people seemed to realize that it was the end. In the Eastern hemisphere the daylight sky was completely coated in the red glare that was even then creeping to unite in the night heights of the Western. In Europe, Asia, and Africa, the population reeled under the combined assault of the massive earthquakes and the incredible heavenly display, and screaming inhabitants ran or fell to their knees and implored the protection of whatever God or gods they worshipped. None prayed to Urbanowich.


  In London, an aroused Harry York remembered his readings concerning Krakatoa and was certain that the red sky and tremors were signals that every volcano in the world was erupting. In Madrid, Javier Melendez was sure that the crazy Russians and Americans were atom bombing civilization out of existence. And throughout the globe, legends of vengeful flying monsters were swiftly reborn.


  Alfred Waide was awake, pulled from sleep by the half-hysterical telephone call that briefly described the chaos Carl Urbanowich had been working on the institution. The doctor would have immediately suspected a practical joke had the voice not been that of a nurse he knew and respected for her ability and restraint, so, when her voice broke off in mid-sentence, Waide quickly phoned Dr. Crawford and told her to meet him at the institution.


  Naturally, his wife had wanted to know where he was dressing to go to at almost midnight, but he only had time to tell her that an emergency was in progress at the hospital before he ran to his car. Obviously, Urbanowich had managed to create some massive disturbance, the background noise during the phone call had assured him of that, but how was one man able to cause such an uproar? Carl was large and potentially dangerous, but the institution employed several equally large attendants to handle any situation requiring physical restraint. The only answer seemed to be that the man was leading some sort of patient uprising.


  He was still a few miles from the hospital and driving along an empty back country road when the moon grew to ten times its normal size. Stunned, he stopped the car in the middle of the road and got out to watch this incredible astrological occurrence, the trouble at the hospital momentarily forgotten. When the moon shrank to below normal size and swelled out again, Waide was certain that he was hallucinating: a solid, defined physical body didn’t do things like that. It was impossible.


  He wiped a sweating palm across his eyes and the earthquakes began.


  Like a boat on a stormy sea, his running car bucked as the road beneath snapped and twisted; a roar generated by millions of tons of moving earth filled his ears; and the frenzied sky was suddenly rimmed by glowing crimson, a curtain rising from either side and rushing to close together at a point directly above him. For a moment, as the formerly dark landscape began to take on a dazzling red hue, Waide was sure he was having a heart attack induced by some chemical hallucinogen slipped into his food.


  Then the two crimson lines met, on a hill some miles away a madman screamed, “Chemosh!” above the body of a dead woman, and the world as men knew it was ended.


  CHAPTER 3


  That night was an apocalyptic moment in human history rivalled only by the day that the first man realized what he was. Carl Urbanowich, an insane wielder of more pure power than any human before him, had sought to shatter the earth beyond detection, and to do this he had to concentrate a vast amount of that all-pervasive energy in a single point deep within the planet’s heart. But the powerful wizard was not the knowledgeable master of his skills.


  In that titanic upheaval, the world trembled, buildings fell in a deadly rain, the lights in the sky flashed from red to white to blue to green and back to red, thousands of panicked people saw the literal projections of a vast assortment of man-imagined demons as they wheeled through the air on leathery wings, and many helpless men and women were snatched up by freakish, short-lived tornadoes and sat down miles away unharmed. All of this occurred within a matter of seconds following Urbanowich’s last ecstatic cry to Chermosh, and those seconds well fitted one’s idea of the last moments of existence. But they weren’t.


  The earth reeled under the assault and strained at the bounds of reality, but the actual result of the magical attack was far from the one Carl Urbanowich anticipated. In the midst of the psychedelic effects of the disaster, the world split, divided into multiple units of the original, the way an amoeba will form into two identical visions of the whole. With that cataclysmic duplication, every molecule was recreated in perfect detail, and that included each plant, animal, and human.


  Another seeming impossibility was present in that all of these duplicate worlds—none could be labelled original or copy—existed within the same coordinates in space, but not time. Each new Earth revolved around a sun and spun continuously on its axis, rushing through the same area of space on a slightly different plane of existence. An observer would be tempted to call their presence multidimensional in the manner of old science fiction plots, though this terminology would be as incorrect as any other in such a novel situation. Simply stated, a multitude of actual inhabited planets existed in the same space without any knowledge of or interference with one another.


  After starting out as entirely identical, the worlds began to change. The splitting itself took only a fraction of time at the beginning of the mystical bombardment, and following the separation, the effects of the assault continued unchecked, changing radically or minimally, each world in a different manner. The set of earths were no longer the images of each other, and in a few seconds, some couple could hardly be recognized as coming from the same beginnings. The people involved in these events were real, sentient beings, not merely shadows of individual originals, and they, too, were changed by the same energy pouring through them and their surroundings.


  The calm following the attack lasted for four days. On each world as the immediate effects subsided, a wave of irresistible sleep covered the carnal residents. Humans and the less intelligent creatures dropped where they had stood and lapsed into unconsciousness, giving a weird view to any eyes that might have been there to see: living bodies strewn carelessly about the landscape in an unnatural, but beneficial slumber. No one in a safe external situation was harmed by the sleep, as it insulated them against the effects of disease, exposure and any other natural danger.


  Many people did die, however, by accidents, such as those in airplanes and moving cars and the comparative few who happened to be swimming in pools or lakes. The oceans were unaffected. But the vast majority lived and awoke, sore, dazed, and confused, yet safe after the war.


  The realization that the unconscious period had lasted for ninety-six hours was slow in coming, and slower in acceptance. Too many unattended clocks agreed on the time for it to be coincidence, so the rational finally had to agree that the long sleep had indeed followed the sudden, unexplainable seconds of total turmoil. Everyone was hungry, though no one had starved, and, for a time, the more mundane matters of survival overshadowed the question of what had happened and the varied theories submitted in answer.


  The worlds, shaken, went on.


  CHAPTER 4


  (On various worlds, civilization had been affected in serious ways. The following is a tale of occurrences on a planet reduced to a mixture of medieval technology and attitudes. The traces of former knowledge were virtually wiped out by the man on Ram Hill, who was remembered in a fractured manner, but magic was known and, most widely, feared.)


  I came to the inn on my fifth year out, during an evening of gathering storm clouds, and, seeing that it appeared to be clean and water-tight, I decided to stop for a meal. Possibly lodging would also be available. This was in Rollodin, near the border of the East Waste.


  The inn keeper greeted me with an insincere wave of his hand as the entrance bells jangled above the door and motioned me to one of the many empty tables scattered about the room. I took one by the front window, noticing the two finely dressed and obviously drunk young men in a far corner and the five roughly clothed and built men drinking at the bar.


  “Be right there,” the inn keeper promised after he broke off a conversation with one of his customers. He turned and shouted, “Brooke, haul it!” to the back of the tavern.


  The two drunk dandies giggled.


  “Aye,” said one of the men at the bar as he continued a tale begun before my appearance, “they rise now, them that claim there is no magic and no evil forces about, but they be young and not remembering of Ram Hill.”


  The inn keeper, a tall, balding man with a pale complexion, seemed to shutter as the first man mentioned the name. “Damned foolish to think that way, damned foolish. How can they ignore all of the signs left here by Od? How can they ignore this?” He raised a right arm whose sleeve covered only a stump.


  At the sound of Od’s name, my interest quickened. The girl, Brooke, arrived to take my order, but I hardly noticed her and took porridge and ale. The men continued talking.


  “But few people alive now saw Od—curse and burn—even though he passed only three years ago,” another man claimed. “They say he was a trickster and his spells were all in the mind.”


  The inn keeper, deeply upset now, spat on the floor and replied, “What about you, Mirrahl, do you think it was mind spells when that devil twisted poor Cletus Bach from a man into a mule, or when he caused the council hall to collapse and burn in the middle of the session?”


  Mirrahl sadly shook his grey head.


  I could hold my peace no longer, and, half standing, spoke to them. “Pardon my ignorance, gentlemen, but do I understand you to say that a man named Od journeyed through here sometime in the recent past?”


  Six pairs of suspicious eyes glared back at me, their anger and fear all too evident. “Sir,” said the inn keeper quietly, “no man named Od has ever come this way and it is not wise for you to speak of the matter further. I am a civil keeper, but I don’t like people who pry into affairs not their own. Remember it.”


  “Excuse the interruption,” I answered, equally as quietly. He could have been telling the truth, since it would have been very easy for Od to travel as a child or a woman. Or a god.


  The conversation degenerated into old Mirrahl’s vague recollections of life before that night Urbanowich climbed steep Ram Hill and incited the massive spell that transformed the world into what it is today. No magic then, he said, only signs or syinze or something. The two drunk men laughed at one another as they took turns falling out of their chairs.


  I waited quietly for my meal.


  The next visitor that evening came bustling in just after the big rains began. He was a small, skinny fellow with a hooked nose, bulging eyes, and painfully red coat and trousers. “Plotto,” yellow letters shouted across his back, “The Clown of Clowns.” He strolled wetly to the bar and ordered an ale in his high voice.


  Because of my dress, the inn keeper had not questioned my order, but he was less sure of the jester. “Let’s see the shine of your money. A fifth ingot for one glass.”


  “A fifth ingot?” the man squeaked. “That is outrageous! Robbery!”


  The inn keeper kept his palm up.


  The jester relented, became subdued. “Please, sir, I have been set upon by vicious thieves and left worthless, but allow one glass of ale and a plate of meat and I shall amuse and amaze you with songs and tricks from the nine lands of the world …”


  “You can stay ’til the rain stops, but if you seek a place to sleep and food, you’ll have to look elsewhere.”


  “Please, sir, I eat but a little and …”


  I was about to offer my services when one of the dandies spoke first. In slurred, giggling tones, he said, “Here, my good man, here. We appreciate the accomplishments of your … profess … erp … profession. Entertain us, I say, and the feast will be laid before you.”


  Plotto turned eagerly at his offer, and glanced to all corners of the room, searching its candlelit recesses for a friendly face. Neither of the drunks possessed what could be described as a friendly face, but their clothes told of obvious wealth in a land where near poverty was the rule.


  “You gentle sirs realize, of course, that I am accustomed to a much larger audience, such as the king, queen, and royal family of Nayark of the northeast before whom I …”


  “I don’t believe he wants to eat, Villfrey,” the larger of the pair, a tall, blond fellow, told his companion, “I believe he wants to talk.”


  “Is that correct, old boy?” Villfrey asked the performer.


  Professional clown or not, Plotto had his own concept of dignity, and the barbs of these two young pups turned his face quite red with suppressed comments on their heritage and personal habits. Nevertheless, he forced a wide smile and replied, “Incorrect, dear sir. I have been without food for many hours now, and my usual appreciation of personal verbiage can easily be set aside.”


  I laughed silently, thinking that it had taken him more words to assure them that he didn’t want to talk than it took most men to pray at night. Brooke crept up with my order on a tray, but I waved her aside, highly interested in the unfolding drama.


  “Then get to it, man!” Villfrey shouted. “My brother and I have to be home by the third night hour, eh, Harran?” He poked the tall fellow with an elbow and they burst into conspiratorial laughter.


  Plotto whirled about grandly to face the men at the bar. “Certainly! If two of you fine men of the soil would be so good as to remove a pair of tables to the far end of the room, I shall proceed with a display of humor and legerdemain that will amuse, confuse, and enthrall you …”


  “You talk too much, Grandfather!” declared Harran, standing and hurling the contents of a half-full mug at Plotto. The frothy beer splashed the front of the man’s costume and brought gales of laughter from the rough-hewn man a few feet to his side.


  I didn’t like that, but it was none of my affair.


  “Entertain us,” directed Villfrey, coldly.


  Plotto stood for a moment, mouth clenched tightly, and then withdrew a long flute from somewhere inside his coat and began to play it. He was good; the light notes from the instrument fluttered about the large room like peeping birds, lighting first here, then there, and often sounding as if they originated away from the man who played them. With rather delightful quickness, Plotto switched from high, trembling music to low, coughing sounds that made one believe two ghosts were talking spiritedly among our number.


  Such was his talent and rhythm that even the farmers began to chuckle and clap their hands in time. This inspired the clown to start a leaping, spinning dance accompaniment during which he never seemed to have more than one foot touching the floor at a given moment. Or on the furniture. Beneath Plotto’s agile soles, the tables and bar became extensions of his dance area, though he never upset a jar or mug on any of them, and with practically everyone enjoying the show, it was obvious that the Clown of Clowns would soon win himself a large feast and possibly a room for the night.


  Even the silent table girl, who was about seventeen or so, began to giggle as she sat the tray of my meal on the table and began to clap with the men. Due to her long, dark hair and bowed carriage, I had no opportunity to see her face.


  But not everyone was laughing. Harran was grinning in spite of himself, while his brother, however, remained moodily silent with a cold expression that I could readily decipher in his face. He enjoyed women and drink, not buffoonery, and etched into his forehead there was ambition that went beyond comparative wealth into royal blood and power. Villfrey would have liked to have been a king.


  Still dancing, though gasping slightly now, Plotto jumped from the bar across a table and landed easily on the floor before the brothers, trying to amuse them as much as he had the rest of us. His meal rode on the two, he knew, and Villfrey appeared to be greatly uninterested, while Harran yet laughed only mildly. The latter was apparently trying to conceal his pleasure at the skillful antics.


  Pausing in his playing, Plotto said, “Enjoy, wealthy sir, on this wet and miserable night, and I’ll tell you how Ur fought the great moon dragon on Ram Hill even while I juggle five of these heavy mugs!”


  “Not my mugs!” laughed the inn keeper.


  Villfrey eyed the man for a moment and very suddenly pushed the tired clown on the chest with both of his hands. Plotto was not agile enough to avoid this unexpected attack, and fairly flew back upon another table, toppled it, and fell in a crumpled heap to the hardwood floor. His flute was smashed, and he slowly began to bleed from a blow the falling table had delivered to his mouth.


  After staring in stunned silence for a second, the men at the bar resumed their laughter, more out of a fear of the wealthy brothers than any mirth, and the inn keeper scowled angrily at the figure of the clown, as sad as it was. “If you’ve destroyed my property, I’ll expect payment,” the one-armed man said.


  Plotto didn’t answer, looking instead to the scattered remains of his flute and then to the brothers. There was a dangerous anger in his eyes. “That flute was my means of livelihood, sir,” he said in a low voice, “and I’m afraid I must ask that you pay for it.”


  Villfrey spat on him. “I’ll pay you to hang, sir! Now, get your insect-infested presence from a respectable inn to some barn where you are accepted.”


  “But my flute …”


  “Damn it to hell, man!” roared Harran, taking his lead from his brother. “Leave!”


  Plotto worked himself slowly up, straightening his torn clothing and pocketing the remains of the pipe. The anger had been futile and was gone now, replaced by despair. He turned to the inn keeper. “Sir, might I impose upon you for some small meal in exchange for the performance?”


  The aproned man had left his position behind the bar and was stooping to right the upset table. “No food, clown. Brooke! Get over here and help a one-handed man, you clod!”


  “Perhaps a sandwich of the kitchen leavings?” Plotto asked.


  “Nothing. You’re lucky I don’t alert the prefect.”


  “Lodging, then, until morning?”


  “Go!”


  Plotto smiled. Gathering his worn cloak about him, he brushed by the struggling pair with a strange sort of layman’s dignity that gave the inn keeper visible anger. He marched thus past the men at the bar and stopped only upon reaching the door. Holding it open to exit into the dark, driving rain, he donned his cap and said regally, “Ur smile upon you, good friends, and may your kindness shown to me this evening be returned to you ten times over.”


  “Into the night with you, fool!” replied Harran.


  When I took my oath in Arlington, five years before, little was pledged in the way of helping indigent travelers, but, since money means so much to those who need it, I reached into my own cape and produced a full fifteen ingot the size of a man’s fist and held it aloft.


  “Your pardon, Sir Plotto!” I called after the clown, drawing all attention to myself. “I believe you lost this from your purse during your unfortunate …ah …fall.”


  Plotto’s gaze fixed on the gleaming token and his hungry eyes grew wide and round. His face reddened. “Gentle sir, I …don’t believe that I …that is to say …”


  I nodded. “I am certain that I saw it roll from your clothing.”


  “Why, thank you, sir, thank you!” he said, striding back into the room before the amazed onlookers


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
_ALL THE
SHATTERED
WORLDS

AUTHOR OF PLANET OF THE GAWES





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg
ST
R&ESE5"





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





