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I NTRODUCTI ON

In 1940 two fine science fiction witers married. Not only did Catherine ("C L.') Mwore and Henry
Kuttner marry their lives, but they also nmarried their witing careers. Fromtwo good witers were
born whol e conpani es of pseudonynous great witers (Lewis Padgett, Lawrence O Donnell . . . to
nane but thirty). The nunber of pen-nanes used by the prolific partners together and apart at one
time threatened to swanp the universe of quality SF - indeed, so great was their contribution that
when Jack Vance started his illustrious career, a runour quickly spread that this was yet another
reflection of the versatile Kuttner-More genius! (A runour, | hasten to add, that had and has no
truth in it whatsoever.)

In 1958 this fruitful collaboration cane to an untinely end. Henry Kuttner died at the age of
forty-four, and science fiction was sadly di mnished. The two were in the nmidst of their first
television script at the tinme of Henry Kuttner's sudden death. C. L. More finished the work and
continued in the television field until after her second marriage six years later. She has done no
science-fiction witing since the late 19505.
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Ham yn Paperbacks have al ready published Mutant and Fury, and will continue to bring back into
print the works of one of science fiction's great masters. | do not anticipate the best of Kuttner
(and Kuttner-and-More)'s work becom ng unavail able again for any significant length of tinme from
now until entertaining and highly polished story-telling goes out of fashion

| have re-edited the collections to elimnate annoying overlaps, to make up the books to
convenient lengths, and to collect stories in the same series into the sane vol unes.

| appreciate this nmay cause sone Kuttner fans of |ong standi ng angui sh, pain, depletion of
resources and the like, but please bear with me; you will now be able to turn your friends on to
Gl | oway Gal | egher and Joe, the Hogbens - in a word, 'otherness' - w thout risking your
irreplaceable first editions.

So spread the word. Kuttner is comng back into print. It is nowup to you to ensure that future
generations of fans are not denied the opportunity to sit anused, baffled, delighted, bew | dered,
tickled, frightened, amazed, entertained and enthralled by the otherness of the Kuttners, Henry
Kuttner and C. L. Mbore.

Peter Pinto 1980.

CLASH BY NI GHT

The whol e system of which he was a part was dooned, he knew - a mercenary arny that fought other
mercenary armes for cities that |ay beneath | he seas of Venus. Yet - there was a fascination and
a reasonless loyalty to that futile systemthat held him

| NTRODUCTI ON

A half mle beneath the shall ow Venusian Sea the bl ack inpervium done that protects Mntana Keep
rests frowningly on the bottom Wthin the Keep is carnival, for the Mntanans cel ebrate the four-
hundr ed- year anniversary of Earthman's |andi ng on Venus. Under the great done that houses the city

all is Iight and col our and gai ety. Masked nen and wonen, bright in celoflex and silks, wander
t hrough the broad streets, |aughing, drinking the strong native wi nes of Venus. The sea bottom has
been conbed, |ike the hydroponic tanks, for rare delicacies to grace the tables of the nobles.

Through the festival grimshadows stal k, men whose faces mark them unm stakably as nenbers of a
Free Conmpany. Their finery cannot disguise that stanp, hard-won through years of battle. Under the
domi no nasks their nmouths are hard and harsh. Unlike the undersea dwellers, their skins are burned
black with the ultraviolet rays that filter through the cloud |ayer of Venus. They are skel etons
at the feast.

They are respected but resented. They are Free Conpanions .

We are on Venus, nine hundred years ago, beneath the Sea of Shoals, not nuch north of the equator.
But there is a wide range in time and space. Al over the cloud planet the underwater Keeps are
dotted, and life will not change for many centuries. Looking back, as we do now, fromthe
civilized days of the Thirty-fourth Century, it is too easy to regard the nmen of the Keeps as
savages, groping, stupid and brutal. The Free Conpani es have |ong since vani shed. The islands and
continents of Venus have been taned, and there is no war.

But in periods of transition, of desperate rivalry, there is always war. The Keeps fought anobng

t hensel ves, each striving to draw the fangs of the others by depriving themof their reserves of
korium the power source of the day. Students of that era find pleasure in sifting the | egends and
wi nnowi ng out the basic social and geopolitical truths. It is fairly well known that only one
factor saved the Keeps from anni hilating one another - the gentlemen's agreenent that left war to
the warriors, and allowed the undersea cities to develop their science and social cultures. That
particul ar conproni se was, perhaps, inevitable. And it caused the organization of the Free
Conpani es, the roving bands of mercenaries, highly trained for their duties, who hired thensel ves
out to fight for whatever Keeps were attacked or wi shed to attack

Ap Town, in his nonunmental 'Cycle of Venus,' tells the saga through synbolic | egends. Many

hi stori ans have recorded the sober truth, which unfortunately seens often Mars-dry. But it is not
generally realized that the Free Conpani ons were alnbst directly responsible for our present high
cul ture. War, because of them was not permitted to usurp the place of peace-tine social and
scientific work. Fighting was highly specialized, and, because of technical advances, manpower was
no | onger inportant. Each band of Free Conpani ons nunbered a few thousand, sel dom nore.

It was a strange, lonely life they nust have | ed, shut out

fromthe nornal life of the Keeps. They were vestigian but necessary, |ike the fangs of the

mar supi ans who eventual |y evol ved into Hono sapiens. But w thout those warriors, the Keeps woul d
have been plunged conpletely into total war, with fatally destructive results.
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Harsh, gallant, indonitable, serving the god of battles so that it might be destroyed - working
toward their own obliteration - the Free Conpani es roar down the pages of history, the banner of
Mars streanm ng above themin the msty air of Venus. They were dooned as Tyrannosaur Rex was
dooned, and they fought on as he did, serving, in their strange way, the shape of M nerva that

st ood behi nd Mars.

Now t hey are gone. W can learn much by studying the place they held in the Undersea Period. For
because of them civilization rose again to the heights it had once reached on Earth, and far
beyond.

"These lords shall light the nystery O nmastery or victory, And these ride high in history, But

t hese shall not return.'

The Free Conpanions hold their place in interplanetary literature. They are a | egend now, archaic
and strange. For they were fighters, and war has gone with unification. But we can understand them
alittle nore than could the people of the Keeps.

This story, built on | egends and fact, is about a typical warrior of the period- Captain Brian
Scott of Doone's Free Conpani ons. He nay never have exi sted-

I

O it's Tommy this, an' Tommy that, an' 'Tonmy, go away'; But it's 'Thank you, M. Atkins,' when
the band begins to play, The band begins to play, ny boys, the band begins to play- O ifs 'Thank
you, M. Atkins,' when the band begins to play.

-R Kipling circa 1900

Scott drank stinging uisqueplus and gl owered across the

snoky tavern. He was a hard, stocky man, with thick grey-shot brown hair and the scar of an old
wound crinkling his chin. He was thirty-odd, |ooking |ike the veteran he was, and he had sense
enough to wear a plain suit of blue celoflex, rather than the garish silks and rainbow fabrics
that were all around him

Qut side, through the transparent walls, a laughing throng was carried to and fro al ong the novabl e
ways. But in the tavern it was silent, except for the | ow voice of a harpman as he chanted some
old ballad, acconpanying hinself on his conplicated instrument. The song cane to an end. There was
scattered appl ause, and fromthe hot-box overhead the blaring nusic of an orchestra burst out.
Instantly the restraint was gone. In the booths and at the bar nen and wonen began to | augh and
talk with casual unrestraint. Couples were dancing now.

The girl beside Scott, a slim tan-skinned figure with glossy black ringlets cascading to her
shoul ders, turned inquiring eyes to him

"Want to, Brian?

Scott's nouth twisted in a wy grinmace. 'Suppose so, Jeana. Eh?' He rose, and she cane gracefully

into his arnms. Brian did not dance too well, but what he l|acked in practice he nade up in
integration. Jeana's heart-shaped face, with its high cheekbones and vividly crinmson lips, lifted
to him

"Forget Bienne. He's just trying to ride you.'

Scott gl anced toward a distant booth, where two girls sat with a nan - Conmander Fredric Bi enne of
the Doones. He was a gaunt, tall, bitter-faced man, his regular features twisted into a perpetua
sneer, his eyes sonbre under heavy dark brows. He was pointing now, toward the couple on the
floor.

"l know,' Scott said. 'He's doing it, too. Well, the hell with him So |I'ma captain now and he's
still a conmmander. That's tough. Next tine he'll obey orders and not send his ship out of the
line, trying to ram'

"That was it, eh?' Jeana asked. 'I wasn't sure. There's plenty of talk.'

'There always is. Ch, Bienne's hated ne for years. | reciprocate. W sinply don't get on together

Never did. Every time | got a pronotion, he chewed his nails. Figured he had a | onger service
record than | had, and deserved to nove up faster. But he's too nmuch of an individualist - at the
wrong times.

"He's drinking a lot,' Jeana said.

"Let him Three nonths we've been in Montana Keep. The boys get tired of inaction- being treated
like this.' Scott nodded toward the door, where a Free Conpani on was arguing with the keeper. 'No
noncons allowed in here. Well, the devil with it.

They coul d not hear the conversation above the hubbub, but its inportance was evident. Presently
the sol dier shrugged, his mouth formng a curse, and departed. A fat man in scarlet silks shouted
encour agenent .

'-want any . . . Conpanions here!’

Scott saw Commander Bienne, his eyes half closed, get up and walk toward the fat man's booth. His
shoul der noved in an inperceptible shrug. The hell with civilians, anyhow Serve the lug right if
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Bi enne snmashed his greasy face. And that seened the probable outcone. For the fat man was
acconpani ed by a girl, and obviously wasn't going to back down, though Bi enne, standing too close
to him was saying something insulting, apparently.

The auxiliary hot-box snapped sone quick syllables, lost in the general tunmult. But Scott's

trai ned ear caught the words. He nodded to Jeana, nade a significant clicking noise with his
tongue, and said, 'This is it.'

She, too, had heard. She let Scott go. He headed toward the fat man's booth just in tinme to see
the beginning of a brawl. The civilian, red as a turkey cock, had struck out suddenly, I|anding
purely by accident on Bienne's gaunt cheek. The commander, grinning tightly, stepped back a pace,
his fist clenching. Scott caught the other's arm

"Hold it, conmander.'

Bi enne swung around, glaring. 'Wat business is it of yours? Let-'

The fat man, seeing his opponent's attention distracted, acquired nore courage and cane in

SWi ngi ng. Scott reached past Bienne, planted his open hand in the civilian's face, and pushed
hard. The fat man al nost fell backward on his table.

As he rebounded he saw a gun in Scott's hand. The captain said curtly,
mster.'

The civilian licked his lips, hesitated, and sat down. Under his breath he nuttered sonething
about too-dam-cocky Free Conpani ons.

Bi enne was trying to break free, ready to swing on the captain. Scott bolstered his gun. 'Oders,'
he told the other, jerking his head toward the hot-box. '"Get it?

"-mobilization. Doonenen report to headquarters. Captain Scott to Adm nistration. |nmediate

nmobi | i zati on-'

"Ch,' Bienne said, though he still scowled. "OK 1'lIl take over. There was tine for ne to take a
crack at that |ouse, though.'

"You know what instant nobilization nmeans,' Scott grunted. 'W nay have to |l eave at an instant's
noti ce. Orders, commander.

Bi enne sal uted hal fheartedly and turned away. Scott went back to his own booth. Jeana had al ready
gat hered her handbag and gl oves and was applying lip juice.

She net his eyes calnmy enough

"I'l1l be at the apartnent, Brian. Luck.'

He ki ssed her briefly, conscious of a surging excitenent at the.prospect of a new venture. Jeana
understood his enotion. She gave hima quick, wy smle, touched his hair lightly, and rose. They
went out into the gay tunult of the ways.

Perfuned wind blewinto Scott's face. He winkled his nose disgustedly. During carnival seasons
the Keeps were |l ess pleasant to the Free Conpani ons than otherw se; they felt nore keenly the gulf
that |ay between them and the undersea dwellers. Scott pushed his way through the cromd and took
Jeana across the ways to the centre fast-speed strip. They found seats.

At a clover-leaf intersection Scott left the girl, heading toward Adm nistration, the cluster of
taller buildings in the city's centre. The technical and political headquarters were centred here,
except for the | aboratories, which were in the suburbs near the base of the Dome. There were a few
smal| test-domes a nmile or so distant fromthe city, but these were used only for nore precarious
experinments. G ancing up, Scott was reninded of the catastrophe that had unified science into
sonething like a freemasonry. Above him hanging without gravity over a central plaza, was the

gl obe of the Earth, half shrouded by the folds of a black plastic pall. In every Keep on Venus
there was a simlar ever-present rem nder of the |ost nother planet.

Scott's gaze went up farther, to the Done, as though he could penetrate the inperviumand the mle-
deep layer of water and the clouded atnosphere to the white star that hung in space, one quarter
as brilliant as the Sun. A star -all that renmained of Earth, since atonic power had been unl eashed
there two centuries ago. The scourge had spread like flane, nelting continents and | evelling
mountains. In the libraries there were wire-tape pictorial records of the Hol ocaust. A religious
cult - Men of the New Judgnment -had sprung up, and advocated the conplete destruction of science;
followers of that dogmm still existed here and there. But the cult's teeth had been drawn when
technicians unified, outlaw ng experinments with atom c power forever, naking use of that force
puni shabl e by death, and pernitting no one to join their society w thout taking the Mnervan Qath.

"Tend to your knitting,

"-to work for the ultimate good of mankind . . . taking all precaution against harm ng humanity
and science . . . requiring perm ssion fromthose in authority before undertaki ng any experi nent
involving peril to the race ... renenbering always the extent of the trust placed in us and

renenbering forever the death of the nother planet through m suse of know edge-'
The Earth. A strange sort of world it nust have been, Scott thought. Sunlight, for one thing,
unfiltered by the cloud layer. In the old days, there had been few unexpl ored areas |eft on Earth.
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But here on Venus, where the continents had not yet been conquered - there was no need, of course,
since everything necessary to |life could be produced under the Dones- here on Venus, there was
still a frontier. In the Keeps, a highly specialized social culture. Above the surface, a prineva
worl d, where only the Free Conpanions had their fortresses and navies- the navies for fighting,
the forts to house the technicians who provided the |latter-day sinews of war, science instead of
noney. The Keeps tolerated visits fromthe Free Conpani ons, but would not offer them headquarters,
so violent the feeling, so sharp the schism in the public mnd, between war and cul tura

pr ogr ess.

Under Scott's feet the sliding way turned into an escalator, carrying himinto the Adm nistration
Bui | di ng. He stepped to another way which took himto a lift, and, a nonent or two |ater, was
facing the door-curtain bearing the face of President Dane Crosby of Mntana Keep

Crosby's voice said, 'Come in, captain,' and Scott brushed through the curtain, finding hinmself in
a medi umsized roomwith nmuralled walls and a great w ndow overl ooking the city. Crosby, a white-
haired, thin figure in blue silks, was at his desk. He |l ooked like a tired old clerk out of

Di ckens, Scott thought suddenly, entirely undistinguished and ordinary. Yet Crosby was one of the
great sociopoliticians on Venus.

C ne Rhys, |eader of Doone's Free Conpanions, was sitting in a relaxer, the apparent antithesis of
Crosby. All the noisture in Rhys' body seened to have been sucked out of himyears ago by
ultraviolet actinic, |leaving a mumy of brown | eather and whi pcord sinew. There was no softness in
the man. His snmle was a grinace. Miuscles lay like wire under the swarthy cheeks.

Scott saluted. Rhys waved himto a relaxer. The | ook of subdued eagerness in the cinc's eyes was
significant - an

eagl e poising hinself, snmelling blood. Crosby sensed that, and a wy grin showed on his pale face.
"Every man to his trade,' he remarked, senmi-ironically. Tsuppose |I'd be bored stiff if |I had too

Il ong a vacation. But you'll have quite a battle on your hands this tinme. G ne Rhys.'

Scott's stocky body tensed automatically. Rhys glanced at him

"Virginia Keep is attacking, captain. They've hired the Helldivers - Flynn's outfit.'

There was a pause. Both Free Compani ons were anxious to discuss the angles, but unwilling to do so
in the presence of a civilian, even the president of Montana Keep. Crosby rose.

' The noney settlenent's satisfactory, then?

Rhys nodded. 'Yes, that's all right. | expect the battle will take place in a couple of days. In
t he nei ghbour hood of Venus Deep, at a rough guess.
"CGood. |'ve a favour to ask, so if you'll excuse ne for a fewmnutes, I'll-' He left the sentence

unfini shed and went out through the door-curtain. Rhys offered Scott a cigarette.

"You get the inplications, captain - the Helldivers?

"Yes, sir. Thanks. We can't do it alone.'

"Right. W're short on manpower and arnmanment both. And the Helldivers recently merged with
OBrien's Legion, after OBrien was killed in that polar scrap. They're a strong outfit, plenty
strong. Then they've got their speciality -submarine attack. 1'd say we'l|l have to use Hplan 7.°'
Scott closed his eyes, renenbering the files. Each Free Company kept up-to-date plans of attack
suited to the nerits of every other Conpany of Venus. Frequently revised as new advances were
made, as groups nerged, and as the bal ance of power changed on each side, the plans were so
detailed that they could be carried into action at literally a nonent's notice. Hplan 7, Scott
recalled, involved enlisting the aid of the Mob, a small but well-organized band of Free

Conpani ons | ed by C ne Tom Mendez.

"Right," Scott said. 'Can you get hin®

"I think so. W haven't agreed yet on the bonus. |'ve been telaudioing himon a tight beam but he
keeps putting nme off - waiting till the |last nmonment, when he can dictate his own terns.'

"What's he asking, sir?

"Fifty thousand cash and a fifty per cent cut on the |oot."'

"I'd say thirty per cent would be about right.'

Rhys nodded. '1've offered himthirty-five. I may send you to his fort- carte blanche. W can get
anot her Conpany, but Mendez has got beautiful sub-detectors - which would cone hi handy agai nst
the Hell divers. Maybe | can settle things by audio. If not, you'll have to fly over to Mendez and

buy his services, at less than fifty per cent if you can.'

Scott rubbed the old scar on his chin with a calloused forefinger. 'Meanti ne Commander Bienne's in
charge of nobilization. Wen-'

"I telaudioed our fort. Air transports are on the way now. '

"I't'"ll be quite a scrap,' Scott said, and the eyes of the two nen nmet in perfect understanding
Rhys chuckl ed dryl yx.
"And good profits. Virginia Keep has a big supply of korium. . . dunno how nuch, but plenty.'
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"What started the fracas this tine?

' The usual thing, | suppose,' Rhys said disinterestedly. 'lnperialism Sonebody in Virginia Keep
wor ked out a new plan for annexing the rest of the.Keeps. Sane as usual .’

They stood up as the door-curtain swung back, admtting President Crosby, another man, and a girl.
The man | ooked young, his boyish face not yet toughened under actinic burn. The girl was lovely in
the manner of a plastic figurine, lit fromwthin by vibrant life. Her blonde hair was cropped in
the preval ent node, and her eyes, Scott saw, were an unusual shade of green. She was nore than
merely pretty -she was instantly exciting.

Crosby said, 'My niece, Ilene Kane - and ny nephew, Norman Kane.' He perforned introductions, and
they found seats.
"What about drinks?' Ilene suggested. 'This is rather revoltingly formal. The fight hasn't started

yet, after all.'
Crosby shook his head at her. 'You weren't invited here anyway. Don't try to turn this into a
party - there isn't too nuch time, under the circumnstances.'

"OK," Ilene murnured. 'l can wait.' She eyed Scott interestedly.
Nor mran Kane broke in. 'I'd like to join Doone's Free Conpanions, sir. |'ve already applied, but
now that there's a battle conming up, | hate to wait till ny application's approved. So | thought-"'

Crosby | ooked at Cine Rhys. 'A personal favour, but the decision's up to you. My nephew s a misfit
- aromanticist. Never liked the life of a Keep. A year ago he went off and joined Starling's
outfit.'

Rhys raised an eyebrow. 'That gang? It's not a recommendati on, Kane. They're not even classed as
Free Conpanions. Mdre |ike a band of guerrillas, and entirely without ethics. There' ve even been
runours they're nessing around with atonic power.'

Crosby | ooked startled. 'l hadn't heard that.'

‘It's no nore than a runmour. If it's ever proved, the Free Conpanions - all of them- wll get
toget her and smash Starling in a hurry.'

Nor man Kane | ooked slightly unconfortable. 'I suppose | was rather a fool. But | wanted to get in
the fighting gane, and Starling s groups appealed to ne-'

The cine nade a sound in his throat. 'They woul d. Swashbuckling romantics, with no i dea of what
war means. They've not nore than a dozen technicians. And they've no discipline - it's like a
pirate outfit. WAr today, Kane, isn't won by romantic ani nmals dashing at forlorn hopes. The nodern
soldier is a tactician who knows how to think, integrate, and obey. If you join our Conpany,

you'll have to forget what you learned with Starling."'

"WIIl you take ne, sir?

"I think it would be unwi se. You need the training course.'

"I've had experience-'

Crosby said, 'It would be a favour, Cne Rhys, if you'd skip the red tape. |1'd appreciate it.
Since my nephew wants to be a soldier, 1'd nuch prefer to see himw th the Doones.'

Rhys shrugged. 'Very well, Captain Scott will give you your orders, Kane. Renenber that discipline
is vitally inmportant with us.'’

The boy tried to force back a delighted grin. 'Thank you, sir.
' Captai n-'

Scott rose and nodded to Kane. They went out together. In the anteroomwas a telaudio set, and
Scott called the Doone's | ocal headquarters in Mntana Keep. An integrator answered, his face

| ooking inquiringly fromthe screen.

"Captain Scott calling, subject induction.'

"Yes, sir. Ready to record.'

Scott drew Kane forward. Thotosnap this man. He'll report to headquarters i medi ately. Nane,

Nor man Kane. Enlist himw thout training course - special orders from C ne Rhys.'

" Acknow edged, sir.'

Scott broke the connection. Kane couldn't quite repress his grin.

"All right," the captain grunted, a synpathetic gleamin his eyes. 'That fixes it. They'll put you
in my conmand. What's your speciality.

"Flitterboats, sir.'

"CGood. One nore thing. Don't forget what Ci ne Rhys said, Kane. Discipline is damed inportant, and
you may not have realized that yet. This isn't a cl oak-and-sword war. There are no Charges of

Li ght Brigades. No grandstand plays - that stuff went out with the Crusades. Just obey orders, and
you'll have no trouble. Good Iuck.'

' Thank you, sir.' Kane saluted and strode out with a perceptible swagger. Scott grinned. The kid
woul d have that knocked out of himpretty soon

A voice at his side made himturn quickly. Ilene Kane was standing there, slimand |lovely in her
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cel of | ex gown.

"You seem pretty human after all, captain,' she said. 'l heard what you told Nornman.'

Scott shrugged. 'l did that for his own good - and the good of the Conpany. One man off the beam
can cause plenty trouble, Mstress Kane.'

"I envy Norman,' she said. 'It nust be a fascinating life you lead. I'd like it - for a while. Not
for long. I1'mone of the useless offshoots of this civilization, not much good for anything. So
|'ve perfected one talent.

"What's that?

"Ch, hedonism | suppose you'd call it. | enjoy nyself. It's not often too boring. But I"'ma bit
bored now. 1'd like to talk to you, captain.'
"Wll. I"'mlistening,' Scott said.

Il ene Kane nade a snall grinmace. 'Wong semantic term |'d |like to get inside of you
psychol ogi cal l y. But painlessly. D nner and danci ng. Can do?

"There's no time,' Scott told her. 'We may get our orders any nmonent.' He wasn't sure he wanted to
go out with this girl of the Keeps, though there was definitely a subtle fascination for him an
appeal he could not anal yse. She typified the nost pleasurable part of a world he did not know
The other facets of that world could not inpinge on him geopolitics or nonnmilitary science held
no appeal, were too alien. But all worlds touch at one point - pleasure. Scott could understand
the rel axations of the undersea groups, as he could not understand or feel synpathy for their work
or their social inmpulses.

Cine Rhys came through the door-curtain, his eyes narrowed. '|I've sone telaudioing to do,

captain,' he said. Scott knew what inplications the words held: the incipient bargain with C ne
Mendez. He nodded.

"Yes, sir. Shall | report to headquarters?

Rhys' harsh face seenmed to relax suddenly as he | ooked fromllene to Scott. 'You're free til
dawn. | won't need you till then, but report to ne at 6 a.m No doubt you' ve a few details to
cl ean up.'

"Very well, sir.' Scott watched Rhys go out. The cine had meant Jeana, of course. But Ilene did

not know that.
'So?" she asked. 'Do | get a turn-down? You mi ght buy me a drink, anyway.'

There was plenty of tinme. Scott said, 'It'll be a pleasure,' and Ilene linked her armw th his.
They took the dropper to ground-Ievel

As they came out on one of the ways, Ilene turned her head and caught Scott's glance. 'l forgot
sonet hing, captain. You may have a previous engagenent. | didn't realize-

"There's nothing,' he said. 'Nothing inportant.’

It was true; he felt a mld gratitude toward Jeana at the realization. His relationship with her
was the peculiar one rendered advi sable by his career. Free-marriage was the word for it; Jeana
was neither his wife nor his mstress, but sonething m dway between. The Free Conpani ons had no
firmy grounded foundation for social life; in the Keeps they were visitors, and in their coasta
forts they were - well, soldiers. One would no nore bring a wonan to a fort than aboard a ship of
the line. So the wonen of the Free Conpanions lived in the Keeps, noving fromone to another as
their nen did; and because of the ever-present shadow of death, ties were purposely left |oose.
Jeana and Scott had been free-married for five years now Neither made demands on the other. No
one expected fidelity of a Free Conpanion. Soldiers lived under such iron disciplines that when
they were released, during the brief peacetinmes, the pendulumoften swng far in the opposite
direction.

To Scott, Ilene Kane was a key that m ght unlock the doors of the Keep - doors that opened to a
worl d of which he was not a part, and which he could not quite understand.

11

I, a stranger and afraid In a world | never nade.

- Housman
There were nuances, Scott found, which he had never known existed. A hedonist hike Il ene devoted
her life to such nuances; they were her career. Such nminor matters as making the powerful, insipid

Moonf | ower Cocktails nore palatable by filtering themthrough |inme-soaked sugar hel d between the
teeth. Scott was a uisqueplus man, having the average soldier's contenpt for what he terned

hydr oponi ¢ drinks, but the cocktails Ilene suggested were quite as effective as acrid, burning
anber uisqueplus. She taught him that night, such tricks as pausing between gl asses to sniff
lightly at happy-gas, to mngle sensual excitement with mental by trying the anmusenent rides
designed to give one the violent physical intoxication of breathless speed. Nuances all, which
only a girl with Ilene's background could know. She was not representative of Keep life. As she
had sai d, she was an offshoot, a casual and usel ess flower on the great vine that struck up
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i nexorably to the skies, its strength in its tough, reaching tendrils - scientists and technicians
and sociopoliti-cians. She was dooned in her own way, as Scott was in his. The undersea fol k
served M nerva; Scott served Mars; and Il ene served Aphrodite - not purely the sexual goddess, but
the patron of arts and pl easure. Between Scott and Il ene was the difference between Wagner and
Strauss; the difference between crashing chords and tinkling arpeggios. In both was a nuted
bittersweet sadness, seldomrealized by either. But that undertone was brought out by then-
contact. The sense of di m hopel essness in each responded to the other

It was carnival, but neither Ilene nor Scott wore masks. Their faces were masks enough, and both
had been trained to reserve, though in different ways. Scott's hard nmouth kept its tight grimess
even when he smiled. And Ilene's snmiles canme so often that they were neaningl ess.

Through her, Scott was able to understand nore of the undersea life than he had ever done before
She was for hima catalyst. A tacit understanding grew between them not needing words. Both
realized that, in the course of progress, they would eventually die out. Mnkind tolerated them
because that was necessary for a little time. Each responded differently. Scott served Mars; he
served actively; and the girl, who was passive, was attracted by the antithesis.

Scott's drunkenness struck psychically deep. He did not showit. His stiff silver-brown hair was
not disarranged, and his hard, burned face was inpassive as ever. But when his brown eyes net

Il ene's green ones a spark of- sonething-net between them

Col our and light and sound. They began to forma pattern now, were not quite neaningless to Scott.
They were, long past midnight, sitting in an O ynpus, which was a private cosnos. The walls of the
roomin which they were seened nonexi stent. The gusty tides of grey, faintly |um nous cl ouds
seened to drive chaotically past them and, dimy, they could hear the nuffled scream ng of an
artificial wind. They had the isolation of the gods.

And the Earth was without form and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep- That was, of
course, the theory of the A ynpus roons. No one existed, no world existed, outside of the chanber;
val ues automatically shifted, and inhibitions seemed absurd.

Scott relaxed on a translucent cushion like a cloud. Beside him Ilene |lifted the bit of a happy-
gas tube to his nostrils. He shook his head.

"Not now, Ilene.'

She let the tube slide back into its reel. "Nor |. Too nuch of anything is unsatisfactory, Brian
There shoul d al ways be sonething intasted, sone anticipation |eft- You have that. | haven't.'

Ll Fb\l\pl

"Pleasures - well, there's a limt. There's a limt to human endurance. And eventually | build up

a resistance psychi -
cally, as | do physically, to everything. Wth you, there's always the | ast adventure. You never

know when death will conme. You can't plan. Plans are dull; it's the unexpected that's inportant.
Scott shook his head slightly. '"Death isn't inmportant either. It's an automatic cancellation of
values. O, rather-'He hesitated, seeking words. 'In this life you can plan, you can work out

val ues, because they're all based on certain conditions. On - let's say - arithmetic. Death is a

change to a different plane of conditions, quite unknown. Arithnetical rules don't apply as such
to geonetry.

"You think death has its rul es?

"It may be a lack of rules, Ilene. One lives realizing that life is subject to death; civilization
is based on that. That's why civilization concentrates on the race instead of the individual
Soci al sel f-preservation.

She | ooked at himgravely. 'I didn't think a Free Conpani on could theorize that way.'

Scott closed his eyes, relaxing. 'The Keeps know not hi ng about Free Conpani ons. They don't want
to. We're nen. Intelligent men. Qur techniques are as great as the scientists under the Dones.'
"But they work for war.'

"War's necessary,' Scott said. 'Now, anyway.'

"How did you get into it? Should I ask?

He laughed a little at that. "Ch, |'ve no dark secrets in ny past. |I'mnot a runaway nurderer. One-
drifts. I was born in Australia Keep. My father was a tech, but nmy grandfather had been a sol dier

| guess it was in my blood. | tried various trades and professions. Maningless. | wanted
sonething that . . . hell, | don't know Something, maybe that needs all of a man. Fighting does.

It's like a religion. Those cultists - Men of the New Judgnent - they're fanatics, but you can see
that their religion is the only thing that matters to them'

'Bearded, dirty men with tw sted m nds, though.'

"It happens to be a religion based on fal se prem ses. There are others, appealing to different
types. But religion was too passive for ne, in these days.'

Il ene exam ned his harsh face. 'You'd have preferred the church mlitant- the Knights of Mlta,
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fighting Saracens.'

"l suppose. | had no values. Anyhow, |'ma fighter.'

"Just how inportant is it to you? The Free Conpani ons?'

Scott opened his eyes and grinned at the girl. He | ooked unexpectedly boyish

"Damm little, really. It has enotional appeal. Intellectually, | knowthat it's a huge fake.

Al ways has been. As absurd as the Men of the new Judgnent. Fighting' s dooned. So we've no rea
purpose. | suppose nost of us know there's no future for the Free Conpanions. In a few hundred
years- wel !’

"And still you go on. Way? It isn't noney.'

"No. There is a ... a drunkenness to it. The ancient Norsenmen had their berserker nmadness. W have

sonething simlar. To a Doonenan, his group is father, nother, child, and God Al mighty. He fights
the ot her Free Conpani ons when he's paid to do so, but he doesn't hate the others. They serve the
same toppling idol. And it is toppling, Ilene. Each battle we win or |lose brings us closer to the
end. We fight to protect the culture that eventually will w pe us out. The Keeps- when they
finally unify, will they need a mlitary arn? | can see the trend. If war was an essential part of
civilization, each Keep would nmaintain its own mlitary. But they shut us out- a necessary evil.
If they would end war now' Scott's fist unconsciously clenched. 'So nany nen woul d find happier
pl aces in Venus- undersea. But as long as the Free Conpanions exist, there'll be newrecruits.'

Il ene sipped her cocktail, watching the grey chaos of clouds flowlike a tide around them In the
dimy lumnous light Scott's face seened |ike dark stone, flecks of brightness showing in his
eyes. She touched his hand gently.

"You're a soldier, Brian. You woul dn't change.’

Hi s laugh was intensely bitter. 'Like hell | wouldn't, Mstress Il ene Kane! Do you think
fighting's just pulling a trigger? |'ma mlitary strategist. That took ten years. Harder cramm ng
than 1'd have had in a Keep Tech-Institute. | have to know everythi ng about war fromtrajectories

to mass psychology. This is the greatest science

the System has ever known, and the nost usel ess. Because war will die in a few centuries at npst.
Il ene - you' ve never seen a Free Conpany's fort. It's science, marvellous science, ainmed at
mlitary ends only. W have our psych-specialists. W have our engi neers, who plan everything from
ordnance to the frictional quotient on flitterboats. W have the foundries and mlls. Each
fortress is a city made for war, as the Keeps are nade for social progress.

"As conplicated as that?

"Beautifully conplicated and beautifully useless. There are so many of us who realize that. Ch, we

fight - it's a poison. W worship the Conpany - that is an enotional poison. But we |ive only
during wartine. It's an inconplete life. Men in the Keeps have full lives; they have their work,
and their relaxations are geared to fit them W don't fit.'

‘"Not all the undersea races,' Illene said. 'There's always the fringe that doesn't fit. At |east
you have a raison d etre. You're a soldier. |I can't make a lifework out of pleasure. But there's
not hing el se for ne.’

Scott's fingers tightened on hers. 'You' re the product of a civilization, at least. I'mleft out.
"Wth you, Brian, it mght be better. For a while. | don't think it would last for |ong."'

"It mght.'

"You think so now It's quite a horrible thing, feeling yourself a shadow.'

"I know.'

"I want you, Brian,' Ilene said, turning to face him 'l want you to cone to Montana Keep and stay
here. Until our experiment fails. | think it'll fail presently. But, perhaps, not for sonme tine. |
need your strength. | can show you how to get the nost out of this sort of life - howto enter

into it. True hedonism You can give me- conpani onship perhaps. For ne the conpani onship of
hedoni sts who know nothing el se isn't enough.'

Scott was silent. Ilene watched himfor a while.

"I's war so inmportant?' she asked at |ast.

"No,'" he said, '"it isn't at all. It's a balloon. And it's enpty, |

know t hat. Honour of the reginment!' Scott |laughed. 'I'mnot hesitating, really. |I've been shut out
for a long tine. A social unit shouldn't be founded on an obviously dooned fallacy. Men and wonen
are inportant, nothing else, | suppose.’

"Men and wonmen - or the race?

"Not the race,' he said with abrupt violence. 'Damm the race! It's done nothing for me. | can fit
nmyself into a new life. Not necessarily hedonism |'man expert in several lines; | have to be.
can find work in Montana Keep.'

"I'f you like. |I've never tried. I"'mnore of a fatalist, | suppose. But . . . what about it,

Bri an?'
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Her eyes were alnost |uminous, |ike shining emeralds, in the ghostly light.

"Yes,' Scott said. Til come back. To stay.'

Il ene said, 'Conme back? Wiy not stay now?

"Because |'ma conplete fool, | guess. I'ma key nan, and C ne Rhys needs ne just now.'

"I's it Rhys or the Conpany?

Scott smiled crookedly. 'Not the Conpany. It's just a job |I have to do. Wen | think how many
years |'ve been slaving, pretending absurdities were inportant, knowing that | was bowing to a
straw dumy- No! | want your life- the son of life | didn't know could exist in the Keeps. I'll be
back, llene. It's something nore inportant than | ove. Separately we're hal ves. Together we may be
a conplete whole.'

She didn't answer. Her eyes were steady on Scott's. He kissed her

Bef ore nmorning bell he was back in the apartnent. Jeana had al ready packed the necessary |ight
equi prent. She was asl eep, her dark hair cascading over the pillow, and Scott did not waken her
Qui etly he shaved, showered, and dressed. A heavy, waiting silence seened to fill the city like a
cup brinmed with still ness.

As he energed fromthe bathroom buttoning his tunic, he saw the table had been | et down and two
pl aces set at it. Jeana cane in, wearing a cool norning frock. She set cups down and poured
cof f ee.

"Morning, soldier,'" she said. 'You' ve tinme for this, haven't you?

"Uh-huh.' Scott kissed her, a bit hesitantly. Up till this nmonment, the breaking with Jeana had
seenmed easy enough. She woul d raise no objections. That was the chief reason for free-marriage.
However -

She was sitting in the rel axer, sweetening the coffee, opening a fresh cel opack of cigarettes.

' Hung over?'

"No. | vitami zed. Feel pretty good.' Mst bars had a vitam zing chanmber to nullify the effects of
too much stinmulant. Scott was, in fact, feeling fresh and keenly alert. He was wondering how to
broach the subject of Ilene to Jeana.

She saved himthe trouble.

"If it'"'s agirl, Brian, just take it easy. No use doing anything till this war's over. How | ong
will it take?

"Oh, not long. A week at nobst. One battle nmay settle it, you know The girl-'

"She's not a Keep girl.

"Yes.'
Jeana | ooked up, startled. 'You're crazy.'
"I started to tell you,' Scott said inpatiently. "It isn't just - her. I'msick of the Doones. |I'm

going to quit.'

"Hmmm Like that?

"Like that.'

Jeana shook her head. 'Keep wonmen aren't tough.'
"They don't need to be. Their men aren't sol diers.

"Have it your own way. |'Il wait till you get back. Maybe |I've got a hunch. You see, Brian, we've
been together for five years. W fit. Not because of anything like philosophy or psychology- it's
a lot nore personal. It's just us. As man and wonan, we get along confortably. There's love, too.

Those cl ose enotional feelings are nore inportant, really, than the |long view You can get excited
about futures, but you can't live them

Scott shrugged. 'Could be I'mstarting to forget about futures. Concentrating on Brian Scott.'
"More coffee . . . there. Wll, for five years now |'ve gone

with you fromKeep to Keep, waiting every tinme you went off to war, wondering if you'd cone back,
knowi ng that | was just a part of your life, but - | sonetinmes thought - the nobst inportant part.
Sol diering' s seventy-five per cent. |I'mthe other quarter. | think you need that quarter - you
need the whole thing, in that proportion, actually. You could find another woman, but she'd have
to be willing to take twenty-five per cent.'

Scott didn't answer. Jeana bl ew snoke t hrough her nostrils.

"OK., Brian. I'll wait.'

"It isn't the girl so much. She happens to fit into the pattern of what | want. You-'

‘"I'd never be able to fit that pattern,' Jeana said softly. 'The Free Conpani ons need wonmen who
are willing to be soldiers' wives. Free-wives, if you like. Chiefly it's a matter of not being too
dermandi ng. But there are other things. No, Brian. Even if you wanted that, | couldn't make nyself
over into one of the Keep people. It wouldn't be me. | wouldn't respect nyself, living alife
that'd be false to nme; and you wouldn't Iike ne that way either. | couldn't and woul dn't change.
I"l'l have to stay as | am A soldier's wife. As long as you're a Dooneman, you'll need ne. But if
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you change-' She didn't finish

Scott lit a cigarette, scowming. "It's hard to know, exactly.
"I may not understand you, but | don't ask questions and | don't try to change you. As |ong as you
want that, you can have it fromne. |'ve nothing else to offer you. It's enough for a Free

Conpani on. It's not enough - or too much - for a Keep-dweller.
Til mss you,' he said.

"That'll depend, too. I'll miss you.' Under the table her fingers withed together, but her face
did not change. 'It's getting late. Here, let me check your chrononeter.' Jeana | eaned across the
table, lifted Scott's wist, and conmpared his watch with the central-time clock on the wall. 'O K

On your way, soldier.’

Scott stood up, tightening his belt. He bent to kiss Jeana,

and, though she began to turn her face away, after a nmonent she raised her lips to his.

They didn't speak. Scott went out quickly, and the girl sat notionless, the cigarette snoul dering
out unheeded between her fingers. Sonehow it did not matter so nmuch, now, that Brian was | eaving
her for another woman and another life. As always, the one thing of real inportance was that he
was goi ng i nto danger.

Guard himfromharm she thought, not know ng that she was praying. Guard himfrom harm

And now there would be silence, and waiting. That, at |east, had not changed. Her eyes turned to
t he cl ock.

Al ready the ninutes were | onger

H

"E's the kind of a giddy harunfrodite - soldier an' sailor too!

Ki pling

Commander Bi enne was superintendi ng the enbarkati on of the | ast Doonenen when Scott arrived at
headquarters. He saluted the captain briskly, apparently untired by his night's work of handling
the transportation routine.

"Al'l checked, sir.'’

Scott nodded. ' Good. Is Cine Rhys here?

"He just arrived.' Bienne nodded toward a door-curtain. As Scott noved away, the other followed.
"What's up, commander?

Bi enne pitched his voice low 'Bronson's laid up with endemic fever.' He forgot to say
was to handle the left wing of the fleet. |I'd appreciate that job.'

Til see if I can do it.'

Bi enne's lips tightened, but he said nothing nore. He turned back to his nmen, and Scott went on
into the cinc's office. Rhys was at the tel audio. He | ooked up, his eyes narrowed.

sir.' 'He

"Morning, captain. |'ve just heard from Mendez.'
"Yes, sir?
"He's still holding out for a fifty per cent cut on the koriumransomfrom Virginia Keep. You'l

have to see him Try and get the Mob for less than fifty if you can. Telaudio nme from Mendez's
fort.'

' Check, sir.

" Anot her thing. Bronson's in sick bay.

"l heard that. If | may suggest Conmander Bienne to take his place at |eft-w ng conmand-'

But Cine Rhys raised his hand. "Not this tine. W can't afford individualism The comrander tried
to play a lone hand in the last war. You know we can't risk it till he's back in line - thinking
of the Doones instead of Fredric Bienne.'

"He's a good nman, sir. A fine strategist.'

"But not yet a good integrating factor. Perhaps next time. Put Commander Geer on the left w ng.
Keep Bienne with you. He needs discipline. And - take a flitterboat to Mendez.'

"Not a pl ane?

"One of the technicians just finished a new tight-beam canoufl ager for comunications. |'m having
it installed immediately on all our planes and gliders. Use the boat; it isn't far to the Mb's
fort - that long peninsula on the coast of Southern Hell.'

Even on the charts that continent was naned Hell - for obvious reasons. Heat was only one of them
And, even with the best equipnment, a party exploring the jungle there would soon find itself
suffering the tortures of the dammed. On the |and of Venus, flora and fauna conbi ned diabolically
to make the place uninhabitable to Earthmen. Many of the plants even exhal ed poi sonous gases. Only
the protected coastal forts of the Free Conpanies could exist - and that was because they were
forts.

C ne Rhys frowned at Scott. 'W'Ill use Hplan 7 if we can get the Mob. OGtherwise we'll have to
fall back on another outfit, and | don't want to do that. The Hel |l divers have too many subs, and
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we haven't enough detectors. So do your danmedest.

Scott saluted. Til do that, sir.' Rhys waved hi m away,

and he went out into the next room finding Cormander Bienne alone. The officer turned an
inquiring look toward him

"Sorry,' Scott said. 'Geer gets the left-wing command this tine.'

Bi enne's sour face turned dark red. 'I'msorry | didn't take a crack at you before nobilization,'
he said. 'You hate conpetition, don't you?

Scott's nostrils flared. '"If it had been up to me, yqu' d have got that command, Bienne.

"Sure. I'lIl bet. Al right, captain. Were's ny bunk? A flitterboat?'

"You'll be on right wing, with ne. Control ship Flintlock.'

"Wth you. Under you, you nmean,' Bienne said tightly. H s eyes were blazing. 'Yeah.'

Scott's dark cheeks were flushed too. 'Orders, commander,' he snapped. 'Get nme a flitterboat
pilot. I'm going topside.

Wthout a word Bienne turned to the telaudio. Scott, a tight, furious knot in his stomach, stanped
out of headquarters, trying to fight down his anger. Bienne was a jackass. A lot he cared about

t he Doones-

Scott caught hinself and grinned sheepishly. Wll, he cared little about the Doones hinsel f. But
while he was in the Conpany, discipline was inportant - integration with the snoothly running
fighting machine. No place for individualism One thing he and Bi enne had in comon; neither had
any sentinent about the Conpany.

He took a lift to the ceiling of the Done. Beneath him Montana Keep dropped away, shrinking to
dol | size. Sonewhere down there, he thought, was Ilene. He'd be back. Perhaps this war would be a
short one - not that they were ever nuch | onger than a week, except in unusual cases where a
Conpany devel oped new strategies.

He was conducted through an air lock into a bubble, a tough, transparent sphere with a centra
vertical core through which the cable ran. Except for Scott, the bubble was enpty. After a noment
it started up with a slight jar.

Gradually the water outside the curving walls changed from bl ack to deep green, and thence to
transl ucent chartreuse. Sea creatures were visible, but they were nothing new to Scott; he
scarcely saw t hem

The bubbl e broke surface. Since air pressure had been constant, there was no possibility of the
bends, and Scott opened the panel and stepped out on one of the buoyant floats that dotted the
wat er above Montana Keep. A few sightseers crowded into the chanmber he had left, and presently it
was drawn down, out of sight.

In the distance Free Conpani ons were enbarking froma larger float to an air ferry. Scott gl anced
up with a weat her eye. No storm he saw, though the low ceiling was, as usual, torn and tw sted
into boiling currents by the winds. He renenbered, suddenly, that the battle woul d probably take
pl ace over Venus Deep. That woul d rmake it sonewhat harder for the gliders - there would be few of
the thermals found, for instance, above the Sea of Shallows here.

Aflitterboat, low, fast, and beautifully manoeuvrable, shot in toward the quay. The pilot flipped
back the overhead shell and saluted Scott. It was Nornman Kane, |ooking shipshape in his tight-
fitting grey uniform and apparently ready to grin at the slightest provocation

Scott junped lightly down into the craft and seated hinself beside the pilot. Kane drew the
transparent shell back over them He |ooked at Scott.

"Orders, captain?

' Know where the Mob's fort is? Good. Head there. Fast.'’

Kane shot the flitterboat out fromthe float with a curtain of v-shaped spray rising fromthe bow.
Drawing little water, nmanoeuvrable, incredibly fast, these tiny craft were invaluable in nava
battle. It was difficult to hit one, they noved so fast. They had no arnour to sl ow them down.
They carried high-explosive bullets fired fromsnmall-calibre guns, and were, as a rule, two-nan
craft. They conpl enented the heavi er ordnance of the battl ewagons and destroyers.

Scott handed Kane a cigarette. The boy hesitated.

"W're not under fire,' the captain chuckled. 'Discipline

cl anps down during a battle, but it's OK for you to have a snoke with ne. Here!' He lit the
white tube for Kane.

" Thanks, sir. | guess |I'ma bit- over-anxious.'

"Wll, war has its rules. Not many, but they nmustn't be broken.' Both men were silent for a while,
wat chi ng the bl ank grey surface of the ocean ahead. A transport plane passed them flying | ow.
"I's Il ene Kane your sister? Scott asked presently.

Kane nodded. 'Yes, sir.'

' Thought so. If she'd been a man, | imagi ne she'd have been a Free Conpanion.'
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The boy shrugged. 'Ch, | don't know. She doesn't have the- | don't know. She'd consider it too
much effort. She doesn't |ike discipline.'

‘Do you?'

"It's fighting that's inportant to ne, Sir.' That was an afterthought, 'Wnning, really."'

‘"You can |l ose a battle even though you win it,' Scott said rather sonbrely.

"Wll, I'd rather be a Free Conpanion than do anything else |I know of. Not that |'ve had nuch
experience-' ¢ 'You've had experience of war with Starling's outfit, but you probably |earned some
dangerous stuff at the same time. War isn't swashbuckling piracy these days. |If the Doones tried
to win battles by that sort of thing, there'd be no nore Doones in a week or so.'

"But-' Kane hesitated. 'Isn't that sort of thing rather necessary? Taking blind chances, | nean-'
'There are desperate chances,' Scott told him 'but there are no blind chances in war- not to a
good soldier. Wien | was green in the service, | ran a cruiser out of the line to ram | was
denmoted, for a very good reason. The eneny ship | ramred wasn't as inportant to the eneny as bur
cruiser was to us. If |1'd stayed on course, |'d have hel ped sink three or four ships instead of
di sabling one and putting ny cruiser out of action. It's the great god integration we worship,
Kane. It's nuch nore inportant now than it ever was on Earth, because the mlitary has
consol i dated. Arny,

navy, air, undersea - they're all part of one organization now. | suppose the only inportant
change was in the air.'

"diders, you nmean? | knew powered planes couldn't be used in battle."

"Not in the atnmosphere of Venus,' Scott agreed. 'Once powered planes get up in the cloud strata,
they're fighting crosscurrents and pockets so nmuch they've got no tine to do accurate firing. If
they're arnoured, they're slow. |If they're light, detectors can spot themand anti-aircraft can
smash them Unpowered gliders are val uable not for bonbing but for directing attacks. They get
into the clouds, stay hidden, and use infra-red tel ecameras which are broadcast on a tight beam
back to the control ships. They're the eyes of the fleet. They can tell us- White water ahead,
Kane! Swervel

The pilot had already seen the om nous boiling froth foam ng out in front of the bow.
Instinctively he swung the flitterboat in a wenching turn. The craft heel ed sidew se, throw ng
its occupants al nbst out of their seats.

'Sea beast?' Scott asked, and answered his own question. 'No, not with those spouts. It's

vol canic. And it's spreading fast.'

"l can circle it, sir," Kane suggested.

Scott shook his head. 'Too dangerous. Backtrack.

bediently the boy sent the flitterboat racing out of the area of danger. Scott had been right
about the extent of the danger; the boiling turmil was w dening al nost faster than the tiny ship
could flee. Suddenly the line of white water caught up with them The flitterboat jounced like a
chip, the wheel being nearly torn fromKane's grip. Scott reached over and hel ped steady it. Even
with two nen handling the wheel, there was a possibility that it mght wench itself free. Steam

rose in veils beyond the transparent shell. The water had turned a scummy brown under the froth.
Kane jamed on the power. The flitterboat sprang forward like a ricocheting bullet, dancing over
the surface of the seething waves. Once they plunged head-on into a swell, and a scream ng of

outraged netal vibrated through the

craft. Kane, tight-lipped, instantly slanmed in the auxiliary, cutting out the smashed notor unit.
Then, unexpectedly, they were in clear water, cutting back toward Montana Keep

Scott grinned. 'Nice handling. Lucky you didn't try to circle. W'd never have nade it.

"Yes, sir.' Kane took a deep breath. His eyes were bright with excitenent.

"Circle now Here.' He thrust a lighted cigarette between the boy's lips. 'You'll be a good
Dooneman, Kane. Your reactions are good and fast.

Thanks, sir.

Scott snoked silently for a while. He glanced toward the north, but, with the poor visibility, he
could not make out the towering range of vol canic peaks that were the backbone of Southern Hell
Venus was a conparatively young planet, the internal fires still bursting forth unexpectedly.

Whi ch was why no forts were ever built on islands - they had an unhappy habit of di sappearing

wi t hout war ni ng!

The flitterboat rode hard, at this speed, despite the insulating systemof springs and shock
absorbers. After a ride in one of these 'spankers' - the irreverent nane the soldiers had for them
- a man needed arnica if not a chiropractor. Scott shifted his weight on the soft air cushions
under him which felt |ike cenent.

Under his breath he hummed:

"It ain't the '"eavy "aulin' that 'urts the 'arses' 'oofs, It's the "amrer, 'ammrer, 'anmer on the
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"ard 'ighway!

The flitterboat scooted on, surrounded by nonotonous sea and cloud, till finally the ranmpart of
the coast grew before the bow, bursting suddenly fromthe fog-veiled horizon. Scott glanced at his
chrononeter and sighed with relief. They had nade good time, in spite of the slight delay caused
by the subsea vol cano.

The fortress of the Mbb was a huge netal and stone castle on the tip of the peninsula. The narrow
strip that separated

it fromthe mainl and had been cl eared, and the pockmarks of shell craters showed where guns had
driven back onslaughts fromthe jungle - the reptilian, ferocious giants of Venus, partially
intelligent but absolutely intractable because of the gulf that existed between their nethods of
thi nking and the culture of nmankind. Overtures had been nade often enough; but it had been found
that the reptile-folk were better left alone. They would not parley. They were blindly bestial
savages, with whomit was inpossible to nake truce. They stayed in the jungle, enmerging only to
hurl furious attacks at the forts - attacks doomed to failure, since fang and tal on were mnat ched
agai nst | ead-jacketed bullet and high expl osive.

As the flitterboat shot into a jetty, Scott kept his eyes straight ahead - it was not considered
good formfor a Free Conpanion to seemtoo curious when visiting the fort of another Conpany.
Several nmen were on the quay, apparently waiting for him They saluted as Scott stepped out of the
boat .

He gave his nane and rank. A corporal stepped forward.

"Cine Mendez is expecting you, sir. C ne Rhys tel audioed an hour or so back. If you'll conme this
way- '

"Al'l right, corporal. My pilot-'

"He'll be taken care of, sir. A rubdown and a drink, perhaps, after a spanker ride.'

Scott nodded and followed the other into the bastion that thrust out fromthe overhanging wall of
the fort. The sea gate was open, and he wal ked swiftly through the courtyard in the corporal's
wake, passing a door-curtain, nmounting an escal ator, and finding hinself, presently, before

anot her curtain that bore the face of C ne Mendez, plunp, hoglike, and bald as a bullet.
Entering, he saw Mendez hinself at the head of a long table, where nearly a dozen officers of the
Mob were al so seated. In person Mendez was somewhat nore prepossessing than in effigy. He | ooked
like a boar rather than a pig - a

fighter, not a gourmand. Hi s sharp black eyes seened to drive into Scott with the inpact of a
physi cal bl ow.

He stood up, his officers following suit. 'Sit down, captain. There's a place at the foot of the
table. No reflections on rank, but | prefer to be face to face with the man I'mdealing with. But

first- you just arrived? If you'd Iike a quick rubdown, we'll be glad to wait.'
Scott took his place. 'Thank you, no, Cine Mendez. |I'd prefer not to |lose tine.'
"Then we'll waste none on introductions. However, you can probably stand a drink.' He spoke to the

orderly at the door, and presently a filled glass stood at Scott's el bow

Hi s quick gaze ran along the rows effaces. Good soldiers, he thought - tough, well trained, and
experi enced. They had been under fire. A small outfit, the Mb, but a powerful one.

Ci ne Mendez sipped his own drink. 'To business. The Doonsmen wish to hire our help in fighting the
Hel | di vers. Virginia Keep has bought the services of the Helldivers to attack Montana Keep.' He
enuner ated on stubby fingers. 'You offer us fifty thousand cash and thirty-five per cent of the
koriumransom So?

That's correct.'

"W ask fifty per cent.’

"I't's high. The Doones have superior nmanpower and equi pnent.'

"To us, not to the Helldivers. Besides, the percentage is contingent. If we should | ose, we get
only the cash paynent.'

Scott nodded. 'That's correct, but the only real danger fromthe Helldivers is their subnmarine
corps. The Doones have plenty of surface and air equipnment. We might Iick the Helldivers w thout
you.'

"I don't think so.' Mendez shook his bald head. 'They have sonme new underwat er torpedoes that nake
hash out of heavy arnmour plate. But we have new sub-detectors. W can blast the Helldivers' subs
for you before they get within torpedo range.'

Scott said bluntly, 'You ve been stalling, G ne Mendez.

W're not that bad off. If we can't get you, we'll find another outfit.'

"Wth sub-detectors?

"Yardl ey's Conpany is good at undersea work.'

A maj or near the head of the table spoke up. 'That's true, sir. They have suicide subs - not too
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dependabl e, but they have them'

C ne Mendez wiped his bald head with his palms in a slowcircular motion. "Hmmm Well, captain,
I don't know. Yardley's Conpany isn't as good as ours for this job.'
"All right,' Scott said, 'lI've carte blanche. W don't know how nuch korium Virginia Keep has in

her vaults. How would this proposition strike you: the Mob gets fifty per cent of the korium
ransomup to a quarter of a million; thirty-five per cent above that.'

"Forty-five.'

"Forty, above a quarter of a million; forty-five below that sum'

"Gentl enen?' C ne Mendez asked, |ooking down the table. 'Your vote?

There were several ayes, and a scattering of nays. Mendez shrugged.

"Then | have the deciding vote. Very well. W get forty-five per cent of the Virginia Keep ransom
up to a quarter of a mllion; forty per cent on any anount above that. Agreed. We'll drink to it.
O derlies served drinks. As Mendez rose, the others followed his exanple. The cine nodded to
Scott.

"WIIl you propose a toast, captain?

"Wth pleasure. Nelson's toast, then - a willing foe and sea roonl

They drank to that, as Free Conpani ons had al ways drunk that toast on the eve of battle. As they
seat ed t hensel ves once nore, Mendez said, 'Mjor Matson, please telaudio C ne Rhys and arrange
details. We must know his plans.'

"Yes, sir.'

Mendez gl anced at Scott. 'Now how el se may | serve you?

"Nothing else. I'lIl get back to our fort. Details can be worked out on the tel audio, on tight
beam '

"If you're going back in that flitterboat,' Mendez said sardonically, '| strongly advise a
rubdown. There's time to spare, now we've come to an agreenent.

Scott hesitated. 'Very well. I'"'m... uh ... starting to ache.' He stood up. 'Ch, one thing

forgot. W've heard rumours that Starling's outfit is using atomic power.'
Mendez's nmouth twisted into a grimace of distaste. 'Hadn't heard that. Know anything about it,
gent | emen?’

Heads were shaken. One officer said, 'I've heard a little talk about it, but only talk, so far.'
Mendez said, 'After this war, we'll investigate further. If there's truth in the story, we'll join
you, of course, in nopping up the Starlings. No court-nmartial is necessary for that crinme!’
"Thanks. 1'I1 get in touch with other Conpanies and see what they've heard. Now, if you'll excuse
ne- "

He sal uted and went out, exultation flanming within him The bargain had been a good one - for the
Doonenen badly needed the Mb's hel p agai nst the Helldivers. C ne Rhys would be satisfied with the
arrangenent .

An orderly took himto the baths, where a rubdown rel axed his aching nuscles. Presently he was on
the quay again, clinmbing into the flitterboat. A glance behind himshowed that the gears of war
were beginning to grind. There was little he could see, but nen were noving about through the
courtyard with purposeful strides, to the shops, to adninistration, to the |aboratories. The

batt| ewagons were anchored down the coast, Scott knew, in a protected bay, but they would soon
nove out to their rendezvous with the Doones.

Kane, at the controls of the flitterboat, said, 'They repaired the auxiliary unit for us, sir.'
"Courtesies of the trade.' Scott lifted a friendly hand to the nmen on the quay as the boat slid
toward open water. 'The Doone fort, now Knowit?

"Yes, sir. Are ... are the Mob fighting with us, if | may ask?

"They are. And they're a grand lot of fighters. You're going to see action, Kane. \Wen you hear
battle stations next, it's going to nmean one of the sweetest scraps that happened on Venus. Push
down that throttle - we're in a hurry!’

The flitterboat raced southwest at top speed, its course marked by the flying V of spray.

"One last fight,' Scott thought to hinself. Tmglad it's going to be a good one.'

IV

We eat and drink our own dammati on

- The Book of Conmon Prayer

The notor failed when they were about eight miles fromthe Doone fort.

It was a catastrophe rather than nerely a failure. The overstrai ned and overheated engine, running
at top speed, blew back. The previous accident, at the subsea vol cano, had brought out hidden
flaws in the alloy which the Mob's repair nen had failed to detect, when they replaced the smashed
single unit. Sheer luck had the flitterboat poised on a swell when the crack-up happened. The
engi ne bl ew out and down, ripping the bowto shreds. Had they been bow deep, the blast would have
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been unfortunate for Scott and the pilot- nore so than it was.

They were perhaps a half nmle fromthe shore. Scott was deafened by the explosion and
simul t aneously saw the horizon swinging in a drunken swoop. The boat turned turtle, the shel
smacking into water with a | oud cracking sound. But the plastic held. Both nen were tangled

toget her on what had been their ceiling, sliding forward as the flitterboat began to sink bow
first. Steamsizzled fromthe rui ned engine.

Kane nmanaged to touch one of the energency buttons.

The shell was, of course, janmed, but a few of the segments slid aside, admitting a gush of acrid
sea water. For a nonent they struggled there, fighting the crosscurrents till the air had been

di spl aced. Scott, peering through cloudy green gl oom saw Kane's dark shadow twi st and ki ck out
through a gap. He foll owed.

Beneath himthe black hul k of the boat dropped slowy and was gone. His head broke surface, and he
gasped for breath, shaking droplets fromhis |ashes and granting around. \Were was Kane?

The boy appeared, his helnet gone, sleek hair plastered to his forehead. Scott caught his eye and
pulled the trigger on his life vest, the inflatable undergarment which was al ways worn under the
bl ouse on sea duty. As chemicals m xed, light gas rushed into the vest, lifting Scott higher in
the water. He felt the collar cushion inflate against the back of his head- the skull-fitting
pillow that all owed shi pwecked nen to float and rest wi thout danger of drowning in their sleep
But he had no need for this now

Kane, he saw, had triggered his own life vest. Scott hurled hinself up, searching for signs of
life. There weren't any. The grey-green sea |lay desolate to the m sty horizon. A half nile away
was a nottled chartreuse wall that marked the jungle. Above and beyond that di m sul phurous red |it
t he cl ouds.

Scott got out his |eaf-bladed smatchet, gesturing for Kane to do the sane. The boy did not seem
worried. No doubt this was nerely an exciting adventure for him Scott thought wyly. Ch, well.
Gipping the smatchet between his teeth, the captain began to swi m shoreward. Kane kept at his
side. Once Scott warned his conmpanion to stillness and bent forward, burying his face in the water
and peering down at a great di mshadow that coiled away and was gone - a sea snake, but, luckily,
not hungry. The oceans of Venus were perilous with teem ng, ferocious |life. Precautions were
fairly usel ess. Wien a nan was once in the water, it was up to himto get out of it as rapidly as
possi bl e.

Scott touched a small cylinder attached to his belt and felt bubbles rushing against his palm He
was slightly relieved. When he had inflated the vest, his tube of conpressed gas had automatically
begun to rel ease, sending out a foul-snelling vapour that perneated the water for some distance
around. The principle was that of the skunk adjusted to the environment of the squid, and

danger ous undersea |ife was supposed to be driven away by the Mellison tubes; but it didn't work
with carrion eaters |ike the snakes. Scott averted his nose. The gadgets were naned Mellison
tubes, but the nen called them Stinkers, a far nore appropriate term

Ti des on Venus are unpredictable. The cl ouded planet has no noon, but it is closer to the Sun than
Earth. As a rule the tides are mld, except during volcanic activity, when tidal waves sweep the
shores. Scott, keeping a weather eye out for danger, rode the waves in toward the beach, searching
the strip of dull blackness for signs of life.

Not hi ng.

He scranbled out at |ast, shaking hinmself |like a dog, and instantly changed the clip in his
automatic for high explosive. The weapon, of course, was watertight - a necessity on Venus. As
Kane sat down with a grunt and deflated his vest, Scott stood eyeing the wall of jungle thirty
feet away. It stopped there abruptly, for nothing could grow on bl ack sand.

The rush and whi sper of the waves nade the only sound. Mdst of the trees were liana-Ilike, ekeing
out a precarious existence, as the saying went, by taking in each other's washing. The nonent one
of them showed signs of solidity, it was inmediately assailed by parasitic vines flinging
thensel ves madly upward to reach the filtered sunlight of Venus. The | eaves did not begin for
thirty feet above the ground; they made a regular roof up there, lying like crazy shingles, and
woul d have shut out all light had they not been of |ight translucent green. Wiitish tendrils

craw ed |i ke reaching serpents fromtree to tree, tentacles of vegetable octopi. There were two
types of Venusian fauna: the giants who could crash through the forest, and the supple, snal
ground-dwel l ers- insects and reptiles nostly- who depended on poi son sacs for self-protection
Nei t her ki nd was pl easant conpany.

There were flying creatures, too, but these lived in the upper strata, anong the | eaves. And there
wer e anbi guous horrors that lived in the deep nud and the stagnant pools under the forest, but no
one knew nmuch about these.

"Well,' Scott said, 'that's that.
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Kane nodded. 'l guess | should have checked the notors.'

"You woul dn't have found anything. Latent flaws - it would have taken black night to bring 'em
out. Just one of those things. Keep your gas nmask handy, now. |If we get anywhere near poison
flowers and the wind's blowing this way, we're apt to keel over like that.' Scott opened a
wat er proof wallet and took out a strip of sensitized litnus, which he clipped to his wist. "If
this turns blue, that neans gas, even if we don't smell it.'

"Yes, sir. What now?'

"W-ell- the boat's gone. W can't telaudio for help.' Scott fingered the blade of his smatchet
and slipped it into the belt sheath. 'W head for the fort. Eight mles. Two hours, if we can
stick to the beach and if we don't run into trouble. Mire than that if Signal Rock's ahead of us,
because we'll have to detour inland in that case.' He drew out a coll apsible single-Ienser

tel escope and | ooked sout h-west al ong the shore. 'Uh-huh. W detour.'

A breath of sickening sweetness gusted down fromthe jungle roof. From above, Scott knew, the
forest | ooked surprisingly lovely. It always rem nded himof an antique candl ewi ck spread he had
once bought Jeana - inmense rainbow flowers scattered over a background of pale green. Even anpng
the flora conpetition was keen; the plants vied in producing colours and scents that would attract
the winged carriers of pollen

There woul d al ways be frontiers, Scott thought. But they might remain unconquered for a long tine,
here on Venus. The Keeps were enough for the undersea folk; they were self-sustaining. And the
Free Conpani ons had no need to

carve out enpires on the continents. They were fighters, not agrarians. Land hunger was no | onger
a part of the race. It mght conme again, but not in the tinme of the Keeps.

The jungl es of Venus held secrets he woul d never know. Men can conquer |ands fromthe air, but
they cannot hold themby that nmethod. It would take a | ong, slow period of encroachnent, during
which the forest and all it represented woul d be driven back, step by painful step - and that

bel onged to a day to conme, a time Scott would not know. The savage world woul d be tamed. But not
now not yet.

At the nmoment it was untamed and very dangerous. Scott stripped off his tunic and wung water from
it. His clothing would not dry in this saturated air, despite the winds. His trousers clung to him
stickily, clammy col dness in their folds.

' Ready, Kane?

"Yes, sir.'

"Then let's go.'

They went sout h-west, along the beach, at a steady, easy |ope that devoured niles. Speed and

al ertness were necessary in equal proportion. Fromtine to time Scott scanned the sea with his

tel escope, hoping to sight a vessel. He saw nothing. The ships would be in harbour, readying for
the battle; and planes would be grounded for installation of the new tel audi o device G ne Rhys had
nment i oned.

Signal Rock | oomed ahead, an outthrust crag with eroded, unscal able sides towering two hundred
feet and nore. The black strip of sand ended there. Fromthe rock there was a straight drop into
deep water, cut up by a turnmoil of currents. It was inpossible to take the sea detour; there was
nothing else for it but to swerve inland, a dangerous but inevitable course. Scott postponed the
pl unge as long as possible, till the scarp of Signal Rock, jet black with | eprous silvery patches
on its surface, barred the way. Wth a quizzical |ook at Kane he turned sharply to his right and
headed for the jungle.

"Half a mle of forest equals a hundred mles of beach hiking,' he renmarked.

"That bad, sir? |'ve never tackled it.

' Nobody does, unless they have to. Keep your eyes open and your gun ready. Don't wade through

wat er, even when you can see bottom There are sone little devils that are pretty nearly
transparent - vanpire fish. If a few of those fasten on you, you'll need a transfusion in |ess
than a minute. I wi sh the vol canoes would kick up a racket. The beasties generally lie | ow when

t hat happens.

Under a tree Scott stopped, seeking a straight, long linb. It took a while to find a suitable one,
in that tangle of coiling lianas, but finally he succeeded, using his smatchet blade to hack
hinself a light five-foot pole. Kane at his heels, he noved on into the gathering gl oom

"W nmay be stalked,' he told the boy. 'Don't forget to guard the rear.'

The sand had given place to sticky whitish mud that plastered the men to their calves before a few
monment s had passed. A patina of slickness seened to overlay the ground. The grass was col oured so
much like the nud itself that it was practically invisible, except by its added slipperiness.
Scott slowy advanced, keeping close to the wall of rock on his left where the tangle was not so
thick. Nevertheless he had to use the snmatchet nore than once to cut a passage through vines.
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He stopped, raising his hand, and the squel ch of Kane's feet in the mud paused. Silently Scott

poi nted. Ahead of themin the cliff base was the nouth of a burrow

The captain bent down, found a snmall stone, and threw it toward the den. He waited, one hand
lightly on his gun, ready to see sonething flash out of that burrow and race toward them In the
utter silence a new sound nmade itself heard- tiny goblin druns, erratic and resonant in a faraway
fashion. Water, dropping fromleaf to leaf, in the soaked jungle ceiling above them Tink, l|ink
tink-tink, link, tink-tink-

'O K ," Scott said quietly. '"Watch it, though.' He went

on, gun drawn, till they were level with the nouth of the burrow. 'Turn, Kane. Keep your eye on it
till I tell you to stop.' He gripped the boy's armand gui ded him bol stering his own weapon. The
pole, till now held between biceps and body, slipped into his hand. He used it to probe the slick

surface of the nud ahead. Sinkholes and qui cksands were frequent, and so were traps, canouflaged
pits built by nud-wol ves - which, of course, were not wolves, and belonged to no known genus. On
Venus, the fauna had nore subdivisions than on old Earth, and |ines of demarcati on were nore
subt | e.

"All right now'

Kane, sighing with relief, turned his face forward again. 'Wat was it?

"You never know what nmay cone out of those holes,' Scott told him 'They cone fast, and they're
usual | y poi sonous. So you can't take chances with the critters. Sl ow down here. | don't like the
| ooks of that patch ahead.

Cl earings were unusual in the forest. There was one here, twenty feet wi de, slightly saucer-
shaped. Scott gingerly extended the pole and probed. A faint ripple shook the white nud, and

al nost before it had appeared the captain had unhol stered his pistol and was bl asting shot after
shot at the nmovenent.

' Shoot, Kane!' he snapped. ' Quick! Shoot at it!'

Kane obeyed, though he had to guess at his target. Mid geysered up, suddenly crinson-stai ned.
Scott, still firing, gripped the boy's armand ran himback at a breakneck pace.

The echoes died. Once nore the distant elfin druns whi spered through the green gl oom

"W got it,' Scott said, after a pause.

"W did?' the other asked blankly. 'Wat-'

"Mud-wol f, | think. The only way to kill those things is to get 'embefore they get out of the
mud. They're fast and they die hard. However-' He warily went forward. There was nothing to see.
The mud had col | apsed into a deeper

saucer, but the holes blasted by the high-x bullets had filled in. Here and there were traces of
t hready crinson.

"Never a dull nonent,' Scott remarked. Hi s crooked grin eased the tension. Kane chuckled and
followed the captain's exanple in replacing his half-used clip with a full one.

The narrow spine of Signal Rock extended inland for a quarter nile before it became scal able. They
reached that point finally, helping each other clinb, and findingl thenselves, at the sunmt,
still well belowthe leafy ceiling of the trees. The black surface of the rock was painfully hot,
stinging their palns as they clinbed, and even striking through their shoe sol es.

" Hal fway point, captain?

‘Yeah. But don't let that cheer you. It doesn't get any better till we hit the beach again. W'l
probably need sone fever shots when we reach the fort, just in case. Oh-oh, Msk, Kane, quick.'
Scott lifted his arm On his wist the band of litmus had turned bl ue.

Wth trained accuracy they donned the respirators. Scott felt a faint stinging on his exposed
skin, but that wasn't serious. Still, it would be painful later. He beckoned to Kane, slid down
the face of the rock, used the pole to test the nmud below, and junped lightly. He dropped in the
sticky whiteness and rolled over hastily, plastering hinself fromhead to foot. Kane did the sane.
Mud woul dn't neutralize the poison flowers' gas, but it would absorb nost of it before it reached
t he skin.

Scott headed toward the beach, a grotesque figure. Mid dripped on the eye plate, and he scrubbed
it away with a handful of white grass. He used the pole constantly to test the footing ahead.
Nevert hel ess the nud betrayed him The pol e broke through suddenly, and as Scott autonatically
threw his wei ght back, the ground fell away under his feet. He had tinme for a crazy feeling of
relief that this was quicksand, not a nud-wolf's den, and then the clinging, treacherous stuff had
sucked hi m down knee-deep. He fell back, keeping his

grip on the pole and swinging the other end in an arc toward Kane.

The boy seized it in both hands and threw hinself flat. H's foot hooked over an exposed root.
Scott, craning his neck at a painfully awkward angle and trying to see through the nud-sneared
vision plates, kept a rat-trap grip on his end of the pole, hoping its slickness would not slip
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t hrough his fingers.

He was drawn down farther, and then Kane's anchorage began to help. The boy tried to pull the pole
toward him hand over hand. Scott shook his head. He was a good deal stronger than Kane, and the
|latter would need all his strength to keep a tight grip on the pole.

Sonething stirred in the shadows behind Kane. Scott instinctively et go with one hand, and, with
the other, got out his gun. It had a seal ed mechanism so the nud hadn't harnmed the firing, and
the nuzzle had a one-way trap. He fired at the novement behind Kane, heard a nmuffled tunmult, and
waited till it had died. The boy, after a startled | ook behind him had not stirred.

After that, rescue was conparatively easy. Scott sinply clinbed along the pole, spreading his

wei ght over the surface of the quicksand. The really tough part was pulling his legs free of that
deadly grip. Scott had to rest for five mnutes after that.

But he got out. That was the inportant thing.

Kane pointed inquiringly into the bushes where the creature had been shot, but Scott shook his
head. The nature of the beast wasn't a question worth deciding, as long as it was apparently hors
de conbat. Readjusting his nmask, Scott turned toward the beach, circling the quicksand, and Kane
kept at his heels.

Their luck had changed. They reached the shore with no further difficulty and col |l apsed on the

bl ack sand to rest. Presently Scott used a litnus, saw that the gas had di ssi pated, and renoved
his mask. He took a deep breath.

' Thanks, Kane,' he said. 'You can take a dip nowif you

want to wash off that nud. But stay close inshore. No, don't strip. There's no tine.'

The nmud clung |ike glue and the bl ack sand scratched like punmice. Still, Scott felt a good dea
cleaner after a fewmnutes in the surf, while Kane stayed on guard. Slightly refreshed, they
resuned the nmarch.

An hour later a convoy plane, testing, sighted them telaudioed the fort, and a flitterboat came
racing out'to pick themup. Wiat Scott appreciated nost of all was the stiff shot of uisqueplus
the pilot gave him

Yeah. It was a dog's life, all right!

He passed the flask to Kane.

Presently the fort | ooned ahead, guardi ng Doone harbour. Large as the | andl ocked bay was, it could
scarcely accommodate the fleet. Scott watched the activity visible with an approving eye. The
flitterboat rounded the sea wall, built for protection against tidal waves, and shot toward a
jetty. Its alnost inaudible notor died: the shell swung back

Scott got out, beckoning to an orderly.

"Yes, sir?

"See that this soldier gets what he needs. W've been in the jungle.'

The man didn't whistle synpathetically, but his nmouth pursed. He saluted and hel ped Kane clinb out
of the flitterboat. As Scott hurried along the quay, he could hear an outburst of friendly
profanity fromthe nen on the dock, gathering around Kane.

He nodded i nperceptibly. The boy woul d make a good Free Conpanion - always granted that he could
stand the gaff under fire. That was the acid test. Discipline was tightened then to the snapping
point. If it snapped - well, the human factor always remained a variable, in spite of all the
psychol ogi sts coul d do.

He went directly to his quarters, switching on the telaudio to call G ne Rhys. The cinc's seaned,
| eathery face resolved itself on the screen

"Captain Scott reporting for duty, sir.’

Rhys | ooked at himsharply. 'Wiat happened?’

"Flitterboat crack-up. Had to nake it in here on foot.'

The cine called on his God in a nmld voice. 'Aad you made it. Any accident?

"No, sir. The pilot's unharned, too. |'mready to take over, after |'ve cleaned up.'

"Better take a rejuvenation - you probably need it. Everything's going |like clockwork. You did a
good job with Mendez - a better bargain than |1'd hoped for. |'ve been talking with himon the
telaudio, integrating our forces. We'll go into that later, though. Cean up and then nake genera
i nspection.

' Check, sir.

Rhys clicked off. Scott turned to face his orderly.

"Hello, Briggs. Help ne off with these duds. You'll probably have to cut 'emoff.’

"Aad to see you back, sir. | don't think it'll be necessary to cut-' Blunt fingers flew deftly
over zippers and clasps. 'You were in the jungle?

Scott grinned wyly. 'Do | look as if 1'd been gliding?

"Not all the way, sir - no.'
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Briggs was |like an old bulldog - one of those men who proved the truth of the saying: 'dd

sol diers never die; they only fade away.' Briggs could have been pensioned off ten years ago, but
he hadn't wanted that. There was always a place for old soldiers in the Free Conpani es, even those
who were unskilled. Sone becane technicians; others mlitary instructors; the rest, orderlies. The
forts were their honmes. Had they retired to one of the Keeps, they would have died for |ack of

i nterests.

Bri ggs, now - he had never risen above the ranks, and knew nothing of military strategy, ordnance,
or anything except plain righting. But he had been a Dooneman for forty years, twenty-five of them
on active service. He was sixty-odd now, his squat figure slightly stooped Iike an elderly bear
his ugly face masked with scar tissue.

"All right. Start the shower, will you?'

Bri ggs stunped off, and Scott, stripped of his filthy,

sodden garnments, followed. He |uxuriated under the stinging spray, first hot soapy water, then

al com x, and after that plain water, first hot, then cold. That was the |last task he had to do

hi msel f. Briggs took over, as Scott relaxed on the slab, dropping lotion into the captain's
burni ng eyes, giving hima deft but nurderous rubdown, conbining osteopathic and chiropractic
treatment, adjusting revitalizing | anps, and neasuring a hypo shot to nullify fatigue toxins. \Wen
the orderly was finished, Scott was ready to resune his duties with a clear brain and a refreshed

body.

Bri ggs appeared with fresh clothing. Til have the old uniformcleaned, sir. No use throwing it
away. '

"You can't clean that,' Scott remarked, slipping into a singlet. 'Not after | rolled in nud. But
suit yourself. | won't be needing it for long.'

The orderly's fingers, buttoning Scott's tunic, stopped briefly and then resunmed their nmotion. 'Is
that so, sir?

"Yeah. |I'mtaking out discharge papers.'

" Anot her Conmpany, sir?

"Don't get on your high horse,’ Scott told the orderly. '"It's not that. What would you do if it
were? Court-nmartial ne yourself and shoot ne at sunrise?

"No, sir. Begging your pardon, sir, |I'd just think you were crazy.'

"Why | stand you only the Lord knows,' Scott remarked. 'You' re too damm independent. There's no
room for new ideas in that plastic skull of yours. You' re the quintessence of dogmatism

Bri ggs nodded. 'Probably, sir. Wien a man's |lived by one set of rules for as long as | have, and

those rules work out, | suppose he m ght get dognatic.'
"Forty years for you - about twelve for ne.'
"You cane up fast, captain. You'll be cine here yet.'

"That's what you think.'

"You're next in line after C ne Rhys.

"But 1'll be out of the Doones,' Scott pointed out. 'Keep that under your belt, Briggs.

The orderly grunted. 'Can't see it, sir. If you don't join another Conpany, where'll you go?
"Ever heard of the Keeps?

Briggs permitted himself a respectful snort. 'Sure. They're fine for a binge, but-'

"I'mgoing to live in one. Mntana Keep.'

'The Keeps were built with nen and nachines. | hel ped at the building of Doone fort. Blood' s m xed
with the plastic here. W had to hold back the jungle while the technicians were working. Eight
mont hs, sir, and never a day passed w thout some sort of attack. And attacks al ways mneant
casualties then. W had only breastworks. The ships |aid down a barrage, but barrages aren't

i npassable. That was a fight, captain.

Scott thrust out a leg so that Briggs could | ace his boots. 'And a damm good one. | know.' He
| ooked down at the orderly's baldish, brown head where white hairs straggl ed.
"You know, but you weren't there, captain. | was. First we dynanited. W cleared a half circle

where we could dig in behind breastworks. Behind us were the techs, throwing up a plastic wall as
fast as they could. The guns were brought in on barges. Lying offshore were the battl ewagons. W
could hear the shells go whistling over our heads- it sounded pretty good, because we knew thi ngs
were O K as long as the barrage kept up. But it couldn't be kept up day and night. The jungle
broke through. For nonths the smell of blood hung here, and that drew the eneny.'

"But you held them off.

"Sure, we did. Addi son Doone was cine then - he'd forned the Conpany years before, but we hadn't a
fort. Doone fought with us. Saved ny life once, in fact. Anyhow - we got the fort built, or rather
the techs did. | won't forget the kick I got out of it when the first big gun blasted off fromthe
wal | behind us. There was a lot to do after that, but when that shell was fired, we knew we'd done
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the job.'

Scott nodded. 'You feel a proprietary interest in the fort, | guess.'

Briggs | ooked puzzled. 'The fort? Wy, that doesn't nean

much, captain. There are lots of forts. It's something nore than that; | don't quite know what it

is. It's seeing the fleet out there - breaking in the rookies - giving the old toasts at ness -
knowi ng that-' He stopped, at a | oss.

Scott's lips twisted wyly.

"You don't really know, do you, Briggs?

" Know what, sir?

"Way you stay here. Wiy you can't believe I'd quit.'

Briggs gave a little shrug. "Well - it's the Doohes,' he said. 'That's all, captain. It's just
that.'
"And what the devil will it matter, in a few hundred years?

"l suppose it won't. No, sir. But it isn't our business to think about that. W' re Doonenen
that's all."’

Scott didn't answer. He could easily have pointed out the fallacy of Briggs' argument, but what
was the use? He stood up, the orderly whisking invisible dust off his tunic.

"All set, sir. Shipshape.

' Check, Briggs. Well, |'ve one nore scrap, anyhow. I'Ill bring you back a souvenir, eh?

The orderly saluted, grinning. Scott went out, feeling good. Inwardly he was chuckling rather
sardonically at the false values he was supposed to take seriously. O course nany nmen had died
when Doone fort had been built. But did that, in itself, make a tradition? Wiat good was the fort?
In a few centuries it would have outlived its usefulness. Then it would be a relic of the past.
Civilization noved on, and, these days, civilization nmerely tolerated the mlitary.

So - what was the use? Sentiment needed a valid reason for its existence. The Free Conpani ons
fought, bitterly, doggedly, with insane valour, in order to destroy thensel ves. The anci ent
motives for war had vani shed.

VWhat -was the use? Al over Venus the lights of the great forts were going out - and, this tine,
they woul d never be lit again- not in a thousand lifetinmes!

V

And we are here as on a darkling plain

Swept with confused al arnms of "struggle and flight,

Where ignorant armies clash by night.

-Arnold circa 1870

The fort was a conpletely self-contained unit, mlitary rather than social. There was no need for
any agrarian devel opnent, since a state of conplete siege never existed. Food could be brought in
fromthe Keeps by water and air.

But military production was inportant, and, in the life of the fort, the techs played an inportant
part, fromthe experinental physicist to the spot welder. There were always repl acenents to be
made, for, in battle, there were always casualties. And it was necessary to keep the weapons up to
date, continually striving to perfect new ones. But strategy and armanent were of equa

i mportance. An outnunbered fl eet had been known to conquer a stronger one by the use of practical
psychol ogy.

Scott found Comrander Bi enne at the docks, watching the [aunching of a new sub. Apparently Bienne
hadn't yet got over his anger, for he turned a scowing, sonbre face to the captain as he sal uted.

"Hel l o, commander,’' Scott said. 'I'mnaking i nspection. Are you free?
Bi enne nodded. ' There's not nuch to do.'
"Vell - routine. W got that sub finished just in tinme, eh?

‘Yes.' Bienne couldn't repress his pleasure at the sight of the trim sleek vessel beginning to
slide down the ways. Scott, too, felt his pulses heighten as the sub slipped into the water,
raising a mghty splash, and then settling down to a snooth, steady riding on the waves. He | ooked
out to where the great battl ewagons stood at anchor, twelve of them grey-green nonsters of plated
metal . Each of themcarried | aunching equipnment for gliders, but the collapsible aircraft were
stowed away out of sight as yet. Smaller destroyers lay like

| ean-fl anked wol ves anong the battl eships. There were two fast carriers, |loaded with gliders and
flitterboats. There were torpedo boats and one lowriding nonitor, inpregnable, powerfully armed,
but slow Only a direct hit could disable a monitor, but the behenoths had their disadvantages.
The battle was usually over before they lunbered into sight. Like all nonitors, this one - the
Armageddon - was constructed on the principle of a razorback hog, covered, except for the firing
ports, by a tureen-shaped shield, strongly braced fromw thin. The Arnageddon was divided into
groups of conpartments and had several auxiliary engines, so that, unlike the | egendary Rover
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when a nmonitor died, it did not die all over. It was, in effect, a dinosaur. You could bl ow off
the nonster's head, and it would continue to fight with talons and lashing tail. Its heavy guns
made up in nobility for the giant's unw el diness - but the trouble was to get the nmonitor into
battle. It was painfully slow

Scott scow ed. 'W're fighting over Venus Deep, eh?

"Yes,' Bienne nodded. 'That still goes. The Helldivers are already heading toward Mntana Keep and
we'll intercept them over the Deep.'

"When's zero hour?

"M dni ght tonight.'

Scott closed his eyes, visualizing their course on a nental chart. Not so good. Wen battle was
joined near island groups, it was sonetines possible for a nonitor to slip up under cover of the
islets, but that trick wouldn't work now. Too bad - for the Helldivers were a strong outfit, nore
so since their recent merger with OBrien's Legion. Even with the Mob to help, the outconme of the
scrap woul d be anyone's guess. The Arnmageddon ni ght be the decisive factor.

"I wonder-' Scott said. '"No. It'd be inpossible.

" What ?

' Canouf |l agi ng the Arnmageddon. If the Helldivers see the nmonitor comng, they'll |ead the fight
away fromit, faster than that tub can follow. | was thinking we mght get her into the battle

wi t hout the eneny realizing it.'

' She' s canoufl aged now. '

"Paint, that's all. She can be spotted. | had some screwy idea about disguising her as an island
or a dead whale.'

"She's too big for a whale and floating islands | ook a bit suspicious.'

"Yeah. But if we could slip the Arnageddon in without scaring off the eneny - Hmmm Mnitors
have a habit of turning turtle, don't they?

"Right. They're top-heavy. But a nonitor can't fight upside-down. It's not such a bright idea,
captain.' Briefly Bienne's sunken eyes gl eaned with sneering nockery. Scott grunted and turned
avay.

"All right. Let's take a | ook around.

The fleet was shi pshape. Scott went to the shops. He | earned that several new hulls were under
way, but would not be conpleted by zero hour. Wth Bienne, he continued to the |aboratory offices.
Not hi ng new. No slip-ups; no surprises. The nmachi ne was runni ng snoothly.

By the time inspection was conpleted, Scott had an idea. He told Bienne to carry on and went to
find Cne Rhys. The cine was in his office, just clicking off the telaudio as Scott appeared.

' That was Mendez,' Rhys said. 'The Mb's neeting our fleet a hundred mles off the coast. They'l|
be under our orders, of course. A good nman, Mendez, but | don't entirely trust him'

"You're not thinking of a double cross, sir?

C ne Rhys nade disparagi ng noises. 'Brutus is an honourable nman. No, he'll stick to his bargain
But | wouldn't cut cards with Mendez. As a Free Conpanion, he's trustworthy. Personally- Well, how
do things | ook?

"Very good, sir. |'ve an idea about the Arnmmgeddon.'’

"I wish | had,' Rhys said frankly. 'We can't get that dammed scow into the battle in any way | can
figure out. The Helldivers will see it coming, and |l ead the fight away.'

"1'mthinking of canouflage.'’

"Amonitor's a monitor. It's unmi stakable. You can't nmake it | ook Iike anything el se.

"Wth one exception, sir. You can make it |l ook |ike a disabled nonitor."'

Rhys sat back, giving Scott a startled glance. 'That's interesting. Go on.

"Look here, sir.' The captain used a stylo to sketch the outline of a nonitor on a conveni ent pad.
' Above the surface, the Armageddon's dome-shaped. Below, it's a bit different, chiefly because of
the keel. Why can't we put a fake superstructure on the nmonitor - build a false keel on it, so
it'll seem capsized?

"It's possible.’

" Everybody knows a nonitor's weak spot - that it turns turtle under fire sonetines. If the

Hel | di vers saw an apparently capsized Arnmageddon drifting toward them they'd naturally figure the
tub was disabled.’

"It's crazy,' Rhys said. 'One of those crazy ideas that m ght work.' He used the local telaudio to
i ssue crisp orders. 'Got it? Good. Get the Armageddon under way as soon as the equiprment's aboard.
Alterations will be nade at sea. W can't waste tine. If we had them made in the yards, she'd
never catch up with the fleet."'

The cine broke the connection, his seaned |eathery face twisting into a grin. 'l hope it works.
W'l see.’
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He snapped his fingers. 'Alnost forgot. President Crosby's nephew - Kane? - he was with you when
you cracked up, wasn't he? |'ve been wonderi ng whether | should have waived training for him How
did he show up in the jungle?

"Quite well,' Scott said. 'l had ny eye on him He'll nmake a good sol dier.

Rhys | ooked keenly at the captain. 'Wat about discipline? | felt that was his weak spot.'

"I've no conplaint to make.'

"So. Well, maybe. Starling's outfit is bad training for anyone- especially a raw kid. Speaking of
Starling, did C ne Mendez know anyt hi ng about his using atomc power?'

"No, sir. If Starling's doing that, he's keeping it plenty quiet.'

"W'll investigate after the battle. Can't afford that sort of

thing- we don't want another holocaust. It was bad enough to |ose Earth. It decimated the race. If
it happened again, it'd wipe the race out.'

‘I don't think there's rmuch danger of that. On Earth, it was the big atomi c power-stations that
got out of control. At worst, Starling can't have nore than hand weapons.

"True. You can't blowup a world with those. But you know the law - no atom ¢ power on Venus.'
Scott nodded.

"Wll, that's all.' Rhys waved himaway. ' ear weather.'

Whi ch, on this perpetually clouded world, had a tinge of irony.

After ness Scott returned to his quarters, for a snoke and a brief rest. He waved away Bri ggs
suggestion of a rubdown and sent the orderly to the conmi ssary for fresh tobacco. 'Be sure to get

Twenty Star,' he cautioned. 'l don't want that green hydroponic cabbage.'

"I know the brand, sir.' Briggs |ooked hurt and departed. Scott settled back in his rel axer

si ghi ng.

Zero hour at twelve. The last zero hour he'd ever know. Al through the day he had been consci ous
that he was fulfilling his duties for the last tine.

H s mind went back to Montana Keep. He was living again those other-worldly nonents in the cl oud-
wrapped A ynmpus with Ilene. Curiously, he found it difficult to visualize the girl's features.

Per haps she was a synbol - her appearance did not natter. Yet she was very |ovely.

In a different way fromJeana. Scott glanced at Jeana's picture on the desk, three-dinmensional and
tinted after life. By pressing a button on the frame, he could have given it sound and notion. He
| eaned forward and touched the tiny stud. In the depths of the picture the figure of Jeana
stirred, snmling. The red |ips parted.

Her voice, though soft, was quite natural

"Hello, Brian,' the recording said. "Wsh | were with you now. Here's a present, darling.' The

i mage blew hima kiss, and then faded back to immobility.

Scott sighed again. Jeana was a confortable sort of person. But- Ch, hell! She wasn't willing to
change. Very likely she couldn't. Ilene perhaps was equally dogmatic, but she represented the life
of the Keeps - and that was what Scott wanted now.

It was an artificial life Ilene lived, but she was honest about it. She knew its values were
false. At least she didn't pretend, |ike the Free Conpanions, that there were ideals worth dying
for. Scott renenbered Briggs. The fact that nmen had been killed during the building of Doone fort
meant a lot to the old orderly. He never asked hinsel f-why? Wiy had they died? Wiy was Doone fort
built in the first place? For war. And war was dooned.

One had to believe in an ideal before devoting one's life to it. One had to feel he was hel ping
the ideal to survive -watering the plant with his blood so eventually it would come to flower. The
red flower of Mars had | ong since blown. How did that old poem go?

One thing is certain, and the rest is lies; The flower that once has bl own forever dies.

It was true. But the Free Conpanions blindly pretended that the flower was still in blazing
scarlet bloom refusing to adnit that even the roots were withered and usel ess, scarcely able now
to suck up the blood sacrificed to its hopel ess thirst.

New fl owers bl ooned; new buds opened. But in the Keeps, not in the great dooned forts. It was the
wi nter cycle, and, as the | ast season's bl ossons faded, the buds of the next stirred into life.
Life questing and intolerant. Life that fed on the rotting petals of the rose of war.

But the pretence went on, in the coastal forts that guarded the Keeps. Scott nade a grinmace of
distaste. Blind, stupid folly! He was a nan first, not a soldier. And nan is essentially a

hedoni st, whether he identifies hinself with the race or not.

Scott could not. He was not part of the undersea culture, and he could never be. But he could | ose
himsel f in the hedonistic backwash of the Keeps, the froth that always overlies any social unit.
Wth Ilene, he could, at |east, seek happiness, without the bitter self-nockery he had known for
so long. Mockery at his own enotional weaknesses in which he did not believe.

Il ene was honest. She knew she was dammed, because unluckily she had intelligence.

file:/l/F|/rah/Henry%20Kuttner/Kuttner%20-%20Clash%20by%20Night%20(SS%20Collection)%20UC.txt (23 of 91) [2/4/03 10:11:41 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Henry%20K uttner/K uttner%20-%20Cl ash%620by%20Ni ght%20(SS%20Col | ection) %20U C.txt

So - Scott thought - they would nmake a good pair.

Scott | ooked up as Commander Bienne cane into the room Bienne's sour, nahogany face was fl ushed
deep red under the bronze. His |ids were heavy over angry eyes. He swung the door-curtain shut
after himand stood rocking on his heels, glowering at Scott.

He call ed Scott sonething unprintable.

The captain rose, an icy knot of fury in his stomach. Very softly he said, 'You're drunk, Bienne
Get out. Get back to your quarters.'

"Sure- you little tinhorn soldier. You like to give orders, don't you? You like to chisel, too.

The way you chiselled ne out of that left-wing command today. |'mpretty sick of it, Captain Brian
Scott.'

"Don't be a dammed fool! | don't |ike you personally any nore than you |like ne, but that's got
nothing to do with the Conpany. | reconmended you for that comand.'

"You lie,' Bienne said, swaying. 'And | hate your guts.'

Scott went pale, the scar on his cheek flanmng red. Bienne came forward. He wasn't too drunk to co-
ordinate. His fist |ashed out suddenly and connected agonizingly with Scott's nol ar

The captain's reach was | ess than Bienne's. He ducked inside of the next swing and carefully
smashed a bl ow home on the point of the other's jaw. Bienne was driven back, crashing against the
wal | and sliding down in a linp heap, his head lolling forward.

Scott, rubbing his knuckl es, |ooked down, considering.

Presently he knelt and made a qui ck exam nation. A knockout, that was all

Oh, well.

Bri ggs appeared, showing no surprise at the sight of Bienne's notionless body. The perfect orderly
wal ked across to the table and began to refill the hunmidor with the tobacco he had brought.

Scott al nost chuckl ed.

"Briggs.'

"Yes, sir?

" Commander Bienne's had a slight accident. He- slipped. Hit his chin on something. He's a bit
tight, too. Fix himup, will you?

"Wth pleasure, sir.' Briggs hoisted Bienne's body across his brawny shoul ders.

"Zero hour's at twelve. The conmander nust be aboard the Flintlock by then. And sober. Can do?
"Certainly, sir,' Briggs said, and went out.

Scott returned to his chair, filling his pipe. He should have confined Bienne to his quarters, of
course. But - well, this was a personal matter. One could afford to stretch a point, especially
since Bienne was a valuable man to have aboard during action. Scott vaguely hoped the comrander
woul d get his thick head bl own off.

After a tinme he tapped the dottle fromhis pipe and went off for a final inspection

At midnight the fleet hoisted anchor

By dawn the Doones were nearing the Venus Deep

The ships of the Mob had al ready joined them seven battleships, and assorted cruisers,
destroyers, and one carrier. No nonitor. The Mob didn't own one - it had capsized two nonths
before, and was still undergoing repairs.

The conbined fleets sailed in crescent fornation, the left wing, conmanded by Scott, conposed of
his own ship, the Flintlock, and the Arquebus, the Arrow, and the Msericordia, all Doone

battl ewagons. There were two Mb ships with

him the Navaho and the Zuni, the latter commanded by G ne Mendez. Scott had one carrier with him
the other being at right wi ng. Besides these, there were the lighter craft.

In the centre were the battl eships Arbal est, Lance, Catling, and Mace, as well as three of
Mendez's. Cine Rhys was aboard the Lance, controlling operations. The canoufl aged nonitor
Armageddon was puffing away valiantly far behind, well out of sight in the nists.

Scott was in his control room surrounded by tel audio screens and sw tchboards. Six operators were
perched on stools before the controls, ready to junp to action when orders cane through their
earphones. In the din of battle spoken commands often went unheard, which was why Scott wore a
hush-ni ke strapped to his chest.

Hi s eyes roved over the senicircle of screens before him

"Any report fromthe gliders yet?

"No, sir.'

"CGet ne air-spotting command.’

One of the screens flamed to life; a face snapped into viewon it.

' Report.'

"Not hing yet, captain. Wait.' There was a distant thunder. 'Detectors clanped on a telaudio tight-
beam directly overhead.'
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"Eneny glider in the clouds?

"Apparently. It's out of the focus now.'

"Try to relocate it.'

A lot of good that would do. Motored planes could easily be detected overhead, but a glider was
another matter. The only way to spot one was by clanping a detector focus directly on the glider's
tel audi o beam worse than a needle in a haystack. Luckily the crates didn't carry bonbs.

"Report conming in, sir. One of our gliders.'

Anot her screen showed a face. 'Pilot reporting, sir. Located eneny.'

"CGood. Switch in the telaudio, infra. Wat sector?

"V.D. eight hundred seven north-west twenty-one.

Scott said into his hush-m ke, 'Get C ne Rhys and Conmander Geer on tight-beam And C ne Mendez.'
Three nore screens lit up, showing the faces of the three officers.

"Cut in the pilot.'

Sonewhere over Venus Deep the glider pilot was arcing his plane through the cloud-I|ayer, the
automatic tel audi o-canera, lensed to infra-red, penetrating the nmurk and revealing the ocean

bel ow. On the screen ships' showed driving forward in battle formation

Scott recogni zed and enunerated themnentally. The Orion, the Straw, the Vega, the Polaris - uh-
huh. Lighter ships. Plenty of them The scanner swept on

C ne Rhys said, 'W're outnunbered badly C ne Mendez, are your sub-detectors in operation?

' They are. Nothing yet.'

"W'll join battle in half an hour, | judge. W' ve |located them and they' ve no doubt |ocated us.
' Check.'

The screens bl anked out. Scott settled back, alertly at ease. Nothing to do now but wait, keeping
ready for the unexpected. The Orion and the Vega were the Helldivers' biggest battleships, |arger
than anything in the line of the Doones- or the Mb. G ne Flynn was no doubt aboard the Oion. The
Hel I di vers owned a nonitor, but it had not showed on the infra-red aerial scanner. Probably the
behemot h woul dn't even show up in time for the battle.

But even without the nonitor, the Helldivers had an overwhel nmi ng surface display. Mreover, their
undersea fleet was an inportant factor. The sub-detectors of C ne Mendez might - probably would -
cut down the odds. But possibly not enough

The Arnageddon, Scott thought, nmight be the point of decision, the ultinmte argunent. And, as yet,
t he canoufl aged nonitor was |unmbering through the waves far in the wake of the Doones.

Conmander Bi enne appeared on a screen. He had frozen

into a disciplined, trained robot, personal aninosities forgotten for the tinme. Active duty did
that to a man.

Scott expected nothing different, however, and his voice was conpletely inpersonal as he

acknow edged Bienne's call.

"The flitterboats are ready to go, captain.'

"Send themout in fifteen mnutes. Relay to left wing, all ships carrying flitters.'

' Check.'

For a while there was silence. A boom ng expl osion brought Scott to instant al ertness. He gl anced
up at the screens.

A new face appeared. 'Helldivers opening up. Testing for range. They nust have gliders overhead.
W can't spot 'em'

'CGet the men under cover. Send up a test barrage. Prepare to return fire. Contact our pilots over
the Hel |l divers.'

It was beginning now - the incessant, racking thunder that would continue till the |ast shot was
fired. Scott cut into Cine Riys as the latter signalled.

'Reporting, sir.'

Harry the eneny. W can't do nuch yet. Change to R-8 fornation.

C ne Mendez said, 'W've got three eneny subs. Qur detectors are tuned up to high pitch

"Limt the range so our subs will be outside the sphere of influence.’

"Already did that. The eneny's using magnetic depth charges, |laying an undersea barrage as they
advance.'

"I''ll talk to the sub command.' Rhys cut off. Scott |istened to the increasing fury of expl osions.
He could not yet hear the distinctive clap-clap of heat rays, but the quarters were not yet close
enough for those undependabl e, though powerful, weapons. It took time for a heat ray to warm up
and during that period a well-ainmed bullet could smash the projector |ens.

"Casualty, sir. Direct hit aboard destroyer Bayonet.'

' Ext ent of danmge?’

" Not disabl ed. Conplete report |later.
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After a while a glider pilot cane in on the beam

"Shell |anded on the Polaris, sir.'

"Use the scanner.’

It showed the Helldivers' battlewagon, part of the superstructure carried away, but obviously
still in fighting trim Scott nodded. Both sides were getting the range now. The hazy clouds stil
hid each fleet fromthe other, but they were nearing.

The sound of artillery increased. Problens of trajectory were increased by the violent w nds of
Venus, but accurate aimng was possible. Scott nodded grimy as a crash shook the Flintlock

They were getting it now. Here, in the brain of the ship, he was as close to the battle as any
menber of a firing crew. The screens were his eyes.

They had the advantage of being able to use infra-red, so that Scott, buried here, could see nore
than he could have on deck, with his naked eye. Sonething | ooned out of the murk and Scott's
breath stopped before he recogni zed the lines of the Doone battlewagon M sericordia. She was off
course. The captain used his hush-m ke to snap a quick reprinmand.

Flitterboats were going out now, speedy hornets that would harry the eneny fleet. In one of them
Scott renmenbered, was Nornman Kane. He thought of Ilene and thrust the thought back, out of his
mind. No time for that now

Battle stations allowed no time for wool gathering.

The di stant vanguard of the Helldivers came into sight on the screens. C ne Mendez call ed.

'El even nore subs. One got through. Seenms to be near the Flintlock. Drop depth bonbs.'

Scott nodded and obeyed. Shuddering concussi ons shook the ship. Presently a report canme in: fue
slick to starboard.

Good. A few well-placed torpedoes could do a | ot of danage.

The Flintlock heeled incessantly under the action of the

heavy guns. Heat rays were lancing out. The big ships could not easily avoid the searing blasts
that could nelt solid netal, but the flitterboats, dancing around |like angry insects, sent a rain
of bullets at the projectors. But even that took integration. The rays thensel ves were invisible,
and could only be traced fromtheir targets. The canera crews were working overtinme, snapping
shots of the eneny ships, tracing the rays' points of origin, and telaudioing the information to
the flitterboats.

"Hel | di vers' Rigel out of action.'

On the screen the big destroyer swung around, bow pointing forward. She was going to ram Scott
snapped orders. The Flintlock went hard over, guns pouring death into the doonmed Ri gel

The shi ps passed, so close that nen on the Flintlock's decks could see the destroyer |urching
through the haze. Scott judged her course and tried desperately to get Mendez. There was a del ay.
'OV QW energency! Get the Zuni!'

'Here she answers, sir.'

Scott snapped, 'Change course. QM Destroyer Ri gel bearing down on you.'

' Check.' The screen bl anked. Scott used a scanner. He groaned at the sight. The Zuni was swi ngi ng
fast, but the Rigel was too close - too dammed cl ose.

She ranmed.

Scott said, 'Hell.' That put the Zuni out of action. He reported to G ne Rhys.
"All right, captain. Continue R-8 formation.'
Mendez appeared on a screen. 'Captain Scott. W're disabled. |I'mconing aboard. Have to direct sub-

strafing operations. Can you give ne a control board?

"Yes, sir. Land at Port Sector 7.'

Hi dden in the nist, the fleets swept on in parallel courses, the big battl ewagons keepi ng steady
formation, pouring heat rays and shells across the gap. The lighter ships strayed out of line at
tinmes, but the flitterboats swarmed |i ke m dges,

dog-fighting when they were not harrying the larger craft. diders were usel ess now, at such cl ose
quarters.

The thunder crashed and booned. Shudders rocked the Flintlock

"Hit on Helldivers' Orion. Ht on Sinus.'

"Hit on Mob ship Apache.

"Four nore eneny subs destroyed.'

Doone sub X-i6 fails to report."'

"Hel I divers' Polaris seens disabl ed.

"Send out auxiliary flitterboats, units nine and twenty.'

Ci ne Mendez canme in, breathing hard. Scott waved himto an auxiliary control unit seat.

"Hit on Lance. Wait a mnute. Cine Rhys a casualty, sir.'

Scott froze. 'Details.’
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"One nmonent- Dead, sir.'

"Very well,"' Scott said after a nonment. '1'm assum ng command. Pass it al ong.'

He caught a sidelong glance from Mendez. When a Conpany's cine was killed, one of two things
happened -pronotion of a new cine, or a nmerger with another Conpany. In this case Scott was
required, by his rank, to assune tenporarily the fleet's comand. Later, at the Doone fort, there
woul d be a neeting and a final decision.

He scarcely thought of that now Rhys dead! Tough, unenotional old Rhys, killed in action. Rhys
had a free-wife in sone Keep, Scott renenbered. The Conpany woul d pension her. Scott had never
seen the wonan. Oddly, he wondered what she was |ike. The question had never occurred to him

bef ore.

The screens were flashing. Double duty now - or triple. Scott forgot everything else in directing
the battle.

It was like first-stage anaesthesia- it was difficult to judge tinme. It night have been an hour or
six since the battle had started. O |less than an hour for that matter

"Destroyer disabled. Cruiser disabled. Three eneny subs L out of action-'

It went on, endlessly. At the auxiliaries Mendez was ' directing sub-strafing operations. Were in
hell's the Arna-

geddon, Scott thought? The fight would be over before that overgrown tortoise arrived.

Abruptly a screen flashed QW The | ean, beak-nosed face of Cine Flynn of the Helldivers showed.
"Calling Ddone command.

" Acknow edgi ng,' Scott said. 'Captain Scott, energency comrand.

Wiy was Flynn calling? Eneny fleets in action never comruni cated, except to surrender

Flynn said curtly, 'You're using atom c power, captain. Explanation, please.’

Mendez jerked around. Scott felt a tight band around his

st omach.

" Done without my know edge or approval, of course, Cne Flynn. My apol ogies. Details?

"One of your flitterboats fired an atonic-powered pistol at the Orion. One seven-unit gun

di sabl ed."

"One of ours, of the sane calibre, will be taken out of action imediately. Further details, sir?
"Use your scanner, captain, on Sector Mbile 18 south Orion. Your apology is accepted. The
incident will be erased from our records.'

Flynn clicked off. Scott used the scanner, catching a Doone fiitterboat in its focus. He used the
enl ar ger.

The little boat was fleeing fromeneny fire, racing back toward the Doone fleet, heading directly
toward the Flintlock, Scott saw. Through the transparent shell he saw the bonbardier sl unped
noti onl ess, his head blown half off. The pilot, still gripping an atonmic-fire pistol in one hand,
was Nor man Kane. Bl ood streaked his boyish, strained face.

So Starling's outfit did have atomic power, then. Kane nust have snuggl ed the weapon out w th him
when he left. And, in the excitement of battle, he had used it against the

eneny.

Scott said coldly, 'Gun crews starboard. Fiitterboat Z-/O

4, Blast it.

Al nost inmmediately a shell burst near the little craft. On

the screen Kane | ooked up, startled by his own side firing upon him Conprehensi on showed on his
face. He swng the flitterboat off course, zigzagging, trying desperately to dodge the barrage.
Scott watched, his lips grimy tight. The flitterboat exploded in a rain of spray and debris.

Aut omatic court marti al

After the battle, the Conpanies would band together and smash Starling' s outfit.

Meantime this was action. Scott returned to his screens, erasing the incident fromhis nind

Very gradual ly the bal ance of power was increasing with the Helldivers. Both sides were |osing
shi ps, put out of action rather than sunk, and Scott thought nore and nore often of the nonitor

Armageddon. She could turn the battle now But she was still far astern
Scott never felt the explosion that wecked the control room Hi s senses blacked out without
war ni ng.

He coul d not have been unconscious for |ong. Wen he opened his eyes, he stared up at a shanbl es.
He seened to be the only nman left alive. But it could not have been a direct hit, or he would not
have survived either.

He was lying on his back, pinned down by a heavy crossbeam But no bones were broken. Blind,

i ncredi bl e luck had hel ped hi mthere. The brunt of the damage had been borne by the operators.
They were dead, Scott saw at a gl ance.

He tried to craw out fromunder the beam but that was inmpossible. In the thunder of battle his
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voi ce could not be heard.

There was a novenent across the room halfway to the door. Cine Mendez stunbled up and stared
around, blinking. Red sneared his plunp cheeks.

He saw Scott and stood, rocking back and forth, staring.

Then he put his hand on the butt of his pistol

Scott could very easily read the other's nind. If the Doone captain died now, the chances were
that Mendez could

merge with the Doones and assune control. The politico-nilitary bal ance |ay that way.

If Scott lived, it was probable that he woul d be el ected

cine. It was, therefore, decidedly to Mendez's advantage to kil

the trapped nan.

A shadow crossed the doorway. Mendez, his back to the newconmer, did not see Conmander Bienne halt
on the threshold, scowing at the tableau. Scott knew that Bi enne understood the situation as well
as he hinmself did. The commander realized that in a very few noments Mendez woul d draw his gun and
fire.

Scott waited. The cinc's fingers tightened on his gun butt.

Bi enne, grinning crookedly, said, 'l thought that shell had finished you, sir. GQuess it's hard to
kill a Doonenan.'

Mendez took his hand of f the gun, instantly regaining his poise. He turned to Bienne

"I'mglad you're here, commander. It'l|l probably take both of us to nove that beam'

"Shall we try, sir?
Between the two of them they nanaged to shift the weight off Scott's torso. Briefly the latter's

eyes nmet Bienne's. There was still no friendliness in them but there was a | ook of wy self-
nockery.

Bi enne hadn't saved Scott's life, exactly. It was, rather, a question of being a Dooneman. For
Bi enne was, first of all, a soldier, and a menber of the Free Conpany.

Scott tested his |inbs; they worked.

"How | ong was | out, conmander?

"Ten minutes, sir. The Arnmageddon's in sight.'

'Good. Are the Helldivers veering off?

Bi enne shook his head. 'So far they're not suspicious.'

Scott grunted and made his way to the door, the others at his heels. Mendez said, 'We'll need
anot her control ship.'

"All right. The Arquebus. Commander, take over here. C ne Mendez-'

A flitterboat took themto the Arquebus, which was still in

good fighting trim The nonitor Armageddon, Scott saw, was rolling helplessly in the trough of the
waves. |In accordance with the battle plan, the Doone ships were | eading the Helldivers toward the
apparently capsized giant. The technicians had done a good job; the fal se keel |ooked shockingly
convi nci ng.

Aboard the Arquebus, Scott took over, giving Mendez the auxiliary control for his substrafers. The
cine beamed at Scott over his shoul der

"Wait till that nonitor opens up, captain.'

"Yeah . . . we're in bad shape, though.'

Nei t her man mentioned the incident that was in both their minds. It was tacitly forgotten - the
only thing to do now.

@uns were still bellow ng. The Helldivers were pouring their fire into the Doone formation, and
they were w nning. Scott scowl ed at the screens. If he waited too long, it would be just too bad.
Presently he put a beam on the Arnageddon. She was in a beautiful position now, m dway between two
of the Helldivers' |argest battleships.

"Unmask. Open fire.'

Firing ports opened on the nonitor. The sea titan's huge guns snouted into view Al npst

si mul t aneously they bl asted, the thunder drowning out the noise of the |ighter guns.

"Al'l Doone ships attack,' Scott said. 'Plan R-j.'

This was it. This was it!

The Doones raced into the kill. Blasting, bellow ng, shouting, the guns tried to make themnsel ves
heard above the roaring of the nonitor. They could not succeed, but that savage, invincible

onsl aught won the battle.

It was nearly inpossible to nanoeuvre a nonitor into battle formation, but, once that was
acconpl i shed, the only thing that could stop the nonster was atom c power.

But the Helldivers fought on, trying strategic formation. They could not succeed. The big

battl ewagons could not get out of range of the Arnageddon's guns. And that neant-

file:/lIF|/rah/Henry%20Kuttner/Kuttner%20-%20Clash%20by%20Night%20(SS%20Collection)%20UC.txt (28 of 91) [2/4/03 10:11:41 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Henry%20K uttner/K uttner%20-%20Cl ash%620by%20Ni ght%20(SS%20Col | ection) %20U C.txt

C ne Flynn's face showed on the screen

"Capitulation, sir. Cease firing.'

Scott gave orders. The roar of the guns died into humm ng, incredible silence.

"You gave us a great battle, cine.’

"Thanks. So did you. Your strategy with the nonitor was excellent.'

So - that was that. Scott felt something go linp inside of him Flynn's routine words were
nmeani ngl ess; Scott was drained of the vital excitenment that had kept himgoing till now

The rest was pure formul a.

Token depth charges woul d be dropped over Virginia Keep. They would not harmthe Dome, but they
were the rule. There would be the ransom paid always by the Keep whi ch backed the |osing side. A
supply of korium or its negotiable equivalent. The Doone treasury would be swelled. Part of the
money woul d go into replacenents and new keels. The life of the forts would go on

Alone at the rail of the Arquebus, heading for Virginia Keep, Scott watched sl ow darkness change
the clouds frompearl to grey, and then to invisibility. He was alone in the night. The wash of
waves cane up to himsoftly as the Arquebus rushed to her destination, three hundred mles away.
Warmyellow |ights gleaned fromports behind him but he did not turn. This, he thought, was |ike
the cl oud-w apped A ynpus in Montana Keep, where he had prom sed |l ene - many things.

Yet there was a difference. On an Aynpus a man was really a god, shut away conpletely fromthe
living world. Here, in the unbroken dark, there was no sense of alienage. Nothing. He was gazing
up into the nothingness overhead - Venus had no noon, and the clouds hid the stars. And the seas
are not phosphorescent.

Beneat h these waters stand the Keeps, Scott thought. They hold the future. Such battles as were
fought today are fought so that the Keeps nay not be destroyed.

And nmen will sacrifice. Men have always sacrificed, for a social organization or a mlitary unit.
Man nust create his own ideal. 'If there had been no God, man woul d have created Hm'

Bi enne had sacrificed today, in a queer, twisted way of loyalty to his fetish. Yet Bienne stil
hated him Scott knew.

The Doones neant nothing. Their idea was a fal se one. Yet, because nmen were faithful to that
ideal, civilization would rise again fromthe guarded Keeps. A civilization that would forget its
dooned guardi ans, the waters of the seas of Venus, the Free Conpanions yelling their nmad, futile
battle cry as they drove on- as this ship was driving- into a night that would have no dawn.

I'l ene.

Jeana.

It was no such sinple choice. It was, in fact, no real choice at all. For Scott knew, very
definitely, that he could never, as long as he lived, believe wholeheartedly in the Free

Conpani ons. Al ways a sardonic devil deep within himwould be laughing in bitter self-nockery.
The whi sper of the waves drifted up

It wasn't sensible. It was sentinmental, crazy, stupid, sloppy thinking.

But Scott knew, now, that he wasn't going back to Ilene.

He was a fool

But he was a soldier.

VHEN THE BOUGH BREAKS

THEY WERE SURPRI SED at getting the apartment, what with high rents and witten-in clauses in the

| ease, and Joe Calderon felt hinself lucky to be only ten mnutes subway ride fromthe University.
Hs wife, Myra, fluffed up her red hair in a distracted fashion and said that |andl ords presumably
expect ed parthenogenesis in their tenants, if that was what she nmeant. Anyhow, it was where an
organismsplit in two and the result was two mature speci nens. Cal deron grinned, said, "Binary
fission, chunp,” and watched young Al exander, aged ei ghteen nonths, backing up on all fours across
the carpet, preparatory to assuming a standing position on his fat bow egs.

It was a pleasant apartment, at that. The sun cane into it at tines, and there were nore
roons than they had any right to expect, for the price. The next-door neighbor, a billow bl onde
who tal ked of little except her migraine, said that it was hard to keep tenants in 4-D. It wasn't
exactly haunted, but it had the queerest visitors. The |l ast |essee, an insurance man who drank
heavi ly, moved out one day tal king about little men who canme ringing the bell at all hours asking
for a M. Pott, or somebody like that. Not until sonme tine later did Joe identify Pott wth
Caul dron-or Cal deron.

They were sitting on the couch in a pleased manner, |ooking at Al exander. He was quite a
baby. Like all infants, he had a collar of fat at the back of his neck, and his |egs, Calderon
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said, were like two vast and trunkless linbs of stone-at |east they gave that effect. The eyes
stopped at their incredible bul ging pinkness, fascinated. Al exander |aughed like a fool, rose to
his feet, and staggered drunkenly toward his parents, muttering unintelligible gibberish
"Madnman," Myra said fondly, and tossed the child a fl oppy velvet pig of whom he was enanored.

"So we're all set for the winter," Calderon said. He was a tall, thin, harassed-I| ooking
man, a fine research physicist, and very much interested in his work at the University. Myra was a
rather fragile red-head, with a tilted nose and sardonic red-brown eyes. She nade deprecatory
noi ses.

"If we can get a naid. G herwise I'll char."

"You sound like a |lost soul," Calderon said. "Wat do you nean, you'll char?"

"Li ke a charwonman. Sweep, cook, clean. Babies are a great trial. Still, they're worth it."
“"Not in front of Alexander. He'll get above hinself."

The doorbell rang. Cal deron uncoiled hinsel f, wandered vaguely across the room and opened
the door. He blinked at nothing. Then he | owered his gaze sonmewhat, and what he saw was suffi cient
to make himstare a little.

Four tiny men were standing in the hall. That is, they were tiny bel ow the brows. Their
craniums were inmense, watermnel on | arge and wat ernel on shaped, or else they were wearing
abnormal |y huge helnets of glistening netal. Their faces were wi zened, peaked tiny masks that were
nests of lines and wrinkles. Their clothes were garish, unpleasantly colored, and seened to be
made of paper.

"Ch?" Cal deron said bl ankly.

Swi ft | ooks were exchanged anong the four. One of themsaid, "Are you Joseph Cal deron?"

"Yeah. "

"We," said the nost winkled of the quartet, "are your son's descendents. He's a super
child. W're here to educate him"

"Yes," Cal deron said. "Yes, of course. |I... listen!"

"To what ?"

" Super-"

"There he is," another dwarf cried. "It's Al exander! W've hit the right tinme at last!" He
scuttl ed past Calderon's legs and into the room Calderon nade a few futile snatches, but the
small men easily evaded him Wen he turned, they were gathered around Al exander. Myra had drawn
up her |egs under her and was watching with an amazed expression.

"Look at that," a dwarf said. "See his potential tefeet-zie?" It sounded like tefeetzie.

"But his skull, Bordent,"” another put in. "That's the inportant part. The vyrings are
al nost perfectly coblast-ably."
"Beautiful," Bordent acknow edged. He | eaned forward. Al exander reached forward into the

nest of wrinkles, seized Bordent's nose, and twi sted painfully. Bordent bore it stoically unti
the grip rel axed.

"Undevel oped, " he said tolerantly. "We'll develop him"

Myra sprang fromthe couch, picked up her child, and stood at bay, facing the little nen.
"Joe," she said, "are you going to stand for this? W are these bad-mannered goblins?"

"Lord knows," Cal deron said. He noistened his lips. "Wiat kind of a gag is that? Wwo sent
you?"

"Al exander," Bordent said. "Fromthe year... ah... about 2450, reckoning roughly. He's
practically inmmortal. Only violence can kill one of the Supers, and there's none of that in 2450."

Cal deron sighed. "No, | mean it. A gag's a gag. But-"

"Time and again we've tried. In 1940, 1944, 1947-all around this era. W were either too
early or too late. But now we've hit on the right tinme-sector. It's our job to educate Al exander.
You shoul d feel proud of being his parents. W worship you, you know. Father and nother of the new
race. "

"Tuh!" Cal deron said. "Come off it!"

"They need proof, Dobish," soneone said. "Renmenber, this is their first inkling that
Al exander is hono superior."

"Hono nuts," Myra said. "Al exander's a perfectly nornmal baby."

"He's perfectly supernornal," Dobish said. "We're his descendents."

"That makes you a superman,"” Cal deron said skeptically, eyeing the snall nan.

"Not in toto. There aren't many of the X Free type. The biological normis specialization
Only a few are straight-line super. Some specialize in logic, others in vervainity, others-Ilike us-
are guides. If we were X Free supers, you couldn't stand there and talk to us. O |ook at us.

We're only parts. Those |ike Al exander are the glorious whole."
"Ch, send themaway," Myra said, getting tired of it. "I feel |ike a Thurber wonan."

file:/lIF|/rah/Henry%20Kuttner/Kuttner%20-%20Clash%20by%20Night%20(SS%20Collection)%20UC.txt (30 of 91) [2/4/03 10:11:41 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Henry%20K uttner/K uttner%20-%20Cl ash%620by%20Ni ght%20(SS%20Col | ection) %20U C.txt

Cal deron nodded. "O K. Blow, gentlemen. Take a powder. | nean it."

"Yes," Dobish said, "they need proof. Wat'll we do? Skyski nate?"

"Too twi sty,"” Bordent objected. "Object |esson, eh? The stiller."

"Stiller?" Myra asked.

Bordent took an object fromhis paper clothes and spun it in his hands. H's fingers were
all double-jointed. Calderon felt a tiny electric shock go through him

"Joe," Myra said, white-faced. "I can't nove."
"Neither can |I. Take it easy. This is... it's-" He slowed and stopped.
"Sit down," Bordent said, still twirling the object. Calderon and Myra backed up to the

couch and sat down. Their tongues froze with the rest of them

Dobi sh cane over, clanmbered up, and pried Al exander out of his nother's grip. Horror noved
in her eyes.

"W won't hurt him" Dobish said. "W just want to give himhis first |esson. Have you got
t he basics, Finn?"

"In the bag." Finn extracted a foot-1ong bag fromhis garnents. Things cane out of that
bag. They canme out incredibly. Soon the carpet was littered with stuff-problematical in design
nature, and use. Cal deron recogni zed a tesseract.

The fourth dwarf, whose nane, it turned out, was Quat, sniled consolingly at the
di stressed parents. "You watch. You can't l|earn; you' ve not got the potential. You're hono saps.
But Al exander, now"

Al exander was in one of his npods. He was diabolically gay. Wth the devil -possessi on of
all babies, he refused to collaborate. He crept rapidly backwards. He burst into |oud, squalling
sobs. He regarded his feet with amazed joy.

He stuffed his fist into his nouth and cried bitterly at the result. He tal ked about
invisible things in a soft, cryptic nonotone. He punched Dobish in the eye.

The little men had i nexhaustible patience. Two hours |later they were through. Cal deron
couldn't see that Al exander had | earned nuch.

Bordent twirled the object again. He nodded affably, and led the retreat. The four little
men went out of the apartnment, and a nonent | ater Calderon and Myra coul d nove.

She junped up, staggering on nunbed | egs, seized Al exander, and collapsed on the couch
Cal deron rushed to the door and flung it open. The hall was enpty.

"Joe-" Mra said, her voice snall and afraid. Cal deron cane back and snoothed her hair. He
| ooked down at the bright fuzzy head of Al exander

"Joe. W've got to do-do sonething.”

"I don't know," he said. "If it happened-"

"I't happened. They took those things with them Al exander. Ch!"

"They didn't try to hurt him" Calderon said hesitatingly.

"Qur baby! He's no superchild."”

"Well," Calderon said, "I'lIl get out ny revolver. Wat else can | do?"

"I''"l'l do sonething,” Myra promi sed. "Nasty little goblins! I'll do sonething, just wait."

And yet there wasn't a great deal they could do.

Tacitly they ignored the subject the next day. But at 4 P.M, the same tine as the
original visitation, they were with Al exander in a theater, watching the |atest Technicolor film
The four little men could scarcely find them here-

Cal deron felt Myra stiffen, and even as he turned, he suspected the worst. Myra sprang up
her breath catching. Her fingers tightened on his arm

"He's gone!"

"G gone?"

"He just vanished. | was holding him.. let's get out of here."

"Maybe you dropped him" Calderon said inanely, and Iit a match. There were cries from
behi nd. Myra was al ready pushing her way toward the aisle. There were no babi es under the seat,
and Cal deron caught up with his wife in the | obby.

"He di sappeared,” Myra was babbling. "Like that. Maybe he's in the future. Joe, what'll we
do?"

Cal deron, through sonme mracle, got a taxi. "W'll go hone. That's the nost |ikely place
| hope."

"Yes. OF course it is. Gve nme a cigarette."

"He'll be in the apartment-"

He was, squatting on his haunches, taking a decided interest in the gadget Quat was

file:/lIF|/rah/Henry%20Kuttner/Kuttner%20-%20Clash%20by%20Night%20(SS%20Collection)%20UC.txt (31 of 91) [2/4/03 10:11:41 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Henry%20K uttner/K uttner%20-%20Cl ash%620by%20Ni ght%20(SS%20Col | ection) %20U C.txt

denonstrating. The gadget was a gayly-colored egg beater with four-dinmensional attachments, and it
talked in a thin, high voice. Not in English

Bordent flipped out the stiller and began to twirl it as the couple canme in. Cal deron got
hold of Myra's arns and held her back, "Hold on," he said urgently. "That isn't necessary. W
won't try anything."

"Joe!" Myra tried to wiggle free. "Are you going to let them"

"Quiet!" he said. "Bordent, put that thing down. W want to talk to you."

"Well-if you pronise not to interrupt-"

"W pronise." Calderon forcibly led Myra to the couch and held her there. "Look, darling.
Al exander's all right. They're not hurting him"

"Hurt him indeed!" Finn said. "He'd skin us alive in the future if we hurt himin the
past."
"Be quiet," Bordent commanded. He seened to be the | eader of the four. "I'mglad you're co-
operating, Joseph Calderon. It goes against nmy grain to use force on a denigod. After all, you're
Al exander's father."

Al exander put out a fat paw and tried to touch the whirling rai nbow egg beater. He seened

to be fascinated. Quat said, "The kivelish is sparking. Shall | vastinate?"

"Not too fast," Bordent said. "He'll be rational in a week, and then we can speed up the
process. Now, Cal deron, please relax. Anything you want?"

"A drink."

"They mean al cohol,"” Finn said. "The Rubaiyat mentions it, renenber?"

" Rubai yat ?"

"The singing red gemin Twelve Library."

"Ch, yes," Bordent said. "That one. | was thinking of the Yahveh slab, the one with the
thunder effects. Do you want to make sone al cohol, Finn?"

Cal deron swal | owed. "Don't bother. | have some in that sideboard. May I-"

"You're not prisoners." Bordent's voice was shocked. "It's just that we've got to nake you
listen to a few explanations, and after that-well, it'll be different."”

Myra shook her head when Cal deron handed her a drink, but he scowl ed at her neaningly.
"You won't feel it. Go ahead."

She hadn't once taken her gaze from Al exander. The baby was imtating the thin noise of
the egg beater now It was subtly unpl easant.

"The ray is working," Quat said. "The viewer shows sonme slight cortical resistance,
t hough. "

"Angl e the power," Bordent told him

Al exander sai d, "Mdjewabba?"

"What's that?" Myra asked in a strained voice. "Super |anguage?"

Bordent sniled at her. "No, just baby tal k."

Al exander burst into sobs. Myra said, "Super baby or not, when he cries like that, there's
a good reason. Does your tutoring extend to that point?"

"Certainly," Quat said calmy. He and Finn carried Al exander out. Bordent sniled again.

"You're beginning to believe," he said. "That hel ps." Cal deron drank, feeling the hot
fumes of whi skey along the backs of his cheeks. His stomach was crawling with cold uneasiness.

“I'f you were human-" he said doubtfully.

"I'f we were, we wouldn't be here. The old order changeth. It had to start sonetine.
Al exander is the first honmo superior.”

"But why us?" Myra asked.

"Cenetics. You've both worked with radioactivity and certain short-wave radi ations that

effected the germ plasm The nutation just happened. It'll happen again fromnow on. But you
happen to be the first. You'll die, but Al exander will live on. Perhaps a thousand years."
Cal deron said, "This business of conming fromthe future... you say Al exander sent you?"

"The adult Al exander. The mature superman. It's a different culture, of course-beyond your
conpr ehensi on. Al exander is one of the X Frees. He said to ne, through the interpreting-nachine,
of course, 'Bordent, | wasn't recognized as a super till | was thirty years old. |I had only
ordi nary hono sap devel opnent till then. | didn't know ny potential nyself. And that's bad.' It is
bad, you know," Bordent digressed. "The full capabilities of an organismcan't energe unless it's
given the fullest chance of expansion frombirth on. O at least frominfancy. Al exander said to

me, 'It's about five hundred years ago that | was born. Take a few guides and go into the past.
Locate nme as an infant. Gve ne specialized training, fromthe beginning. |I think it'll expand
me.' "

"The past," Calderon said. "You nmean it's plastic?"
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"Well, it affects the future. You can't alter the past without altering the future, too.
But things tend to drift back. There's a tenporal norm a general level. In the original tine
sector, Alexander wasn't visited by us. Now that's changed. So the future will be changed. But not
trenmendously. No crucial tenporal apexes are involved, no keystones. The only result will be that
the mature Al exander will have his potential nore fully realized."

Al exander was carried back into the room beani ng. Quat resurmed his |l esson with the egg

beater.

"There isn't a great deal you can do about it," Bordent said. "I think you realize that
now. "

Myra said, "lIs Al exander going to | ook |ike you?" Her face was strained.

"Ch, no. He's a perfect physical specinen. |I've never seen him of course, but-"

Cal deron said, "Heir to all the ages. Myra, are you beginning to get the idea?"

"Yes. A supernan. But he's our baby."

"He'll remain so," Bordent put in anxiously. "W don't want to renove himfromthe
beneficial hone and parental influence. An infant needs that. In fact, tolerance for the young is
an evolutionary trait ainmed at providing for the superman's appearance, just as the vanishing
appendi x is such a preparation. At certain eras of history mankind is receptive to the preparation
of the new race. It's never been quite successful before-there were anthropol ogi cal niscarriages,
so to speak. My squeevers, it's inportant! Infants are awfully irritating. They're helpless for a
very long time, a great trial to the patience of the parents- the |ower the order of the aninmal,
the faster the infant develops. Wth mankind, it takes years for the young to reach an independent
state. So the parental tolerance increases in proportion. The superchild won't nmature, actually,

till he's about twenty."

Myra said, "Alexander will still be a baby then?"

"He'l | have the physical standards of an eight-year-old specinmen of hono sap. Mentally...
well, call it irrationality. He won't be leveled out to an intellectual or enotional norm He

won't be sane, any nore than any baby is. Selectivity takes quite a while to develop. But his
peaks will be far, far above the peaks of, say, you as a child.”

"Thanks," Cal deron sai d.

"Hi s horizons will be broader. His mnd is capable of grasping and assinilating far nore
than yours. The world is really his oyster. He won't be Iimted. But it'll take a while for his
nmnd, his personality, to shake down."

"I want another drink," Myra said.

Cal deron got it. Alexander inserted his thunb in Quat's eye and tried to gouge it out.
Quat submitted passively.

"Al exander!" Mra said.

"Sit still," Bordent said. "Quat's tolerance in this regard is naturally higher devel oped
t han yours."

"I'f he puts Quat's eye out," Calderon said, "it'll be just too bad."

"Quat isn't inportant, conpared to Al exander. He knows it, too."

Luckily for Quat's binocul ar vision, Al exander suddenly tired of his new toy and fell to
staring at the egg beater again. Dobish and Finn | eaned over the baby and | ooked at him But there
was nore to it than that, Calderon felt.

I nduced tel epathy,"” Bordent said. "It takes a long tine to devel op, but we're starting
now. | tell you, it was a relief to hit the right time at last. |I've rung this doorbell at |east a
hundred tines. But never till now"

"Move," Al exander said clearly. "Real. Mve."

Bor dent nodded. "Enough for today. W'Ill be here again tonmorrow. You'll be ready?"

"As ready," Myra said, "as we'll ever be, | suppose." She finished her drink

They got fairly high that night and talked it over. Their argunents were biased by their
realization of the four little men's obvious resources. Neither doubted any nore. They knew t hat
Bordent and hi s conpani ons had cone fromfive hundred years in the future, at the command of a
future Al exander who had matured into a fine speci nen of supernan.

"Amazing, isn't it?" Myra said. "That fat little blob in the bedroomturning into a
twel fth-power Quiz Kid."

"Well, it's got to start somewhere. As Bordent pointed out."
"And as long as he isn't going to look |ike those goblins-ugh!"
"He' || be super. Deucalion and what's-her-name-that's us. Parents of a new race."”

"I feel funny," Myra said. "As though I'd given birth to a npose."
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"That coul d never happen," Cal deron said consolingly. "Have another slug."

"It mght as well have happened. Al exander is a swoose."

" Swoose?"

"I can use that goblin's doubletal k, too. Vopishly wog-gle in the grand foyer. So there."

"It's a language to them" Cal deron sai d.

"Al exander's going to talk English. |I've got ny rights.” "Well, Bordent doesn't seem
anxious to infringe on them He said Al exander needed a horme environment."

"That's the only reason | haven't gone crazy," Myra said. "As long as he... they... don't
take our baby away fromus-"

A week later it was thoroughly clear that Bordent had no intention of encroaching on
parental rights-at |east, any nore than was necessary, for two hours a day. During that period the
four little men fulfilled their orders by cranm ng Al exander with all the know edge his infantile
but super brain could hold. They did not depend on bl ocks or nursery rhynmes or the abacus. Their
weapons in the battle were cryptic, futuristic, but effective. And they taught Al exander, there
was no doubt of that. As B-1 poured on a plant's roots forces growmh, so the vitam n teachi ng of
the dwarfs soaked into Al exander, and his potentially superhuman brain responded, expanding wth

brilliant, erratic speed.

He had talked intelligibly on the fourth day. On the seventh day he was easily able to
hol d conversations, though his baby muscles, lingually undevel oped, tired easily. H's cheeks were
still sucking-disks; he was not yet fully human, except in sporadic flashes. Yet those flashes

came oftener now, and cl oser together.

The carpet was a ness. The little men no | onger took their equi pment back with them they
left it for Al exander to use. The infant crept-he no | onger bothered to wal k much, for he could
crawl with nore efficiency-anmong the Objects, selected sone of them and put themtogether. Mra
had gone out to shop. The little men wouldn't show up for half an hour. Calderon, tired fromhis
day's work at the University, fingered a highball and | ooked at his offspring.

" Al exander," he said.

Al exander didn't answer. He fitted a gadget to a Thing, inserted it peculiarly in a
Sonet hi ng El se, and sat back with an air of satisfaction. Then-"Yes?" he said. It wasn't perfect
pronunci ation, but it was unmi stakable. Al exander tal ked somewhat |ike a toothless old nman.

"What are you doi ng?" Cal deron said.

"No. "

"What' s that?"

"No. "

" No?"

"I understand it," Al exander said. "That's enough."

"l see." Calderon regarded the prodigy with faint apprehension. "You don't want to tel
me. "

"No. "

"Well, all right."

"Get nme a drink," Alexander said. For a nonent Calderon had a mad idea that the infant was
demandi ng a highball. Then he sighed, rose, and returned with a bottle.

"MI1k," Al exander said, refusing the potation.

"You said a drink. Water's a drink, isn't it?" My God, Calderon thought, I'marguing with
the kid. I"mtreating himlike . . . like an adult. But he isn't. He's a fat little baby squatting

on his behind on the carpet, playing with a tinkertoy.
The tinkertoy said sonething in a thin voice. Al exander nurnured, "Repeat.

The tinkertoy
di d.

Cal deron said, "Wat was that?"

"No. "

"Nuts." Calderon went out to the kitchen and got nilk. He poured hinmsel f another shot.
This was |ike having relatives drop in suddenly-relatives you hadn't seen for ten years. How the
devil did you act with a superchil d?

He stayed in the kitchen, after supplying Al exander with his mlk. Presently Mra's key
turned in the outer door. Her cry brought Cal deron hurrying.

Al exander was voniting, with the air of a research man absorbed in a fascinating

phenonenon.
"Al exander!" Mra cried. "Darling, are you sick?"
"No," Al exander said. "I'mtesting ny regurgitative processes. | nust learn to control ny
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di gesti ve organs."
Cal deron | eaned agai nst the door, grinning crookedly. "Yeah. You' d better start now, too
"I"'mfinished," Al exander said. "Clean it up."
Three days later the infant decided that his |lungs needed devel oping. He cried. He cried
at all hours, with interesting variations-whoops, squalls, wails, and high-pitched bellows. Nor

woul d he stop till he was satisfied. The nei ghbors conplained. Myra said, "Darling, is there a pin
sticking you? Let ne |ook-"
"CGo away," Al exander said. "You're too warm Open the window. | want fresh air."

"Yes, d-darling. O course."” She cane back to bed and Cal deron put his arm around her. He
knew t here woul d be shadows under her eyes in the norning. In his crib Al exander cried on

So it went. The four little nmen canme daily and gave Al exander his | essons. They were
pl eased with the infant's progress. They did not conplain when Al exander indulged in his
i di osyncrasi es, such as batting themheavily on the nose or ripping their paper garnments to
shreds. Bordent tapped his nmetal helnmet and smiled triunphantly at Cal deron

"He's comi ng al ong. He's devel oping."

"I'"'mwondering. Wiat about discipline?”

Al exander | ooked up fromhis rapport with Quat. "Honp sap discipline doesn't apply to ne,
Joseph Cal deron."

"Don't call ne Joseph Calderon. |I'myour father, after all."

"Aprimtive biological necessity. You are sufficiently well developed to provide the
discipline | require. Your purpose is to give ne parental care."”

"Whi ch nakes ne an incubator,” Cal deron said.

"But a deified one," Bordent soothed him "Practically a | ogos. The father of the new
race.”
"I feel nmore |ike Pronetheus," the father of the new race said dourly. "He was hel pful
too. And he ended up with a vulture eating his liver."

"You will learn a great deal from Al exander."

"He says |I'mincapable of understanding it."

"Well, aren't you?"

"Sure. I'mjust the papa bird," Calderon said, and subsided into a sad silence, watching
Al exander, under Quat's tutelary eye, put together a gadget of shimering glass and tw sted netal
Bordent said suddenly. "Quat! Be careful of the egg!" And Finn seized a bluish ovoid just before
Al exander's chubby hand could grasp it.

"It isn't dangerous,” Quat said. "It isn't connected."

"He m ght have connected it."

"I want that," Al exander said. "Gve it to ne."

"Not yet, Al exander," Bordent refused. "You nmust learn the correct way of connecting it
first. Oherwise it mght harmyou."

"I could do it."

"You are not |ogical enough to bal ance your capabilities and | acks as yet. Later it wll
be safe. | think now, perhaps, a little phil osophy, Dobish-eh?"

Dobi sh squatted and went en rapport with Al exander. Myra cane out of the kitchen, took a
qui ck |l ook at the tableau, and retreated. Cal deron followed her out.

“I will never get used to it if I live a thousand years," she said with sl ow enphasis,
hacki ng at the doughy rimof a pie. "He's ny baby only when he's asleep."”
"W won't live a thousand years," Calderon told her. "Al exander will, though. | w sh we

could get a maid."

"I tried again today," Myra said wearily. "No use. They're, all in war plants. | nmention a
baby- "

"You can't do all this alone."

"You hel p," she said, "when you can. But you're working hard too, fella. It won't be
forever.”

"I wonder if we had another baby... if-"

Her sober gaze net his. "I've wondered that, too. But | should think nutations aren't as
cheap as that. Once in a lifetine. Still, we don't know "

"Well, it doesn't matter now, anyway. One infant's enough for the nmonent."

Myra gl anced toward the door. "Everything all right in there? Take a look. | worry."

"It's all right."

"I know, but that blue egg-Bordent said it was dangerous, you know. | heard him"
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Cal deron peeped t hrough the door-crack. The four dwarfs were sitting facing Al exander
whose eyes were closed. Now they opened. The infant scow ed at Cal deron

"Stay out,"” he requested. "You're breaking the rapport.”

“"I"'mso sorry," Calderon said, retreating. "He's OK , Myra. Hs own dictatorial little
sel f."

"Well, he is a superman,” she said doubtfully.

"No. He's a super-baby. There's all the difference."

"His latest trick," Myra said, busy with the oven, "is riddles. O sonething |ike riddles.

| feel so small when he catches ne up. But he says it's good for his ego. It conmpensates for his
physical frailness."
"Riddles, eh? | know a few too."

"They won't work on Al exander," Mra said, with grimassurance.

Nor did they. "What goes up a chimmey up?" was treated with the contenpt it deserved;

Al exander examnmined his father's riddles, turned themover in his |ogical nind, analyzed themfor
flaws in semantics and logic, and rejected them O else he answered them w th such fine accuracy
that Cal deron was too enbarrassed to give the correct answers. He was reduced to asking why a
raven was |like a witing desk, and since not even the Mad Hatter had been able to answer his own
riddle, was slightly terrified to find hinmself listening to a dissertation on conparative
ornithology. After that, he let Al exander needle himwth infantile gags about the relations of
ganma rays to photons, and tried to be philosophical. There are fewthings as irritating as a
child' s riddles. H s nocking triunph pulverizes itself into the dust in which you grovel

"Ch, |eave your father alone,” Myra said, comng in with her hair disarranged. "He's
trying to read the paper."

"That news i s uninportant.”

“"I"'mreading the comcs," Calderon said. "I want to see if the Katzenjanmers get even with
the Captain for hanging themunder a waterfall."

"The formula for the humor of an incongruity predicanent,"’
Cal deron disgustedly went into the bedroom where Myra joined him

"He's asking ne riddles again,"” she said. "Let's see what the Katzenjamers did."

"You | ook rather niserable. Got a col d?"

“I'"'mnot wearing make-up. Al exander says the snell nakes himill."

"So what? He's no petunia.”

"Well," Myra said, "he does get ill. But of course he does it on purpose.”

"Listen. There he goes again. What now?"

But Al exander nerely wanted an audi ence. He had found a new way of making inbecilic noises
with his fingers and lips. At tines the child s normal phases were nore trying than his super
periods. After a nonth had passed, however, Calderon felt that the worst was yet to cone.

Al exander had progressed into fields of know edge hitherto untouched by honmo sap, and he had
devel oped a | eechlike habit of sucking his father's brains dry of every scrap of know edge the
wr et ched man possessed.

It was the same with Myra. The world was i ndeed Al exander's oyster. He had an insatiable
curiosity about everything, and there was no |onger any privacy in the apartnent. Calderon took to
| ocki ng the bedroom door against his son at night-Al exander's crib was now in anot her room but
furious squalls might waken himat any hour

In the midst of preparing dinner, Myra would be forced to stop and explain the caloric
mysteries of the oven to Al exander. He learned all she knew, took a junp into nore abstruse
aspects of the matter, and sneered at her ignorance. He found out Cal deron was a physicist, a fact
whi ch the man had hitherto kept carefully conceal ed, and thereafter punped his father dry. He
asked questions about geodetics and geopolitics. He inquired about nmonotrenmes and nonorails. He
was curious about birenes and biol ogy. And he was skeptical, doubting the depth of his father's
know edge. "But," he said, "you and Myra Cal deron are ny cl osest contacts with homo sap as yet,
and it's a beginning. Put out that cigarette. It isn't good for ny lungs."

"All right,"” Calderon said. He rose wearily, with his usual feeling these days of being
driven fromroomto roomof the apartnent, and went in search of Myra. "Bordent's about due. W
can go out sonmewhere. O K. ?"

"Swell." She was at the mirror, fixing her hair, in a trice. "I need a permanent. If |
only had the tine-!"

"Il take off tonorrow and stay here. You need a rest."

"Darling, no. The exans are comng up. You sinply can't do it."

Al exander began | earnedly, but
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Al exander yelled. It devel oped that he wanted his nmother to sing for him He was curious
about the tonal range of honmp sap and the probabl e enptional and soporific effect of [ullabies.
Cal deron m xed hinself a drink, sat in the kitchen and snoked, and thought about the gl orious
destiny of his son. When Myra stopped singing, he listened for Al exander's wails, but there was no
sound till a slightly hysterical Myra burst in on him dithering and w de-eyed.

"Joe!" She fell into Calderon's arms. "Quick, give ne a drink or... or hold ne tight or
sonet hing. "

"What is it?" He thrust the bottle into her hands, went to the door, and | ooked out.

"Al exander? He's quiet. Eating candy."

Myra didn't bother with a glass. The bottle's neck clicked against her teeth. "Look at ne.
Just look at nme. I'ma ness."

"What happened?”

“Ch, nothing. Nothing at all. Alexander's turned into a black magician, that's all." She
dropped into a chair and passed a pal macross her forehead. "Do you know what that genius son of
ours just did?"

"Bit you," Cal deron hazarded, not doubting it for a m nute.

"Wrse, far worse. He started asking nme for candy. | said there wasn't any in the house.
He told ne to go down to the grocery for sone. | said |'d have to get dressed first, and | was too
tired."

"Way didn't you ask me to go?"

"I didn't have the chance. Before | could say boo that infantile Merlin waved a magi ¢ wand
or sonething. I... | was down at the grocery. Behind the candy counter."

Cal deron blinked. "lInduced amesi a?"
"There wasn't any tinme-lapse. It was just phweet-and there | was. In this rag of a dress,
wi t hout a speck of nmkeup on, and ny hair coming down in tassels. Ms. Busherman was there, too,

buyi ng a chi cken-that cat across the hall. She was kind enough to tell ne |I ought to take nore
care of mnyself. Meow," Myra ended furiously.

"CGood Lord.™"

"Tel eportation. That's what Al exander says it is. Sonething new he's picked up. |I'm not
going to stand for it, Joe. I'mnot a rag doll, after all." She was half hysterical

Cal deron went into the next room and stood regarding his child. There was chocol ate
smear ed around Al exander's nout h.

"Listen, wise guy," he said. "You | eave your nother alone, hear nme?"

"I didn't hurt her," the prodigy pointed out, in a blobby voice. "I was sinply being
efficient.”

"Well, don't be so efficient. Were did you learn that trick, anyhow?"

"Tel eportati on? Quat showed ne last night. He can't do it hinself, but I'm X Free super
so | can. The power isn't disciplined yet. If I1'd tried to teleport Myra Cal deron over to Jersey,
say, | might have dropped her in the Hudson by m stake."

Cal deron nuttered somet hing unconplinmentary. Al exander said, "lIs that an Angl o- Saxon
derivative?"

"Never m nd about that. You shouldn't have all that chocol ate, anyway. You'll neke
yoursel f sick. You've al ready made your nother sick. And you nauseate ne."

"CGo away," Al exander said. "I want to concentrate on the taste."

"No. | said you'd nmake yourself sick. Chocolate's too rich for you. Gve it here. You' ve

had enough." Cal deron reached for the paper sack. Al exander disappeared. In the kitchen Mra
shri eked.

Cal deron mpaned despondently, and turned. As he had expected, Al exander was in the
kitchen, on top of the stove, hoggishly stuffing candy into his nouth. Myra was concentrating on
the bottle.

"What a househol d,"” Cal deron said. "The baby tele-porting hinself all over the apartment,
you getting stewed in the kitchen, and ne heading for a nervous breakdown." He started to |augh

"O K., Alexander. You can keep the candy. | know when to shorten ny defensive lines
strategically."
"Myra Cal deron," Al exander said. "I want to go back into the other room"
"Fly in," Calderon suggested. "Here, I'Il carry you."

"Not you. Her. She has a better rhythm when she wal ks."
"Staggers, you nean," Myra said, but she obediently put aside the bottle, got up, and laid
hol d of Al exander. She went out. Cal deron was not much surprised to hear her scream a nonent
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| ater. When he joined the happy famly, Myra was sitting on the floor, rubbing her arns and biting
her |ips. Al exander was | aughi ng.

"What now?"

"H he sh-shocked ne," Myra said in a child's voice. "He's like an electric eel. He d-did
it on purpose, too. Ch, Al exander, will you stop |aughing!"

"You fell down," the infant crowed in triunph. "You yelled and fell down."

Cal deron | ooked at Myra, and his nmouth tightened. "Did you do that on purpose?" he asked.

"Yes. She fell down. She | ooked funny."

"You're going to look a lot funnier in a mnute. X Free super or not, what you need is a
good paddling."

"Joe-" Myra said.

“"Never mind. He's got to learn to be considerate of the rights of others."

“I'"m hono superior," Alexander said, with the air of one clinching an argument.

"I't's homp posterior I'mgoing to deal with," Cal deron announced, and attenpted to capture
his son. There was a stinging blaze of jolting nervous energy that blasted up through his
synapses; he went backwards ignom nously, and slammed into the wall, cracking his head hard
against it. Al exander |aughed like an idiot.

"You fell down, too," he crowed. "You |ook funny."

"Joe," Myra said. "Joe. Are you hurt?"

Cal deron said sourly that he supposed he'd survive. Though, he added, it would probably be

wise to lay in a few splints and a supply of blood plasma. "lIn case he gets interested in
vi vi section."
My/ra regarded Al exander with troubl ed specul ation. "You're kidding, | hope."

"l hope so, too."

"Well-here's Bordent. Let's talk to him"

Cal deron answered the door. The four little men canme in solemmly. They wasted no timne.
They gat hered about Al exander, unfol ded fresh apparatus fromthe recesses of their paper clothes,

and set to work. The infant said, "I teleported her about eight thousand feet."

"That far, eh?" Quat said. "Were you fatigued at all?"

"Not a bit."

Cal deron dragged Bordent aside. "I want to talk to you. | think Al exander needs a
spanki ng. "

"By voraster!" the dwarf said, shocked. "But he's Al exander! He's X Free type super!”
"Not yet. He's still a baby."

"But a superbaby. No, no, Joseph Calderon. | nust tell you again that disciplinary
measures can be applied only by sufficiently intelligent authorities."

"You?"

"Ch, not yet," Bordent said. "W don't want to overwork him There's a linit even to super

brain power, especially in the very formative period. He's got enough to do, and his attitudes for
social contacts won't need formng for a while yet."

Myra joined them "I don't agree with you there. Like all babies, he's antisocial. He may
have superhuman powers but he's subhuman as far as nental and enotional bal ance go."

"Yeah," Cal deron agreed. "This business of giving us electric shocks-"

"He's only playing," Bordent said.

"And tel eportation. Suppose he teleports me to Tines Square when |I'mtaking a shower?"

"It's only his play. He's a baby still."

"But what about us?"

"You have the hereditary characteristic of parental tolerance,” Bordent explained. "As |
told you before, Al exander and his race are the reason why tol erance was created in the first
pl ace. There's no great need for it with honbo sap. | nean there's a w de space between norna
tol erance and nornal provocation. An ordinary baby may try his parents severely for a few nonents
at atine, but that's about all. The provocation is far too snmall to require the trenmendous store
of tolerance the parents have. But with the X Free type, it's a different matter."

"There's a linmt even to tolerance," Calderon said. "I'mwondering about a creche."

Bordent shook his shiny netallic-sheathed head. "He needs you."

"But," Myra said, "but! Can't you give himjust a little discipline?"

"Ch, it isn't necessary. Hs mnd s still inmature, and he nust concentrate on nore
i nportant things. You'll tolerate him™"

"I't's not as though he's our baby any nore," she nurnured. "He's not Al exander."

"But he is. That's just it. He's Al exander!"

"Look, it's normal for a nother to want to hug her baby. But how can she do that if she
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expects himto throw her hal fway across the roon®?"

Cal derone was brooding. "WIIl he pick up nore... nore super powers as he goes al ong?"

"Why, yes. Naturally.”

"He's a nmenace to life and linb. | still say he needs discipline. Next tinme I'll wear
rubber gl oves."

"That won't help," Bordent said, frowning. "Besides, | nust insist... no, Joseph Cal deron

it won't do. You nustn't interfere. You' re not capable of giving himthe right sort of discipline-
whi ch he doesn't need yet anyway."

"Just one spanking," Calderon said wistfully. "Not for revenge. Only to show himhe's got
to consider the rights of others."

"He'll learn to consider the rights of other X Free supers. You nust not attenpt anything
of the sort. A spanking-even if you succeeded, which is far from probabl e-m ght warp him
psychol ogically. We are his tutors, his nentors. W nust protect him You understand?"

"I think so," Calderon said slowy. "That's a threat."

"You are Al exander's parents, but it's Al exander who is inportant. If | must apply
di sciplinary nmeasures to you, | nust."

"Ch, forget it," Myra sighed. "Joe, let's go out and walk in the park while Bordent's
here. "

"Be back in two hours," the little nman said. "Good-by."

As tine went past, Calderon could not decide whether Al exander's noronic phases or his
peri ods of keen intelligence were nore irritating. The prodi gy had | earned new powers; the worst
of that was that Cal deron never knew what to expect, or when sonme astoundi ng gag woul d be sprung
on him Such as the tinme when a ness of sticky taffy had materialized in his bed, filched fromthe
grocery by deft teleportation. Al exander thought it was very funny. He | aughed.

And, when Cal deron refused to go to the store to buy candy because he said he had no noney-
"Now don't try to teleport me. |'m broke."-Al exander had utilized mental energy, warping gravity
I i nes shockingly. Calderon found hinself hangi ng upside-down in mnidair, being shaken, while |oose
coi ns cascaded out of his pocket. He went after the candy.

Hunor is a devel oped sense, stenming basically fromcruelty. The nore prinmtive a mnd
the less selectivity exists. A cannibal would probably be profoundly anused by the squirm ngs of
his victimin the seething kettle. A man slips on a banana peel and breaks his back. The adult
stops | aughing at that point, the child does not. And a civilized ego finds enbarrassnent as
acutely distressing as physical pain. A baby, a child, a nmoron, is incapable of practicing
enpat hy. He cannot identify himself with another individual. He is regrettably autistic; his own
rules are arbitrary, and garbage strewn around the bedroomwas funny to neither Myra nor Cal deron

There was a little stranger in the house. Nobody rejoiced. Except Al exander. He had a | ot

of fun.

"No privacy," Calderon said. "He naterializes everywhere, at all hours. Darling, | w sh
you'd see a doctor."

"What woul d he advise?" Myra asked. "Rest, that's all. Do you realize it's been two nonths

si nce Bordent took over?"

"And we've nmmde nmarvel ous progress," Bordent said, coming over to them Quat was en
rapport with Al exander on the carpet, while the other two dwarfs prepared the makings of a new
gadget. "O, rather, Al exander has made renarkabl e progress."

"W need a rest," Calderon growed. "If |I lose nmy job, who'll support that genius of
yours?" Myra | ooked at her husband quickly, noting the possessive pronoun he had used.

Bordent was concerned. "You are in difficulty?"

"The Dean's spoken to nme once or twice. | can't control ny classes any nore. |'mtoo
irritable.”

"You don't need to expend tol erance on your students. As for noney, we can keep you
supplied. 1'll arrange to get sone negotiable currency for you."

"But | want to work. I like my job."

"Al exander is your job."
"I need a nmaid," Myra said, |ooking hopeless. "Can't you nake ne a robot or sonething?
Al exander scares every naid |'ve ever nmanaged to hire. They won't stay a day in this nmadhouse."
"A mechanical intelligence would have a bad effect on Al exander," Bordent said. "No."
"I wish we could have guests in once in a while. O go out visiting. O just be alone,"
Myra si ghed.
"Sone day Al exander will be mature, and you'll reap your reward. The parents of Al exander
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Did I ever tell you that we have inmages of you two in the G eat Fogy Hall?"
"They nust | ook terrible,"” Calderon said. "I know we do now. "
"Be patient. Consider the destiny of your son."
"I do. Often. But he gets a little wearing sonetines. That's quite an understatenent.”
"Which is where tolerance cones in," Bordent said. "Nature planned well for the new race."

"Mnrmm"
"He is working on sixth-dimensional abstractions now Everything is progressing
beautifully."

"Yeah," Cal deron said. And he went away, nuttering, to join Myra in the kitchen

Al exander worked with facility at his gadgets, his pudgy fingers already stronger and
surer. He still had an illicit passion for the blue ovoid, but under Bordent's watchful eye he
could use it only along the restricted lines laid out by his nmentors. Wen the | esson was
finished, Quat selected a few of the objects and | ocked themin a cupboard, as was his custom The
rest he left on the carpet to provide exercise for Al exander's ingenuity.

"He devel ops," Bordent said. "Today we've nmade a great step."”

Myra and Calderon cane in in tinme to hear this. "Wat goes?" he asked.

"“A psychic bloc-renoval. Al exander will no |onger need to sleep."”

"What ?" Myra said.

"He won't require sleep. It's an artificial habit anyway. The super race has no need of

"He won't sleep any nore, eh?" Calderon said. He had grown a little pale.
"Correct. He'll develop faster now, twice as fast."

At 3:30 a. m Calderon and Myra lay in bed, wi de awake, |ooking through the open door in
to the full blaze of Iight where Al exander played. Seen there clearly, as if upon a |ighted stage,
he did not |look quite Iike hinself any nore. The difference was subtle, but it was there. Under
t he gol den down his head had changed shape slightly, and there was a | ook of intelligence and
pur pose upon the bl obby features. It was not an attractive look. It didn't belong there. It made
Al exander | ook less |ike a super-baby than a debased oldster. Al a child s normal cruelty and
sel fishness-perfectly healthy, natural traits in the developing infant-flickered across
Al exander's face as he played absorbedly with solid crystal blocks which he was fitting into one
anot her like a Chinese puzzle. It was quite a shocking face to watch.

Cal deron heard Myra sigh beside him

"He isn't our Al exander any nore," she said. "Not a bit."

Al exander gl anced up and his face suddenly suffused. The | ook of paradoxical age and
degeneracy upon it vani shed as he opened his nouth and bawl ed with rage, tossing the blocks in all
directions. Calderon watched one roll through the bedroom door and come to rest upon the carpet,
spilling out of its solidity a cascade of smaller and snmaller solid blocks that tunbled w nking
toward him Al exander's cries filled the apartment. After a nonent w ndows began to sl am across
the court, and presently the phone rang. Cal deron reached for it, sighing.

When he hung up he | ooked across at Myra and gri naced. Above the steady roars he said,
"Well, we have notice to nove."

Mra said, "Ch. Ch, well."

"That about covers it."

They were silent for a noment. Then Cal deron said, "N neteen years nore of it. | think we
can expect about that. They did say he'd mature at twenty, didn't they?"

"He'l | be an orphan long before then," Myra groaned. "Ch, ny head! | think |I caught cold
when he teleported us up to the roof just before dinner. Joe, do you suppose we're the first
parents who ever got... got caught |ike this?"

"What do you nean?"

"I mean, was there ever another super-baby before Al exander? It does seemlike a waste of
alot of tolerance if we're the first to need it."

"We could use a lot nore. W'll need a lot." He said nothing nore for awhile, but he |ay
there thinking and trying not to hear his super-child' s rhythm c howing. Tol erance. Every parent
needed a great deal of it. Every child was intolerable fromtine to tinme. The race had certainly
needed parental love in vast quantities to permt its infants to survive. But no parents before
had ever been tried consistently up to the very |ast degree of tolerance. No parents before had
ever had to face twenty years of it, day and night, strained to the final notch. Parental love is
a great and all-enconpassi ng enotion, but-

"I wonder,"” he said thoughtfully. "I wonder if we are the first."
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Myra' s specul ations had been veering. "l suppose it's like tonsils and appendi x," she
mur mured. "They've outlived their use, but they still hang on. This tolerance is vestigial in
reverse. It's been hanging on all these mllenniuns, waiting for Al exander."

"Maybe. | wonder-Still, if there ever had been an Al exander before now, we'd have heard of
him So-"

Myra rose on one el bow and | ooked at her husband. "You think so?" she said softly. "I'm
not so sure. | think it mght have happened before."

Al exander suddenly quieted. The apartment rang with silence for a nonment. Then a faniliar
voi ce, wi thout words, spoke in both their brains simnultaneously.

"CGet nme sone nore mlk. And | want it just warm not hot."

Joe and Myra | ooked at one another again, speechless. Myra sighed and pushed the covers
back. "I'"lIl go this time," she said. "Sonething new, eh? |-"

"Don't dawdl e," said the wordl ess voice, and Myra junped and gave a little shriek
El ectricity crackled audi bly through the room and Al exander's baw ing | aughter was heard through
the doorway.

"He's about as civilized now as a well-trai ned nonkey, | suppose," Joe renmarked, getting
out of bed. "I'lIl go. You crawl back in. And in another year he may reach the el evation of a
bushman. After that, if we're still alive, we'll have the pleasure of living with a super-powered

canni bal . Eventually he may work up to the level of practical joker. That ought to be
interesting." He went out, nuttering to hinself.

Ten minutes later, returning to bed, Joe found Myra cl aspi ng her knees and | ooking into
space.

"We aren't the first, Joe,"
sure we aren't."

"But we've never heard of any supermen devel opi ng-"

She turned her head and gave hima |l ong, thoughtful |ook. "No," she said.

They were silent. Then, "Yes, | see what you nean," he nodded.

Somet hi ng crashed in the living room Al exander chuckled and the sound of splintering wood
was loud in the silence of the night. Another w ndow banged sonewhere outside.

"There's a breaking point," Myra said quietly. "There's got to be."

"Saturation,"” Joe murnured. "Tol erance saturation-or sonething. It could have happened."

Al exander trundled into sight, clutching something blue. He sat down and began to fiddle
with bright wires. Myra rose suddenly.

"Joe, he's got that blue egg! He nust have broken into the cupboard.”

Cal deron said, "But Quat told him"

"It's dangerous!"

Al exander | ooked at them grinned, and bent the wires into a cradl e-shape the size of the

she said, not glancing at him "I've been thinking. |'mpretty

egg.

Cal deron found hinsel f out of bed and hal fway to the door. He stopped before he reached
it. "You know," he said slowy, "he might hurt hinself with that thing."

"W'll have to get it away fromhim" Mra agreed, heaving herself up with tired
rel uctance.

"Look at him" Cal deron urged. "Just |ook."

Al exander was dealing competently with the wires, his hands flickering into sight and out
again as he bal anced a tesseract beneath the cradle. That curious veil of know edge gave his
chubby face the debased | ook of senility which they had come to know so well.

"This will go on and on, you know, " Cal deron nurrured. "Tonorrow he'll look a little |ess
Iike hinself than today. Next week-next nonth-what will he be like in a year?"

"I know." Myra's voice was an echo. "Still, | suppose we'll have to-" Her voice trailed to
a halt. She stood barefoot beside her husband, watching.

"l suppose the gadget will be finished," she said, "once he connects up that last wire. W

ought to take it away fromhim?"

"Thi nk we coul d?"

"W ought to try."

They | ooked at each other. Calderon said, "It |looks |like an Easter egg. | never heard of
an Easter egg hurting anybody."

"I suppose we're doing hima favor, really," Myra said in a |ow voice. "A burnt child
dreads the fire. Once a kid burns hinself on a match, he stays away from nmatches."”

They stood in silence, watching.
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It took Al exander about three nmore minutes to succeed in his design, whatever it was. The
results were phenonenally effective. There was a flash of white light, a crackle of split air, and
Al exander vani shed in the dazzle, leaving only a faint burnt snell behind him

When the two could see again, they blinked distrustfully at the enpty pl ace.

"Tel eportation?" Myra whispered dazedly.

“I'"l1l rmake sure." Calderon crossed the floor and stood | ooking down at a danp spot on the
carpet, with Alexander's shoes in it. He said, "No. Not teleportation." Then he took a | ong
breath. "He's gone, all right. So he never grew up and sent Bordent back in tinme to nove in on us.
It never happened.™

"W weren't the first,” Myra said in an unsteady, benused voice. "There's a breaking
point, that's all. How sorry | feel for the first parents who don't reach it!"

She turned away suddenly, but not so suddenly that he could not see she was crying. He
hesitated, watching the door. He thought he had better not follow her just yet.

Juke Box

JERRY FOSTER told the bartender that nobody |oved him The bartender, with the experience of his
trade, said that Jerry was nistaken, and how about another drink. "Wy not?" said the unhappy M.
Foster, exam ning the scanty contents of his wallet. " "I'll take the daughter of the vine to
spouse. Nor heed the nusic of a distant drum' That's QOmar."

"Sure," the bartender said surprisingly. "But you want to | ook out you don't go out by the sane
door that in you went. No brawls allowed here. This isn't East Fifth, chum"”

"You may call me chum" Foster said, reverting to the nain topic, "but you don't nean it. I'm
nobody's pal. Nobody | oves ne."

"What about that babe you brought in last night?"

Foster tested his drink. He was a good-I|ooking, youngish man with slick blond hair and a rather
hazy expression in his blue eyes.

"Betty?" he nmurnured. "Well, the fact is, a while ago | was down at the TomTomw th Betty and
this redhead cane along. So | ditched Betty. Then the redhead iced ne. Now |I'm | onely, and
everyone hates ne."

"You shoul dn't of ditched Betty, maybe,

t he bartender suggested.

"I"'mfickle," Foster said, tears springing to his eyes. "I can't help it. Wnen are ny downfall
G me another drink and tell nme your nane."

"Austin."

"Austin. Well, Austin, I'mnearly in trouble. Did you notice who won the fifth at Santa Anita

yest er day?"

"Pig's Trotters, wasn't it?"

"Yes," Foster said, "but | laid ny dough right on the nose of White Flash. That's why |'m here.
Sammy comes around to this joint now, doesn't he?"

"That's right."

"I'"'mlucky," Foster said. "I got the noney to pay him Sammy is a hard nman when you don't pay

of f."

"I wouldn't know," the bartender said. "Excuse me."

He noved off to take care of a couple of vodka collinses.

"So you hate nme too," Foster said, and, picking up his drink, wandered away fromthe bar

He was surprised to see Betty sitting alone in a booth, watching him But he was not at al
surprised to see that her blond hair, her |inpid eyes, her pink-and-white skin had |ost al
attraction for him She bored him Al so, she was going to make a nui sance of herself.

Foster ignored the girl and went further back, to where a bul ky obl ong object was glowing in

pol ychromatic colors against the far wall. It was what the manufacturers insist on term ng an
aut omati ¢ phonograph, in spite of the nore aptly descriptive word juke-box.

This was a lovely juke-box. It had lots of lights and colors. Mreover, it wasn't watchi ng Foster
and it kept its nouth shut.

Foster draped hinself over the juke-box and patted its sleek sides.

"You're nmy girl," he announced. "You're beautiful. |I love you nadly, do you hear? Madly."

He coul d feel Betty's gaze on his back. He swi gged his drink and snoothed the juke-box's flanks,
glibly protesting his sudden affection for the object. Once he glanced around. Betty was starting
to get up.

Foster hastily found a nickel in his pocket and slipped it into the coin-lever, but before he
could push it in, a stocky, dark man wearing horn-rinmed gl asses entered the bar, nodded at
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Foster, and nmoved quickly to a booth where a fat person in tweeds was sitting. There was a short
consul tation, during which nmoney changed hands, and the stocky man nade a note in a small book he
brought from his pocket.

Foster took out his wallet. He had had trouble with Samy before, and wanted no nore. The bookie
was insistent on his pound of flesh. Foster counted his noney, blinked, and counted it again,
while his stomach fell several feet. Either he had been short-changed, or he had | ost sonme dough
He was short.

Sanmy wouldn't |ike that.

Forcing his fogged brain to think, Foster wondered how he could gain tinme. Samry had al ready seen
him |f he could duck out the back

It had becone altogether too silent in the bar. He needed noise to cover his novenents. He saw the
ni ckel in the juke-box's coin-lever and hastily pushed it in.

Money began to spew out of the coin return slot.

Foster got his hat under the slot alnost instantly. Quarters, dines, and nickels popped out in a
never-endi ng stream The juke-box broke into song. A needle scratched over the black disc. The
torchy nmourning of "My Man" came out sadly. It covered the tinkling of the coins as they filled
Foster's hat.

After a while the noney stopped coning out of the juke-box. Foster stood there, thanking his
personal gods, as he saw Sanmy noving toward him The bookie glanced at Foster's hat and blinked.
"Hi, Jerry. What gives?"

"I hit a jackpot," Foster said.'

"Not on the juke-box!"

"No, down at the Onyx," Foster said, naming a private club several blocks away. "Haven't had a
chance to get these changed into bills yet. Want to help ne out?"

"I'mno cash register," Samy said. "I'll take mine in green."

The juke-box stopped playing "My Man" and broke into "Always." Foster put his jingling hat on top
of the phonograph and counted out bills. He didn't have enough, but he made the bal ance up out of
quarters he fished fromthe hat.

"Thanks," Samry said. "Too bad your nag didn't make it."

" '"Wth a love that's true, always-'" the juke-box sang fervently.

"Can't be hel ped," Foster said. "Maybe next tine I'Il hit "em"

"Want anyt hi ng on Gakl awn?"

" '"When the things you' ve planned, need a hel pi ng hand-
Foster had been | eaning on the juke-box. On the last two words, atingling little shock raced
through him Those particular two words junped out of nothing, inpinged on the surface of his
brain, and sank hi indelibly, Iike the stanp of a die. He couldn't hear anything el se. They echoed
and re-echoed.

"Uh- hel pi ng hand,"” he said hazily. "Hel ping-"

"A sl eeper?" Sanmy said. "Ckay, Helping Hand in the third, at Gaklawn. The usual ?"

The room started to turn around. Foster nmanaged to nod. After a tine he discovered that Sanmy was

gone. He saw his drink on the juke-box, next to his hat, and swallowed the cool liquid in three
qui ck gul ps. Then he bent and stared into the cryptic innards of the automatic phonograph
"It can't be," he whispered. "I'mdrunk. But not drunk enough. | need another shot."

A quarter rolled out of the coin-return slot, and Foster autonatically caught it.

"No!" he gulped. "Ch-h-h!" He stuffed his pockets with the booty fromthe hat, held on to his
glass with the grip of a drowning man, and went toward the bar. On the way he felt someone touch
his sl eeve.

"Jerry," Betty said. "Please."

He ignored her. He went on to the bar and ordered another drink

"Look, Austin," he said. "That juke-box you got back there. Is it working all right?"

Austin squeezed a line. He didn't |ook up

"l don't hear any conplaints."

"But-"

Austin slid a repl enished glass toward Foster.

"Excuse me," he said, and went to the other end of the bar

Foster stole a |look at the juke-box. It sat against the wall glow ng enigmatically.

"I don't exactly know what to think," he said to no one in particular

A record started playing. The juke-box sang throatily:

"Leave us face it, we're in |ove. t

The truth was, Jerry Foster was feeling pretty lowin those days. He was essentially a
reactionary, so it was a nmistake for himto have been born in an era of great change. He needed
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the feel of solid ground under his feet. And the ground wasn't so solid any nore, what with the
newspaper headlines and new patterns for living energing out of the vast technol ogical and
soci ol ogi cal changes the nmid-Twentieth Century offered.

You' ve got to be elastic to survive in a changing culture. Back in the stable Twenties, Foster
woul d have got al ong beautifully, but now, in a word, he just wasn't on the ball. A man |ike that
seeks stable security as his ultino, and security seenmed to have vani shed.

The result was that Jerry Foster found hinmself out of a job, badly in debt, and drinking far nore
than he should have done. The only real advantage to that set-up was that al cohol buffered
Foster's incredulity when he encountered the affectionate juke-box.

Not that he renenbered it the next norning. He didn't recall what had happened for a couple of
days, till Sammy | ooked himup and gave hi mnine hundred dollars, the result of Hel ping Hand
coming in under the wire at Caklawn. The |ong shot had paid off surprisingly.

Foster instantly went on a binge, finding hinself eventually at a downtown bar he recognized.
Austin was off duty, however, and Betty wasn't present tonight. So Foster, tanked to the gills,

| eaned his el bow on polished nahogany and stared around. Toward the back was the juke-box. He
blinked at it, trying to renenber.

The juke-box began to play "I'lIl Renenber April." The whirling confusion of insobriety focused
down to a snmall, clear, cold spot in Foster's brain. He started to tingle. Hi s nouth fornmed words
"Renenber April-Renmenber April ?"

"All right!" said a fat, unshaven, untidy man standing next to him "I heard you! I'll-Wat did
you say?"

"Renenber April," Foster nuttered, quite automatically. The fat man spilled his drink

"It isn"t! It's March!"

Foster peered around dimy in search of a cal endar

"I't's April third," he affirned presently. "Wy?"

"I'"ve got to get back, then," said the fat man in desperation. He scrubbed at his saggi ng cheeks.
"April already! How |l ong have | been tight? You don't know? It's your business to know. April! One
nmore drink, then." He sunmoned the bartender

He was interrupted by the sudden appearance of a man with a hatchet. Foster, blearily eying the
apparition, alnost decided to get out in search of a quieter gin-nill. This new figure, bursting
in fromthe street, was a skinny blond man with wild eyes and the shakes. Before anyone coul d stop
him he had rushed the length of the roomand lifted his hatchet threateningly above the juke-box.
"I can't stand it!" he cried hysterically. "You spiteful little-1'Il fix you before you fix nme!"
So saying, and ignoring the purposeful approach of the bartender, the blond man brought down his
hat chet heavily on the juke-box. There was a blue crackle of flane, a tearing noise, and the bl ond
man col | apsed w t hout a sound.

Foster stayed where he was. There was a bottle on the bar near him and he captured it. Rather
dimy, he realized what was happeni ng. An anbul ance was sumoned. A doctor said the blond nan had
been painfully shocked, but was still alive. The juke-box had a smashed panel, but appeared

uni njured otherwi se. Austin came from sonmewhere and poured hinself a shot fromunder the bar

"Each man kills the thing he loves," Austin said to Foster. "You're the guy who was quoting Onar
at ne the other night, aren't you?"

"What ?" Foster said.

Austin nodded at the notionless figure being | oaded on a stretcher

"Funny business. That fella used to come in all the tine just to play the juke-box. He was in | ove
with the thing. Sat here by the hour listening to it. Course, when | say he was in love with it,
I"'mnerely using a figure of speech, catch?"

"Sure," Foster said.

"Then a coupl e of days ago he blows up. Crazy as a loon. | conme in and find the guy on his knees
in front of the juke-box, begging it to forgive himfor something or other. | don't get it. Sone
peopl e shouldn't drink, | guess. Wat's yours?"

"The sane," Foster said, watching the anbul ance nmen carry the stretcher out of the bar

"Just mld electric shock,"” an intern said. "He'll be all right."

The juke-box clicked, and a new record swung across. Sonething nmust have gone wrong with the
anmplification, for the song bellowed out with deafening intensity.

' Chl 0- eee!’ screamed the juke-box urgently, " 'Chlo-eeee!""

Deaf ened, fighting the feeling that this was hallucination, Foster found hinself beside the juke-
box. He clung to it against the mad billows of sound. He shook it, and the roaring subsided.

" '"Chlo-eee!'" the juke-box sang softly and sweetly.

There was confusion nearby, but Foster ignored it. He had been struck by an idea. He peered into
t he phonograph's innards through the glass pane. The record was slow ng now, and as the needle
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lifted Foster could read the title on the circular |abel

It said, "Springtime in the Rockies."

The record hastily lifted itself and swung back to conceal nent anong the others in the rack

Anot her bl ack disc nmoved over under the needle. It was "Twilight in Turkey."

But what the juke-box played, with great expression, was: "We'll Al ways Be Sweethearts."

After a while the confusion died dowmn. Austin cane over, exanined the phonograph, and nade a note
to get the broken panel replaced. Foster had entirely forgotten the fat, unshaven, untidy man til
he heard an irritated voice behind himsay:

"It can't be April!"

"What ?"

"You're a liar. It's still March."

"Ch, take a walk," said Foster, who was profoundly shaken, though he did not quite know why. The
obvi ous reasons for his nervousness, he suspected, weren't the real ones.

"You're a liar, | said,” the fat man snarled, breathing heavily in Foster's face. "It's March
You'll either admit it's March, or-or-"

But Foster had had enough. He pushed the fat man away and had taken two steps when a tingling
shock raced through himand the snmall, cold, spot of clarity sprang into existence within his
brain.

The juke-box started to play; "Accentuate the Positive, Elimnate the Negative."

"It's March!" the fat man yel ped. "lIsn't it March?"

"Yes," Foster said thickly. "It's March."

Al that night the song-title blazed in his mnd. He went hone with the fat man. He drank with the
fat man. He agreed with the fat man. He never used a negative. And, by norning, he was surprised
to find that the fat man had hired himas a song-witer for Summit Studi os, sinply because Foster
didn't say no when he was asked whether he could wite songs.

"CGood," the fat man said. "Now |'d better get hone. Ch, | amhone, aren't 1? Well, | gotta go to
the studio tonorrow. We're starting a super-mnusical April second, and-This is April, isn't it?"
"Sure."

"Let's get sonme sleep. No, not that door. The sw nmi ng-pool's out there. Here, I'll show you a

spare bedroom You're sleepy, aren't you?"

"Yes," said Foster, who wasn't.

But he slept, nevertheless, and the next nmorning found hinself at Summit Studios with the fat man
putting his signature on a contract. Nobody asked his qualifications. Taliaferro, the fat man, had
okayed him That was enough. He was given an office with a piano and a secretary, and sat dazedly
behi nd his desk for nost of the day, wondering how the devil it had all happened. At the

commi ssary, however, he picked up sonme scraps of information

Taliaferro was a big shot-a very big shot. He had one idiosyncrasy. He couldn't endure

di sagreenment. Only yes-nen were allowed around him Those who worked for Taliaferro had to
accentuate the positive, elimnate the negative.

Foster got his assignment. A romantic |ove song for the new picture. A duet. Everyone took it for
granted that Foster knew one note from another. He did, having studied piano in his youth, but
counterpoint and the nmysteries of mnor keys were far beyond him

That ni ght he went back to the little downtown bar

It was just a hunch, but he thought the juke-box might be able to help him Not that he really
bel i eved hi such things, but at worst, he could hoist a few shots and try to figure a way out. But
the juke-box kept playing one song over and over

The odd thing was that nobody el se heard that particular song. Foster discovered that quite by
accident. To Austin's ears, the juke-box was going through an ordinary repertoire of nodern
popul ar stuff.

After that, Foster listened nore closely. The song was a haunting duet, plaintive and curiously
tender. It had overtones hi it that nade Foster's spine tingle.

"Who wrote that thing?" he asked Austin.

"Wasn't it Hoagy Carm chael ?"

But they were tal king at cross-purposes. The juke-box suddenly sang "I Dood It," and then rel apsed
into the duet.
"No," Austin said. "I guess it wasn't Hoagy. That's an old one. 'Dardanella."'"

But it wasn't "Dardanella."

Foster saw a piano at the back. He went to it and got out his notebook. First he wote the lyrics.
Then he tried to get the notes down, but they were beyond him even with the piano as a guide. The
best he could achieve was a sort of shorthand. H's own voice was true and good, and he thought he
m ght be able to sing the piece ao-curately, if he could find soneone to put down the notes for
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hi m

When he finished, he studied the juke-box nore closely. The broken panel had been repaired. He
patted the gadget in a friendly way and went away thinking hard.

H s secretary's nanme was Lois Kennedy. She canme into his office the next day while Foster was
tappi ng at the piano

234

and hel pl essly endeavoring to wite down the score.

"Let me help you, M. Foster," she said conpetently, casting a practised eye over the messy pages.
"l-no, thanks”™' Foster said.

"Are you bad on scores?" she asked as she snmiled. "A |lot of conposers are that way. They play by
ear, but they don't know G sharp fromA flat." "They don't, eh?" Foster nurnured. The girl eyed
himintently. "Suppose you run through it, and I'll mark down a rough scoring."

Foster hit a few chords. "Phooey!" he said at |last, and picked up the lyrics. Those were readabl e,
anyway. He began to hum

"Swell," Lois said. "Just sing it. I'll catch the nelody." Foster's voice was true, and he found
it surprisingly easy to renenber the | ove song the juke-box had played. He sang it, and Lois
presently played it on the piano, while Foster corrected and revised. At least he could tell what
was wong and what was right. And, since Lois had h'ved nusic since her childhood, she had little
difficulty in recording the song on paper

Afterwards she was enthusiastic. "It's swell," she said. "Sonmething really new. M. Foster, you're
good. And you're not lifting from Mzart, either. 1'Il shoot this right over to the big boy.
Usually it's smart not to be hi too much of a hurry, but since this is your first job here, we'll
chance it."

Taliaferro liked the song. He made a few usel ess suggestions, which Foster, with Lois's aid,

i ncorporated, and sent down a list of what else was needed for the super-nusical. He also called a
concl ave of the song-witers to listen to Foster's opus.

"I want you to hear what's good," Taliaferro told them "This new find of nmne is showing you up

I think we need new blood," he finished darkly, eying the wetched song-witers with om nous
intensity.

But Foster quaked in his boots. For all he knew, his song m ght have been plagiarized. He expected
soneone in the audience to spring up and shout: "That new find of yours swi ped his song from
Berlin!" O Gershwin or Porter or Hanmerstein, as the case m ght be.

Nobody exposed him The song was new. It established Foster as a double-threat man, since he had
done both nelody and |yrics hinself.
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He was a success.

Every night he had his ritual. Alone, he visited a certain downtown bar. \Wen necessary, the juke-
box helped himwith his songs. It seemed to know exactly what was needed. It asked little in
return. It served himw th the unquestioning fidelity of 'Cigarette’ in "Under Two Flags." And
sonetinmes it played |l ove songs ained at Foster's ears and hlaft. It serenaded him Sonetines, too,
Fost er thought he was goi ng crazy.

Weeks passed. .Foster got all his assignnments done at the little downtown bar, and | ater whipped
theminto suitable shape with his secretary's assistance. He had begun to notice that she was a
strikingly pretty girl, with attractive eyes and |lips. Lois seened anenable, but so far Foster had
hel d back fromany definite conmtnment. He felt unsure of his new triunphs.

But he bl ossoned like the rose. Hi s bank account grew fat, he | ooked sl eeker and drank ruch | ess,
and he visited the downtown bar every night. Once he asked Austin about it.

"That juke-box. Were' d it cone fronf"

"I don't know," Austin said. "It was here before | cane."

"Well, who puts new records in it?"

"The conpany, | suppose."

"Ever see '"emdo it?"

Austin thought. "Can't say | have. | guess the man coni es around when the other bartender's on
duty. It's got a new set of records on every day, though. That's good service."

Foster made a note to ask the other bartender about it. But there was no tune. For, the next day,
he ki ssed Lois Kennedy.

That was a mistake. It was the booster charge. The next thing Jerry Foster knew, he was naking the
rounds with Lois, and it was after dark, and they were driving unsteadily along the Sunset Strip,
di scussing life and nusic.

"I'"'mgoing places," Foster said, dodging an oddly anbul atory tel ephone pole. "W're going places

t oget her. "
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"Ch, honey!" Lois said.

Foster stopped the car and kissed her.

"That calls for another drink," he remarked. "Is that a bar over there?"

236

The night wore on. Foster hadn't realized he had been under a considerable strain. Now the |id was
off. It was wonderful to have. Lois in his arms, to kiss her, to feel her hair brushing his cheek
Everyt hi ng becane rosy.

Through the rosy mi st he suddenly saw the face of Austin.

"The sane?" Austin inquired.

Foster blinked. He was sitting in a booth, with Lois beside him He had his armaround the girl,
and he had an idea he had just kissed her.

"Austin," he said, "how |l ong have we been here?" "About an hour. Don't you remenber, M. Foster?"
"Darling," Lois nmurnured, |eaning heavily against her escort.

Foster tried to think. If was difficult. "Lois," he finally said, "haven't | got another song to

wite?" "It'll keep."

"No. That torch song. Taliaferro wants it Friday." "That's four days away."

"Now | 'mhere, | mght as well get the song," Foster said, with alcoholic insistence, and stood
up.

"Kiss me," Lois murmured, |eaning toward him He obeyed, though he had a feeling that there was
nmore i nmportant business to be attended to. Then he stared around, |ocated the juke-box, and went
toward it. "Hello, thdre," he said, patting the sleek, glowi ng sides. "I'm back. Drunk, too. But
that's all right. Let's have that song."

The juke-box was silent. Foster felt Lois touch his arm

"Cone on back. W don't want nusic."

"Wait a minute, hon."

Foster stared at the juke-box. Then he | aughed.

"I know," he said, and pulled out a handful of change. He slid a nickel into the coin-|lever and
pushed the | ever hard.

Not hi ng happened.

"Wonder what's wwong with it?" Foster nmuttered. "I'Il need that song by Friday."

He decided that there were a lot of things he didn't know about, and ought to. The nuteness of the
j uke-box puzzled him

Al'l of a sudden he remenbered somet hing that had happened weeks ago, the blond man who had
attacked
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the juke-txxswi @ a hatchet and had only got shocked for his pains. The blond man he vaguely
recall ed, used to spend hours en tete-a-tete with the juke-box.

"What a dope!" Foster said thickly.

Loi s asked a question.

"1 shoul d have checked up before,” he answered her. "Maybe | can find, oat-oh, nothing, Lois.
Nothing at all." | '

Then he went after Austin. Austin gave himthe blond man's name and, an hour |ater, Foster found
himself sitting by a white hospital bed, |ooking down at a man's ravaged face under faded bl ond
hai r. Brashness, judicious tipping, and a statenment that he was a relative had got himthis far
Now he sat there and watched and felt questions die as they fornmed on his lips.

VWhen he finally nentioned the juke-box, it was easier. He sinply sat and |i stened.

"They carried me out of the bar on a stretcher,” the blond nman said. "Then a car skidded and cane
right at me. | didn't feel any pain. | still don't feel anything. The driver-she said she'd heard
sonmebody shouting her name. Chloe. That startled her so much she lost control, and hit ne. You
know who yelled ' Chloe,' don't you?"

Fost er thought back. There was a nenory sonewhere.

The juke-box had begun to play "Chloe,” and the anplification had gone haywire, so the song had
bel | owed out thunderously for a short tine.

"I'"'mparalyzed," the blond man said. "lI'mdying, too. | mght as well. | think I'll be safer
She's vindictive and plenty smart."

" She?"

"A spy. Maybe there's all sorts of gadgets masqueradi ng as-as things we take for granted. | don't

know. They substituted that juke-box for the original one. It's alive. No, not it! She! It's a
she, all right!"

And- "Who put her there?" The blond nman said, in answer to Foster's question. "Wo are-they? People
fromanother world or another tinme? Martians? They want information about us, I'll bet, but they
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don't dare appear personally. They plant gadgets that we'll take for granted, |ike that juke-box,
to act as spies. Only this one got out of control a little. She's snmarter than the others."

He pushed hinself up on the pillow, his eyes glaring at the little radio beside him

238

"Even that!" he whispered. "Is that an ordinary, regular radio? Or is it one of their masqueradi ng
gadgets, spying on us?"

He fell back

"l began to understand quite a while ago," the man conti nued weakly. "She put the ideas in ny
head. More than once she pulled me out of a jam Not now, though. She won't forgive nme. Ch, she's

femnine, all right. Wien | got on her bad side, | was sunk. She's smart, for a jukebox. A
mechani cal brain? O-1 don't know.
“I''l'l never know, now. |'ll be dead pretty soon. And that'll be all right with nme."

The nurse cane in then...

Jerry Foster was coldly frightened. And he was drunk. Main Street was bright and roaring as he

wal ked back, but by the tine he had nade up his mnd, it was after closing hour and a chil

silence went hand in hand with the darkness. The street lights didn't help nuch.

"I'f I were sober | wouldn't believe this," he nused, listening to his hollow footfalls on the
pavenent. "But | do believe it. |I've got to fix things up with that-jukebox!"

Part of his mind guided himinto an alley. Part of his mind told himto break a wi ndow, nuffling
the clash with his coat, and the same urgent, sober part of his m nd guided himthrough a dark

ki tchen and a swi ngi ng door

Then he was in the bar. The booths were vacant. A faint, filtered light crept through the Venetian
blinds shielding the street windows. Against a wall stood the black, silent bulk of the juke-box.
Sil ent and unresponsive. Even when Foster inserted a nickel, nothing happened. The electric cord
was plugged in the socket, and he threw the activating switch, but that nade no difference.

"Look," he said. "I was drunk. Ch, this is crazy. It can't be happening. You're not alive- Are you
alive? Did you put the finger on that guy | just saw in the hospital? Listen!"

It was dark and cold. Bottles glimered against the nmirror behind the bar. Foster went over and
opened one. He poured the whi skey down his throat.

After a while, it didn't seemso fantastic for himto be standing there arguing with a juke-box.

"So you're femnine," he said. "I'll bring you flowers 239
tomorrow. |'mreally beginning to believe!l O course | believe! I can't wite songs. Not by
mysel f. You've got to help ne. 1'Il never |ook at a-another girl."

He tilted the bottl e®again.
"You're just hi the sulks,"
crazy!"

The bottle had rd4ySteriously vani shed. He went behind the bar to find another. Then, with a
conviction that nade him freeze notionless, he knew that there was soneone el se in the room

He was hidden in the shadows where he stood. Only his eyes noved as he | ooked toward the
newconers. There were two of them and they were not hunan.

They- noved-toward the juke-box, in a rather indescribable fashion. One of thempulled out a snall
shining cylinder fromthe juke-box's interior

Foster, sweat drying on his cheeks, could hear themthinking.

"Current report for the last twenty-four hours, Earth time. Put in a fresh recording cylinder
Change the records, too."

Foster watched them change the records. Austin had said that the discs were replaced daily. And
the blond man, dying in the hospital, had said other things. It couldn't be real. The creatures he
stared at could not exist. They blurred before his eyes.

"A human is here," one of themthought. "He has seen us. W had better elinmnate him"

The blurry, inhuman figures came toward him Foster, trying to scream dodged around the end of
the bar and ran toward the juke-box. He threw his arnms around its unresponsive sides and gasped:
"Stop theml Don't let themkill me!"

He couldn't see the creatures now but he knew that they were i medi ately behind him The clarity
of panic sharpened his vision. One title on the juke-box's list of records stood out vividly. He
thrust his forefinger against the black button beside the title "Love Me Forever."

Somet hi ng touched his shoul der and tightened, draw ng hi m back

Lights flickered within the juke-box. A record swng out. The needle lowered into its black
groove.

The juke-box started to play "I'Il Be dad Wen You're Dead, You Rascal You."

he said. "You'll cone out of it. You love ne. You know you do. This is

The Ego Machi ne
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NI CHOLAS MARTI N | ooked up at the robot across the desk

"I"'mnot going to ask what you want," he said, in a

| ow, restrained voice. "I already know Just go away and tell St. Cyr | approve. Tell him]l think
it's wonderful, putting a robot in the picture. W' ve had everything el se by now, except the
Rockettes. But clearly a quiet little play about Christnas" anong the Portuguese fishernmen on the
Fl ori da coast nust have a robot. Only, why not six robots? Tell him| suggest a baker's dozen. o
away. "

"Was your nothers' nane Hel ena dinska?" the robot asked, paying no heed to Martin's remarks.

"I't was not," Martin said.

"Ah, then she nust have been the Great Hairy One," the robot rurnured.

Martin took his feet off the desk and sat up slowy.

"It's quite all right," the robot said hastily. "You' ve been chosen for an ecol ogi cal experinent,
that's ahl. But it won't hurt. Robots are perfectly normal life fornms where I cone from so you
needn' t-"

"Shut up," Martin said. "Robot indeed, you-you bit-player! This tune St. Cyr has gone too far." He
began to shake slightly all over, with sone repressed but strong enotion. The intercom box on the
desk caught his eye, and he stabbed a finger at one of the switches. "Get nme M ss Ashby! Ri ght
away!"

"I"'mso sorry,"” the robot said apologetically. "Have | nade a m stake? The threshold fluctuations
in the neurons always upset nmy menonic normwhen | tenporalize. Isn't this a crisis-point in your
life?"

Martin breathed hard, which seened to confirmthe robot's assunption.

"Exactly," it said. "The ecol ogi cal inbal ance approaches a peak that may destroy the life-form
unless . . . nmm Now either you're about to be stepped on by' a manmoth, |ocked hi an iron nask
assassinated by helots, or-is this Sanskrit |I'm speaking?" He shook his gl eam ng head. "Perhaps
shoul d have got off fifty years ago, but | thought-sorry. Good-bye," he added hastily as Martin
rai sed an angry gl are.

Then the robot lifted a finger to each corner of his naturally rigid nouth, and noved his fingers
hori zontally in opposite directions, as though sketching an apol ogetic smile.

"No, don't go away," Martin said. "I want you right here, where the sight of you can refuel ny
rage in case it's needed. | wish to God | could get nmad and stay nmad,"” he added pl aintively,
gazing at the tel ephone.

"Are you sure your nother's name wasn't Hel ena dinska?" the robot asked. It pinched thunmb and
forefinger together between its noninal brows, sonehow giving the inpression of a worried frown.
"Naturally, I'"'msure," Mrtin snapped.

"You aren't married yet, then? To Anastasi a Zak- hari na- Koshki na?"

"Not yet or ever," Martin replied succinctly. The tel ephone rang. He snatched it up

"Hello, Nick," said Erika Ashby's cal mvoice. "Sonething wong?"

Instantly the fires of rage went out of Martin's eyes, to be replaced by a tender, rose-pink glow.
For sone years now he had given Erika, his very conpetent agent, ten per cent of his take. He had
al so |1 onged hopel essly to give her approximtely a pound of flesh-the cardiac nuscle, to put it in
cold, unromantic terms. Martin did not; he put it in no terns at all, since whenever he tried to
propose marriage to Eri ka he was taken with such fits of nobdesty that he could only babble o
green fields.

"Wel | ," Erika repeated. "Sonething w ong?"

"Yes," Martin said, drawing a long breath. "Can St. Cyr nmake nme marry sonebody naned Anastasia Zak-
har i na- Koshki na?"

"What a wonderful nenory you have," the robot put hi mournfully. "M ne used to be, before

started tem poralizing. But even radi oactive neurons won't stand-"

"Nominally you're still entitled to life, liberty, et cetera," Erika said. "But |'m busy right
now, Nick. Can't it wait till | see you?"

"When?"

"Didn't you get my message?" Erika denanded.

"Of course not," Martin said, angrily. "l've suspected for some tinme that all ny inconming calls

have to be cleared by St. Cyr. Somebody might try to snuggle hi a word of hope, or possibly a
file." H's voice brightened. "Planning a jail break?"

"Ch, this is outrageous,"” Erika said. "Sone day St. Cyr's going to go too far-"

"Not while he's got DeeDee behind him" Martin said gloomly. Sumit Studios woul d sooner have
made a filmpronoting atheismthan offend their top box-office star, DeeDee Flenm ng. Even Tol h' ver
Watt, who owned Summit |ock, stock and barrel, spent wakeful nights because
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St. Cyr refused to let the lovely DeeDee sign a |long-termcontract.

"Neverthel ess, Watt's no fool," Erika said. "I still think we could get himto give you a contract
release if we could make himrealize what a rotten investnent you are. There isn't nuch tine,

t hough. "

"Way not ?" ¢

"I told you-ott. OF course you don't know. He's leaving for Paris tonorrow norning."

Martin nmoaned. "Then |'m dooned," he said. "They'll pick up nmy option automatically next week and

I"l'l never draw a free breath again. Erika, do something!"

"I"'mgoing to," Erika said. "That's exactly what | want to see you about. Ah," she added suddenly,
"now | understand why St. Cyr stopped nmy nessage. He was afraid. Nick, do you know what we've got
to do?"

"See Watt?" Nick hazarded unhappily. "But Erika-"

"See Watt alone," Erika anplified.

"Not if St. Cyr can help it," N ck rem nded her.

"Exactly. Naturally St. Cyr doesn't want us to talk to Watt privately. W m ght make hi m see
reason. But this tinme, N ck, we've sinply got to nanage it sonehow. One of us is going to talk to
Watt while the other keeps St. Cyr at bay. Wich do you choose?"

"Neither," Martin said pronptly.

"Ch, Nick! I can't do the whole thing alone. Anybody'd think you were afraid of St. Cyr."

"I amafraid of St. Cyr," Martin said

"Nonsense. What could he actually do to you?"

"He could terrorize me. He does it all the time. Erika, he says |'mindoctrinating beautifully.
Doesn't it nake your blood run cold? Look at all the other witers he's indoctrinated."

"I know. | saw one of themon Main Street |ast week, delving into garbage cans. Do you want to end
up that way? Then stand up for your rights!"

"Ah," said the robot w sely, nodding. "Just as | thought. A crisis-point."

"Shut up,"” Martin said. "No, not you, Erika. I'msorry."

"So aml," Erika said tartly. "For a nonent | thought you' d acquired a backbone."

"I'f I were sonebody |ike Hem ngway-" Martin began in a mi serabl e voice.

"Did you say Hem ngway?" the robot inquired. "Is

this the Kinsey-Heningway era? Then | nust be right. You' re Nicholas Martin, the next subject.
Martin, Martin? Let nme see-oh yes, the Disraeli type, that's it." He rubbed his forehead with a
grating sound. "Onh, ny poor neuron thresholds! Now I remenber."

"Ni ck, can you hear nme?" Erika's voice inquired. "lI'mcom ng over there right away. Brace
yourself. We're going to beard St. Cyr in his den and convice Watt you'll never nake a good screen-
witer. Now"

"But St. Cyr won't ever adnit that," Martin cried. "He doesn't know the neaning of the word
failure. He says so. He's going to nmake ne into a screen-witer or kill me."

"Remenber what happened to Ed Cassidy?" Erika reminded himgrimy. "St. Cyr didn't make himinto a
screen-writer."

"True. Poor old Ed," Martin said, with a shiver.

"All right, then. I'mon ny way. Anything el se?"

"Yes!" Martin cried, drawing a deep breath. "Yes, there is! | |ove you nadly!"

But the words never got past his glottis. Opening and closing his nouth noiselessly, the cowardly
playwight finally clenched his teeth and tried again. A faint, hopel ess squeak vibrated the

tel ephone's disk. Martin let his shoul ders slunp hopelessly. It was clear he coul d never propose
to anybody, not even a harnl ess tel ephone.

"Did you say sonethi ng?" Erika asked. "Wl |, goodbye then."

"WAit a minute," Martin said, his eyes suddenly falling once nore upon the robot. Speechl ess on
one subject only, he went on rapidly, "I forgot to tell you. WAatt and the nest-fouling St. Cyr
have just hired a nock-up phony robot to play in Angelina Noel!"

But the |ine was dead.

"I"'mnot a phony," the robot said, hurt.

Martin fell back in his chair and stared at his guest with dull, hopel ess eyes. "Neither was King
Kong," he remarked. "Don't start feeding ne sonme line St. Cyr's told you to pull. | know he's
trying to break my nerve. He'll probably do it, too. Look what he's done to ny play already. Wy
Fred Wwaring? | don't mind Fred Wring in his proper place. There he's fine. But not in Angelina
Noel . Not as the Portuguese captain of a fishing boat nanned by his entire band, acconpani ed by
Dan Dailey singing Napoli to DeeDee Flenming in a nermaid's tail-"

Sel f-stunned by this recapitulation, Martin put his arns on the desk, his head in his hands, and
to his horror found hinmself giggling. The tel ephone rang. Martin groped for the instrument w thout
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rising fromhis senm-recunbent position. *

"Who?" he asked shakily. "Who? St. Cyr-"

A hoarse bell ow cane over the wire. Martin sat bolt upright, seizing the phone desperately with
bot h hands.

"Listen!" he cried. "WII you let ne finish what 1'mgoing to say, just for once? Putting a robot
in Angelina Noel is sinply-"

"I do not hear what you say," roared a heavy voice. "Your idea stinks. Whatever it is. Be at
Theater One for yesterday's rushes. At once!"

"But wait-"

St. Cyr belched and hung up. Martin's strangling hands tightened briefly on the tel ephone. But it
was no use. The real strangle-hold was the one St. Cyr had around Martin's throat, and it had been
tightening now for nearly thirteen weeks. Or had it been thirteen years? Looki ng backward, Mrtin
could scarcely believe that only a short tine ago he had been a free man, a successful Broadway

pl aywight, the author of the hit play Angelina Noel. Then had cone St. Cyr.

A snob at heart, the director |loved getting his clutches on hit plays and nane witers. Sunmt
Studi os, he had roared at Martin, would follow the original play exactly and would give Martin the
final okay on the script, provided he signed a thirteen-week contract to help wite the screen
treatment. This had seened too good to be true-and was.

Martin's downfall lay partly in the fine print and partly in the fact that Eri ka Ashby had been in
the hospital with a bad attack of influenza at the tine. Buried in |egal verbiage was a cl ause
that bound Martin to five years of servitude with Summit should they pick up his option. Next week
they would certainly do just that, unless justice prevail ed.

"I think I need a drink," Martin said unsteadily. "Or several." He glanced toward the robot. "I
wonder if you'd mind getting me that bottle of Scotch fromthe bar over there."

"But | am here to conduct an experinent on optinmm ecol ogy," said the robot.

Martin closed his eyes. "Pour ne a drink," he pl eaded.

"Pl ease. Then put the glass in nmy hand, will you? It's not nuch to ask. After all, we're both
human bei ngs, aren't we?"
"Well, no," the robot said, placing a brimming glass in Martin's groping fingers. Martin drank

Then he opened his eyes and blinked at the tall highball glass in his hand. The robot had filled
it tothe brimwith Scotch. Martin turned a wondering gaze on his netallic conpanion.

"You must do a lot of drinking yourself," he said thoughtfully. "I suppose tol erance can be built
up. Go ahead. Help yourself. Take the rest of the bottle.”

The robot placed the tip of a finger above each eye and slid the fingers upward, as though raising
his eyebrows inquiringly.

"Go on, have a jolt,": Martin urged. "Or don't you want to break bread with ne, under the

ci rcumnst ances?"

"How can | ?" the robot asked. "lI'ma robot." Hi s voice sounded somewhat wistful. "Wat happens?"
he inquired. "lIs it a lubricatory or a fueling mechani sn?"

Martin glanced at his briming gl ass.

"Fueling," he said tersely. "H gh octane. You really believe in staying in character, don't you?
Why not -"

"Ch, the principle of irritation," the robot interrupted. "I see. Just like fermented mammoth's
milk. "

Martin choked. "Have you ever drunk fermented mammoth's mi |l k?" he inquired.
"How could I ?" the robot asked. "But 1've seen it done." He drew a straight line vertically upward

between his invisible eyebrows, managing to | ook wistful. "COf course nmy world is perfectly
functional and functionally perfect, but | can't help finding tenporalizing a fas-cina-" He broke
off. "I'"mwasting space-time. Ah. Now M. Martin, would you be willing to-"

"Ch, have a drink," Martin said. "I feel hospitable. Go ahead, indulge nme, will you? My pleasures

are few And |'ve got to go and be terrorized in a mnute, anyhow. If you can't get that mask off
I"I'l send for a straw. You can step out of character |ong enough for one jolt, can't you?"

"I'"'d like to try it," the robot said pensively. "Ever since | noticed the effect fernented

manmot h's m | k had on the boys, it's been on nmy mind, rather. Quite easy for a human, of course.
Technically it's sinple enough, | see now The irritation just increases the frequency of

the brain's kappa waves, as with boosted voltage, but since electrical voltage never existed in
pre-robot tinmes-"

"It did," Martin said, taking another drink. "I nmean, it does. What do you call that, a mammoth?"
He indicated the desk | anp.

The robot's jaw dropped.

"That ?" he askef in blank amazenent. "Wy-why then all those tel ephone pol es and dynanps and
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lighting-equipnment | noticed in this era are powered by electricity!”

"What did you think they were powered by?" Martin asked coldly.

"Sl aves," the robot said, examning the lanp. He switched it on, bunked, and then unscrewed the
bul b. "Voltage, you say?"

"Don't be a fool," Martin said. "You' re overplaying your part. |'ve got to get going in a ninute.
Do you want a jolt or don't you?"
"Well," the robot said, "I don't want to seem unsociable. This ought to work." So saying, he stuck

his finger in the | anp-socket. There was a brief, crackling flash. The robot w thdrew his finger.
"F(t)-" he said, and swayed slightly. Then his fingers cane up and sketched a snile that seened,
sonehow, to express delighted surprise

"Fff(t)t" he said, and went on rather thickly, "F(t) integral between plus and mnus infinity .

; a-sub-n to e. "

Martin's eyes opened wide with shocked horror. Whether a doctor or a psychiatrist should be called
in was debatable, but it was perfectly evident that this was a case for the nedical profession
and the sooner the better. Perhaps the police, too. The bit-player in the robot suit was clearly
as mad as a hatter. Martin poised indecisively, waiting for his lunatic guest either to drop dead
or spring at his throat.

The robot appeared to be smacking his lips, with faint clicking sounds.

"Why, that's wonderful," he said. "AC, too."

"Y-you're not dead?" Martin inquired shakily.

"I"'mnot even alive," the robot murnured. "The way you'd understand it, that is. Ah-thanks for the
jolt.”

Martin stared at the robot with the w |l dest dawni ng of surm se.

"Way-" he gasped. "Wuy-you're a robot!"

"Certainly I'ma robot," his guest said. "What slow ninds you pre-robots had. Mne's working |ike
lightning now " He stole a drunkard's glance at the desk-lanmp. "F(t)-1 nean, if you counted the
kappa waves of ny radio-atonic brain now, you' d be amazed how the frequency's increased." He
paused thoughtfully. "F(t)," he added.

Moving quite slowy, like a nman under water, Martin lifted his glass and drank whi skey. Then
cautiously, he |ooked up at the robot again.

"F(t)-" he said, paused, shuddered, and drank again. That did it. "I'mdrunk," he said with an air
of shaken relief. "That nmust be it. | was al nost begi nning to believe-"

"Ch, nobody believes |'ma robot at first,"” the robot said. "You'll notice | showed up in a novie
lot, where | wouldn't arouse suspicion. I'll appear to Ivan Vasilovich in an alchemst's |ab, and
he'll junp to the conclusion I'man automaton. Wich, of course, | am Then there's a U ghur on ny
list-1"1l appear to himin a shaman's hut and he'll assune |'ma devil. A matter of ecol ogi co-
logic."

"Then you're a devil?" Martin inquired, seizing on the only plausible solution

"No, no, no. I'ma robot. Don't you understand anythi ng?"

"l don't even know who | am now," Martin said. "For all | know, I'ma faun and you' re a hunan
child. | don't think this Scotch is doing me as nuch good as |'d-"

"Your nanme is Nicholas Mrtin,
"Eni ac?"

"ENIAC," the robot corrected, capitalizing. "ENIAC Ganma the N nety-Third."

So saying, he unslung a sack fromhis nmetallic shoul der and began to rumrage out | ength upon

Il ength of what | ooked like red silk ribbon with a curious nmetallic lustre. After approximately a
quarter-mle of it had appeared, a crystal football helnet emerged attached to its end. A gl eam ng
red-green stone was set on each side of the hel net.

"Just over the tenporal |obes, you see," the robot ex-

the robot said patiently. "And mine is ENI AC. "

pl ai ned, indicating the jewels. "Now you just set it on your head, like this-"
"Ch, no, | don't,"” Martin said, withdrawing his head with the utnmost rapidity. "Neither do you, mny
friend. What's the idea? | don't like the |ooks of that gimmick. | particularly don't |ike those

two red garnets on the sides. They | ook |ike eyes."

"Those are artificlali*eclogite," the robot assured him "They sinply have a high dielectric
constant. It's nerely a matter of altering the nornmal thresholds of the neuron nenory-circuits.

Al thinking is based on nmenory, you know. The strength of your associations-the enotional indices
of your menories-channel your actions and decisions, and the ecol ogi zer sinmply changes the voltage
of your brain so the thresholds are altered."”

"I's that all it does?" Martin asked suspiciously.

"Well, now," the robot said with a slight air of evasion. "I didn't intend to mention it, but
since you ask- it also inposes the master-matrix of your character type. But since that's the
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prototype of your character in the first place, it will sinply enable you to nake the nost of your
potential ability, hereditary and acquired. It will nake you react to your environnent in the way
that best assures your survival."

"Not nme, it won't," Martin said firmy. "Because you aren't going to put that thing on ny head."
The robot sketched a puzzled frown. "Oh," he said after a pause. "I haven't explained yet, have |?
It's very sinple. Wuld you be willing to take part in a valuable socio-cultural experinent for
the benefit of all mankind?"

"No," Martin said.

"But you don't know what it is yet," the robot said plaintively. "You'll be the only one to
refuse, after |'ve explained everything thoroughly. By the way, can you understand ne all right?"
Martin |laughed hollowy. "Natch," he said.

"Cood," the robot said, reh' eved. "That may be one trouble with ny nenmory. | had to record so nany
| anguages before | could tenporalize. Sanskrit's very sinmple, but medi eval Russian's confusing,
and as for Ui ghur- however! The purpose of this experinent is to pronpote the nost successful pro-
survival relationship between man and his environnent. Instant adaptation is what we're aimng at,
and we hope to get it by minimzing the differential between individual and environment. In

other words, the right reaction at the right tinme. Understand?

"Of course not," Martin said. "Wat nonsense you tal k."

"There are," the robot said rather wearily, "only a linited nunber of character matrices possible,
depending first on the arrangement of the genes within the chronosones, and | ater upon
environnental additions. Since environments tend to repeat-like societies, you know an

organi zational pattern isn't hard to lay out, along the Kal dekooz tinme-scale. You follow ne so
far?"

"By the Kal dekooz tine-scale, yes," Martin said.

"I was always lucid," the robot remarked a little vainly, flourishing a swirl of red ribbon

"Keep that thing away frommne," Martin conplained. "Drunk | may be, but- | have no intention of
sticking nmy neck out that far."

"Of course you'll do it,"” the robot said firmy. "Nobody's ever refused yet. And don't bicker with

me or you'll get nme confused and 1'lIl have to take another jolt of voltage. Then there's no
telling how confused |'Il be. My menory gives me enough trouble when | tenporalize. Tinme-trave

al ways rai ses the synaptic delay threshold, but the trouble is it's so variable. That's why | got
you mxed up with lvan at first. But | don't visit himtill after |I've seen you-I'mrunning the

test chronol ogically, and nineteen-fifty-two comes before fifteen-seventy, of course.”

"It doesn't,"” Martin said, tilting the glass to his lips. "Not even in Hollywod does nineteen-
fifty-two come before fifteen-seventy."

"I'"'musing the Kal dekooz tinme-scale," the robot explained. "But really only for conveni ence. Now
do you want the ideal ecological differential or don't you? Because-" Here he flourished the red
ri bbon again, peered into the helnet, |ooked narrowy at Martin, and shook his head.

"I"'msorry," the robot said. "I'mafraid this won't work. Your head's too small. Not enough brain-
room | suppose. This helnet's for an eight and a half head, and yours is much too-"

"My head is eight and a half," Martin protested with dignity.

"Can't be," the robot said cunningly. "If it were, the helnmet would fit, and it doesn't. Too big."
"It does fit," Martin said.

"That's the trouble with arguing with pre-robot species,”" ENIAC said, as to hinmself. "Low,

brutish, unreasoning. No wonder, when their heads are so small. Now M. Martin-" .He spoke as
though to a small, stupid, stubborn child. "Try to understand. This helnmet's size eight and a
hal f. Your head is unfortunately so very small that the helnet wouldn't fit-"

"Blast it!" cried the infuriated Martin, caution quite | ost between Scotch and annoyance. "It does
fit! Look here!" Recklessly he snatched the helnet and clapped it firmy on his head. "It fits
perfectly!"

"I erred,"” the robot acknow edged™ with such a gleamin his eye that Martin, suddenly conscious of
hi s rashness, jerked the helnet fromhis head and dropped it on the desk. ENIAC quietly picked it
up and put it back into his sack, stuffing the red ribbon hi after it with rapid nmotions. Martin
wat ched, baffled, until EN AC had finished, gathered together the mouth of the sack, swung it on
hi s shoul der again, and turned toward the door

"Good- bye, " the robot said. "And thank you."

"For what?" Martin denmanded.

"For your cooperation,"” the robot said.

"I won't cooperate,” Martin told himflatly. "It's no use. Watever fool treatnment it is you're
selling, I"'mnot going to-"
"Ch, you've already had the ecology treatnment," ENIAC replied blandly. "I'Il be back tonight to
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renew the charge. It lasts only twelve hours."

"What ! "

ENI AC noved his forefingers outward fromthe corners of his nouth, sketching a polite smle. Then
he stepped through the door and closed it behind him

Martin made a faint squealing sound, |ike a stuck but gagged pig.

Sonet hi ng was happeni ng i nside his head.

Ni cholas Martin felt like a man suddenly thrust under an ice-cold shower. No, not col d-steam ng
hot. Perfuned, too. The wind that blew hi fromthe open wi ndow bore with it a frightful stench of
gasol i ne, sagebrush, paint, and-fromthe distant conm ssary-ham sandwi ches.

"Drunk," he thought frantically. "I'mdrunk-or crazy!" He sprang up and spun around wildly; then
cat chi ng

sight of a crack in the hardwood floor he tried to walk along it. "Because if | can walk a
straight line," he thought, "I'mnot drunk. |I'monly crazy . " It was not a very conforting

t hought .

He could walk it, all right. He could walk a far straighter line than the crack, which he saw now
was m croscopically jagged. He had, in fact, never felt such a sense of location and equilibrium
in his life. Hs experinment carried himacross the roomto a wall-mrror, and as he strai ghtened
to look into it, suddenly all confusion settled and ceased. The viol ent sensory perceptions

| evel ed off and returned to normal

Everything was quiet. Everything was all right.

Martin met his own eyes in the mrror

Everything was not all right.

He was stone cold sober. The Scotch he had drunk might as well have been spring-water. He | eaned
closer to the mrror, trying to stare through his own eyes into the depths of his brain. For
sonet hi ng extrenely odd was happening hi there. Al over his brain, tiny shutters were begi nning
to nove, sone sliding up till only a narrow crack remai ned, through which the beady little eyes of
neurons coul d be seen peeping, sonme sliding down with fault crashes, revealing the agile, spidery
forms of still other neurons scuttling for cover

Al tered thresholds, changing the yes-and-no reaction tinme of the nmenory-circuits, with their key
enoti onal indices and associations . . . huh?

The robot!
Martin's head swng toward the closed office door. But he nade no further nove. The | ook of bl ank
panic on his face very slowy, quite unconsciously, began to change. The robot... could wait.

Automatically Martin raised his hand, as though to adjust an invisible nonocle. Behind him the

t el ephone began to ring. Martin glanced at it.

His lips curved into an insolent smle.

Flicking dust fromhis |apel with a suave gesture, Martin picked up the tel ephone. He said
not hi ng. There was a long silence. Then a hoarse voice shouted, "Hello, hello, hello! Are you
there? You, Martin."

Martin said absolutely nothing at all.

"You keep ne waiting," the voice bellowed. "M, St. Cyr! Now junp! The rushes are ... Martin, do
you hear ne?"

Martin gently laid down the receiver on the desk. He turned again toward the mirror, regarded
himsel f critically, frowned.

"Dreary," he murmured. "Distinctly dreary. | wonder why | ever bought this necktie?"

The softly bellowi ng tel ephone distracted him He studied the instrunent briefly, then clapped his
hands sharply together an inc® fromthe nouthpiece. There was a sharp, anguished cry fromthe

ot her end of the Iine.

"Very good," Martin nurmured, turning away. "That robot has done me a considerable favor. | should
have realized the possibilities sooner. After all, a super-nmachine, such as ENI AC, would be far
cleverer than a man, who is nmerely an ordi nary machine. Yes," he added, stepping into the hall and
comng face to face with Toni LaMdtta, who was currently working for Summit on loan. " "Man is a
machi ne, and worman-' " Here he gave M ss LaMtta a | ook of such arrogant significance that she was
quite startl ed.

" '"And wonan-a toy,
awai ted him

Sunmit Studi os, outdoing even MaM al ways shot ten tinmes as nuch footage as necessary on every
scene. At the beginning of each shooting day, this confusing nass of celluloid was shown hi St
Cyr's private projection theater, a small but |uxurious domed room furnished with |ie-back chairs,
and every other conveni ence, though no screen was visible until you | ooked up. Then you saw it on
the ceiling.

Martin anplified, as he turned toward Theater One, where St. Cyr and destiny
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When Martin entered, it was instantly evident that ecol ogy took a sudden shift toward the worse.
Operating on the theory that the old Nicholas Martin had cone into it, the theater, which had
breat hed an expensive air of |uxurious confidence, chilled toward him The nap of the Persian rug
shrank fromhis contam nating feet. The chair he stunbled against in the half-light seened to
shrug contenptuously. And the three people in the theater gave himsuch a | ook as m ght be turned
upon one of the larger apes who had, by sheer accident, got an invitation to Bucki ngham Pal ace.
DeeDee Fl enming (her real nanme was inpossible to remenber, besides having not a vowel hi it) lay
placidly in her chair, her feet confortably up, her lovely hands fol ded, her large, liquid gaze

fi xed upon the screen

where DeeDee Fleming, hi the silvery nmeshes of a technicol or nernaid, swam phlegmatically through
seas of pearl-col ored mi st

Martin groped in the gloomfor a chair. The strangest things were going on inside his brain, where
tiny stiles still noved and readjusted until he no longer felt in the least Iike N cholas Martin.
Who did he feel like, then? What had happened?

He recal |l ed the neurons whose beady little eyes he had fancied he saw staring brightly into, as
well as out of, his owm. O had he? The nenory was vivid, yet it couldn't be, of course. The
answer was perfectly sinple and terribly logical. ENIAC Garma the N nety-Third had told him
somewhat anbi guously, just what his ecol ogi cal experinent involved. Martin had nerely been given
the optimumreactive pattern of his successful prototype, a man who had nost thoroughly controlled
his own environment. And ENIAC had told himthe man's name, along with several confusing
references to other prototypes like an Ivan (who?) and an unnaned U ghur

The nane for Martin's prototype was, of course, Disraeli, Earl of Beaconsfield. Martin had a vivid
recol l ection of George Arliss playing the role. Cever, insolent, eccentric hi dress and manner,
exuberant, suave, self-controlled, with a strongly perceptive inagination

"No, no, no!" DeeDee said with a sort of calminpatience. "Be careful, N ck. Sone other chair,

pl ease. | have ny feet on this one.”

"T-t-t-t-t," said Raoul St. Cyr, protruding his thick Iips and snapping the fingers of an enornous
hand as he pointed to a lowy chair against the wall. "Behind nme, Martin. Sit down, sit down. Qut
of our way. Now! Pay attention. Study what | have done to nmake sonething great out of your foolish
little play. Especially note how | have so cleverly ended the solo by building to five cunulative
pratt-falls. Timing is all,"” he finished. "Now -SILENCE!"

For a man bom hi the obscure little Bal kan country of M xo-Lydia, Raoul St. Cyr had done very well
for hinself in Hollywod. In 1939 St. Cyr, growing alarmed at the inm nence of war, departed for
Anerica, taking with himthe print of an unpronounceabl e M xo-Lydian filmhe had nmade, which m ght
be transl ated roughly as The Pores in the Face oj the Peasant.

Wth this he established his artistic reputation as a great director, though if the truth were
known, it was really poverty that caused The Pores to be so artistically lighted, and sinple
drunkenness whi ch had nmade nost of the cast act out one of the strangest performances in film
history. But critics conpared The Pores to a ballet and praised inordinately the beauty of its

| eadi ng | ady, now known to the wo"kf as DeeDee Fl eni ng

DeeDee was so incredibly beautiful that the | aw of conpensation would force one to expect
incredible stupidity as well. One was not di sappoi nted. DeeDee's neurons didn't know anything. She
had heard of enotions, and under St. Cyr's bullying could imitate a few of them but other
directors had gone mad trying to get through the senmantic block that kept DeeDee's mind a calm
unruffl ed pool possibly three inches deep. St. Cyr nmerely bellowed. This sinple, prinordial
approach seenmed to be the only one that made sense to Sumrit's greatest investnent and top star
Wth this whip-hand over the beautiful and brainless DeeDee, St. Cyr quickly rose to the top in
Hol | ywood. He had undoubted talent. He could nmake one picture very well indeed. He had nmde it
twenty tunes already, each time starring DeeDee, and each tinme perfecting his own feudalistic
production unit. Wenever anyone disagreed with St. Cyr, he had only to threaten to go over to MaM
and take the obedi ent DeeDee with him for he had never allowed her to sign a |long-term contract
and she worked only on a picture-to-picture basis. Even Tolliver Watt knuckl ed under when St. Cyr
voi ced the threat of renoving DeeDee.

"Sit down, Martin," Tolliver Watt said. He was a tall, |ean, hatchet-faced man who | ooked |like a
horse bei ng starved because he was too proud to eat hay. Wth calm detached omi potence he
inclined his gray-shot head a millinmeter, while a faintly pained expression passed fleet-ingly
across his face.

"Hi ghbal |, please," he said.

A white-clad waiter appeared noiselessly fromnowhere and glided forward with a tray. It was at
this point that Martha felt the last stiles readjust in his brain, and entirely on inpul se he
reached out and took the frosted highball glass fromthe tray. Wthout observing this the waiter
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glided on and presented Watt with a gl eam ng

salver full of nothing. Watt and the waiter regarded the tray.

Then their eyes net. There was a brief silence.

"Here," Martin said, replacing the glass. "Mich too weak. Get ne another, please. |I'mreorienting
toward a new phase which neans a different optimum" he explained to the puzzled Watt as he

readj usted a chair beside the great man and dropped into it. Odd that he had never before felt at
ease during rushes. Right now he felt fine. Perfectly at ease. Rel axed.

"Scotch and soda for M. Martin," Watt said calmy. "And another for me."

"So, so, sOo, now we begin," St. Cyr cried inpatiently. He spoke into a hand m crophone. Instantly
the screen on the ceiling flickered noisily and began to unfold a series of rather ragged scenes
in which a chorus of nernaids danced on their tails down the street of a little Florida fishing
vil | age.

To understand the full |oathsoneness of the fate facing Nicholas Martin, it is necessary to view a
St. Cyr production. It seemed to Martin that he was watching the nost noi some novie ever put upon
film He was conscious that St. Cyr and Watt were stealing rather nystified glances at him In the
dark he put up two fingers and sketched a robot-like grin. Then, feeling sublinely sure of

hinself, he lit a cigarette and chuckl ed al oud.

"You | augh?" St. Cyr denmanded with instant displeasure. "You do not appreciate great art? Wat do
you know about it, eh? Are you a genius?"

"This," Martin said urbanely, "is the npst noi sone novie ever put on film"

In the sudden, deathly quiet which followed, Martin flicked ashes el egantly and added, "Wth ny
hel p, you may yet avoi d becom ng the | aughi ng stock of the whole continent. Every foot of this

pi cture nust be junked. Tonorrow bright and early we will start all over, and-"

Watt said quietly, "We're quite conpetent to nake a filmout of Angelina Noel, Martin."

"It is artistic!" St. Cyr shouted. "And it will nake noney, too!"

"Bah, money!" Martin said cunningly. He rucked nore ash with a lavish gesture. "Who cares about
money? Let Sunmit worry."

Watt | eaned forward to peer searchingly at Martin in the di mess.

"Raoul ," he said, glancing at St. Cyr, "l understand you were getting your-ah-your new witers

whi pped into shape. This doesn't sound to ne as if-"

"Yes, yes, yes, yes," St. Cyr cried excitedly. "Wipped into shape, exactly! A brief delirium eh?
Martin, you feel well? You feel yourself?"

Martin laughed with quiet confidence. "Never fear," he said. "The noney yflu spend on ne is well
worth what 1'Il bring you in prestige. | quite understand. Qur confidential talks were not to be
secret fromWatt, of course."

"What confidential tal ks?" bellowed St. Cyr thickly, grow ng red.

"W need keep nothing fromWatt, need we?" Martin went on inperturbably. "You hired ne for
prestige, and prestige you'll get, if you can only keep your big nouth shut |Iong enough. I'Il make
the nane of St. Cyr glorious for you. Naturally you may | ose sonething at the box-office, but it's
well worth-"

"Pjrzgxgl!" roared St. Cyr in his native tongue, and he |unbered up fromthe chair, brandi shing

t he mi crophone in an enornous, hairy hand.

Deftly Martin reached out and twitched it from his grasp.

"Stop the film" he ordered crisply.

It was very strange. A distant part of his mind knew that normally he woul d never have dared
behave this way, but he felt convinced that never before hi his life had he acted with conplete
normality. He glowed with a giddy warnth of confidence that everything he did would be right, at

| east while the twelve-hour treatnment lasted.... '

The screen flickered hesitantly, then went bl ank

"Turn the lights on," Martin ordered the unseen presence beyond the mke. Softly and suddenly the
roomglowed with illumnation. And upon the visages of Watt and St..Cyr he saw a mutual dawni ng
uneasi ness begin to break

He had just given themfood for thought. But he had given themnore than that. He tried to imagine
what nmoved in the mnds of the two nen, below the suspicions he had just inplanted. St. Cyr's was
fairly obvious. The M xo-Lydian licked his |lips-no nmean task- and studied Martin w th uneasy
little, bloodshot eyes. Clearly Martin had acquired confidence from some-

where. What did it nmean? What secret sin of St. Cyr's had been discovered to him what flaw hi his
contract, that he dared behave so defiantly?

Tolliver Watt was a horse of another color; apparently the man had no guilty secrets; but he too

| ooked uneasy. Martin studied the proud face and probed for inner weaknesses. Watt would be a
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harder nut to crack. But Martin could do it.

"That | ast underwater sequence," he now said, pursuing his thene. "Pure trash, you know. It'l]
have to cone out. The whol e scene nust be shot from under water."

"Shut up!" Cyr shouted violently.

"But it nmust, you know," Martin went on. "Or it won't jibe with the new stuff I've witten in. In
fact, I"'mnot at all certain that the whoft picture shouldn't be shot under water. You know, we
coul d use the docunentary techni que-"

"Raoul ," Watt said suddenly, "what's this man trying to do?"

"He is trying to break his contract, of course,"” St. Cyr said, turning ruddy olive. "It is the bad
phase all ny witers go through before |I get them whipped into shape. In M xo-Lydia-"

"Are you sure he'll whip into shape?" Watt asked.

"To me this is now a personal matter," St. Cyr said, glaring at Martin. "I have spent nearly
thirteen weeks on this man and | do not intend to waste ny valuable tune on another. | tell you he
is sinply trying to break his contract-tricks, tricks, tricks."

"Are you?" Watt asked Martin coldly.

"Not now," Martin said. "lI've changed my mind. My agent insists |'d be better off away from
Sunmit. In fact, she has the curious feeling that | and Summit would suffer by a nesalliance. But
for the first time |'mnot sure | agree. | begin to see possibilities, even in the tripe St. Cyr

has been stuffing down the public's throat for years. O course | can't work miracles all at once.
Audi ences have cone to expect garbage from Sunmit, and they've even been conditioned to like it.
But we'll begin hi a small way to re-educate themw th this picture. | suggest we try to synbolize
the Existentialist hopel essness of it by ending the filmwith a full four hundred feet of
seascapes- not hi ng but vast, heaving stretches of ocean," he ended, on a note of conpl acent
satisfaction.

A vast heaving stretch of Raoul St. Cyr rose fromhis chair and advanced upon Martin.

"Qutside, outside!" he shouted. "Back to your cell, you double-crossing vermn! |, Raoul St. Cyr
command it. Qutside, before | rip you linb fromlinb-"

Martin spoke quickly. His voice was calm but he knew he woul d have to work fast.

"You see, Watt?"|he said clearly, neeting Watt's rather startled gaze. "Doesn't dare |l et you
exchange three words with ne, for fear I'Il let sonething slip. No wonder he's trying to put ne
out of here-he's skating on thin ice these days."

Goaded, St. Cyr rolled forward in a ponderous |unge, but Watt interposed. It was true, of course,
that the witer was probably trying to break his contract. But there were wheels wi thin wheels
here. Martin was too confident, too debonair. Something was goi ng on which Watt did not
under st and.

"Al'l right, Raoul," he said decisively. "Relax for a minute. | said relax! W don't want N ck here
sui ng you for assault and battery, do we? Your artistic tenperament carries you away soneti nmes.
Rel ax and let's hear what Nick has to say."

"Watch out for him Tolh'ver!"™ St. Cyr cried warn-ingly. "They're cunning, these creatures.
Cunni ng as rats. You never know"

Martin rai sed the mcrophone with a lordly gesture. Ignoring the director, he said commandi ngly
into the mke, "Put me through to the comr ssary. The bar, please. Yes. | want to order a drink
Sonet hi ng very special. A-ah-a Helena dinska-"

"Hello," Erika Ashby's voice said fromthe door. "Nick, are you there? May |I cone in?"

The sound of her voice sent delicious chills rushing up and down Martin's spine. He swung round,
m ke in hand, to welcome her. But St. Cyr, pleased at this diversion, roared before he could
speak.

"No, no, no, no! Go! Go at once. Woever you are- out!"

Erika, |ooking very brisk, attractive and firm narched into the roomand cast at Martha a | ook of
resi gned patience.

Very clearly she expected to fight both her own battles and his.

"1"'mon business here," she told St. Cyr coldly. "You

can't part author and agent like this. Nick and | want to have a word with M. Watt."

"Ah, ny pretty creature, sit down," Martin said in a loud, clear voice, scranbling out of his
chair. "Welconme! |I'mjust ordering nyself a drink. WIIl you have sonethi ng?"

Erika ook at himw th startled suspicion. "No, and neither will you," she said. "How many have
you had already? Nick, if you're drunk at a time like this-"

"And no shilly-shallying,” Martin said blandly into the mke. "I want it at once, do you hear? A
Hel ena dinska, yes. Perhaps you don't know it? Then listen carefully. Take the | argest Napol eon
you've got. If you haven't a big one, a small punch bow wll do. Fill it half full with ice-cold

ale. Got that? Add three jiggers of creme de nenthe-" e"e'e
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"Ni ck, are you nad?" Erika denanded, revolted

"-and six jiggers of honey," Martin went on placidly. "Stir, don't shake. Never shake a Hel ena
dinska. Keep it well chilled, and-"

"M ss Ashby, we are very busy," St. Cyr broke in inportantly, naking shooing notions toward the
door. "Not now. Sorry. You interrupt. Go at once."

"-better add six nore jiggers of honey," Martin was heard to add contenplatively into the nike
"And then send it over inmediately. Drop everything else, and get it here within sixty seconds.
There's a bonus for you if you do. Okay? Good. See to it."

He tossed the nicrophone casually at St. Cyr.

Meanwhi | e, Erika had closed in on Tolliver Watt.

"I"ve just come fromtalking to Aoria Eden," she said, "and she's willing to do a one-picture
deal with Summit if | okay it. But I'mnot going to okay it unless you release Nick Martin from
his contract, and that's flat."

Watt showed pl eased surprise.

"Well, we mght get together on that," he said instantly, for he was a fan of Mss Eden's and for
a long tune had yearned to star her in a renake of Vanity Fair. "Wy didn't you bring her al ong?
We coul d have-"

"Nonsense!" St. Cyr shouted. "Do not discuss this matter yet, Tolliver."

"She's down at Laguna," Erika explained. "Be quiet, St. Cyr! | won't-"

A knock at the door interrupted her. Martin hurried

to open it and as he had expected encountered a waiter with a tray.

"Quick work," he said urbanely, accepting the huge, coldly sweating Napoleon in a bank of ice.
"Beautiful, isn't it?"

St. Cyr's booning shouts from behind himdrowned out whatever renmark .the waiter nay have nade as
he received a bill iron! Martin and w thdrew, |ooking nauseated.

"No, no, no, no," St. Cyr was roaring. "Tolliver, we can get Goria and keep this witer too, not
that he is any good, but | have spent already thirteen weeks training himin the St. Cyr approach
Leave it to ne. In Mxo-Lydia we handl e-"

Erika's attractive nouth was opening and shuting, her voice unheard in the uproar. St. Cyr could
keep it up indefinitely, as was well known in Hollywod. Martin sighed, lifted the brinmng

Napol eon and sniffed delicately as he stepped backward toward his chair. Wen his heel touched it,
he tripped with the utnost grace and savoir-faire, and very deftly enptied the Hel ena G inska,
al e, honey, crene de nenthe, ice and ahl, over St. Cyr's capacious front.

St. Cyr's bellow broke the m crophone.

Martin had conposed his invention carefully. The nauseous brew conbi ned t he nmaxi num el enents of
wet ness, col dness, stickiness and pungency.

The drenched St. Cyr, shuddering violently as the icy” beverage del uged his | egs, snhatched out his
handker chi ef and nopped in vain. The handkerchief nmerely stuck to his trousers, glued there by
twel ve jiggers of honey. He reeked of pepperm nt.

"l suggest we adjourn to the conmi ssary,” Martin said fastidiously. "In sonme private booth we can
go on with this discussion away fromthe-the rather overpowering snell of peppermnt."”

"I'n Mxo-Lydia," St. Cyr gasped, sloshing in his shoes as he turned toward Martin, "in M xo-Lydia
we throw to the dogs-we boil in oil-we-"

"And next time," Martin said, "please don't joggle ny elbow when |I'm holding a Hel ena dinska.
It's nost annoying."

St. Cyr drew a mighty breath, rose to his full height- and then subsided. St. Cyr at the nonent

| ooked |i ke a Keystone Kop after the chase sequence, and knew it.

Even if he killed Martin now, the element of classic tragedy would be | acking. He woul d appear hi
the untenabl e position of Haml et nurdering his uncle with custard pies.

"Do nothing until | return!" he commanded, and with a final glare at Martin plunged noistly out of
the theater.

The door crashed shut behind him There was silence for a nonent except for the soft rnusic from
the overhead screen which DeeDee had caused to be turned on again, so that she m ght watch her own
lovely formflicker in dinmed i nages through pastel waves, while she sang a duet with Dan Dail ey
about sailors, nermaids and her home in far Atlantis.

"And now, " said Martin, turning with quiet authority to Watt, who was regarding himwith a baffl ed

expression, "I want a word with you."

"l can't discuss your contract till Raoul gets back," Watt said quickly.

"Nonsense," Martin said in a firmvoice. "Wiy should St. Cyr dictate your decisions? Wthout you,
he couldn't turn out a box-office .success if he had to. No, be quiet, Erika. |I'mhandling this,

ny pretty creature.”
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Watt rose to his feet. "Sorry, | can't discuss it," he said. "St. Cyr pictures nmake noney, and
you're an in-experien-"

"That's why | see the true situation so clearly,” Martin said. "The trouble with you is you draw a
line between artistic genius and financial genius. To you, it's nerely routine when you work with
the plastic nediumof human m nds, shaping theminto an |Ideal Audi ence. You are an ecol ogica
genius, Tolliver Watt! The true artist controls his environnent, and gradually you, with a

master's consummate skill, shape that great mass of living, breathing humanity into a perfect
audi ence. N
"Sorry," Watt said, but not brusquely. "I really have no tine-ah-"

"Your genius has gone |ong enough unrecogni zed," Martin said hastily, letting admration ring in
his gol den voice. "You assune that St. Cyr is your equal. You give himyour own credit titles. Yet
hi your own nmind you nust have known that half the credit for his pictures is yours. Was Phidi as
non- conmer ci al ? WAs M chael angel 0? Commercialismis sinply a label for functionalism and al

great artists produce functional art. The trivial details of Rubens' masterpieces were filled in
by assistants,

were they not? But Rubens got the credit, not his hirelings. The proof of the pudding's obvious.
Why?" Cunni ngly gauging his listener, Martin here broke off.

"Why?" Watt asked.

"Sit down," Martin urged. "I'Il tell you why. St. Cyr's pictures nake noney, but you're
responsible for their molding into the ideal form inpressing your character-matri x upon
everyi hi hg and everyone at Sunmt Studios. "

Slowly Watt sank into his chair. About his ears the hypnotic bursts of Disraelian rodonontade

t hundered conpellingly. For Martin had the man hooked. Wth unerring ami he had at the first try
di scovered Watt's weakness-the unconfortable feeling in a professionally arty town that noney-
making is a basically contenptible business. Disraeli had handl ed tougher problens in his day. He
had swayed parliaments.

Watt swayed, tottered-and fell. It took about ten minutes, all in all. By the end of that tune,
dizzy with el oquent praise of his econonic ability Watt had realized that while St. Cyr mght be
an artistic genius, he had no business interfering in the plans of an econom ¢ genius. Nobody told
Watt what to do when economics were concerned.

"You have the broad vision that can bal ance all possibilities and show the right path with perfect
clarity,” Martin said glibly. "Very well. You wi sh Eden. You feel- do you not?-that | am
unsuitable material. Only geniuses can change their plans wth instantaneous speed. . . . \Wen
will my contract rel ease be ready?”

"What ?" said Watt, in a swinmmng, glorious daze. "Ch. O course. Hmm Your contract rel ease.
well, now"

"St. Cyr would stubbornly cling to past errors until Summit goes broke," Martin pointed out. "Only
a genius like Tolliver Watt strikes when the iron is hot, when he sees a chance to exchange
failure for success, a Martin for an Eden.”

"Hmm" Watt said. "Yes. Very well, then." H's long face grew shrewd. "Very well, you get your

rel ease- after |'ve signed Eden."

"There you put your finger on the heart of the matter," Martin approved, after a very brief nonent

of somewhat dashed thought. "M ss Eden is still undecided. If you left the transaction to sonebody
like St. Cyr, say, it would be botched. Erika, you have your car here? How quickly

could you drive Tolliver Watt to Laguna? He's the only person with the skill to handle this
situation.™

"What situa-oh, yes. O course, Nick. We could start right away."

"But-" Watt said.

The Disraeli-matrix swept on into oratorical periods that made the walls ring. The gol den tongue
pl ayed arpeggi os with | ogic.

"I see," the dazed Watt murmured, allowi ng hinself to be shepherded toward the door. "Yes, yes, of
course. Then-suppose you drop over to ny place tonight, Martin. After | get the Eden signature,
1"l have your release prepared. Hhm Functional geni us. " Hs voice fell to a |ow, crooning
mutter, and he noved quietly out of the door

Martin laid a hand on Erika's armas she foll owed him

"Wait a second,"” he said. "Keep himaway fromthe studio until we get the release. St. Cyr can
still outshout ne any tinme. But he's hooked. We-"

"Nick," Erika said, |ooking searchingly into his face. "Wat's happened?”

"Tell you tonight," Martin said hastily, hearing a distant bellow that m ght be the voice of St
Cyr approaching. "Wien | have tune |I'mgoing to sweep you off your feet. Did you know that |'ve
wor shi pped you fromafar all my Iife? But right now, get Watt out of the way. Hurry!"
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Eri ka cast a glance of amazed bew | derment at himas he thrust her out of the door. Martin thought
there was a certain el enment of pleasure in the surprise.

"Where is Tolliver?" The |oud, annoyed roar of St. Cyr nade Martin wince. The director was

di spl eased, it appeared, because only in Costumes could a pair of trousers be found | arge enough
to fit him He took it as a personal affront. "Wat have you done with Tolliver?" he bell owed.
"Louder, please,"” Martin said insolently. "I can't hear you."

"DeeDee," St. Cyr shouted, whirling toward the |lovely star, who hadn't stirred from her rapturous
adm ration of DeeDee in technicolor overhead. "Were is Tolliver?" Martin started. He had quite
forgotten DeeDee.

"You don't know, do you DeeDee?" he pronpted quickly.

"Shut up," St. Cyr snapped. "Answer ne, you-" He added a brisk polysyllable in M xo-Lydian, with
the desired effect. DeeDee winkled her flaw ess brow.

"Tol liver went away, | think. |I've got it mxed up with the picture. He went honme to neet Nick
Martin, didn't he?"

"See?" Martin interrupted, relieved. "No use expecting DeeDee to-" \ '

"But Martin is here!" St. Cyr shouted. "Think, think!"

"Was the contract release in the rushes?" DeeDee asked vaguely.

"A contract release?" St. Cyr roared. "What is this? Never will | permt it, never, never, never!
DeeDee, answer me-where has Watt gone?"

"He went somewhere with that agent," DeeDee said. "Or was that in the rushes too?"

"But where, where, where?"

"They went to Atlantis,"” DeeDee announced with an air of faint triunph.

"No!" shouted St. Cyr. "That was the picture! The nmermaid came fromAtlantis, not Watt!"
"Tolliver didn't say he was coming fromAtlantis," DeeDee murnmured, unruffled. "He said he was
going to Atlantis. Then he was going to neet Nick Martin at his house tonight and give himhis
contract rel ease."

"When?" St. Cyr demanded furiously. "Think, Dee-Dee? What time did-"

"DeeDee," Martin said, stepping forward with suave confidence, "you can't renmenber a thing, can
you?" But DeeDee was too subnornal to react even to a Disraeli-matrix. She nerely smled placidly
at him

"Qut of my way, you witer!" roared St. Cyr, advancing upon Martin. "You will get no contract

rel ease! You do not waste St. Cyr's tune and get away with it! This I will not endure. | fix you
as | fixed Ed Cassidy!"

Martin drew hinself up and froze St. Cyr with an insolent smle. H's hand toyed with an i magi nary
nmonocl e. Gol den periods were hanging at the end of his tongue. There only renmained to hypnotize
St. Cyr as he had hypnotized Watt. He drew a deep breath to unl eash the floods of his el oquence-
And St. Cyr, also too subhurman to be inpressed by urbanity, hit Martin a clout on the jaw.

It could never have happened in the British Parlianment

When the robot wal ked into Martin's office that evening, he, or it went directly to the desk,
unscrewed the bulb fromthe | anp, pressed the switch, and stuck his finger into the socket. There
was a crackling flash. ENIAC withdrew his finger and shook his nmetallic head violently.

"I needed that," he sighed. "I've been on the go all day, by the Kal dekooz tine-scale.

Pal eolithic, Neolithic, Technological-I don't even know what time it is. Wll, how s your

ecol ogi cal adjustnment getting on?"

Martin rubbed Ms chin thoughtfully.

"Badly," he said. "Tell nme, did Disraeli, as Prune Mnister, ever have any dealings with a country
call ed M xo-Lydi a?"

"I have no idea," said,the robot. "Wy do you ask?"

"Because ny environnment haul ed back and took a poke at my jaw," Martin said shortly.

"Then you provoked it," EN AC countered. "A crisis -a situation of stress-always brings a nan's
dom nant trait to the fore, and Disraeli was dom nantly courageous. Under stress, his courage
becane insol ence. But he was intelligent enough to arrange his environment so insolence would be
countered on the semantic level. M xo-Lydia, eh? | place it vaguely, sone billions of years ago,
when it was inhabited by giant white apes. O-0oh, now | renenber. It's an encysted nedieval
survival, isn't it?"

Martin nodded.

"So is this novie studio," the robot said. "Your trouble is that you've run up agai nst sonebody
who's got a better optimum ecol ogi cal adjustnent than you have. That's it. This studi o environnent
is just enmerging frommedievalism so it can easily slip back into that plenum when an opti mum
medi eval i st exerts pressure. Such types caused the Dark Ages. Well, you'd better change your
environnent to a neo-technol ogi cal one, where the Disraeli-matrix can be successfully pro-
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survival. In your era, only a few archaic social -encystnents like this studio are feudalistic, so
go somewhere else. It takes a feudalist to match a feudalist.”

"But | can't go somewhere else,” Martin conplained. "Not without nmy contract release. | was
supposed to pick it up tonight, but St. Cyr found out what was happening, and he'll throw a nonkey-
wench hi the works if he has to knock ne out again to do it. |I'mdue at Watt's place now, but St

Cyr's already there-"

"Spare ne the trivia," the robot said, raising his hand. "As for this St. Cyr, if he's a nedieval
character-type, obviously he'll knuckle under only to a stronger man of his own kind."

"How woul d Di sraeli have handled this?" Martin demanded.

"Di sraeli would never have got into such a situation in the first place," thi robot said

unhel pfully. "The ecol o-gi zer can give you the ideal ecological differential, but only for your
own type, because otherwise it wouldn't be your optimum Disraeli would have been a failure in
Russia hi lvan's tune."

"Wuld you nmind clarifying that?" Mrtin asked thoughtfully.

"Certainly," the robot said with great rapidity. "It all depends on the threshol d-response-tine of
the menory-circuits hi the brain, if you assune the identity of the basic chronpbsone-pattern. The
strength of neuronic activation varies in inverse proportion to the quantitative nenory factor
Only actual experience could give you Disraeli's nmenories, but your reactivity-thresholds have
been altered until perception and enotional -i ndi ces approximate the Disraeli ratio."

"Ch," Martin said. "But how woul d you, say, assert yourself against a nedieval steam shovel ?"

"By plugging ny denpbuntable brain into a | arger steamshovel,” ENIAC told him

Martin seened pensive. Hi s hand rose, adjusting an invisible nonocle, while a | ook of perceptive
i magi nati on suddenly crossed his face.

"You nmentioned Russia hi lvan's tune," he said. "Wich Ivan woul d that be? Not, by any chance-?"
"lvan the Fourth. Very well adjusted to his environnent he was, too. However, enough of this chit-
chat. Cbviously you'll be one of the failures in our experinent, but our aimis to strike an
average, so if you'll put the ecol ogizer on your-"

"That was lvan the Terrible, wasn't it?" Martin interrupted. "Look here, could you inpress the
character-matrix of Ivan the Terrible on ny brain?"

"That wouldn't help you a bit," the robot said. "Besides, it's not the purpose of the experinent.

Now- "
"One nmonent. Disraeli can't cope with a nedievalist like St. Cyr on his own level, but if | had
Ivan the Ter-rible's reactive thresholds, I'Il bet I could throw a bl uff

that mght do the trick. Even though St. Cyr's bigger than | am he's got a veneer of civilization
now wait. He trades on that. He's always dealt with people who are too civilized to use his

own met hods. The trick would be to call his bluff. And Ivan's the man who could do it."

"But you don't understand."

"Didn't everybody hi Russia trenble with fear at Ivan's nanme?"

"Yes, in-"

"Very well, then,” Martin said triunphantly. "You' re going to inpress the character-matrix of Ivan

the Terrible on my mind, and then I'"'mgoing to put the bite on St. Cyr the way |van woul d have

done it. Disraeli's sinply too civilized. Size is a factor, but character's nore inportant. |

don't look like Disraeli, but people have been reacting to ne as though | were George Arliss down

to the spit-curl. A good big man can always lick a good little man. But St. Cyr's never been up

against ft really uncivilized little man-one who'd gladly rip out an eneny's heart with his bare

hands.” Martin nodded briskly. "St. Cyr will back down-I1've found that out. But it would take

sonebody like lvan to nake himstay all the way down."

"I'f you think I'"'mgoing to inpress lvan's matrix on you, you're w ong,

"You couldn't be talked into it?"

"I," said ENIAC, "am a robot, semantically adjusted. OF course you couldn't talk ne into it."

Per haps not, Martin reflected, but Disraeli-hmm "Mun is a machine." Wy, Disraeli was the one

person hi the world ideally fitted for robot-coercion. To him nen were machi nes-and what was

ENI AC?

"Let's talk this over-" Martin began, absently pushing the desk-lanp toward the robot. And then

t he gol den tongue that had swayed enpires was | oosed.

"You're not going to like this," the robot said dazedly, sonetine later. "lvan won't do at ... oh,

you've got ne all confused. You'll have to eyeprint a-" He began to pull out of his sack the

hel met and the quarter-nmile of red ribbon

"To tie up ny bonny gray brain," Martin said, drunk with his own rhetoric. "Put it on ny head.

That's right. Ivan the Terrible, renmenber. 1'Il fix St. Cyr's M xo-Lydi an wagon. "

"Differential depends on environnment as nmuch as on

t he robot said.
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heredity," the robot nuttered, clapping the helnmet on Martin's head. "Though naturally Ivan
woul dn't have had the Tsardom environnment wi thout his particular heredity, involving Hel ena
dinska --there!” He renoved the hel net. -

"But nothing's happening," Martin said. "I don't feel any different." ,
"I't'Il take a few inonents. This isn't your basic character-pattern, remenber, as Disraeli's was.
Enj oy yourself while you can. You'll get the Ivan-effect soon enough." He shoul dered the sack and

headed uncertainly for the door

"Wait," Martin said uneasily. "Are you sure-"

"Be quiet. | forgot sonething-some formality-now I'mall confused. Well, 1'Il think of it later
or earlier, as the case may be. I'll see you hi twelve hours-I hope."

The robot departed. Martin shook his head tentatively fromside to side. Then he got up and
followed ENIAC to the door. But there was no sign of the robot, except for a dimnishing whirlw nd
of dust in the niddle of the corridor

Sonet hi ng began to happen in Martin's brain.

Behi nd him the tel ephone rang.

Martin heard hinself gasp with pure terror. Wth a sudden, inpossible, terrifying, absolute
certainty he knew who was tel ephoni ng.

Assassi ns!

"Yes, M. Martin," said Tolliver Watt's butler to the tel ephone. "M ss Ashby is here. She is with
M. Watt and M. St. Cyr at the nmoment, but | will give her your nessage. You are detained. And
she is to call for you- where?"

"The broomcl oset on the second floor of the Witers' Building,”™ Martin said in a quavering voi ce.
"It's the only one near a telephone with a I ong enough cord so | could take the phone in here with
me. But I'mnot at all certain that |'msafe. | don't like the |ooks of that broomon ny left."
"Sir?"

"Are you sure you're Tolliver Watt's butler?" Martin demanded nervously.

"Quite sure, M.-eh-M. Martin."

"I am M. Mrtin," cried Martin with terrified defiance. "By all the |aws of God and nan, M.
Martha | amand M. Martin | will remain, in spite of all attenpts

by rebellious dogs to depose ne fromny rightful place."

"Yes, sir. The broomcl oset you say, sir?"

"The broomcloset. | mediately. But swear not to tell another soul, no matter how much you're
threatened. 111 protect you."

"Very well, sir. Is that all?"

"Yes. Tell Mss Ashby to hurry. Hang up now. The line nay be tapped. | have enenies."

There was a click. Martin replaced his own receiver and furtively surveyed the broomcl oset. He
told hinmself that this was ridiculous. There was nothing to be afraid of, was there? True, the
broomcloset's narrow walls were closing in upon himalarnmngly, while the ceiling descended...
Pani c-stricken, Martin emerged fromthe closet, took a | ong breath, and thr”w back his shoul ders.
"N-not a thing to be afraid of," he said. "Wo's afraid?" Wistling, he began to stroll down the
hall toward the staircase, but m dway agoraphobi a overcame him and his nerve broke.

He ducked into his own office and sweated quietly in the dark until he had nustered up enough
courage to turn on a | anp.

The Encycl opaedia Britannica, in its glass-fronted cabinet, caught his eye. Wth noi sel ess haste,
Martin secured I TALY to LORD and opened the volume at his desk. Sonething, obviously, was very,
very wong. The robot had said that Martin wasn't going to like being Ivan the Terrible, conme to
think of it. But was Martin wearing Ivan's character-matri x? Perhaps he'd got sonebody else's
matri x by m stake-that of sonme arrant coward. Or naybe the Mad Tsar of Russia had really been
called Ivan the Terrified. Martin flipped the rustling pages nervously. lvan, lvan-here it was.
Son of Helena Ginska . . . married Anastasia Zakharina-Koshkina . . . private |ife unspeakably
abominable . . . menory astonishing, energy indefatigable, ungovernable fury-great natura
ability, political foresight, anticipated the ideals of Peter the Great- Martin shook his head
Then he caught his breath at the next line.

Ivan had lived in an atnosphere of apprehension, inagining that every man's hand was agai nst him

"Just like nme," Martin nurnured. "But-but there was nore to Ivan than just cowardice. | don't
under stand. "
"Differential," the robot had said, "depends on envi-

ronnment as nuch as on heredity. Though naturally Ivan woul dn't have had the Tsardom environnent

wi thout his particular heredity."

Martin sucked in his breath sharply. Environnent does nmake a difference. No" doubt Ivan IV had
been a fearful coward, but heredity plus environment had given Ivan the one great weapon that had
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enabled himto keep his cowardice a recessive tlait.

Ivan the Terrible had been Tsar of ahl the Russi as.

G ve a coward a gun, and, while he doesn't stop being a coward, it won't show in the sane way. He
may act like a violent, aggressive tyrant instead. That, of course, was why |van had been
ecol ogi cal ly successful-in his specialized environment. He'd never run up agai nst many stresses
that brought his dominant trait to the fore. Like Disraeli, he had been able to control his
environnent so that such stresses were practically elininated.

Martin turned green

Then he renenbered Erika. Could he get Erika to keep St. Cyr busy, sonmehow, while he got his
contract release fromWatt? As |long as he could avoid crises, he could keep his nerve from
crunmbling, but-there were assassins everywhere!

Eri ka was on her way to the lot by now Martin swallowed.

He woul d neet her outside the studio. The broomcloset wasn't safe. He could be trapped there |like
a rat-

"Nonsense,"” Martin told hinmself with shivering firmess. "This isn't ne. All | have to do is get a
g-grip on mnyself. Cone, now. Buck up. Toujours |'audace!"
But he went out of his office and downstairs very softly and cautiously. After all, one never

knew. And when every nan's hand was agai nst one...

Quaki ng, the character-matrix of lvan the Terrible stole toward a studio gate.

The taxi drove rapidly toward Bel -Air.

"But what were you doing up that tree?" Eri ka denanded.

Martin shook violently.

"A werewol f," he chattered. "And a vanpire and a ghoul and-I saw them | tell you. There | was at
the studio gate, and they all cane at nme in a nob."

"But they were just conming back fromdinner," Erika said. "You know Summ t's doi ng night shooting
on Ab-

bott and Costell o Meet Everybody. Karloff wouldn't hur a fly."

"l kept telling nyself that,” Martin said dully, "but was out of my minjd with guilt and fear. You
see, |'mai abom nable nonster. But it's not ny fault. It's environ mental. | grew up in bruta
and degradi ng conditions- oh, |ook!" He pointed toward a traffic cop ahead. "Th( police! Traitors
even hi the pal ace guards!"

"Lady, is that guy nuts?" the cabbi e demanded.

"Mad or sane, | am N cholas Martin,"™ Martin announced, with an abrupt volte face. He tried to
stand up conmandi ngly, bunped his head, screaned "Assassins!"' and burrowed into a corner of the
seat, panting horribly.

Eri ka gave hima thoughtful, worried | ook.

"Ni ck," she said, "how nuch have you had to drink? Wat's wong?"

Martin shut his eyes and | ay back agai nst the cushions.

"Let me have a few minutes, Erika," he pleaded. "I'll be all right as soon as | recover from
stress. It's only when |I'munder stress that Ivan-"

"You can accept your contract release fromWatt, can't you? Surely you'll be able to nanage that."
"OfF course," Martin said with feeble bravery. He thought it over and reconsidered. "If | can hold
your hand," he suggested, taking no chances.

Thi s disgusted Erika so much that for two nmiles there was no nore conversation within the cab

Eri ka had been thinking her own thoughts.

"You' ve certainly changed since this norning," she observed. "Threatening to nmake | ove to ne, of
all things. As if 1'd stand for it. I'd like to see you try." There was a pause. Erika slid her
eyes sidewi se toward Martin. "I said I'd like to see you try," she repeated

"Ch, you would, would you?" Martin said with hollow valor. He paused. Oddly enough his tongue,
hitherto frozen stiff on one particular subject in Erika's presence, was now t horoughly | oosened.
Martin wasted no tine on theory. Seizing his chance before a new stress nmight unexpectedly arise,
he instantly poured out his heart to Erika, who visibly softened.

"But why didn't you ever say so before?" she asked.

"I can't imagine," Martin said. "Then you'll nmarry ne?"

"But why were you acting so-"

"WIIl you marry me?"

"Yes," Erika said, and there was a pause. Martin noistened his |ips, discovering that sonmehow he
and Eri ka had noved cl ose together. He was about to seal the bargain in the custonmary manner when
a sudden thought struck himand nade" himdraw back with a little start.

Eri ka opened her eyes.

"Ah-" said Martin. "Um | just happened to renenber. There's a bad fib epidenic in Chicago.
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Epi demics spread like wildfire, you know. Wy, it could be in Hollywod by now especially with the
prevailing westerly w nds."

"I"mdamed if |1'"mgoing to be proposed to and not kissed,"” Erika said in a somewhat irritated
tone. "You kiss ne!"

"But | might give you bubonic plague,” Martin said nervously. "Kissing spreads gerns. It's a well -
known fact."

"Ni ck!"

"Well-1 don't know when did you | ast have a col d?"

Eri ka pulled away from himand went to sit in the, other corner.

"Ah," Martin said, after a long silence. "Erika?"

"Don't talk to ne, you mserable man," Erika said. "You nonster, you."

"I can't help it," Martin cried wildly. "I"Il be a coward for twelve hours. It's not ny fault.
After eight tonorrow norning I'II-1"Il walk into a lion-cage if you want, but tonight |'m as
yellow as lvan the Terrible! At least let ne tell you what's been happening."

Eri ka said nothing. Martin instantly plunged into his [ ong and inprobable tale.

"I don't believe a word of it," Erika said, when he had finished. She shook her head sharply.
"Just the sane, |I'mstill your agent, and your career's still ny responsibility. The first and
only thing we have to do is get your contract release from Tolliver Watt. And that's all we're
going to consider right now, do you hear?"

"But St. Cyr-"

"1'"l'l do all the talking. You won't have to say a word. If St. Cyr tries to bully you, I'll handle
him But you've got to be there with ne, or St. Cyr will nmake that an excuse to postpone things
again. | know him"

"Now |' munder stress again," Martin said wildly. "I can't stand it. I'mnot the Tsar of Russia."
"Lady," said the cab-driver, looking back, "if | was you, |'d sure as hell break off that
engagerent . " "Heads will roll for this,” Martin said om nously.

*

t

"By mutual consent, agree to termnate . . . yes," Watt said, affixing his nane to the |egal paper

that lay before himon the desk. "That does it. But where in the world is that fellow Martin? He
came in with you, I"'mcertain."

"Did he?" Erika asked, rather wildly. She too, was wondering how Martin had nanaged to vani sh so
m racul ously from her side. Perhaps he had crept with lightning rapidity under the carpet. She
forced her mind fromthe thought and reached for the contract rel ease Watt was fol di ng.

"Wait," St. Cyr said, his lower lip jutting. "What about a clause giving us an option on Martin's
next play?"

Watt paused, and the director instantly struck hone.

"Whatever it may be, | can turn it into a vehicle for DeeDee, eh, DeeDee?" He lifted a sausage
finger at the lovely star, who nodded obediently.

, "It's going to have an all-male cast,"” Erika said hastily. "And we're di scussi ng contract

rel eases, not options."”

"He would give ne an option if | had himhere," St. Cyr growl ed, torturing his cigar horribly.
"Why does everything conspire against an artist?" He waved a vast, hairy fist in the air. "Now
nmust break in a new witer, which is a great waste. Wthin a fortnight Martin would have been a
St. Cyr witer. In fact, it is still possible.”

"I"'mafraid not, Raoul," WAtt said resignedly. "You really shouldn't have hit Martin at the studio
t oday. "

"But-but he would not dare charge ne with assault. In M xo-Lydia-"

"Way, hello, Nick," DeeDee said, with a bright smle. "Wat are you hiding behind those curtains
for?"

Every eye was turned toward the wi ndow draperies, just in tinme to see the white, terrified face of
Ni cholas Martin flip out of sight |like a scared chipnunk's. Erika, her heart dropping, said
hastily, "Ch, that isn't Nick. It doesn't look a bit like him You nake a m stake, Dee-Dee."

"Did | ?" DeeDee asked, perfectly willing to agree.

"Certainly," Erika said, reaching for the contract release in Watt's hand. "Now if you'll just |et
nme have this, I'I1-"

"Stop!" cried St. Cyr in a bull's bellow Head sunk

bet ween hi s heavy shoul ders, he lunbered to the wi ndow and jerked the curtains aside.

"Ha!" the director said in a sinister voice. "Martin."

"I't's alie,"” Martin said feebly, nmaking a desperate attenpt to conceal his "stress-triggered
panic. "l've abdicated."

St. Cyr, who had stepped back a pace, was studying Martin carefully. Slowy the cigar in his nouth
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began to tilt upwards. An unpleasant grin w dened the director's nouth.

He shook a finger under Martin's quivering nostrils.

"You!" he said. "Tonight it is a different tune, eh? Today you were drunk. Now | see it all

Val orous with pots, |ike they say."

"Nonsense," Martin said, rallying his courage by a glance at Erika. "Wo say? Nobody but you woul d
say a thing like that. Now what's this all about?"

"What were you doi ng behind that curtain?" Watt asked.

"/ wasn't behind the curtain,” Martin said, with great bravado. "You were. Al of you. | was in
front of the curtain. Can | help it if the whole | ot of you conceal yourselves behind curtains in
a library, like-like conspirators?" The word was unfortunately chosen. A panicky light flashed

into Martin's eyes. "Yes, conspirators,” he went on nervously. "You think I don't know, eh? Well

I do. You're all assassins, plotting and planning. So this is your headquarters, is it? Al night
your hired dogs have been at mny heels, driving nme |ike a wounded caribou to-"

"We've got to be going," Erika said desperately. "There's just tine to catch the next carib-the
next plane east." She reached for the contract rel ease, but WAtt suddenly put it in his pocket. He
turned his chair toward Martin.

"WIIl you give us an option on your next play?" he demanded.

"Of course he will give us an option!" St. Cyr said, studying Martin's air of bravado with an
experienced eye. "Also, there is to be no question of a charge of assault, for if there is | wll
beat you. So it is hi Mxo-Lydia. In fact, you dp not even want a rel ease fromyour contract,
Martin. It is all a mstake. | will turn you into a St. Cyr witer, and all will be well. So. Now
you will ask Tolliver to tear up that release, will you not-ha?"

"OfF course you won't, Nick," Erika cried. "Say so!"

There was a pregnant silence. Watt watched with sharp interest. So did the unhappy Erika, torn

bet ween her responsibility as Martin's agent and her disgust at the nan's abject cowardi ce. DeeDee
wat ched too, her eyes very wide and a cheerful smle upon her handsone face. But the battle was
obvi ously between Martin and Raoul St. Cyr.

Martin drew hinself up desperately. Now or never he nust force hinself to be truly Terrible.

Al ready he had a troubl ed expression, just |like Ivan. He strove to | ook sinister too. An enigmatic
smle played around his lips. For an instant he resenbled the Mad Tsar of Russia, except, of
course, that he was cl ean-shaven. Wth contenptuous, regal power Martin stared down the M xo-

Lydi an. "

"You will tear up that release and sign an agreenent giving us option on your next play too, ha?"
St. Cyr said

-but a trifle uncertainly.

"I'"ll do as | please,"” Martin told him "How would you like to be eaten alive by dogs?"

"I don't know, Raoul," WAtt said. "Let's try to get this settled even if-"

"Do you want nme to go over to Metro and take Dee-Dee with me?" St. Cyr cried, turning toward Watt.
" He

ewill sign!'"™ And, reaching into an inner pocket for a pen, the burly dieector swng back toward
Mar tin.

"Assassin!" cried Martin, msinterpreting the gesture.

A gloating snile appeared on St. Cyr's revolting features.

"Now we have him Tolliver," he said, with heavy triunph, and these omi nous words added the final
stress to Martin's overwhel mi ng burden. Wth a mad cry he rushed past St. Cyr, wenched open a
door, and fl ed.

From behind himcane Erika's Val kyrie voi ce.

"Leave him al one! Haven't you done enough already? Now |'m going to get that contract rel ease from
you before | leave this room Tolliver Watt, and | warn you, St. Cyr, if you-"

But by then Martin was five roons away, and the voice faded. He darted on, hopelessly trying to
make hinself sl ow down and return to the scene of battle. The pressure was too strong. Terror

hurl ed himdown a corridor, into another room and against a netallic object from which

he rebounded, to find hinself sitting on the floor |ooking up at ENIAC Garma t he N nety-Third.
"Ah, there you are," the robot said. "I've been searching all over space-tune for you. You forgot
to give me a waiver of responsibility when you talked nme into varying the experinent. The
Authorities would be in ny gears if | didn't bring back an eyeprinted wai ver when a subject's
scratched by variance. ?

Wth a frightened glance behind him Martin rose to his feet.

"What ?" he asked confusedly. "Listen, you've got to change ne back to nyself. Everyone's trying to
kill ne. You're just intinme. | can't wait twelve hours. Change ne back to nyself, quick!"

"Ch, I'mthrough with you," the robot said callously. "You' re no |onger a suitably unconditioned

file:/lIF|/rah/Henry%20Kuttner/Kuttner%20-%20Clash%20by%20Night%20(SS%20Collection)%20UC.txt (65 of 91) [2/4/03 10:11:41 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Henry%20K uttner/K uttner%20-%20Cl ash%620by%20Ni ght%20(SS%20Col | ection) %20U C.txt

subject, after that last treatnment you insisted on. | should have got the waiver fromyou then
but you got nme all confused with Disraeli's oratory. Now here. Just hold this up to your left eye
for twenty seconds.” He extended a flat, glittering little metal disk. "It's already sensitized
and filled out. It only needs your eyeprint. Affix it, and you'll never see ne again."

Martin shrank away.
"But what's going to happen to nme?" he quavered, swallow ng.

"How shoul d | know? After twelve hours, the treatnment will wear off, and you'll be yourself again.
Hold this up to your eye, now "
"I will if you'll change ne back to nyself," Martin haggl ed.

"I can't. It's against the rules. One variance is bad enough, even with a filed waiver, but two?
Oh, no. Hold this up to your left eye-"

"No," Martin said with feeble firmess. "I won't."

ENI AC studied him

"Yes, you will," the robot said finally, "or I'lIl go boo at you."

Martin paled slightly, but he shook his head in desperate determ nation

"No," he said doggedly. "Unless | get rid of Ivan's matrix right now, Erika will never marry ne
and I'll never get nmy contract release fromWatt. Al you have to do is put that helnet on ny head
and change ne back to nyself. |Is that too nuch to ask?"

"Certainly, of a robot,” ENIAC said stiffly. "No nmore shilly-shallying. It's lucky you are wearing
the lvan-matrix, so | can inpose ny will on you. Put your eyeprint on this. Instantly!"

Martin rushed behind the couch and hid. The robot advanced menacingly. And at that noment, pushed
to the last ditch, Martin suddenly renmenbered sonet hing.

He faced the robot.

"WAit," he said. "You don't understand. | can't eye-print that thing. It won't work on ne. Don't
you realize that? It's supposed to take the eyeprint-"

"--of the rod-and-cone pattern of the retina," the robot said. "So-"

"So how can it do that unless | can keep nmy eye open for twenty seconds? My perceptive reaction-
thresholds are lvan's aren't they? Iv'can't control the reflex of blinking. I've got a coward's
synapses. And they'd force nme to shut nmy eyes tight the second that ginmmck got too close to

t hem "

"Hol d them open," the robot suggested. "Wth your fingers."

"My fingers have reflexes too," Martin argued, noving toward a sideboard. "There's only one
answer. |'ve got to get drunk. If I"'mhalf stupefied with liquor, nmy reflexes will be so slow
won't be able to shut ny eyes. And don't try to use force, either. If | dropped dead with fear,
how coul d you get ny eyeprint then?"

"Very easily," the robot said. "I'd pry open your |ids-"

Martin hastily reached for a bottle on the sideboard, and a glass. But his hand swerved asi de and
gripped, instead, a siphon of soda water

"-only," ENIAC went on, "the forgery m ght be detected."

Martin fizzled the glass full of soda and took a |ong drink.

"I won't be long getting drunk,"” he said, his voice thickening. "In fact, it's beginning to work
al ready. See? |'m cooperating."

The robot hesitated.

"Well, hurry up about it," he said, and sat down.

Martin, about to take another drink, suddenly paused, staring at ENIAC. Then, with a sharply

i ndrawn breath, he | owered the gl ass.

"What's the matter now?" the robot asked. "Drink your-what is it?"

"I't's whiskey," Martin told the inexperienced automaton, "but now | see it all. You' ve put poison
init. So that's your plan, is it? Wll, | won't touch another drop, and now you'll never get ny
eyeprint. I'mno fool ."

"Cog Almghty," .the robot said, rising. "You poured that drink yourself! How could I have
poi soned it? Drink!"

"I won't," Martin said, with a coward's stubborness, fighting back the growi ng suspicion tht the
drink mght really be toxic.

"You swal | ow that drink," EN AC commanded, his voice beginning to quiver slightly. "It's perfectly
harnl ess. "

"Then prove it!" Martin said cunningly. "Wuld you be willing to switch gl asses? Wuld you drink
thi s poi soned brew yoursel f?"

"How do you expect ne to drink?" the robot demanded. "I-" He paused. "All right, hand ne the
glass," he said. "I'lIl take a sip. Then you've got to drink the rest of it."

"Aha!" Martin said. "You betrayed yourself that tine. You're a robot. You can't drink, remenber?
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Not the same way that | can, anyhow. Now |'ve got you trapped, you assassin. There's your brew"
He pointed to a floorlanmp. "Do you dare to drink with me now, in your electrical fashion, or do
you admt you are trying to poison nme? Wait a mnute, what am| saying? That woul dn't prove a-"
"OF course it would," the robot said hastily. "You're perfectly right, and it's very cunni ng of

you. We'll drink together, and that will prove your whiskey's harm ess- so you'll keep on drinking
till your reflexes slow down, see?"
"Well," Martin began uncertainly, but the unscrupul ous robot unscrewed a bulb fromthe floor-Ianp,

pulled the switch, and inserted his finger into the enpty socket, which caused a crackling flash.
"There," the robot said. "It isn't poisoned, see?"

"You're not swallowing it," Martin said suspiciously. "You're holding it in your nouth-1 nean your
finger."

ENI AC agai n probed the socket.

"Well, all right, perhaps,” Martin said, in a doubtful fashion. "But |I'mnot going to risk your
sli ppi ng a powder

inny liquor, you traitor. You're going to keep up with me, drink for drink, until | can eyeprint
that gimm ck of yours-or else | stop drinking. But does sticking your finger in that lanp really
prove ny liquor isn't poisoned? | can't quite-"

"Of course it does," the robot said quickly. "I'"Il prove it. I'll doit again . . . f(t). Powerfu
DC, isn't it? Certainly it proves it. Keep drinking, now "

H s gaze watchfully on the robot, Martin lifted his glass of club soda.

"F ff ff i(t)!" cried the robot, sonme tine later, sketching a singularly |oose smile onits

metal lic face.

"Best fernented manmoth's mlk | ever tasted,” Martin agreed, lifting his tenth glass of soda-
water. He felt slightly queasy and wondered if he m ght be drowning.

"Manmot h's mi | k?" asked ENIAC thickly. "What year is this?"

Martin drew a long breath. Ivan's capacious nenory had served himvery well so far. Voltage, he
recal l ed, increased the frequency of the robot's thought-patterns and di sorgani zed ENI AC s nenory-
whi ch was being proved before his eyes. But the crux of his plan was yet to cone...

"The year of the Great Hairy One, of course,” Martin said briskly. "Don't you renenber?"

"Then you-" EN AC strove to focus upon his drink-ing-conmpanion. "You nust be Manmot h- Sl ayer."
"That's it!" Martin cried. "Have another jolt. Wat about giving nme the treatnment now?"

"\WWhat treat ment ?"

Martin | ooked inpatient. "You said you were going to inpose the character-matrix of Manmot h- Sl ayer
on ny mnd. You said that would insure nmy optinmm ecol ogical adjustnment in this tenporal phase,
and not hing el se would."

"Did | ? But you're not Manmmot h- Sl ayer," EN AC said confusedly. "Mamopth- Sl ayer was the son of the
G eat Hairy One. Wat's your nother's nane?"

"The Great Hairy One," Martin replied, at which the robot grated its hand across its gl eaning

f or ehead.

"Have one nore jolt," Martin suggested. "Now take out the ecol ogizer and put it on ny head."

"Li ke this?" EN AC asked, obeying. "I keep feeling I've forgotten sonething inportant. F (t)."
Martin adjusted the crystal helnet on his skull. "Now, "

he commanded. "G ve ne the character-matrix of Manmot h- Sl ayer, son of the Geat Hairy One."
"Well-all right," ENIAC said dizzily. The red ribbons swirled. There was a,-, flash fromthe

hel met. "There," the robot said. "It's done. It may take a few ninutes to begin functioning, but
then fof twelve hours you'll-wait! Were are you going?" *. f

But Martin had al ready departed.

The robot stuffed the helnet and the quarter-nile of red ribbon back for the last tune. He | urched
to the floor-lanp, nuttering sonething about one for the road. Afterward, the roomlay enpty. A
fading murmur said, "F (t)."

"Ni ck!" Erika gasped, staring at the figure in the doorway. "Don't stand |like that! You frighten
me! "

Everyone in the room | ooked up abruptly at her cry, and so were just in tine to see a horrifying
change take place hi Martin's shape. It was an illusion, of course, but an alarning one. His knees
slowy bent until he was hal f-crouching, his shoul ders slunped as though bowed by the wei ght of
enor mous back and shoul der nuscles, and his arns swung forward until their knuckles hung
perilously near the floor.

Ni cholas Martin had at |ast achieved a personality whose ecol ogical normwould put himon a | eve
with Raoul St. Cyr.

"Ni ck!" Erika quavered

Slowy Martin's jaw protruded till his lower teeth were hideously visible. Gadually his eyelids
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dropped until he was peering up out of tiny, w cked sockets. Then, slowy, a perfectly shocking
grin broadened M. Martin's nouth.

"Erika," he said throatily. "M ne!"

And with that, he shanbled forward, seized the horrified girl in his arns, and bit her on the ear
"Ch, N ck," Erika nurnured, closing her eyes. "Wy didn't you ever-no, no, no! Nick! Stop it! The
contract release. W've got to-N ck, what are you doi ng?" She snatched at Martin's departing form
but too late.

For all his ungainly and unpl easant gait, Martin covered ground fast. Al nbst instantly he was
clanbering over Watt's desk as the nbst direct route to that startled tycoon. DeeDee | ooked on, a
little surprised, St. Cyr lunged forward.

"I'n M xo-Lydia-" he began. "Ha! So!" He picked up Martin and threw himacross the room

"Ch, you beast," Erika cried, and flung herself upon the director, beating at his brawny chest. On
second thought, she used her shoes on his shins with nore effect. St. Cyr, no gentlenan, turned
her around, pinioned her arns behind her, and gl anced up at Watt's al arned cry.

"Martin! What are you doi ng?"

There was reason for his inquiry. Apparently unhurt by St. Cyr's toss, Martin had hit the floor
rofied over and over |ike- a ball, knocked down a floor-lanp with a crash, and uncurled, with an
unpl easant expression on his face. He rose crouching, bandy-Ilegged, his arms sw nging |ow, a snarl
curling his lips.

"You take ny mate?" the pithecanthropic M. Martin inquired throatily, rapidly losing all touch
with the twentieth century. It was a rhetorical question. He picked up the | anp-standard-he

did' not have to bend to do it- tore off the silk shade as he would have peeled foliage froma tree-
Iinb, and bal anced the weapon in his hand. Then he noved forward, carrying the | anmp-standard |ike
a spear.

"1," said Martin, "kill."

He then endeavored, with the nost adnirabl e single-heartedness, to carry out his expressed
intention. The first thrust of the blunt, inprovised spear ramred into St. Cyr's sol ar plexus and
drove him back against the wall with a boom ng thud. This seened to be what Martin wanted. Keeping
one end of his spear pressed into the director's belly, he crouched |ower, dug his toes into the
rug, and did his very best to drill a hole in St. Cyr.

"Stop it!" cried Watt, flinging hinself into the conflict. Ancient reflexes took over. Martin's
arm shot out. Watt shot off in the opposite direction

The | anp broke.

Martin | ooked pensively at the pieces, tentatively began to bite one, changed his m nd, and | ooked
at St. Cyr instead. The gasping director, mouthing threats, curses and objections, drew hinself
up, and shook a huge fist at Martin.

"“I," he announced, "shall kill you with nmy bare hands. Then | go over to MaM with DeeDee. In M xo-
Lydi a-"

Martin lifted his own fists toward his face. He regarded them He unclenched themslowy, while a
terrible grin spread across his face. And then, with every tooth showi ng, and with the hungry
gleamof a nmad tiger in his tiny little eyes, he lifted his gaze to St. Cyr's throat.
Manmot h- Sl ayer was not the son of the Great Hairy One for nothing.

Martin sprang.

So did St. Cyr-in another direction, screaming with sudden terror. For, after all, he was only a
medi eval i st. The feudal nman is far nore civilized than the so-called man of Mamot h- Sl ayer's
prinordially direct era, and as a man recoils from< a small but nurderous wldcat, so St. Cyr
fled in sudden civilized horror froman attacker who was, literally, afraid of nothing.

He sprang through the wi ndow and, shrieking, vani shed into the night.

Martin was taken by surprise. Wien Mammot h- Sl ayer | eaped at an eneny, the eneny | eaped at himtoo,
and so Martin's head slamred against the wall with disconcerting force. Dimy he heard
dimnishing, terrified cries. Laboriously he crawled to his feet and sat back against the wall,
snarling, quite ready...

"Nick!" Erika's voice called. "Nick, it's nme! Stop it! Stop it! DeeDee-"

"Ugh?" Martin said thickly, shaking his head. "Kill." He grow ed softly, blinking through red-
rinmed little eyes at the scene around him It swam back slowy into focus. Erika was struggling
wi th DeeDee near the w ndow.

"You let nme go," DeeDee cried. "Were Raoul goes,

go."

"DeeDee! " pleaded a new voice. Martin glanced aside to see Tolliver Watt crunpled in a corner, a
crushed | anp-shade half obscuring his face.

Wth a violent effort Martin straightened up. Wal ki ng upri ght seenmed unnatural, sonmehow, but it
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hel ped subnerge Mammot h- Sl ayer's worst instincts, Besides, with St. Cyr gone, stresses were slowy
subsi di ng, so that Manmot h- Sl ayer's domi nant trait was receding fromthe active foreground.

Martin tested his tongue cautiously, relieved to find he was still capable of hunan speech
"Uh," he said. "Arrgh ... ah. Watt."

Watt blinked at him anxiously through the | anmp-shade.

"Ugh . . . U-release," Martin said, with a violent effort. "Contract rel ease. G me."

Watt had courage. He crawmed to his feet, renoving the | anp-shade.

"Contract rel ease!" he snapped. "You nadnan! Don't

you realize what you' ve done? DeeDee's wal ki ng out on ne. DeeDee, don't go. We will bring Raoul
back-"

"Raoul told ne to quit if he quit," DeeDee said stubbornly.

"You don't have to do what St. Cyr tells you," Erika said, hanging onto the struggling star
"Don't |1?" DeeDee asked, astonished. "Yes, | do. | always have."

"DeeDee," Watt said frantically, "I'lIl give you the finest contract on earth-a ten-year contract-
| ook, here it is.” He tore out a well-creased docunent. "All you have to do is sign, and you can
have anyt hing you want. Wuldn't you |like that?"

"Ch, yes," DeeDee said. "But Raoul wouldn't like it." She broke free from Eri ka.

"Martin!" Watt told the playwight frantically, "Get St. Cyr back. Apologize to him | don't care

how, but get him back! If you don't, I-1"Il never give you your release."

Martin was observed to slunp slightly-perhaps with hopel essness. Then, again, perhaps not.
"I"'msorry," DeeDee said. "I |iked working for you, Tolliver. But | have to do what Raoul says, of
course."” And she noved toward the w ndow.

Martin had slunped further down, till his knuckles quite brushed the rug. His angry little eyes,

glowing with baffled rage, were fixed on DeeDee. Slowy his |ips peel ed back, exposing every tooth
in his head.

"You," he said, in an om nous grow .

DeeDee paused, but only briefly.

Then the enraged roar of a wild beast reverberated through the room "You cone back!" bell owed the
i nfuriated Manmot h- Sl ayer, and with one agile bound sprang to the w ndow, seized DeeDee and sl ung
her under one arm Wheeling, he glared jealously at the shrinking Watt and reached for Erika. In a
trice he had the struggling forns of both girls captive, one under each arm His wicked little
eyes gl anced fromone to another. Then, playing no favorites, he bit each quickly on the ear
"Nick!" Erika cried. "How dare you!"

"M ne," Mammot h- Sl ayer informed her hoarsely.

"You bet | am" Erika said, "but that works both ways. Put down that hussy you've got under your
other arm"

Mamot h- Sl ayer was observed to eye DeeDee doubtfully.

"Well," Erika said tartly, "make up your mind."

"Both," said the uncivilized playwight. "Yes."

"No!" FErika said.

"Yes," DeeDee breathed in an entirely new tone. Linp as a dishrag, the |l ovely creature hung from
Martin's arm and gazed up at her captor with idolatrous adniration. t ,"

"Ch, you hussy," teika said. "Wat about St. Cyr?"

"Him" DeeDee said scornfully. "He hasn't got a thing, the sissy. I'Il never [ook at himagain."
She turned her adoring gaze back to Martin.

"Pah," the latter grunted, tossing DeeDee into Watt's lap. "Yours. Keep her.’
approvingly at Erika. "Strong she. Better."

Both Watt and DeeDee remai ned notionless, staring at Martin

"You," he said, thrusting a finger at DeeDee. "You stay with him Ha?" He indicated Watt.

DeeDee nodded'in slavish adoration

"You sign contract?"

Nod.

Martin |l ooked significantly into Watt's eyes. He extended his hand.

"The contract rel ease," Erika explained, upside-down. "Gve it to himbefore he pulls your head
of f."

Slowy Watt pulled the contract release fromhis pocket and held it out. But Martin was already
shanmbl ing toward the wi ndow. Erika reached back hastily and snatched the documnent.

"That was a wonderful act," she told Nick, as they reached the street. "Put me down now. W can
find a cab sone-"

"No act,"” Martin growed. "Real. Till tonorrow. After that-" He shrugged. "But toni ght, Manmoth-
Slayer." He attenpted to clinb a palmtree, changed his nmind, and shanbl ed on, carrying the now

He grinned
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pensive Erika. But it was not until a police car drove past that Erika screaned.

"Il bail you out tonmorrow," Erika told Manmot h-Sl ayer, struggling between two | arge patrol nen.
Her words were drowned in an infuriated bell ow.

Thereafter events blurred, to solidify again for the irate Mammot h- Sl ayer only when he was thrown
in a cell, where he picked hinself up with a threatening roar. "I kill!" he announced, seizing the
bars.

"Arrrgh!"

"Two in one night," said a bored voice, noving away outside. "Both in Bel-Air, too. Think they're
hopped up? W couldn't get a coherent story out of either one."

The bars shook. "An annoyed voice fromone of the bunks said to shut up, and added that there had
been al ready enough troubl e from ni nconpoops wi thout-here it paused, hesitated, and uttered a
shrill, sharp, piercing cry.

Silence prevailed, nonentarily, in the cell-block as Manmot h-Sl ayer, son of the Great Hairy One,
turned slowmy to face Raoul St. Cyr.

VI NTAGE SEASON

Three people canme up the walk to the old mansion just at dawn on a perfect May norning. diver
WIlson in his pajamas watched them from an upper wi ndow through a haze of conflicting enotions,
resentment predoninant. He didn't want themthere.

They were foreigners. He knew only that nuch about them They had the curious nane of Sancisco,
and their first nanes, scrawmed in | oops on the | ease, appeared to be Orerie, Kieph and Kli a,
though it was inpossible as he | ooked down upon themnow to sort them out by signature. He hadn't
even been sure whet her they would be nen or wonmen, and he had expected sonething a little | ess
cosmopol i tan.

Aiver's heart sank a little as he watched themfollow the taxi driver up the wal k. He had hoped
for | ess self-assurance in his unwel cone tenants, because he neant to force them out of the house
if he could. It didn't |ook very pronising from here.

The man went first. He was tall and dark, and he wore his clothes and carried his body with that
pecul i ar arrogant assurance that comes from perfect confidence in every phase of one's being. The
two wonen were |aughing as they followed him Their voices were |light and sweet, and their faces
were beautiful, each in its own exotic way, but the first thing diver thought of when he | ooked
at them was, Expensive!

It was not only that patina of perfection that seened to dwell in every line of their incredibly
flawl ess garnents. There are degrees of wealth beyond which wealth itself ceases to have
significance. Aiver had seen before, on rare occasions, sonething like this assurance that the
earth turning beneath their well-shod feet turned only to their whim

It puzzled hima little in this case, because he had the feeling as the three cane up the wal k
that the beautiful clothing they wore so confidently was not clothing they were accustoned to.
There was a curious air of condescension in the way they noved. Like women in costume. They m nced
alittle on their delicate high heels, held out an armto stare at the cut of a sleeve, tw sted
now and then inside their garnents as if the clothing sat strangely on them as if they were
accustoned to sonething entirely different.

And there was an el egance about the way the garnments fitted them which even to diver | ooked
strikingly unusual. Only an actress on the screen, who can stop tinme and the ifimto adjust every
di sarrayed fold so that she | ooks perpetually perfect, mght appear thus elegantly clad. But |et
t hese worren nove as they liked, and each fold of their clothing foll owed perfectly with the
movenment and fell perfectly into place again. One night al nbst suspect the garnments were not cut
of ordinary cloth, or that they were cut according to sone unknown, subtle schene, with many
artful hidden seans placed by a tailor incredibly skilled at his trade.

They seenmed excited. They tal ked in high, clear, very sweet voices, |ooking up at the perfect blue
and transparent sky in which dawn was still frankly pink. They | ooked at the trees on the | awn,
the | eaves translucently green with an under col or of gol den newness, the edges crinped from
constriction in the recent bud.

Happily and with excitement in their voices they called to the nman, and when he answered his own
voi ce bl ended so perfectly in cadence with theirs that it sounded |ike three people singing
together. Their voices, like their clothing, seened to have an el egance far beyond the ordinary,
to be under a control such as Aiver WIson had never dreaned of before this norning.

The taxi driver brought up the |uggage, which was of a beautiful pale stuff that did not |ook
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quite like leather, and had curves in it so subtle it seemed square until you saw how two or three
pieces of it fitted together when carried, into a perfectly bal anced block. It was scuffed, as if
frommuch use. And though there was a great deal of it, the taxi man did not seemto find his
burden heavy. diver saw himl ook down at it now and then and heft the weight incredul ously.

One of the wonen had very black hair and skin |like cream and snoke-blue eyes heavy-lidded with
the wei ght of her lashes. It was the other wonan Qiver's gaze followed as she cane up the wal k
Her hair was a clear, pale red, and her face had a softness that he

t hought woul d be |ike velvet to touch. She was tanned to a warm anber darker than her hair.

Just as they reached the porch steps the fair woman |lifted her head and | ooked up. She gazed
straight into AQiver's eyes and he saw that hers were very blue, and just a little anused, as if
she had known he was there all along. Al so they were frankly admring.

Feeling a bit dizzy, Oiver hurried back to his roomto dress.

"We are here on a vacation," the dark man said, accepting the keys. "W will not wish to be

di sturbed, as | made clear in our correspondence. You have engaged a cook and housemrai d for us,
understand? W wifi expect you to nove your own bel ongi ngs out of the house, then, and-"

"Wait," diver said unconfortably: "Sonmething's cone up. |I-" He hesitated, not sure just howto
present it. These were such increasingly odd people. Even their speech was odd. They spoke so
distinctly, not slurring any of the words into contractions. English seened as famliar to them as
a native tongue, but they all spoke as trained singers sing, with perfect breath control and voice
pl acenent .

And there was a coldness in the man's voice, as if some gulf lay between himand Aiver, so deep
no feeling of hunan contact could bridge it.

"I wonder," diver said, "if | could find you better living quarters sonmewhere else in town.
There's a place across the street that-"
The dark woman said, "Ch, no!" in a lightly horrified voice, and all three of them|aughed. It was

cool, distant laughter that did not include Qiver.

The dark man said, "W chose this house carefully, M. WIson. W would not be interested in
living anywhere else."

Aiver said desperately, "I don't see why. It isn't even a nbdem house. | have two others in much
better condition. Even across the street you'd have a fine view of the city. Here there isn't
anyt hi ng. The other houses cut off the view, and-"

"W engaged roons here, M. Wlson," the man said with finality. "W expect to use them Now wilI
you make arrangenents to | eave as soon as possi bl e?"

Aiver said, "No," and | ooked stubborn. "That isn't in the | ease. You can live here until next
nmont h, since you paid for it, but you can't put nme out. |I'mstaying."

The man opened his mouth to say sonething. He | ooked coldly at

Aiver and closed it again. The feeling of aloofness was chill between them There was a nonment's
silence. Then the man said, "Very well. Be kind enough to stay out of our way."

It was a little odd that he didn't inquire into Qiver's notives. Aiver was not yet sure enough
of the man to explain. He couldn't very well say, "Since the | ease was signed, |I've been offered
three times what the house is worth if I'Il sell it before the end of May." He couldn't say, "I
want the noney, and |'m going to use ny own nui sance-value to annoy you until you're willing to
move out." After all, there seened no reason why they shouldn't. After seeing them there seened

doubly no reason, for it was clear they nust be accustoned to surroundings infinitely better than
this timeworn old house.

It was very strange, the value this house had so suddenly acquired. There was no reason at all why
two groups of sem -anonynous peopi e should be so eager to possess it for the nonth of My.

In silence Aiver showed his tenants upstairs to the three big bedroons across the front of the
house. He was intensely conscious of the red-haired woman and the way she watched himw th a sort
of obviously covert interest, quite warmy, and with a curious undertone to her interest that he
could not quite place. It was familiar, but elusive. He thought how pleasant it would be to talk
to her alone, if only to try to capture that elusive attitude and put a nane to it.

Afterward he went down to the tel ephone and called his fiancée.

Sue' s voice squeaked a little with excitenent over the wre.

"diver, so. early? Wy, it's hardly six yet. Did you tell themwhat | said? Are they going to
go?"
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"Can't tell yet. | doubt it. After all, Sue, | did take their noney, you know "

"diver, they've got to go! You' ve got to do sonething!"

"I"'mtrying, Sue. But | don't like it."

"Well, there isn't any reason why they shouldn't stay sonewhere else. And we're going to need that
money. You'll just have to think of sonething, Qiver."

Aiver net his own worried eyes in the nirror above the tel ephone and scow ed at hinmself. H s
straw col ored hair was tangled and there was a shining stubble on his pleasant, tanned face. He
was sorry the red-haired woman had first seen himin his untidy condition. Then his conscience
snote himat the sound of Sue's determ ned voice and he said:

"1l try, darling. I'Il try. But | did take their noney."

They had, in fact, paid a great deal of nobney, considerably nore than the roons were worth even in
that year of high prices and hi gh wages. The country was just noving into one of those fabul ous
eras which are later referred to as the Gay Forties or the Golden Sixties

-a pleasant period of national euphoria. It was a stimulating time to be alive-while it |asted.
"All right," Aiver said resignedly. "I'Il do my best."

But he was conscious, as the next few days went by, that he was not doing his best. There were
several reasons for that. Fromthe begin-fling the idea of naking hinself a nuisance to his
tenants had been Sue's, not Aiver's. And if Aiver had been a little | ess determ ned the whol e
proj ect woul d never have got under way. Reason was on Sue's side, but- For one thing, the tenants
were so fascinating. Al they said and

did had a queer sort of inversion to it, as if a mirror had been held up to ordinary living and in
the reflection showed strange variations fromthe norm Their mnds worked on a different basic
premnmi se, Aiver thought, fromhis own. They seenmed to derive covert anmuserment fromthe nost
unamusi ng things; they patronized, they were aloof with a quality of cold detachnent which did not
prevent them from | aughing inexplicably far too often for Qiver's confort.

He saw them occasionally, on their way to and fromtheir roons. They were polite and distant, not,
he suspected, from anger at his presence but from sheer indifference.

Most of the day they spent out of the house. The perfect May weat her hel d unbroken and they seened
to give thensel ves up whol eheartedly to admration of it, entirely confident that the warm pale-
gol d sunshine and the scented air would not be interrupted by rain or cold. They were so sure of
it that Aiver felt uneasy.

They took only one neal a day in the house, a late dinner. And their reactions to the neal were
unpredi ctabl e. Laughter greeted sonme of the dishes, and a sort of delicate disgust others. No one
woul d touch the salad, for instance. And the fish seened to cause a wave of queer enbarrassment
around the table.

They dressed el aborately for each dinner. The man-his nane was Onerie-| ooked extrenely handsone in
hi s di nner clothes, but he seenmed a little sulky and Aiver twice heard the wormen | aughi ng because
he had to wear black. Oiver entertained a sudden vision

for no reason, of the man in garnments as bright and as subtly cut as the wonen's, and it seened
sonehow very right for him He wore even the dark clothing with a certain flanboyance, as if cloth-
of -gol d woul d be nore normal for him

When they were in the house at other nealtinmes, they ate in their roons. They nust have brought a
great deal of food with them from whatever nysterious place they had come. Aiver wondered with
increasing curiosity where it mght be. Delicious odors drifted into the hail sometines, at odd
hours, fromtheir closed doors. Oiver could not identify them but alnost always they snelled
irresistible. Afewtimes the food snmell was rather shockingly unpl easant, al nbst nauseating. It
takes a connoisseur, Aiver reflected, to appreciate the decadent. And these people, nost
certainly, were connoisseurs.

Why they lived so contentedly in this huge ranshackl e ol d house was a question that disturbed his
dreanms at night. O why they refused to nove. He caught sonme fascinating glinpses into their

roons, which appeared to have been changed al nost conpletely by additions he could not have
defined very clearly fromthe brief sights he had of them The feeling of |uxury which his first

gl ance at them had evoked was confirmed by the richness of the hangings they had apparently
brought with them the half-glinpsed ornanents, the pictures on the walls, even the whiffs of
exotic perfune that floated from hal f-open doors.

He saw the wormen go by himin the halls, noving softly through the brown dimess in their gowns so
uncannily perfect in fit, so lushly rich, so glowingly colored they seened unreal. That poise born
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of confidence in the subservience of the world gave them an inperious al oofness, but nore than
once Aiver, neeting the blue gaze of the woman with the red hair and the soft, tanned skin,

t hought he saw qui ckened interest there. She smiled at himin the di mess and went by in a haze of
fragrance and a hal o of incredible richness, and the warnth of the smle Iingered after she had
gone.

He knew she did not mean this aloofness to |ast between them Fromthe very first he was sure of
that. Wien the tine cane she woul d nake the opportunity to be alone with him The thought was
confusing and tremendously exciting. There was nothing he could do but wait, knowi ng she would see
hi mwhen it suited her

On the third day he lunched with Sue in a little downtown restaurant overl ooking the great sweep
of the netropolis across the river far bel ow Sue had shining brown curls and brown eyes, and her
chin

was a bit nore prominent than is strictly accordant with beauty. From chil dhood Sue had known what
she wanted and how to get it, and it seened to Aiver just now that she had never wanted anything
quite so nmuch as the sale of this house

"It's such a marvelous offer for the old nmausol eum" she said, breaking into a roil with a gesture
of violence. "W'll never have a chance |ike that again, and prices are so high we'll need the
money to start housekeeping. Surely you can do sonething, Qiver!"

"I"'mtrying," Oiver assured her unconfortably.

"Have you heard anything nore fromthat nadwoman who wants to buy it?"

diver shook his head. "Her attorney phoned again yesterday. Nothing new. | wonder who she is."

"I don't think even the attorney knOas. All this mystery-1 don't like it, Qiver. Even those

Sanci sco people- What did they do today?"

Aiver laughed. "They spent about an hour this norning tel ephoning novie theaters in the city,
checking up on a lot of third-rate films they want to see parts of."

"Parts of ? But why?"

"l don't know. I think. . . oh, nothing. More coffee?"

The trouble was, he thought he did know. It was too unlikely a guess to tell Sue about, and
without famliarity with the Sancisco oddities she would only think AQiver was | osing his mnd

But he had fromtheir talk, a definite inpression that there was an actor in bit parts in al

these filns whose performances they nentioned with sonething very near to awe. They referred to
hi m as Gol conda, which didn't appear to be his nane, so that Aiver had no way of guessing which
obscure bit-player it was they admred so deeply. CGol conda m ght have been the nane of a character
he had once played-and with superlative skill, judging by the comments of the Sanci scos-but to
Aiver he nmeant nothing at all.

"They do funny things," he said, stirring his coffee reflectively. "Yesterday Orerie-that's the
man-came in with a book of poens published about five years ago, and all of themhandled it like a

first edition of Shakespeare. | never even heard of the author, but he seens to be a tin god in
their country, wherever that is."

"You still don't know? Haven't they even dropped any hints?"

"W don't do much talking," diver rem nded her with sone irony.

"I know, but- OCh, well, | guess it doesn't nmatter. Go on, what else do they do?"

"Well, this norning they were going to spend studying ' Gol conda

and his great art, and this afternoon | think they're taking a trip up the river to some sort of
shrine | never heard of. It isn't very far, wherever it is, because | know they're coning back for
dinner. Some great nman's birthplace, | think-they prom sed to take hone souvenirs of the place if
they could get any. They're typical tourists, all right-if | could only figure out what's behind
the whole thing. It doesn't nake sense."

"Not hi ng about that house nakes sense any nore. | do w sh-"

She went on in a petulant voice, but diver ceased suddenly to hear her, because just outside the
door, walking with inperial elegance on her high heels, a faniliar figure passed. He did not see
her face, but he thought he woul d know that poise, that richness of line and notion, anywhere on
earth.

"Excuse nme a mnute," he nuttered to Sue, and was out of his chair before she could speak. He made
the door in half a dozen long strides, and the beautifully el egant passerby was only a few steps
away when he got there. Then, with the words he had nmeant to speak already half-uttered, he fel
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silent and stood there staring.

It was not the red-haired woman. It was not her dark conpanion. It was a stranger. He watched,
speechl ess, while the lovely, inperious creature noved on through the crowd and vani shed, noving
with famliar poise and assurance and an equally famliar strangeness as if the beautiful and
exquisitely fitted garnents she wore were an exotic costune to her, as they had al ways seened to
t he Sanci sco wonen. Every other worman on the street |ooked untidy and ill at ease beside her

wal king .like a queen, she nelted into the crowd and was gone.

She came fromtheir country, diver told hinself dizzily. So soneone el se nearby had nysterious
tenants in this nonth of perfect May weather. Soneone el se was puzzling in vain today over the
strangeness of the people fromthe nanel ess | and.

In silence he went back to Sue.

The door stood invitingly ajar in the brown di mess of the upper hall. Aiver's steps slowed as he
drew near it, and his heart began to quicken correspondingly. It was the red-haired woman's room
and he thought the door was not open by accident. Her nanme, he knew now, was Kl eph

The door creaked a little on its hinges and fromwithin a very sweet voice said lazily, "Wn't you
cone in?"

The room | ooked very different indeed. The big bed had been

pushed back against the wall and a cover thrown over it that brushed the floor all around | ooked
like soft-haired fur except that it was a pale blue-green and sparkled as if every hair were
tipped with in-visible crystals. Three books | ay open on the fur, and a very curious-1| ooking
magazine with faintly |um nous printing and a page of pictures that at first glance appeared three-
di nensional. Also a tiny porcelain pipe encrusted with porcelain flowers, and a thin w sp of snpke
floating fromthe bow .

Above the bed a broad picture hung, fram ng a square of blue water so real diver had to | ook
twice to be sure it was not rippling gently fromleft to right. Fromthe ceiling swng a crysta

gl obe on a glass cord. It turned gently, the light fromthe wi ndows maki ng curved rectangles in
its sides.

Under the center wi ndow a sort of chaise | ongue stood which diver had not seen before. He could
only assune it was at |least partly pneumatic and had been brought in the |uggage. There was a very
rich-looking quilted cloth covering and hiding it, enbossed all over in shining netallic patterns.
Kl eph noved slowy fromthe door and sank upon the chaise longue with a little sigh of content.
The couch accommopdated itself to her body with what |ooked |ike delightful confort. Kl eph wiggled
alittle and then smled up at diver

"Do cone on in. Sit over there, where you can see out the window. | |ove your beautiful spring
weat her. You know, there never was a May like it in civilized tinmes." She said that quite
seriously, her blue eyes on diver's, and there was a hint of patronage in her voice, as if the
weat her had been arranged especially for her

Aiver started across the roomand then paused and | ooked down in amazenent at the floor, which
felt unstable. He had not noticed before that the carpet was pure white, unspotted, and sank about
an inch under the pressure of the feet. He saw then that Kl eph's feet were bare, or alnost bare.
She wore sonething |ike gossanmer buskins of ifimy net, fitting her feet exactly. The bare soles
were pink as if they had been rouged, and the nails had a liquid gleamlike tiny mrrors. He noved
cl oser, and was not as surprised as he should have been to see that they really were tiny nmirrors,
painted with sone | acquer that gave themreflecting surfaces.

"Do sit down," Kl eph said again, waving a white-sleeved armtoward a chair by the wi ndow. She wore
a garment that |ooked |ike short, soft down, |oosely cut but followi ng perfectly every notion she

made. And there was something curiously different about her very shape today. Wien Qiver saw her
in street clothes, she had the square-shoul dered, slimflanked figure that all wonen strove for

but here in her |ounging robe she | ooked-well, different. There was an al nost swanlike slope to
her shoul ders today, a roundness and softness to her body that | ooked unfam liar and very
appeal i ng.

"WIIl you have sonme tea?" Kl eph asked, and sniled charmngly.

A low tabl e beside her held a tray and several snall covered cups, lovely things with an inner
glow like rose quartz, the color shining deeply as if fromw thin |layer upon |ayer of

transl ucence. She took up one of the cups-there were no saucers-and offered it to Qiver

It felt fragile and thin as paper in his hand. He could not see the contents because of the cup's
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cover, which seened to be one with the cup itself and left only a thin open crescent at the rim
Steam rose fromthe opening.

Kl eph took up a cup of her own and tilted it to her lips, smling at Aiver over the rim She was
very beautiful. The pale red hair lay in shining | oops against her head and the corona of curls

Ii ke a hal o above her forehead m ght have been pressed down |ike a weath. Every hair kept order
as perfectly as if it had been painted on, though the breeze fromthe w ndow stirred now and then
among the softly shining strands.

Aiver tried the tea. Its flavor was exquisite, very hot, and the taste that |ingered upon his
tongue was like the scent of flowers. It was an extrenely. femnine drink. He sipped again,
surprised to find how nuch he liked it.

The scent of flowers seened to increase as he drank, swirling through his head |i ke snoke. After
the third sip there was a faint buzzing in his ears. The bees anong the fl owers, perhaps, he

t hought incoherently-and sipped again.

Kl eph wat ched him sniling.

"The others will be out all afternoon,” she told AQiver confortably. "I thought it would give us a
pl easant tinme to be acquainted."

Aiver was rather horrified to hear hinself saying, "Wat nmakes you talk |ike that?" He had had no
i dea of asking the question; sonething seened to have | oosened his control over his own tongue.

Kl eph's smi | e deepened. She tipped the cup to her lips and there was indul gence in her voice when
she said, "Wt do you nean 'like that?'"

He waved his hand vaguely, noting with sone surprise that at a glance it seenmed to have six or
seven fingers as it noved past his face.

"I don't know precision, | guess. Wy don't you say 'don't,' for instance?"

"I'n our country we are trained to speak with precision," Kl eph explained. "Just as we are trained
to nove and dress and think with precision. Any slovenliness is trained out of us in childhood.
Wth you, of course-" She was polite. "Wth you, this does not happen to be a national fetish.
Wth us, we have time for the anenities. W like them™

Her voice had grown sweeter and sweeter as she spoke, until by now it was al nost indistinguishable
fromthe sweetness of the flower-scent in AQiver's head, and the delicate flavor of the tea.

"What country do you cone fron?" he asked, and tilted the cup again to drink, mldly surprised to
notice that it seemed i nexhaustible.

Kleph's smle was definitely patronizing this tine. It didn't irritate him Nothing could irritate
hi mjust now. The whole roomswamin a beautiful rosy glow as fragrant as the flowers.

"We nmust not speak of that, M. WIlson."

"But-" diver paused. After all, it was, of course, none of his business. "This is a vacation?" he
asked vaguel y.

"Call it a pilgrimge, perhaps.”

"Pilgrimge?" Aiver was so interested that for an instant his mnd canme back into sharp focus.
"To- what ?"

"l should not have said that, M. WIlson. Please forget it. Do you |like the tea?"

"Very much."

"You wi Il have guessed by now that it is not only tea, but an euphoriac."

Aiver stared. "Euphoriac?"

Ki eph made a descriptive circle in the air with one graceful hand, and |aughed. "You do not fee
the effects yet? Surely you do?"

"l feel,” diver said, "the way |'d feel after four whiskeys."

Kl eph shuddered delicately. "W get our euphoria |less painfully.

And without the aftereffects your barbarous al cohols used to have."

She bit her lip. "Sorry. | mnust be euphoric nmyself to speak so freely.

Pl ease forgive nme. Shall we have sone nusic?"

Kl eph | eaned backward on the chai se | ongue and reached toward the wall beside her. The sl eeve,
falling away from her round tanned

arm left bare the inside of the wist, and AQiver was startled to see there a long, rosy streak
of fading scar. Hs inhibitions had dissolved in the fumes of the fragrant tea; he caught his
breath and | eaned forward to stare.

Kl eph shook the sleeve back over the scar with a quick gesture. Color cane into her face beneath
the softly tinted tan and she would not neet Aiver's eyes. A queer shane seened to have fallen
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upon her.

Aiver said tactlessly, "Wiat is it? Wiat's the natter?"

Still she would not |Iook at him Mich [ ater he understood that shame and knew she had reason for
it. Now he listened blankly as she said:

"Nothing. . . nothing at all. A . . an inoculation. Al of us. oh, never mnd. Listen to the
musi c. "

This tinme she reached out with the other arm She touched nothing, but when she had held her hand
near the wall a sound breathed through the room It was the sound of water, the sighing of waves
recedi ng upon | ong, sloped beaches. Aiver followed Kl eph's gaze toward the picture of the blue
wat er above the bed.

The waves there were noving. More than that, the point of vision noved. Slowy the seascape
drifted past, noving with the waves, followi ng themtoward shore. Aiver watched, half-hypnotized
by a notion that seened at the time quite acceptable and not in the |east surprising.

The waves Jifted and broke in creaning foamand ran seething up a sandy beach. Then through the
sound of the water mnusic began to breathe, and through the water itself a man's face dawned in the
frane, smiling intimately into the room He held an oddly archaic nmusical instrunent, |ute-shaped,
its body striped light and dark like a melon and its |ong neck bent back over his shoul der. He was
singing, and Aiver felt mldly astonished at the song. It was very famliar and very odd indeed
He groped through the unfamiliar rhythns and found at last a thread to catch the tune by-it was
"Make-Believe," from "Showboat," but certainly a showboat that had never steaned up the

M ssi ssi ppi

"What's he doing to it?" he demanded after a few nonents of outraged listening. "I never heard
anything like it!"

Kl eph | aughed and stretched out her armagain. Enigmatically she said, "W call it kyling. Never

m nd. How do you like this?"
It was a conedian, a man in sem -clown nake-up, his eyes exag

gerated so that they seenmed to cover half his face. He stood by a broad glass pillar before a dark
curtain and sang a gay, staccato song interspersed with patter that sounded inpronptu, and all the
while his left hand did an intricate, nusical tattoo of the nailtips on the glass of the colum.
He strolled around and around it as he sang. The rhythns of his fingernails blended with the song
and swng widely away into patterns of their own, and bl ended again wi thout a break.

It was confusing to follow The song nade even | ess sense than the nonol ogue, which had sonet hing
to do with a lost slipper and was full of allusions which nade Kl eph smile, but were utterly
unintelligible to Aiver. The nman had a dry, brittle style that was not very anusing, though Kieph
seenmed fascinated. AQiver was interested to see in himan extension and a variation of that
extrene snooth confidence which marked all three of the Sanciscos. Cearly a racial trait, he

t hought .

O her performances foll owed, sone of themfragmentary as if lifted out of a conpleter version. One
he knew. The obvious, stirring nelody struck his recognition before the figures-nmarching nen

agai nst a haze, a great banner rolling backward above themin the snoke, foreground figures
striding gigantically and shouting in rhythm "Forward, forward the lily banners go!"

The music was tinny, the inmages blurred and poorly colored, but there was a gusto about the
performance that caught at Aiver's inagination. He stared, renmenbering the old ifimfrom]long
ago. Dennis King and a ragged chorus, singing "The Song of the Vagabonds" fromwas it "Vagabond

Ki ng?"

"A very old one,

Kl eph said apol ogetically. "But | like it."

The steam of the intoxicating tea swirled between Oiver and the picture. Miusic swelled and sank
through the roomand the fragrant funes and his own euphoric brain. Nothing seened strange. He had
di scovered how to drink the tea. Like nitrous oxide, the effect was not cumul ative. Wen you
reached a peak of euphoria, you could not increase the peak. It was best to wait for a slight dip
in the effect of the stinulant before taking nore.

O herwise it had nost of the effects of al cohol-everything after awhile dissolved into a
delightful fog through which all he saw was uniformy enchanting and partook of the qualities of a
dream He questioned nothing. Afterward he was not certain how nuch of it he really had dreaned.

There was the dancing doll, for instance. He remenbered it quite clearly, in sharp focus-a tiny,
sl ender woman with a | ong-nosed, dark-eyed face and a pointed chin. She noved delicately across
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the white rug-knee-high, exquisite. Her features were as nobile as her body, and she danced

lightly, with resounding strokes of her toes, each echoing like a bell. It was a formalized sort
of dance, and she sang breathlessly in acconpani nment, making anusing little grimaces. Certainly it
was a portrait-doll, aninmated to minmc the original perfectly in voice and notion. Afterward,

Aiver knew he nust have dreaned it.

What el se happened he was quite unable to remenber later. He knew Kl eph had said some curious
things, but they all nmade sense at the tinme, and afterward he couldn't renmenber a word. He knew he
had been offered little glittering candies in a transparent dish, and that sone of them had been
delicious and one or two so bitter his tongue still curled the next day when he recalled them and
one- Kl eph sucked luxuriantly on the sane kind-of a taste that was actively nauseati ng.

As for Kleph herself-he was frantically uncertain the next day what had really happened. He

t hought he coul d renenber the softness of her white-downed arns cl asped at the back of his neck
whil e she | aughed up at himand exhaled into his face the flowery fragrance of the tea. But beyond
that he was totally unable to recall anything, for a while.

There was a brief interlude |ater, before the oblivion of sleep. He was al nbst sure he renenbered
a nonent when the other two Sanci scos stood | ooking down at him the man scow i ng, the snoky-eyed
wonman smling a derisive snile.

The man said, froma vast distance, "Kieph, you know this is against every rule-" H s voice began
in athin humand soared in fantastic ifight beyond the range of hearing. diver thought he
renenbered the dark woman's |aughter, thin and distant too, and the hum of her voice |ike bees in
i fight.

"Kl eph, Kleph, you sffly little fool, can we never trust you out of sight?"

Ki eph's voice then said sonething that seened to make no sense. "Wiat does it matter, here?"

The man answered in that buzzing, faraway hum "The matter of giving your bond before you | eave,
not to interfere. You know you signed the rul es-"

Kl eph' s voice, nearer and nore inteffigible: "But here the difference is . . . it does not nmatter
here! You both know that. How could it matter?"

Aiver felt the downy brush of her sleeve against his cheek, but he saw nothing except the slow,
snokel i ke ebb and fl ow of darkness past his eyes. He heard the voices wangle nusically fromfar
away, and he heard them cease.

When he woke the next norning, alone in his own room he woke with the nmenory of Kieph's eyes upon
himvery sorrowfully, her lovely tanned face | ooking down on himwith the red hair falling
fragrantly on each side of it and sadness and conpassion in her eyes. He thought he had probably
dreanmed that. There was no reason why anyone should |l ook at himw th such sadness.

Sue tel ephoned that day.

"diver, the people who want to buy the house are here. That madwoman and her husband. Shall |
bring them over?"

Aiver's mnd all day had been hazy with the vague, bew | dering nenories of yesterday. Kleph's
face kept floating before him blotting out the room He said, "What? | . . . oh, well, bring them
if you want to. | don't see what good it'll do."

"diver, what's wong with you? W agreed we needed the noney, didn't we? | don't see how you can
thi nk of passing up such a wonderful bargain wi thout even a struggle. W could get nmarried and buy

our own house right away, and you know we'll never get such an offer again for that old trash-
heap. Wake up, Qiver!"”
Aiver made an effort. "I know, Sue-I know. But-"

"diver, you' ve got to think of sonething!" Her voice was inperious.

He knew she was right. Kl eph or no Kleph, the bargain shouldn't be ignored if there was any way at
all of getting the tenants out. He wondered again what nmade the place so suddenly priceless to so
many people. And what the last week in May had to do with the value of the house.

A sudden sharp curiosity pierced even the vagueness of his mnd today. May's | ast week was so

i mportant that the whole sale of the house stood or fell upon occupancy by then. Why? Wiy?
"What's goi ng to happen next week?" he asked rhetorically of the tel ephone. "Wy can't they wait
till these people | eave? I'd knock a couple of thousand off the price if they' d-"

"You would not, Aiver WIlson! | can buy all our refrigeration units with that extra noney. You'l
just have to work out sone way to give possession by next week, and that's that. You hear ne?"
"Keep your shirt on," diver said practically. "I"monly human, but ["Il try."

"I'"m bringing the people over right away," Sue told him "Wile the Sanciscos are still out. Now
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you put your nmind to work and think of something, Oiver." She paused, and her voice was

refl ecti ve when she spoke again. "They're. . . awfully odd people, darling."
n md?ll
"You'll see."

It was an elderly woman and a very young nman who trailed Sue up the wal k. Oiver knew i medi ately
what had struck Sue about them He was sonmehow not at all surprised to see that both wore their
clothing with the familiar air of elegant self-consciousness he had cone to know so well. They,
too, |ooked around them at the beautiful, sunny afternoon with conscious enjoynent and an air of
fai nt condescensi on. He knew before he heard them speak how nusi cal their voices would be and how
meti cul ously they woul d pronounce each word.

There was no doubt about it. The people of Kl eph's mysterious country were arriving here in force-
for sonething. For the last week of May? He shrugged nentally; there was no way of guessing-yet.
One thing only was sure: all of themnust come fromthat nanel ess | and where people controlled
their voices like singers and their garnents |ike actors who could stop the reel of tine itself to
adj ust every di sordered fold.

The el derly woman took full charge of the conversation fromthe start. They stood together on the
rickety, unpainted porch, and Sue had no chance even for introductions.

"Young man, | am Madame Hoffla. This is ny husband." Her voice had an underrunni ng current of

har shness, which was perhaps age. And her face | ooked al nost corsetted, the | oose flesh coerced
into sonething like firmess by some invisible method diver could not guess at. The nake-up was
so skillful he could not be certain it was nake-up at all, but he had a definite feeling that she
was much ol der than she | ooked. It would have taken a lifetinme of command to put so much authority
into the harsh, deep, musically controlled voice.

The young man said nothing. He was very handsone. Hi s type, apparently, was one that does not
change nuch no matter in what culture or country it may occur. He wore beautifully tailored
garments and carried in one gloved hand a box of red | eather, about the size and shape of a book.
Madane Hoffia went on. "I understand your problem about the house. You wish to sell to nme, but are
| egal |y bound by your |ease with Orerie and his friends. Is that right?"

diver nodded. "But-"

"Let me finish. If Orerie can be forced to vacate before next week, you wifi accept our offer
Right? Very well. Hara!" She nodded to the young man beside her. He junped to instant attention
bowed slightly, said, "Yes, Hollia," and slipped a gloved hand into his coat.

Madanme Hollia took the little object offered on his palm her gesture as she reached for it al npst
inperial, as if royal robes swept fromher outstretched arm

"Here," she said, "is something that may help us. My dear-" She held it out to Sue-"if you can
hi de this somewhere about the house, | believe your unwel come tenants will not trouble you much
| onger."

Sue took the thing curiously. It |ooked like a tiny silver box, no nore than an inch square,
indented at the top and with no line to show it could be opened.
"Wait a minute,” Aiver broke in uneasily. "What is it?"

"Not hi ng that will harm anyone, | assure you."

"Then what-"

Madanme Hollia's inperious gesture at one sweep silenced himand commanded Sue forward. "Go on, ny
dear. Hurry, before Orerie cones back. | can assure you there is no danger to anyone."

Aiver broke in deternminedly. "Madanme Hoffia, |1'll have to know what your plans are. |-"

"Ch, Aiver, please!" Sue's fingers closed over the silver cube. "Don't worry about it. |I'msure

Madane Hoffia knows best. Don't you want to get those people out?"

"OfF course | do. But | don't want the house blown up or-"

Madane Hoffla's deep | aughter was indul gent. "Nothing so crude, | prom se you, M. WIson.
Remenber, we want the house! Hurry, ny dear."

Sue nodded and slipped hastily past AQiver into the hail. Qutnunbered, he subsided uneasily. The
young man, Hara, tapped a negligent foot and admired the sunlight as they waited. It was an after-

noon as perfect as all of May had been, translucent gold, balmy with an edge of chill lingering in
the air to point up a perfect contrast with the sumrer to cone. Hara | ooked around him
confidently, like a man paying just tribute to a stageset provided wholly for hinself. He even

gl anced up at a drone from above and followed the course of a big transcontinental plane half
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di ssol ved in golden haze high in the sun. "Quaint," he murrmured in a gratified voice

Sue came back and slipped her hand through Qiver's arm squeezing excitedly. "There," she said.
"How long will it take, Madanme Hollia?"

"That will depend, nmy dear. Not very long. Now, M. WIson, one word with you. You live here also,
| understand? For your own confort, take ny advice and-"

Somewhere within the house a door slamed and a clear high voice rang wordlessly up a rippling
scale. Then there was the sound of feet on the stairs, and a single Iine of song. "Cone hider

| ove, to me-"

Hara started, al nbst dropping the red | eather box he held.

"Kl eph!" he said in a whisper. "O Kila. | know they both just cane on from Canterbury. But |

t hought - "

"Hush." Madane Hoffia's features conposed thenselves into an inperious blank. She breathed
triunphantly through her nose, drew back upon herself and turned an inposing facade to the door

Kl eph wore the sane softly downy robe Oiver had seen before, except that today it was not white,
but a pale, clear blue that gave her tan an apricot flush. She was smling.

"Why, Hoffial" Her tone was at its nobst nusical. "I thought | recognized voices from hone. How
nice to see you. No one knew you were comng to the-" She broke off and glanced at Aiver and then
away again. "Hara, too," she said. "What a pleasant surprise.”

Sue said flatly, "Wen did you get back?"

Kl eph smled at her. "You nust be the little Mss Johnson. Wiy, | did not go out at all. | was
tired of sightseeing. | have been napping in ny room"

Sue drew in her breath in sonmething that just escaped being a disbelieving sniff. A look flashed
bet ween the two wonen, and for an instant held-and that instant was tineless. It was an

extraordi nary pause in which a great deal of wordless interplay took place in the space of a
second.

Aiver saw the quality of Kieph's snile at Sue, that sanme | ook of

qui et confidence he had noticed so often about all of these strange people. He saw Sue's quick

i nventory of the other woman, and he saw how Sue squared her shoul ders and stood up straight,
snoot hi ng down her sunmer frock over her flat hips so that for an instant she stood posed

consci ously, | ooking down on Kieph. It was deliberate. Bew | dered, he gl anced again at Kl eph

Kl eph' s shoul ders sl oped softly, her robe was belted to a tiny wai st and hung in deep folds over
frankly rounded hips. Sue's was the fashi onable figure-but Sue was the first to surrender
Kieph's smle did not falter. But in the silence there was an abrupt reversal of values, based on
no nore than the neasureless quality of Kl eph's confidence in herself, the quiet, assured snile.
It was suddenly made very clear that fashion is not a constant. Kleph's curious, out-of-nopde
curves wi thout warni ng became the norm and Sue was a queer, angular, half-masculine creature
besi de her.

Aiver had no idea howit was done. Sonehow the authority passed in a breath fromone wonan to the
other. Beauty is alnpost wholly a matter of fashion; what is beautiful today woul d have been
grotesque a coupl e of generations ago and will be grotesque a hundred years ahead. It will be
worse than grotesque; it wifi be outnoded and therefore faintly ridicul ous.

Sue was that. Kieph had only to exert her authority to nake it clear to everyone on the porch

Kl eph was a beauty, suddenly and very convincingly, beautiful in the accepted npde, and Sue was
anusi ngly ol d-fashi oned, an anachronismin her lithe, square-shoul dered slimmess. She did not

bel ong. She was grotesque anong these strangely inmacul ate peopl e.

Sue' s col |l apse was conpl ete. But pride sustained her, and bew | derment. Probably she never did
grasp entirely what was wong. She gave Kieph one glance of burning resentnent and when her eyes
came back to Aiver there was suspicion in them and mstrust.

Looki ng backward later, diver thought that in that nonment, for the first time clearly, he began
to suspect the truth. But he had no tine to ponder it, for after the brief instant of enmty the
three peopl e from el sewhere-began to speak all at once, as if in a belated attenpt to cover
sonet hing they did not want noti ced.

Kl eph said, "This beautiful weather-" and Madane Hollia said, "So fortunate to have this house-"
and Hara, holding up the red | eather box, said |oudest of all, "Cenbe sent you this, Kleph. H's
| atest.”

Kl eph put out both hands for it eagerly, the eiderdown sl eeves

falling back fromher rounded arns. Oiver had a quick glinpse of that nmysterious scar before the
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sl eeve fell back, and it seened to himthat there was the faintest trace of a sinmlar scar

vani shing into Hara's cuff as he let his own armdrop

"Cenbe!" Kl eph cried, her voice high and sweet and delighted. "How wonderful! Wat period?"

"From Novenber 1664," Hara said. "London, of course, though | think there may be some count erpoint
fromthe 1347 Novenber. He hasn't finished-of course.” He glanced al nbst nervously at diver and
Sue. "A wonderful exanple," he said quickly. "Marvelous. If you have the taste for it, of course."”
Madane Hoffia shuddered with ponderous delicacy.

"That man!" she said. "Fascinating, of course-a great nan. But- so advanced!"

"I't takes a connoi sseur to appreciate Cenbe's work fully," Kleph said in a slightly tart voice.
"We all admit that."

"Ch yes, we all bow to Cenbe," Hoffia conceded. "I confess the man terrifies nme a little, ny dear
Do we expect himto join us?"

"l suppose so," Kleph said. "If his-work-is not yet finished, then of course. You know Cenbe's
tastes."”

Hollia and Hara | aughed together. "I know when to look for him then," Hollia said. She glanced at

the staring diver and the subdued but angry Sue, and with a commandi ng effort brought the subject
back into line.

"So fortunate, ny dear Kleph, to have this house,” she declared heavily. "I saw a tridi nensi ona

of it-afterward-and it was still quite perfect. Such a fortunate coi nci dence. Wuld you consi der
parting with your |ease, for a consideration? Say, a coronation seat at-"

"Not hi ng could buy us, Hoffia," Kl eph told her gaily, clasping the red box to her bosom

Hollia gave her a cool stare. "You may change your mind, ny dear Kleph," she said pontifically.
"There is stifi tine. You can al ways reach us through M. WIson here. W have roons up the street
in the Montgonery House-nothing |like yours, of course, but they will do. For us, they will do."
Aiver blinked. The Montgonery House was the npbst expensive hotel in town. Conpared to this
collapsing old ruin, it was a pal ace. There was no understandi ng these people. Their val ues seened
to have suffered a conplete reversal

Madane Hollia noved nmajestically toward the steps.

"Very pleasant to see you, ny dear," she said over one well-padded shoul der. "Enjoy your stay. M
regards to Orerie and Klia. M. WIson-" she nodded toward the walk. "A word with you."

Aiver followed her down toward the street. Madane Hol lia paused hal fway there and touched his
arm

"One word of advice," she said huskily. "You say you sleep here? Myve out, young nan. Myve out
before tonight."

Aiver was searching in a half-desultory fashion for the hiding place Sue had found for the
mysterious silver cube, when the first sounds from above began to drift down the stairwell toward
him Kl eph had cl osed her door, but the house was old, and strange qualities in the noise overhead
seermed to seep through the woodwork |ike an al nbst visible stain.

It was nmusic, in a way. But nuch nore than nusic. And it was a terrible sound, the sounds of
calamity and of all human reaction to calamty, everything fromhysteria to heartbreak, from
irrational joy to rationalized acceptance.

The calanity was-single. The nmusic did not attenpt to correlate all human sorrows; it focused
sharply upon one and followed the ramifications out and out. Oiver recogni zed these basics to the
sounds in a very brief noment. They were essentials, and they seened to beat into his brain with
the first strains of the nusic which was so much nore than nusic.

But when he lifted his head to listen he lost all grasp upon the nmeaning of the noise and it was
sheer medl ey and confusion. To think of it was to blur it hopelessly in the nind, and he coul d not
recapture that first instant of unreasoni ng acceptance.

He went upstairs alnmost in a daze, hardly knowi ng what he was doi ng. He pushed Kl eph's door open
He | ooked inside- What he saw there he could not afterward renenber except in a

blurring as vague as the blurred ideas the nusic roused in his brain. Half the room had vani shed
behind a mst, and the m st was a three-di nensi onal screen upon which were projected- He had no
words for them He was not even sure if the projections were visual. The nist was spinning with
nmoti on and sound, but essentially it was neither sound nor notion that diver saw

This was a work of art. diver knew no nane for it. It transcended all art-forms he knew, bl ended
them and out of the blend produced subtleties his mind could not begin to grasp. Basically, this
was the
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attenpt of a master conposer to correlate every essential aspect of a

vast human experience into sonmething that could be conveyed in a

few nonents to every sense at once

The shifting visions on the screen were not pictures in themselves, but hints of pictures, subtly
selected outlines that plucked at the mind and with one deft touch set whole chords ringing
through the nenory. Perhaps each behol der reacted differently, since it was in the eye and the

m nd of the beholder that the truth of the picture lay. No two woul d be aware of the sane
synphoni ¢ panorama, but each would see essentially the sane terrible story unfold.

Every sense was touched by that deft and nercil ess genius. Color and shape and notion ifickered in
the screen, hinting much, evoking unbearabl e nenories deep in the nmind; odors floated fromthe
screen and touched the heart of the behol der nore poignantly than anything visual could do. The
skin craw ed sonetinmes as if to a tangible cold hand laid upon it. The tongue curled wth
renenbered bitterness and renmenbered sweet.

It was outrageous. It violated the innernost privacies of a man's mnd, called up secret things

I ong ago wal |l ed of f behind nmental scar tissue, forced its terrible message upon the behol der
relentl essly though the mind might threaten to crack beneath the stress of it.

And yet, in spite of all this vivid awareness, diver did not know what calanity the screen
portrayed. That it was real, vast, overwhel m ngly dreadful he could not doubt. That it had once
happened was unm st akabl e. He caught flashing glinpses of human faces distorted with grief and

di sease and death-real faces, faces that had once lived and were seen now in the instant of dying.
He saw nmen and wonen in rich clothing superinposed in panorama upon reeling thousands of ragged
fol k, great throngs of them swept past the sight in an instant, and he saw that death nmade no

di stinction anmong them

He saw | ovel y wonen | augh and shake their curls, and the |laughter shriek into hysteria and the
hysteria into nmusic. He saw one man's face, over and over-a |long, dark, saturnine face, deeply
lined, sorrowful, the face of a powerful nman wise in worldliness, urbane-and hel pl ess. That face
was for awhile a recurring notif, always nmore tortured, nore hel pl ess than before.

The nusic broke off in the mdst of a rising glide. The m st vanished and the room reappeared
before him The angui shed dark face for an instant seened to Aiver printed everywhere he | ooked,

like after-vision on the eyelids. He knew that face. He had seen it before, not often, but he
should know its nane- "Oiver, Aiver-" Kl eph's sweet voice cane out of a fog at him

He was | eaning dizzily against the doorpost |ooking dowmn into her eyes. She, too, had that dazed
bl ankness he nust show on his own face. The power of the dreadful synphony still held them both.
But even in this confused nonment A iver saw that Kieph had been enjoying the experience.

He felt sickened to the depths of his mnd, dizzy with sickness and revul sion because of the
superi nmposi ng of hunman m series he had just beheld. But Kleph-only appreciation showed upon her
face. To her it had been magnificence, and magnificence only.

Irrelevantly diver renenbered the nauseating candi es she had enjoyed, the nauseating odors of
strange food that drifted someti nes through the hail from her room

What was it she had said downstairs a little while ago? Connoi sseur, that was it. Only a

connoi sseur coul d appreci ate work as-as advanced-as the work of soneone called Cenbe.

A whiff of intoxicating sweetness curled past AQiver's face. Sonething cool and snoboth was pressed
into his hand.

"Ch, Aiver, | amso sorry," Kl eph's voice nurnured contritely. "Here, drink the euphoriac and you
wifi feel better. Please drink!"

The fam liar fragrance of the hot sweet tea was on his tongue before he knew he had conplied. Its
rel axing funmes floated up through his brain and in a nonent or two the world felt stable around
himagain. The roomwas as it had al ways been. And Ki eph- Her eyes were very bright. Synpathy

showed in themfor him but for herself she was still brinmed with the high elation of what she
had just been experiencing.
"Conme and sit down," she said gently, tugging at his arm "I am so

sorry-1 should not have played that over, where you could hear it.

I have no excuse, really. It was only that | forgot what the effect

m ght be on one who had never heard Cenbe's synphoni es before.

I was so inpatient to see what he had done with. . . with his new

subject. | amso very sorry, Oiver!"

"What was it?" H s voice sounded steadi er than he had expected. The tea was responsible for that.
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He sipped again, glad of the consoling euphoria its fragrance brought.
"A. . . aconposite interpretation of . . . oh, diver, you know | nust not answer questions!"

"But-"

"No-drink your tea and forget what it was you saw. Think of other things. Here, we will have nusic-
anot her kind of nusic, sonething gay-"

She reached for the wall beside the window, and as before, Oiver saw the broad framed picture of
bl ue water above the bed ripple and grow pale. Through it another scene began to dawn |ike shapes
rising beneath the surface of the sea.

He had a glinpse of a dark-curtained stage upon which a man in a tight dark tunic and hose noved
with a restless, sidelong pace, his hands and face starthngly pal e agai nst the bl ack about him He
I i nped; he had a crooked back and he spoke famliar lines. Qiver had seen John Barryrnore once as
t he crook-backed Richard, and it seened vaguely outrageous to himthat any other actor should
essay that difficult part. This one he had never seen before, but the man had a fascinatingly
snoot h manner and his interpretation of the Plantagenet king was quite new and sonet hi ng
Shakespeare probably never dreamed of.

"No," Kleph said, "not this. Nothing gloony." And she put out her hand again. The nanel ess new

Ri chard faded and there was a swirl of changing pictures and changing voices, all blurred

toget her, before the scene steadi ed upon a stageful of dancers in pastel ballet skirts, drifting
effortlessly through sone conplicated pattern of nmotion. The nusic that went with it was |ight and
effortless too. The roomfilled up with the clear, floating mel ody.

Aiver set down his cup. He felt rmuch surer of himself now, and he thought the euphoriac had done
all it could for him He didn't want to blur again nentally. There were things he neant to | earn
about. Now. He considered how to begin.

Kl eph was watching him "That Hoffia," she said suddenly. "She wants to buy the house?"

Aiver nodded. "She's offering a | ot of nobney. Sue's going to be awfully di sappointed if-" He
hesitated. Perhaps, after all, Sue would not be disappointed. He renenbered the little silver cube
with the enigmatic function and he wondered if he should nmention it to Kieph. But the euphoriac
had not reached that |evel of his brain, and he renenbered his duty to Sue and was silent.

Kl eph shook her head, her eyes upon his warmw th-was it synpathy?

"Believe ne," she said, "you wifi not find that-inportant-after all. | pronise you, diver."

He stared at her. "I wish you'd explain."

Kl eph | aughed on a note nore sorrowful than amused. But it occurred to Aiver suddenly that there
was no | onger condescension in her voice. Inmperceptibly that air of delicate anusement had

vani shed from her manner toward him The cool detachment that stifi marked Orerie's attitude, and
Klia's, was not in Kleph's any nore. It was a subtlety he did not think she could assune. It had
to come spontaneously or not at all. And for no reason he was willing to exanine, it becane
suddenly very inportant to Aiver that Kl eph should not condescend to him that she should fee
toward hini as he felt toward her. He would not think of it.

He | ooked down at his cup, rose-quartz, exhaling a thin plume of steamfromits crescent-slit
opening. This time, he thought, nmaybe he could make the tea work for him For he renmenbered how it
| oosened the tongue, and there was a great deal he needed to know. The idea that had cone to him
on the porch in the instant of silent rivalry between Kl eph and Sue seened now too fantastic to
entertain. But some answer there nust be.

Kl eph hersel f gave hi mthe opening.

"I must not take too nuch euphoriac this afternoon," she said, smling at himover her pink cup
"I't will make nme drowsy, and we are going out this evening with friends."

"More friends?" Qiver asked. "Fromyour country?"

Ki eph nodded. "Very dear friends we have expected all this week."

"I wish you'd tell me," Aiver said bluntly, "where it is you conme from It isn't fromhere. Your
culture is too different fromours- even your names-" He broke off as Kl eph shook her head.

"I wish |l could tell you. But that is against all the rules. It is even against the rules for ne
to be here talking to you now. "

"What rul es?"

She nmade a hel pl ess gesture. "You nust not ask ne, diver." She |eaned back on the chai se | ongue,
whi ch adjusted itself luxuriously to the notion, and snmiled very sweetly at him "W nust not talk
about things like that. Forget it, listen to the nusic, enjoy yourself if you can-" She closed her
eyes and laid her head back agai nst the cushions. diver saw the round tanned throat swell as she
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began to huma tune. Eyes still closed, she sang again the words she had sung upon the stairs.
"Cone hider, love, to me-"

A menory clicked over suddenly in AQiver's nind. He had never heard the queer, |agging tune
bef ore, but he thought he knew the

words. He renmenbered what Hoffia's husband had said when he heard that |ine of song, and he | eaned

forward. She woul d not answer a direct question, but perhaps- "Was the weather this warmin

Cant er bury?" he asked, and held

his breath. Kl eph humed another |ine of the song and shook her head, eyes stifi closed.

"I't was autumm there," she said. "But bright, wonderfully bright. Even their clothing, you know .
everyone was Singing that new song, and | can't get it out of ny head." She sang another I|ine,

and the words were al nost unintelligible-English, yet not an English Aiver could understand.

He stood up. "Wait," he said. "I want to find sonething. Back in a mnute."

She opened her eyes and smled mistily at him still hunmng. He went downstairs as fast as he

coul d-the stairway swayed a little, though his head was nearly clear nowand into the library. The

book he wanted was old and battered, interlined with the penciled notes of his college days. He

did not renenber very clearly where the passage he wanted was, but he thunbed fast through the

colums and by sheer luck found it within a few m nutes. Then he went back upstairs, feeling a

strange enpthess in his stonach because of what he al nbst believed now.

"Kl eph," he said firmy, "I know that song. | know the year it was new. "

Her lids rose slowy; she | ooked at himthrough a nist of euphoriac. He was not sure she had

understood. For a |ong nonent she held himw th her gaze. Then she put out one downy-sleeved arm

and spread her tanned fingers toward him She | aughed deep in her throat.

"Conme hider, love, to nme," she said.

He crossed the roomslowy, took her hand. The fingers closed warmy about his. She pulled him

down so that he had to kneel beside her. Her other armlifted. Again she | aughed, very softly, and

cl osed her eyes, lifting her face to his.

The kiss was warm and | ong. He caught something of her own euphoria fromthe fragrance of the tea

breathed into his face. And he was startled at the end of the kiss, when the clasp of her arms

| oosened about his neck, to feel the sudden rush of her breath against his cheek. There were tears

on her face, and the sound she made was a sob

He held her off and | ooked down in amazenent. She sobbed once

nore, caught a deep breath, and said, "Ch, Oiver, Oiver-" Then she shook her head and pull ed

free, turning away to hide her face. "I . .. . | amsorry," she said unevenly. "Please forgive ne.
It does not matter. . . | know it does not matter. . . but-"

"What's wrong? What doesn't matter?"

"Not hing. Nothing. . . please forget it. Nothing at all." She got a handkerchief fromthe table

and bl ew her nose, smiling at himwi th an effect of radiance through the tears.

Suddenly he was very angry. He had heard enough evasions and nystifying half-truths. He said
roughly, "Do you think I'mcrazy? | know enough now to-"

"diver, please!" She held up her own cup, steaming fragrantly. "Please, no nore questions. Here,
euphoria is what you need, diver. Euphoria, not answers."

"What year was it when you heard that song in Canterbury?" he demanded, pushing the cup aside.
She blinked at him tears bright on her lashes. "Whay . . . what year do you think?"

"I know," diver told her grimy. "I know the year that song was popular. | know you just cane
from Canterbury-Hoffia's husband said so. It's May now, but it was autumm in Canterbury, and you
just cane fromthere, so lately the song you heard is stifi running through your head. Chaucer's
Par doner sang that song sone tine around the end of the fourteenth century. Did you see Chaucer
Kl eph? What was it like in England that |ong ago?"

Kl eph's eyes fixed his for a silent nonent. Then her shoul ders drooped and her whol e body went
linp with resignation beneath the soft blue robe. "I ama fool," she said gently. "It nust have
been easy to trap ne. You really believe-what you say?"

diver nodded.

She said in a |l ow voice, "Few people do believe it. That is one of our naxinms, when we travel. W
are safe from nmuch suspicion because people before The Travel began will not believe."

The enptiness in Aiver's stomach suddenly doubled in volune. For an instant the bottom dropped
out of tine itself and the universe was unsteady about him He felt sick. He felt naked and
hel pl ess. There was a buzzing in his ears and the room di mmed before him
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He had not really believed-not until this instant. He had expected sone rational explanation from
her that would tidy all his wild half-

t hought s and suspicions into sonething a man could accept as believable. Not this.
Kl eph dabbed at her eyes with the pal e-blue handkerchi ef and sniled tremnul ously.

"I know," she said. "It nmust be a terrible thing to accept. To have all your concepts turned
upsi de down- W& know it from chil dhood, of course, but for you . . . here, Qiver. The euphoriac
will make it easier.”

He took the cup, the faint stain of her lip rouge still on the crescent opening. He drank, feeling

the dizzy sweetness spiral through his head, and his brain turned a little in his skull as the
vol atile fragrance took effect. Wth that turning, focus shifted and all his values with it.

He began to feel better. The flesh settled on his bones again, and the warm cl ot hing of tenpora
assurance settled upon his flesh, and he was no | onger naked and in the vortex of unstable tine.

"The story is very sinple, really,"” Kleph said. "We-travel. Qur own tinme is not terribly far ahead
of yours. No. | nust not say how far. But we still remenber your songs and poets and sone of your
great actors. W are a people of nuch leisure, and we cultivate the art of enjoying ourselves.
"This is a tour we are naking-a tour of a year's seasons. Vintage seasons. That autumm in
Canterbury was the nost nagnificent autum our researchers could discover anywhere. W rode in a
pilgrimge to the shrine-it was a wonderful experience, though the clothing was a little hard to
nmanage.

"Now this nonth of May is al nost over-the loveliest May in recorded tines. A perfect May in a
wonder ful period. You have no way of know ng what a good, gay period you live in, Qiver. The very
feeling in the air of the cities-that wonderful national confidence and happi ness-everything going
as snoothly as a dream There were other Mays with fine weather, but each of themhad a war or a
fam ne, or sonething el se wong." She hesitated, grimaced and went on rapidly. "In a few days we
are to neet at a coronation in Rone," she said. "I think the year will be 800-Christmstine. W-"
"But why," Qiver interrupted, "did you insist on this house? Wiy do the others want to get it
away from you?"

Kl eph stared at him He saw the tears rising again in snmall bright crescents that gathered above
her lower lids. He saw the | ook of obstinacy that canme upon her soft, tanned face. She shook her
head.

"You must not ask ne that." She held out the steam ng cup. "Here, drink and forget what | have
said. | can tell you no nore. No nore at all."

When he woke, for a little while he had no idea where he was. He did not renenber |eaving Kl eph or
comng to his own room He didn't care, just then. For he woke to a sense of overwhelmng terror.
The dark was full of it. His brain rocked on waves of fear and pain. He |lay notionless, too
frightened to stir, sonme atavistic nmenory warning himto lie quiet until he knew from which
direction the danger threatened. Reasonl ess panic broke over himin a tidal flow his head ached
with its violence and the dark throbbed to the sanme rhythns.

A knock sounded at the door. QOrerie's deep voice said, 'WIlson! WIson, are you awake?"

Aiver tried twice before he had breath to answer. "Y-yes-what is it?"

The knob rattled. Orerie's dimfigure groped for the light switch and the room sprang into
visibifity. Orerie's face was drawn with strain, and he held one hand to his head as if it ached
inrhythmwith diver's.

It was in that nonent, before Orerie spoke again, that Oiver renmenbered Hoffia's warning. "Mve
out, young man-nove out before tonight." WIdly he wondered what threatened themall in this dark
house that throbbed with the rhythnms of pure terror.

Onerie in an angry voi ce answered the unspoken question

"Sonmeone has planted a subsonic in the house, Wl son. Kieph thinks you may know where it is.
"S- subsoni c?"

"Call it a gadget," Orerie interpreted inpatiently. "Probably a snall netal box that-"
Aiver said, "Oh," in a tone that nmust have told Onerie everything.

"Where is it?" he demanded. "Quick. Let's get this over."

"l don't know." Wth an effort Qiver controlled the chattering of his teeth. "Y-you nean all this-
all this is just fromthe little box?"

"OfF course. Nowtell ne howto find it before we all go crazy."

Aiver got shakily out of bed, groping for his robe with nervel ess hands. "I s-suppose she hid it
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sonewhere downstairs," he said. "S-she wasn't gone long."

Onerie got the story out of himin a few brief questions. He clicked his teeth in exasperation
when diver had finished it.

"That stupid Hollia-"

"Orerie!" Kl eph's plaintive voice wailed fromthe hail. "Please hurry, Orerie! This is too much to
stand! Ch, Onerie, please!"

Aiver stood up abruptly. Then a redoubl ed wave of the inexplicable pain seened to explode in his
skull at the nmotion, and he clutched the bedpost and reel ed.

"Go find the thing yourself," he heard hinmself saying dizzily. "I can't even wal k-"

Onerie's own tenper was drawn wire-tight by the pressure in the room He seized Aiver's shoul der
and shook him saying in a tight voice, "You let it in-now help us get it out, or-"

"I't's a gadget out of your world, not minel!" Oiver said furiously.

And then it seened to himthere was a sudden col dness and silence in the room Even the pain and
the sensel ess terror paused for a nonent. Orerie's pale, cold eyes fixed upon AQiver a stare so
chill he could alnost feel the ice in it

"What do you know about our-worl d?" Orerie demanded.

Aiver did not speak a word. He did not need to; his face nust have betrayed what he knew. He was
beyond conceal nent in the stress of this night-tine terror he still could not understand.

Onerie bared his white teeth and said three perfectly uninteffigible words. Then he stepped to the
door and snapped, "Kleph!"

Aiver could see the two wonmen huddl ed together in the hall, shaking violently with involuntary
waves of that strange, synthetic terror. Kila, in a lum nous green gown, was rigid with control
but Kl eph nmade no effort whatever at repression. Her downy robe had turned soft gold tonight; she
shivered in it and the tears ran down her face unchecked.

"Kieph," Orerie said in a dangerous voice, "you were euphoric again yesterday?"

Kl eph darted a scared glance at diver and nodded guiltily.

"You tal ked too nmuch." It was a conplete indictment in one sentence. "You know the rules, Kleph
You will not be allowed to travel again if anyone reports this to the authorities."

Kl eph's lovely creany face creased suddenly into inpenitent dinples.

"I know it was wong. | amvery sorry-but you wifi not stop me if Cenbe says no."

Klia flung out her arms in a gesture of hel pless anger. Orerie shrugged. "In this case, as it
happens, no great harmis done,” he said, giving Aiver an unfathomable glance. "But it m ght have
been serious. Next tine perhaps it will be. | nust have a talk with Cenbe."

"We nust find the subsonic first of all," Klia renm nded them shivering. "If Kleph is afraid to
hel p, she can go out for a while. | confess | amvery sick of Kl eph's conpany just now "

"W could give up the house!" Kl eph cried wildly. "Let Hoffia have it! How can you stand this |ong
enough to hunt-"

"dve up the house?" Klia echoed. "You nust be nmad! Wth all our invitations out?"

"There will be no need for that," QGnerie said. "W can find it if we all hunt. You feel able to
hel p?" He | ooked at Qi ver

Wth an effort Aiver controlled his own sensel ess panic as the waves of it swept through the
room "Yes," he said. "But what about ne? What are you going to do?"

"That shoul d be obvious,"” Orerie said, his pale eyes in the dark face regarding diver

i npassively. "Keep you in the house until we go. W can certainly do no |l ess. You understand that.
And there is no reason for us to do nore, as it happens. Silence is all we pronised when we signed
our travel papers."

"But-" diver groped for the fallacy in that reasoning. It was no use. He could not think clearly.
Pani ¢ surged insanely through his mind fromthe very air around him "Al right," he said. "Let's
hunt . "

It was dawn before they found the box, tucked inside the ripped seam of a sofa cushion. Orerie
took it upstairs without a word. Five nminutes |later the pressure in the air abruptly dropped and
peace fell blissfully upon the house.

"They will try again," Onerie said to Aiver at the door of the back bedroom "W nust watch for

that. As for you, | mnust see that you renmain in the house until Friday. For your own confort, |
advise you to let ne knowif Hoffia offers any further tricks. | confess | amnot quite sure how
to enforce your staying indoors. | could use methods that woul d nake you very unconfortable. |

woul d prefer to accept your word on it."
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Aiver hesitated. The rel axing of pressure upon his brain had | eft himexhausted and stupid, and
he was not at all sure what to say.
Orerie went on after a monent. "It was partly our fault for not

insuring that we had the house to ourselves," he said. "Living here with us, you could scarcely
hel p suspecting. Shall we say that in return for your prom se, | reinburse you in part for |osing
the sale price on this house?"

Aiver thought that over. It would pacify Sue a little. And it neant only two days indoors.

Besi des, what good woul d escapi ng do? What could he say to outsiders that would not | ead him
straight to a padded cell?

"Al'l right," he said wearily. "I promnise."

By Friday nmorning there was still no sign fromHollia. Sue tel ephoned at noon. O iver knew the
crackl e of her voice over the wire when Kl eph took the call. Even the crackl e sounded hysterical
Sue saw her bargain slipping hopel essly through her grasping little fingers.

Kl eph's voice was soothing. "I amsorry," she said many tines, in the intervals when the voice
paused. "I amtruly sorry. Believe ne, you will find it does not matter. |I know. . . | amsorry-"

She turned fromthe phone at last. "The girl says Hoffia has given up," she told the others.

"Not Hollia," Klia said firmy

Oreri e shrugged. "W have very little time left. If she intends anything nore, it will be tonight.
W nmust watch for it."

"Ch, not tonight!" Kieph's voice was horrified. "Not even Hoffia would do that!"

"Hollia, nmy dear, in her own way is quite as unscrupulous as you are,” Qrerie told her with a
sm |l e.

"But-woul d she spoil things for us just because she can't be here?"

"What do you think?" Klia denanded.

AQiver ceased to listen. There was no making sense out of their talk, but he knew that by tonight
what ever the secret was nust surely conme into the open at last. He was willing to wait and see.
For two days excitement had been building up in the house and the three who shared it with him
Even the servants felt it and were nervous and unsure of thenselves. Aiver had given up asking
questions- it only enbarrassed his tenants-and wat ched.

Al the chairs in the house were collected in the three front bedrooms. The furniture was
rearranged to make room for them and dozens of covered cups had been set out on trays. diver
recogni zed Ki eph's rose-quartz set among the rest. No steamrose fromthe thin

crescent - openi ngs, but the cups were full. Aiver lifted one and felt a heavy liquid nmove within
it, like sonething half-solid, sluggishly.

Guests were obviously expected, but the regular dinner hour of nine came and went, and no one had
yet arrived. Dinner was finished; the servants went honme. The Sanci scos went to their roons to
dress, amid a feeling of nounting tension

Aiver stepped out on the porch after dinner, trying in vain to guess what it was that had w ought
such a pitch of expectancy in the house. There was a quarter nmoon swinmm ng in haze on the horizon
but the stars which had nmade every night of May thus far a dazzling translucency, were very dim
toni ght. C ouds had begun to gather at sundown, and the undi med weat her of the whol e nonth seened
ready to break at |ast.

Behind A iver the door opened a little, and cl osed. He caught Kl eph's fragrance before he turned,
and a faint whiff of the fragrance of the euphoriac she was much too fond of drinking. She cane to
his side and slipped a hand into his, looking up into his face in the darkness.

"Aiver," she said very softly. "Prom se ne one thing. Prom se ne not to | eave the house tonight."
"I've already promised that," he said a little irritably.

"I know. But tonight-1 have a very particular reason for wanting you indoors tonight." She |eaned
her head against his shoulder for a nonent, and despite hinself his irritation softened. He had
not seen Kl eph al one since that |ast night of her revelations; he supposed he never would be al one
with her again for nmore than a few minutes at a tine. But he knew he would not forget those two

bewi | deri ng eveni ngs. He knew too, now, that she was very weak and foolish-but she was still Kl eph
and he had held her in his arns, and was not likely ever to forget it.
"You mght be-hurt-if you went out tonight," she was saying in a nuffled voice. "I know it wll

not matter, in the end, but-renenber you pronised, diver."
She was gone again, and the door had cl osed behind her, before he could voice the futile questions
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in his mnd

The guests began to arrive just before mdnight. Fromthe head of the stairs Oiver saw t hem
comng in by twos and threes, and was astoni shed at how many of these people fromthe future nust
have gathered here in the past weeks. He could see quite clearly now how

they differed fromthe normof his own period. Their physical el egance was what one noticed first-
perfect groom ng, neticul ous manners, neticul ously controlled voices. But because they were al
idle, all, in a way, sensation-hunters, there was a certain shrillness underlying their voices,
especi ally when heard all together. Petul ance and sel f-indul gence showed beneath the good nanners.
And tonight, an all-pervasive excitenent.

By one o' cl ock everyone had gathered in the front roons. The teacups had begun to steam
apparently of themnselves, around m dnight, and the house was full of the faint, thin fragrance
that induced a sort of euphoria all through the roonms, breathed in with the perfune of the tea.

It made Aiver feel light and drowsy. He was deternmined to sit up as long as the others did, but
he nust have dozed off in his owmn room by the wi ndow, an unopened book in his |ap

For when it happened he was not sure for a few nminutes whether or not it was a dream

The vast, incredible crash was | ouder than sound. He felt the whol e house shake under him felt
rather than heard the tinbers grind upon one another |ike broken bones, while he was still in the
borderl and of sleep. Wen he woke fully he was on the fl oor anong the shattered fragnents of the
Wi ndow.

How | ong or short a tine he had lain there he did not know. The world was still stunned with that
trenendous noise, or his ears still deaf fromit, for there was no sound anywhere.

He was hal fway down the hail toward the front rooms when sound began to return fromoutside. It
was a |ow, indescribable runble at first, prickled with countless tiny distant screans. Oiver's
eardrunms ached fromthe terrible inpact of the vast unheard noise, but the nunbness was wearing
of f and he heard before he sawit the first voices of the stricken city.

The door to Kleph's roomresisted himfor a nmoment. The house had settled a little fromthe

vi ol ence of the-the explosion?-and the frane was out of |ine. When he got the door open he could
only stand blinking stupidly into the darkness within. Al the lights were out, but there was a
breat hl ess sort of whispering going on in nmany voi ces.

The chairs were drawn around the broad front wi ndows so that everyone could see out; the air swam
with the fragrance of euphoria. There was |ight enough here fromoutside for Qiver to see that a

few onl ookers still had their hands to their ears, but all were craning eagerly forward to see.
Through a dreanlike haze AQiver saw the city spread out with inpossible distinctness bel ow the

wi ndow. He knew quite well that a row of houses across the street blocked the viewyet he was

| ooki ng over the city now, and he could see it in alimtless panorama fromhere to the horizon
The houses between had vani shed.

On the far skyline fire was already a solid nmass, painting the | ow clouds crinson. That sul phurous
light reflecting back fromthe sky upon the city nmade clear the rows upon rows of flattened houses
with flame beginning to lick up ambng them and farther out the form ess rubble of what had been
houses a few nminutes ago and was now nothing at all

The city had begun to be vocal. The noise of the flanes rose |oudest, but you could hear a runble
of human voices |like the beat of surf a long way of f, and staccato noi ses of scream ng nade a sort
of pattern that cane and went continuously through the web of sound. Threading it in undul ating
waves the shrieks of sirens knit the web together into a terrible synphony that had, inits way, a
strange, in-human beauty.

Briefly through Adiver's stunned incredulity went the menory of that other synphony Kl eph had

pl ayed there one day, another catastrophe retold in terns of nusic and novi ng shapes.

He said hoarsely, "Kieph-"

The tabl eau by the wi ndow broke. Every head turned, and Adiver saw the faces of strangers staring
at him sone few in enbarrassnent avoiding his eyes, but nbst seeking themout with that avid,

i nhuman curiosity which is comon to a type in all crowds at acci dent scenes. But these people
were here by design, audience at a vast disaster tinmed almost for their coning

Kl eph got up unsteadily, her velvet dinner gown tripping her as she rose. She set down a cup and
swayed a little as she cane toward the door, saying, "Qiver . . . diver-" in a sweet, uncertain
voi ce. She was drunk, he saw, and wrought up by the catastrophe to a pitch of stimulation in which
she was not very sure what she was doi ng.
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Aiver heard hinself saying in a thin voice not his own, "Wwhat was it, Kl eph? Wat happened?
What -" But happened seened so i nadequate a word for the incredible panorama bel ow that he had to
choke back hysterical |aughter upon the struggling questions, and broke off entirely, trying to
control the shaking that had seized his body.

Kl eph made an unsteady stoop and seized a steam ng cup. She cane to him swaying, holding it out-
her panacea for all ifis.

"Here, drink it, Oiver-we are all quite safe here, quite safe." She thrust the cup to his lips
and he gul ped automatically, grateful for the funes that began their slow, coiling surcease in his
brain with the first swall ow

"It was a neteor,"” Kleph was saying. "Quite a small neteor, really. W are perfectly safe here.
Thi s house was never touched."

Qut of sone cell of the unconscious diver heard himself saying incoherently, "Sue? Is Sue-" he
could not finish.

Kl eph thrust the cup at himagain. "I think she may be safe-for awhile. Please, Aiver-forget
about all that and drink."

"But you knewl " Realization of that cane belatedly to his stunned brain. "You could have given
war ni ng, or-"

"How coul d we change the past?" Ki eph asked. "W knew but could we stop the neteor? O warn the
city? Before we cone we nust give our word never to interfere-"

Their voices had risen inperceptibly to be audi bl e above the rising volune of sound from bel ow.
The city was roaring now, with flames and cries and the crash of failing buildings. Light in the
roomturned lurid and pul sed upon the walls and ceiling in red light and redder dark

Downst airs a door slammed. Soneone |aughed. It was high, hoarse, angry | aughter. Then fromthe
crowmd in the room soneone gasped and there was a chorus of disnmayed cries. Aiver tried to focus
upon the wi ndow and the terrible panorama beyond, and found he coul d not.

It took several seconds of determined blinking to prove that nore than his own vision was at
fault. Kl eph whinpered softly and noved against him H's arns cl osed about her automatically, and
he was grateful for the warm solid flesh against him This nuch at |east he could touch and be
sure of, though everything el se that was happening night be a dream Her perfunme and the heady
perfune of the tea rose together in his head, and for an instant, holding her in this enbrace that
must certainly be the last tine he ever held her, he did not care that sonething had gone terribly
wong with the very air of the room

It was blindness-not continuous, but a series of swift, w dening ripples between which he could
catch glinpses of the other faces in the room strained and astonished in the ifickering |ight
fromthe city.

The ripples cane faster. There was only a blink of sight between them now, and the blinks grew
briefer and briefer, the intervals of darkness nore broad.

From downstairs the |aughter rose again up the stairwell. Qiver thought he knew the voice. He
opened his nouth to speak, but a door nearby slammed open before he could find his tongue, and
Oreri e shouted down the stairs.

"Hol I'i a?" he roared above the roaring of the city. "Hollia, is that you?"

She | aughed again, triunphantly. "I warned you!" her hoarse, harsh voice called. "Now cone out in
the street with the rest of us if you want to see any nore!"

"Hoffia!" Onerie shouted desperately. "Stop this or-"

The | aughter was derisive. "What will you do, Onerie? This tine | hid it too well-come down in the
street if you want to watch the rest."

There was angry silence in the house. Aiver could feel Kieph's quick, excited breathing Iight
upon his cheek, feel the soft notions of her body in his arms. He tried consciously to nake the
monent |ast, stretch it out to infinity. Everything had happened too swiftly to inpress very
cleariy on his nmind anything except what he could touch and hold. He held her in an enbrace made
consciously light, though he wanted to clasp her in a tight, despairing grip, because he was sure
this was the |l ast enbrace they would ever share

The eye-straining blinks of |ight and blindness went on. Fromfar away bel ow the roar of the
burning city rolled on, threaded together by the |ong, |ooped cadences of the sirens that I|inked
all sounds into one.

Then in the bew | dering dark another voice sounded fromthe hall downstairs. A man's voice, very
deep, very nel odi ous, saying:
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"What is this? Wiat are you doing here? Hollia-is that you?"

Aiver felt Kieph stiffen in his arnms. She caught her breath, but she said nothing in the instant
whi | e heavy feet began to mount the stairs, coming up with a solid, confident tread that shook the
ol d house to each step.

Then Kl eph thrust herself hard out of Aiver's arns. He heard her high, sweet, excited voice
crying, "Cenbe! Cenbe!" and she ran to neet the newconer through the waves of dark and |ight that
swept the shaken house.

Qiver staggered a little and felt a chair seat catching the back of his legs. He sank into it and
lifted to his lips the cup he still held. Its

steam was warm and nmoi st in his face, though he could scarcely make out the shape of the rim
He lifted it with both hands and drank

When he opened his eyes it was quite dark in the room Also it was silent except for a thin,

nmel odi ous hunmi ng al nost bel ow the threshold of sound. Oiver struggled with the nenmory of a
nmonstrous nightmare. He put it resolutely out of his mind and sat up, feeling an unfanifiar bed
creak and sway under him

This was Kl eph's room But no-Kleph's no |onger. Her shining hangi ngs were gone fromthe walls,

her white resilient rug, her pictures. The room|ooked as it had | ooked before she canme, except
for one thing.

In the far corner was a table-a block of translucent stuff-out of which |ight poured softly. A man
sat on a |l ow stool before it, |eaning forward, his heavy shoul ders outlined against the glow He
wor e ear phones and he was naki ng quick, erratic notes upon a pad on his knee, swaying a little as
if to the tune of unheard nusic.

The curtains were drawn, but from beyond them came a distant, nmuffled roaring that diver
remenbered fromhis nightnmare. He put a hand to his face, aware of a feverish warmh and a di pping
of the room before his eyes. H s head ached, and there was a deep nmalaise in every linb and nerve.
As the bed creaked, the man in the corner turned, sliding the earphones down |like a collar. He had
a strong, sensitive face above a dark beard, trimmed short. Oiver had never seen him before, but
he had that air diver knew so well by now, of renbpteness which was the know edge of tine itself
lying like a gulf between them

When he spoke his deep voice was inpersonally kind.

"You had too much euphoriac, WIlson," he said, aloofly synpathetic. "You slept a long while."

"How | ong?" diver's throat felt sticky when he spoke

The man did not answer. diver shook his head experinentally. He said, "I thought Kl eph said you
don't get hangovers from" Then anot her thought interrupted the first, and he said quickly, "Were
is Kl eph?" He | ooked confusedly toward the door.

"They should be in Rone by now. Watching Charl emagne's coronation at St. Peter's on Christnas Day
a thousand years from here."

That was not a thought Oiver could grasp clearly. H's aching brain sheered away fromit; he found
thinking at all was strangely

difficult. Staring at the man, he traced an idea painfully to its conclusion
"So they've gone on-but you stayed behind? Why? You . you're Cenbe? | heard your-synphonia, Kieph
called it."

"You heard part of it. | have not finished yet. | needed-this." Cenbe inclined his head toward the
curtai ns beyond which the subdued roaring still went on

"You needed-the meteor?" The know edge worked painfully through his dulled brain until it seemed
to strike sone area stifi untouched by the aching, an area still alive to inplication. "The

met eor ? But-"

There was a power inmplicit in Cenbe's raised hand that seened to push diver down upon the bed
agai n~ Cenbe said patiently, "The worst of it is past now, for a while. Forget if you can. That
was days ago. | said you were asleep for some tinme. | let you rest. | knew this house would be
safe-fromthe fire at least."

"Then-something nmore's to come?" Aiver only nmunbled his question. He was not sure he wanted an
answer. He had been curious so |long, and now that know edge | ay al nbst within reach, sonething
about his brain seened to refuse to listen. Perhaps this weariness, this feverish, dizzy feeling
woul d pass as the effect of the euphoriac wore off.

Cenbe's voice ran on snmoothly, soothingly, alnmost as if Cenbe too did not want himto think. It
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was easiest to lie here and listen.

"I am a conposer," Cenbe was saying. "l happen to be interested in interpreting certain fornms of
disaster into ny own ternms. That is why | stayed on. The others were dilettantes. They cane for

the May weat her and the spectacle. The aftermath-well why should they wait for that? As for nyself-

| suppose | ama connoisseur. | find the aftermath rather fascinating. And | need it. | need to
study it at first hand, for ny own purposes."
H s eyes dwelt upon Oiver for an instant very keenly, |ike a physician's eyes, inpersonal and

observing. Absently he reached for his stylus and the note pad. And as he noved, diver saw a
fam liar mark on the underside of the thick, tanned wi st.
"Ki eph had that scar, too," he heard hinmsel f whisper. "And the others."

Cenbe nodded. "Inoculation. It was necessary, under the circunstances. W did not want disease to
spread in our own tinme-world."
"Di sease?"

Cenbe shrugged. "You would not recognize the name."
"But, if you can inocul ate agai nst disease-" Oiver thrust hinmself up on an aching arm He had a
hal f -grasp upon a thought now which he did not want to let gO Effort seened to make the ideas
come nore clearly through his nounting confusion. Wth enornous effort he went on

"I"'mgetting it now," he said. "Wait. |'ve been trying to work this out. You can change history?
You can! | know you can. Kieph said she had to promise not to interfere. You all had to pronise.
Does that mean you really could change your own past-our tinme?"

Cenbe laid down his pad again. He |ooked at Aiver thoughtfully, a dark, intent |ook under heavy
brows. "Yes," he said. "Yes, the past can be changed, but not easily. And it changes the future,
too, necessarily. The lines of probability are switched into new patterns-but it is extrenely
difficult, and it has never been all owed. The physiotenporal course tends to slide back to its
norm always. That is why it is so hard to force any alteration." He shrugged. "A theoretica

sci ence. W do not change history, Wlson. If we changed our past, our present would be altered,
too. And our time-world is entirely to our liking. There may be a few mal contents there, but they
are not allowed the privilege of tenporal travel."

Aiver spoke | ouder against the roaring frombeyond the wi ndows. "But you've got the power! You
could alter history, if you wanted to-w pe out all the pain and suffering and tragedy-"

"Al'l of that passed away |ong ago," Cenbe said.

"Not - nowd Not-this!"

Cenbe | ooked at himenigmatically for a while. Then-"This, too,

he sai d.

And suddenly Qiver realized fromacross what di stances Cenbe was watching him A vast distance,
as time is neasured. Cenbe was a conposer and a genius, and necessarily strongly enpathic, but his
psychic | ocus was very far away in time. The dying city outside, the whole world of now was not
quite real to Cenbe, falling short of reality because of that basic variance in tine. It was
merely one of the building blocks that had gone to support the edifice on which Cenbe's culture
stood in a msty, unknown, terrible future.

It seened terrible to Aiver now. Even Kleph-all of them had been touched with a pettiness, the
faculty that had enabled Hoffia to concentrate on her malicious, snall schenes to acquire a
ringside seat while the neteor thundered in toward Earth's atnmosphere. They were

all dilettantes, Kleph and Orerie and the other. They toured time, but only as onl ookers. Wre
they bored-sated-with their normal existence?

Not sated enough to w sh change, basically. Their own tinme-world was a fulfilled wonb, a
perfection made nanifest for their needs. They dared not change the past-they could not risk
flawi ng their own present.

Revul si on shook him Remenbering the touch of Kleph's lips, he felt a sour sickness on his tongue.
Al luring she had been; he knew that too well. But the aftermath- There was sonethi ng about this
race fromthe future. He had felt it dimMy at first, before Kl eph's nearness had drowned caution
and buffered his sensibilities. Tine traveling 'purely as an escape nechani sm seened al nost

bl asphenous. A race with such power- Kleph-leaving himfor the barbaric, splendid coronation at
Rome a thousand years ago- how had she seen hin? Not as a living, breathing nan. He knew that, very
certainly. Kl eph's race were spectators

But he read nore than casual interest in Cenbe's eyes now. There was an avidity there, a bright,
fasci nated probi ng. The man had repl aced his earphones-he was different fromthe others. He was a
connoi sseur. After the vintage season cane the afternath-and Cenbe.
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Cenbe wat ched and waited, light flickering softly in the translucent block before him his fingers
poi sed over the note pad. The ultinmate connoi sseur waited to savor the rarities that no non-
gournet coul d appreciate.

Those thin, distant rhythns of sound that was al nost nusic began to be audi bl e agai n above the
noi ses of the distant fire. Listening, renenbering, Aiver could very nearly catch the pattern of
the synphonia as he had heard it, all intermngled with the flash of changing faces and the rank
upon rank of the dying- He lay back on the bed letting the roomswirl away into the darkness
behi nd his closed and aching lids. The ache was inplicit in every cell of his body, alnost a
second ego taking possession and driving himout of hinself, a strong, sure ego taking over as he
hi nsel f et go.

Why, he wondered dully, should Ki eph have |ied? She had said there was no aftermath to the drink
she had given him No afternmath

-and yet this painful possession was strong enough to edge hi mout of his own body.

Kl eph had not lied. It was no aftermath to drink. He knew that -

but the know edge no | onger touched his brain or his body. He lay still, giving themup to the
power of the illness which was aftermath to sonething far stronger than the strongest drink. The
illness that had no name-yet.

Cenbe' s new synphonia was a crowning triunph. It had its premere fromAntares Hall, and the

appl ause was an ovation. History itself, of course, was the artist-opening with the neteor that
forecast the great plagues of the fourteenth century and closing with the climx Cenbe had caught
on the threshold of nmodemtinmes. But only Cenbe could have interpreted it with such subtle power.
Critics spoke of the masterly way in which he had chosen the face of the Stuart king as a
recurrent notif against the nontage of enotion and sound and novenent. But there were other faces,
fading through the great sweep of the conposition, which helped to build up to the trenendous
climax. One face in particular, one nmonent that the audience absorbed greedily. A noment in which
one man's face | ooned huge in the screen, every feature clear. Cenbe had never caught an enotiona
crisis so effectively, the critics agreed. You could al nbst read the nman's eyes.

After Cenbe had left, he lay notionless for a long while. He was thinking feverishly- I've got to
find some way to tell people. If I'd known in advance, maybe somnet hing coul d have been done. W'd
have forced themto tell us how to change the probabilities. W could have evacuated the city.

If I could |l eave a nmessage- Maybe not for today's people. But later. They visit all through tine.
If they could be recogni zed and caught sonewhere, sonetime, and nade to change destiny- It wasn't
easy to stand up. The room kept tilting. But he nanaged

it. He found pencil and paper and through the swayi ng of the shadows he wote down what he
coul d. Enough. Enough to warn, enough to save.

He put the sheets on the table, in plain sight, and weighted them down before he stunbled back to
bed t hrough cl osi ng darkness.

The house was dynanmited six days later, part of the futile attenpt to halt the relentless spread
of the Bl ue Deat h.
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