
chapter four

To the House of the King

When I awoke, it was quite light in the room, and through a window I
saw the foliage of trees, lavender and heliotrope and violet in the light
of a new day. I arose and went to the window. I saw no sign of sunlight,
yet a brightness equivalent to sunlight pervaded everything. The air was
warm and sultry. Below me I could see sections of various causeways
extending from tree to tree. On some of these I caught glimpses of
people. All the men were naked, except for loincloths, nor did I wonder
at their scant apparel, in the light of my experience of the temperatures
on Venus. There were both men and women; and all the men were
armed with swords and daggers, while the women carried daggers only.
All those whom I saw seemed to be of the same age; there were neither
children nor old people among them. All appeared comely.
From my barred window I sought a glimpse of the ground, but as

far down as I could see there was only the amazing foliage of the trees,
lavender, heliotrope, and violet. And what trees! From my window I
could see several enormous boles fully two hundred feet in diameter. I
had thought the tree I descended a giant, but compared with these, it
was only a sapling.
As I stood contemplating the scene before me, there was a noise at

the door behind me. Turning, I saw one of my captors entering the
room. He greeted me with a few words, which I could not understand,

Copyrighted Material University of Nebraska Press

Click here to buy the book

ecorwin1
Underline

http://www.nebraskapress.unl.edu/bookinfo/4130.html


to the house of the king 37

and a pleasant smile, that I could. I returned his smile and said, “Good
morning!”
He beckoned to me to follow him from the room, but I made signs

indicating that I wished to don my clothes first. I knew I should be hot
and uncomfortable in them; I was aware that no one I had seen here
wore any clothing, yet so powerful are the inhibitions of custom and
habit that I shrank from doing the sensible thing and wearing only my
undershorts.
At first, when he realized what I wished to do, he motioned me to

leave my clothes where they were and come with him as I was; but
eventually he gave in with another of his pleasant smiles. He was a man
of fine physique, a little shorter than I; by daylight, I could see that
his skin was about that shade of brown that a heavy sun tan imparts to
people of my own race; his eyes were dark brown, his hair black. His
appearance formed a marked contrast to my light skin, blue eyes, and
blond hair.
When I had dressed, I followed him downstairs to a room adjoining

the one I had first entered the previous night. Here the man’s two
companions and two women were seated at a table on which were a
number of vessels containing food. As I entered the room the women’s
eyes were turned upon me curiously; the men smiled and greeted me as
had their fellow, and one of them motioned me to a chair. The women
appraisedme frankly but without boldness, and it was evident that they
were discussing me freely between themselves and with the men. They
were both uncommonly good-looking, their skins being a shade lighter
than those of the men, while their eyes and hair were of about the same
color as those of their male companions. Each wore a single garment of
a silken material similar to that of which my bed had been made and
in the form of a long sash, which was wrapped tightly around the body
below the armpits, confining the breasts. From this point it was carried
half way around the body downward to the waist, where it circled the
body again, the loose end then passing between the legs from behind
and up through the sash in front, after the manner of a G string, the
remainder falling in front to the knees.
In addition to these garments, which were beautifully embroidered

in colors, thewomenwore girdles fromwhichdependedpocket pouches
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and sheathed daggers, and both were plentifully adorned with orna-
ments such as rings, bracelets, and hair ornaments. I could recognize
gold and silver among the various materials of which these things
were fabricated, and there were others that might have been ivory and
coral; but what impressed me most was the exquisite workmanship
they displayed, and I imagined that they were valued more for this
than for the intrinsic worth of the materials that composed them. That
this conjecture might be in accordance with fact was borne out by the
presence among their ornaments of several of the finest workmanship,
obviously carved from ordinary bone.
On the table was bread different from that which I had had the night

before, a dish that I thought might be eggs and meat baked together,
several which I could not recognize either by appearance or taste, and
the familiar milk and honey that I had encountered before. The foods
varied widely in range of flavor, so that it would have been a difficult
palate indeed that would not have found something to its liking.
During themeal they engaged in serious discussion, and Iwas certain

from their glances and gestures that Iwas the subject of their debate.The
two girls enlivened the meal by attempting to carry on a conversation
with me, which appeared to afford them a great deal of merriment,
nor could I help joining in their laughter, so infectious was it. Finally
one of them hit upon the happy idea of teaching me their language.
She pointed to herself and said, “Zuro,” and to the other girl and said,
“Alzo”; then the men became interested, and I soon learned that the
name of him who seemed to be the head of the house, the man who
had first challenged me the preceding night, was Duran, the other two
Olthar and Kamlot.
But before I had mastered more than these few words and the names

of some of the foods on the table, breakfast was over and the three men
had conductedme from the house. As we proceeded along the causeway
that passed in front of the house of Duran, the interest and curiosity of
those we passedwere instantly challenged as their eyes fell uponme; and
it was at once evident to me that I was a type either entirely unknown
on Venus or at least rare, for my blue eyes and blond hair caused quite
as much comment as my clothing, as I could tell by their gestures and
the direction of their gaze.
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We were often stopped by curious friends of my captors, or hosts (I
was not sure yet in which category they fell); but none offeredme either
harm or insult, and if I were the object of their curious scrutiny, so were
they of mine. While no two of them were identical in appearance, they
were all handsome and all apparently of about the same age. I saw no
old people and no children.
Presently we approached a tree of such enormous diameter that I

could scarcely believe the testimony of my eyes when I saw it. It was
fully five hundred feet in diameter. Stripped of branches for a hundred
feet above and below the causeway, its surface was dotted with windows
and doors and encircled by wide balconies or verandas. Before a large
and elaborately carved doorwaywas a group of armedmenbeforewhom
we halted while Duran addressed one of their number.
I thought at the time that he called thismanTofar, and such I learned

later was his name. He wore a necklace from which depended a metal
disc bearing a hieroglyphic in relief; otherwise he was not accoutered
differently from his companions. As he and Duran conversed, he ap-
praised me carefully from head to feet. Presently he and Duran passed
through the doorway into the interior of the tree, while the others
continued to examine me and question Kamlot and Olthar.
While I waited there, I embraced the opportunity to study the

elaborate carvings that surrounded the portal, forming a frame fully
five feet wide. Themotif appeared historical, and I could easily imagine
that the various scenes depicted important events in the life of a dynasty
or a nation. The workmanship was exquisite, and it required no stretch
of the imagination to believe that each delicately carved face was the
portrait of some dead or living celebrity. There was nothing grotesque
in the delineation of the various figures, as is so often the case in work
of a similar character on earth, and only the borders that framed the
whole and separated contiguous plaques were conventional.
I was still engrossed by these beautiful examples of the wood carver’s

art when Duran and Tofar returned and motioned Olthar and Kamlot
and me to follow them into the interior of the great tree. We passed
through several large chambers and along wide corridors, all carved
from the wood of the living tree, to the head of a splendid stairway,
which we descended to another level. The chambers near the periphery
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of the tree received their light through windows, while the interior
chambers and corridors were illuminated by lamps similar to those I
had already seen in the house of Duran.
Near the foot of the stairwaywe had descendedwe entered a spacious

chamber, before the doorway to which stood two men armed with
spears and swords, and before us, across the chamber, we saw a man
seated at a table near a large window. Just inside the doorway we halted,
my companions standing in respectful silence until the man at the table
looked up and spoke to them; then they crossed the room, taking me
with them, and halted before the table, upon the opposite side of which
the man sat facing us.
He spoke pleasantly to my companions, calling each by name, and

when they replied they addressed him as Jong. He was a fine-looking
man with a strong face and a commanding presence. His attire was
similar to that worn by all the other male Venusans I had seen, differing
only in that he wore about his head a fillet that supported a circular
metal disc in the center of his forehead. He appeared much interested
in me and watchedme intently while listening to Duran, who, I had no
doubt, was narrating the story of my strange and sudden appearance
the night before.
When Duran had concluded, the man called Jong addressed me.

His manner was serious, his tones kindly. Out of courtesy, I replied,
though I knew that he could understand me no better than I had
understood him. He smiled and shook his head; then he fell into a
discussion with the others. Finally he struck a metal gong that stood
near him on the table; then he arose and came around the table to
where I stood. He examined my clothing carefully, feeling its texture
and apparently discussing the materials and the weave with the others.
Then he examined the skin of my hands and face, felt of my hair,
and made me open my mouth that he might examine my teeth. I was
reminded of the horsemarket and the slave block. “Perhaps,” I thought,
“the latter is more apropos.”
A man entered now whom I took to be a servant and, receiving in-

structions from the man called Jong, departed again, while I continued
to be the object of minute investigation. My beard, which was now
some twenty-four hours old, elicited considerable comment. It is not a
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beautiful beard at any age, being sparse and reddish, for which reason
I am careful to shave daily when I have the necessary utensils.
I cannot say that I enjoyed this intimate appraisal, but the manner

in which it was conducted was so entirely free from any suggestion
of intentional rudeness or discourtesy, and my position here was so
delicate that my better judgment prevented me from openly resenting
the familiarities of the man called Jong. It is well that I did not.
Presently a man entered through a doorway at my right. I assumed

that he had been summoned by the servant recently dispatched. As he
came forward, I saw that he was much like the others; a handsome man
of about thirty. There are those who declaim against monotony; but for
me there can never be anymonotony of beauty, not even if the beautiful
things were all identical, which the Venusans I had so far seen were not.
All were beautiful, but each in his own way.
The man called Jong spoke to the newcomer rapidly for about five

minutes, evidently narrating all that they knew about me and giving
instructions. When he had finished, the other motioned me to follow
him; and a few moments later I found myself in another room on the
same level. It had three large windows and was furnished with several
desks, tables, and chairs. Most of the available wall space was taken up
by shelves on which reposed what I could only assume to be books—
thousands of them.
The ensuing three weeks were as delightful and interesting as any

that I have ever experienced. During this time, Danus, in whose charge
I had been placed, taught me the Venusan language and told me much
concerning the planet, the people among whom I had fallen, and their
history. I found the language easy to master, but I shall not at this
time attempt to describe it fully. The alphabet consists of twenty-four
characters, five of which represent vowel sounds, and these are the only
vowel sounds that the Venusan vocal chords seem able to articulate.
The characters of the alphabet all have the same value, there being no
capital letters. Their systemof punctuationdiffers fromours and ismore
practical; for example, before you start to read a sentence you know
whether it is exclamatory, interrogative, a reply to an interrogation, or
a simple statement. Characters having values similar to the comma and
semicolon are used much as we use these two; they have no colon;
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their character that functions as does our period follows each sentence,
their question mark and exclamation point preceding the sentences the
nature of which they determine.
A peculiarity of their language that renders it easy to master is the

absence of irregular verbs; the verb root is never altered for voice, mode,
tense, number, or person, distinctions that are achieved by the use of
several simple, auxiliary words.
While I was learning to speak the language ofmy hosts, I also learned

to read and write it, and I spent many enjoyable hours delving into the
large library of which Danus is the curator while my tutor was absent
attending to his other duties, which are numerous. He is chief physician
and surgeon of his country, physician and surgeon to the king, and head
of a college of medicine and surgery.
One of the first questions that Danus had asked me when I had

acquired a working knowledge of his language was where I came from,
but when I told him I had come from another world more than twenty-
six million miles from his familiar Amtor, which is the name by which
the Venusans know their world, he shook his head skeptically.
“There is no life beyond Amtor,” he said. “How can there be life

where all is fire?”
“What is your theory of the—” I started, but had to stop. There

is no Amtorian word for universe, neither is there any for sun, moon,
star, or planet. The gorgeous heavens that we see are never seen by the
inhabitants of Venus, obscured as they perpetually are by the two great
cloud envelopes that surround the planet.” I started over again. “What
do you believe surrounds Amtor?” I asked.
He stepped to a shelf and returned with a large volume, which

he opened at a beautifully executed map of Amtor. It showed three
concentric circles. Between the two inner circles lay a circular belt
designated as Trabol, which means warm country. Here the boundaries
of seas, continents, and islands were traced to the edges of the two
circles that bounded it, in some places crossing these boundaries as
though marking the spots at which venturesome explorers had dared
the perils of an unknown and inhospitable land.
“This isTrabol,” explainedDanus, placing a finger upon that portion

of themap I have briefly described. “It entirely surrounds Strabol, which
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lies in the center of Amtor. Strabol is extremely hot, its land is covered
with enormous forests and dense undergrowth, and is peopled by huge
land animals, reptiles, and birds, its warm seas swarm with monsters of
the deep. No man has ventured far into Strabol and lived to return.
“Beyond Trabol,” he continued, placing his finger on the outer band

designated as Karbol (Cold Country), “lies Karbol. Here it is as cold
as Strabol is hot. There are strange animals there too, and adventurers
have returned with tales of fierce human beings clothed in fur. But it
is an inhospitable land into which there is no occasion to venture and
which few dare penetrate far for fear of being precipitated over the rim
into the molten sea.”
“Over what rim?” I asked.
He looked at me in astonishment. “I can well believe that you come

from another world when you ask me such questions as you do,” he
remarked. “Do you mean to tell me that you know nothing of the
physical structure of Amtor?”
“I know nothing of your theory concerning it,” I replied.
“It is not a theory; it is a fact,” he corrected me gently. “In no other

way may the various phenomena of nature be explained. Amtor is a
huge disc with an upturned rim, like a great saucer; it floats upon a
sea of molten metal and rock, a fact that is incontrovertably proved by
the gushing forth of this liquid mass occasionally from the summits
of mountains, when a hole has been burned in the bottom of Amtor.
Karbol, the cold country, is a wise provision of nature that tempers the
terrific heat that must constantly surge about the outer rim of Amtor.
“Above Amtor, and entirely surrounding her above the molten sea, is

a chaos of fire and flame. From this our clouds protect us. Occasionally
there have occurred rifts in the clouds, and at such times the heat from
the fires above, when the rifts occurred in the daytime, has been so
intense as to wither vegetation and destroy life, while the light that
shone through was of blinding intensity. When these rifts occurred at
night there was no heat, but we saw the sparks from the fire shining
above us.”
I tried to explain the spherical shape of the planets and that Karbol

was only the colder country surrounding one of Amtor’s poles, while
Strabol, the hot country, lay in the equatorial region; that Trabol was
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merely one of two temperate zones, the other one being beyond the
equatorial region, which was a band around the middle of a globe and
not, as he supposed, a circular area in the center of a disc. He listened
to me politely, but only smiled and shook his head when I had finished.
At first I could not comprehend that a man of such evident intelli-

gence, education, and culture should cling to such a belief as his, but
when I stopped to consider the fact that neither he nor any of his pro-
genitors had ever seen the heavens, I began to realize that there could not
be much foundation for any other theory, and even theories must have
foundations. I also realized, even more than I had before, something of
what astronomy has meant to the human race of earth in the advance-
ment of science and civilization. Could there have been such advance-
ment had the heavens been perpetually hidden fromour view? Iwonder.
But I did not give up. I drew his attention to the fact that if his theory

were correct, the boundary between Trabol and Strabol (the temperate
and the equatorial zones) should be much shorter than that separating
Trabol from Karbol, the polar region, as was shown on the map, but
could not have been proved by actual survey; while my theory would
require that the exact opposite be true, which was easily demonstrable
andmust have been demonstrated if surveys had ever beenmade, which
I judged from the markings on the map to be the case.
He admitted that surveys had been made and that they had shown

the apparent discrepancy that I had pointed out, but he explained this
ingeniously by a purely Amtorian theory of the relativity of distance,
which he proceeded to elucidate.
“A degree is one thousandth part of the circumference of a circle,”

he commenced. (This is the Amtorian degree, her savants not having
had the advantage of a visible sun to suggest another division of the
circumference of a circle as did the Babylonians, who hit upon three
hundred sixty as being close enough.) “And no matter what the length
of the circumference, it measures just one thousand degrees. The circle
which separates Strabol fromTrabol is necessarily one thousand degrees
in length. You will admit that?”
“Certainly,” I replied.
“Very good! Then, will you admit that the circle which separates

Trabol from Karbol measures exactly one thousand degrees?”
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I nodded my assent.
“Things which equal the same thing equal each other, do they not?

Therefore, the inner and outer boundaries of Trabol are of equal length,
and this is true because of the truth of the theory of relativity of distance.
The degree is our unit of linear measure. It would be ridiculous to say
that the farther one was removed from the center of Amtor the longer
the unit of distance became; it only appears to become longer; in relation
to the circumference of the circle and in relation to the distance from
the center of Amtor it is precisely the same.
“I know,” he admitted, “that on the map it does not appear to be

the same, nor do actual surveys indicate that it is the same; but it must
be the same, for if it were not, it is obvious that Amtor would be larger
around the closer one approached the center and smallest of all at the
perimeter, which is so obviously ridiculous as to require no refutation.
“This seeming discrepancy caused the ancients considerable pertur-

bation until about three thousand years ago, when Klufar, the great
scientist, expounded the theory of relativity of distance and demon-
strated that the real and apparent measurements of distance could be
reconciled by multiplying each by the square root of minus one.”
I saw that argument was useless and said no more; there is no use

arguing with a man who can multiply anything by the square root of
minus one.

Copyrighted Material University of Nebraska Press

Click here to buy the book

ecorwin1
Underline

http://www.nebraskapress.unl.edu/bookinfo/4130.html

