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A man wal ked sl ow y al ong a darkened street. He was a young man, conservatively attired in a dark
bl ue doubl e-breasted bl azer, gray bell-bottonms, and a bright blue shirt with a wi de regi nenta
tie. But he noved like a man of eighty, holding his el bow pressed tightly to his side. H s name
was Danocl es Montgonerie and he had been shot at close range by a .32 caliber Beretta automatic
pistol, the bullet having broken two ribs and driven a dozen bone splinters into his liver before
comng to rest half an inch fromhis spine.

Reaching an alley nouth, he half-turned, half-fell into the shadowy space between corroded brick
wal l's. A garbage can lid clattered on oily cobbles. He braced hinself against the wall, pushed

hi nsel f upright, and went on, deeper into the reek of garbage. Reaching the end of the cul-de-sac,
he turned, put his back to the wall. Wth his fingers, he explored the hot, danmp area bel ow t he
ribs on the right side. There was a neat hole in the thick flannel of the coat, a hole that
continued on through the heavy silk shirt and the fitted undershirt into the flesh beneath.
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A step sounded softly fromthe direction of the alley nmouth. The beam of a flashlight speared out,
traversed the pavenent, played up the wall and across Mntgonerie's chest, noved to his face. It
held there for a noment and then wi nked out.

"Where you want it, punk?' a soft, hoarse voice rasped. "Between the eyes suit you OK?"

"Better try a gut shot, Chico," Mntgonerie said in a voice as thin and taut as a stretched wire.
"I don't trust your aim"

"Save it, rat. You got five seconds to square it with the man upstairs. One ..."

He listened to the count. It seened to go on and on. Then it reached five. Light bl ossomed from
the nmuzzle of the gun, illumnating the scene with a warmyellow gl ow. The plune of flanme

el ongated, ringed with viscid snmoke which slowed, stiffened into inmmbility. The killer stood,
feet apart, leaning forward, his left armout, fingers spread, the gun in his right fist thrust
out before him H's lips were pulled back fromhis teeth; his eyes were half-closed, intent,
unnovi ng.

Behi nd him sonething stirred near the alley mouth. A slightly built nman in a gray derby and a
dapper norning coat conplete with ascot and bou-tonni ere was picking his way fastidiously back
toward the little tableau so curiously arrested. Hi s face—visible by its own pal e gl owwas narrow,
elderly, prim with a neatly groomed hairline nustache. He swung a slimsilver-headed cane from
one pi gskin-gloved hand, glanced curiously at the inmobile gunner as he edged past him cane to a
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halt before the injured nan. He | ooked hi m over assessingly, his lips pursed in an expression of
m | d di sapproval

4 Kei th Laumer

You seemto have nmanaged your affairs very badly, ny lad, a perfectly clear voice spoke inside
Mont goneri e' s head.

He tried to speak; nothing happened. He tried to nove: sane result.

Tush, no need to grow excited. Nothing will happen to you that hasn't happened to uncounted
billions of other organisns in the short history of the planet.

HELP, Montgonerie yelled silently. GET ME QUT OF HERE

Exactly ny intention, ny boy. Sinply be calm In fact. . . it nmight be as well if you' d just drop
off to sleep .

A heavy curtain of drowsiness wapped itself around Montgonerie's thoughts. He was dimy aware of
the ol d gentleman stepping briskly closer, clanping himunder an arm and walking up into the air.
He caught one fading glinpse of tarred rooftops, ventilators, TV antennae, dropping away bel ow.
Then he let it all go and slid, faster and fester, down into the bottom ess vortex of

unconsci ousness.

This, Danocles reflected contentedly, is what | catt living. Snoozing away in a first-class seat
on a luxury airliner bound for the hot spots of gay Paree. Qut the wi ndow, the nmoon will be
shi ning down on the billows, and in a second or two the stewardess will ease up to ne and say .

"Care for a sandw ch, lad?" said a ratchety nale voice. Mntgonerie's eyes flew open. He was in a
tiny room seated in a senmireclining chair before a curved surface of black glass. Below the glass
was a cluster of bright-colored knobs. On one of the
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knobs rested a thin, veined hand. The hand was attached to a crisp white French cuff which energed
froma well-pressed black sl eeve which led inevitably up along an armto a gently smling, w zened
face with thin white hair and a fingernail mnustache.

"You!" Dammy piped in a voice |like a baby bird. "But. "
"You were perhaps hoping to see Chico?"

"Chico!" Danmmy winced, and felt a pang in his side. He fingered the site of the bullet wound and

felt snooth, thick padding. "I thought—-how—what—
"Don't trouble yourself, Danmpcles. |'ve sealed the puncture and given you a tenporary netabolic
hold to prevent further deterioration in your condition until | can whisk you into the autoned. In

the neantine, a bite to eat will no doubt reinforce your sense of security.”

"What sense of security?" Montgonerie chirped, and paused to rest. "I thought | dreaned you. Wile
I was dying, | nean."

"Ummn, not precisely. You perceived ne with a portion of your cerebrumnot usually activated in
the waking state—but this is a side effect of the stasis field, no doubt."

"You' re not—the Angel Gabriel or anybody |ike that?"
"Anot her branch of the service entirely. Wuld you prefer pastram, corned beef, or Sw ss cheese?"

"WAit a minute," Dammy expostul ated. "Just hold on a minute. Wio are you? Where am|? How did
get here? And—

"You may call nme Xorialle. You're aboard nmy cycler. | brought you here."
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" '"Sorry Al.' That's not nuch of a nane. |'Il just
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%

call you A, OK?" Damy closed his eyes tightly. "I got shot. That's definite, Al. It hurts." He
gave his side a prod to reassure hinself. "After that, | was in an alley . . . and Chico ..." He
paused to swall ow. "Funny, | never figured you' d have tinme to see the flash fromthe slug that

bl ew your brains out. But ..." He fingered his head. "At that range, how could he m ss?"

"He didn't," Xorialle said. "That is to say, the bullet was projected along a path intersecting
the point in space occupied a nmonent before by your left eye and continuing, doubtless, to inpact
against the wall."

Damy's hand went involuntarily to his eye. It

seened i ntact.

"Uh-uh," he said. "I don't believe in that |life after death theory, Al ."

"Of course,"” Xorialle continued, "by the tinme the bullet Ieft the gun, you were no | onger there."
"I ... ducked?"

"Not at all, nmy dear fellow | renoved you fromthe line of fire. If it weren't for ny

i ntervention, your existence as a conscious intellect would have been terninated twelve m nutes
ago. "

"Yeah, but how could you? |I mean, | saw you coning. And after that ... | was floating in the air
and the gun ..."

"l suppose you're referring to the other side-effects of the stasis field. It was necessary, you
know. | don't have the facilities for reconstructing cerebra; | need you intact."

"Hold it right there,” Damy cut in. "If this is your idea of a job offer, forget it. | work
alone. If you had something to do with . . . what happened
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back there, OK, thanks. | don't get it, but that's OKtoo. So I'll just be on nmy way now, and ..."

"And be dead in six hours,” Xorialle said casually. "Your liver, you know. Can't function very
well with a quarter-ounce of bone chips init. Quite inoperable by |Iocal techniques, of course.
Your only hope is ny autoned."

"You a doctor?" Danmy inquired weakly.
"You may be assured your case is well within ny conpetence."
"How do | know you're not |ying?"

"Urmmn. |'ve been suppressing the synptons of your injury. Possibly that's given you a fal se sense
of well-being ..."

Soneone it a match in Damy's gizzard. It flared up, ignited a | arge wad of excel sior sonmeone had
left lying in the vicinity. He opened his nouth to yell, and the fire wi nked out and was gone as
if it had never been.

"That's how you'd feel if |I weren't, er, handling your case,
conti nue?"

Xorialle said crisply. "Shall

"I was going to ask you how you did that," Damry gasped, "but never mnd. | woul dn't understand
the answer. Let's get going to the hospital."
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"ETA approximately forty-five mnutes," the oldster said briskly.

"How do you get out of here?" Danmy was groping at the strap holding himto his chair.

"I woul dn't suggest releasing the harness," Xorialle said casually. "W're at five hundred
t housand feet, traveling at approximately Mach 7."

Mont goneri e clutched for support. "I don't believe a word of it," he said, and swal |l owed hard.
"We're standing still. I'mscared of airplanes. That is, | would be if |1'd ever been in one
There's

8
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not hi ng holding themup. And I don't know rmuch about it, naybe, but | know they nake plenty of
racket, and—

"At one hundred nmiles altitude there's no air to speak of, hence no turbul ence, no rush of wind.
And since the cycler's engines are silent, quite naturally you hear nothing."

"Where's ny p-parachute?" Damry inquired in a voice that had a distressing tendency to slip into a
fal setto.

"My boy, if you should, through sone nal function of the safety interl ocks, nmanage to eject
yoursel f fromthe cycler, you' d be shredded into ribbons and toasted to a crisp before you fel

hal lway to the surface. I'mafraid a parachute wouldn't help."

"That makes ne feel a lot better,"” Damry said in a tightly controlled voice. "If it wasn't for a
couple things like Chico's gun and that little trick you did with my insides a mnute ago, |'d
call your

bl uff."

"No bluff, nmy lad. Sinply accept the fact that your |ife has been fortuitously extended, and
conduct yourself accordingly."

"Where are we going? We nust be halfway to the North Pole by now "

ETA 42 minutes and 12.4 seconds, to be precise," Xorialle said. "You'll see it shortly. In the
meant i mre—what about a Bavarian hamon rye and a cold glass of Pilsner?"

The rock thrust up out of the Arctic Sea—a hundred-yard-hi gh boul der all alone in the vast
whi t ecapped sweep of frigid ink-black ocean, crowned by a cluster of lights that sprang into
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being in response to a button poked by Xorialle as he maneuvered the cycler down fromthe heights.

"Kind of isolated, isn't it?" Montgonerie inquired rhetorically, noting the sl ow wash of breakers
at the base of the outcropping.

"My work requires a certain exclusiveness," Xorialle explained ofihandedly. "Far better to choose
a spot where one is unlikely to be disturbed than to be put to the bother of disposing of

i ntruders, which frequently leads to nore trespassers in search of the original ones and nore

di sposal s. "

Damy gave Xorialle a searching | ook
"Di sposal s, huh?"

"Quite humanely, of course—to enploy the word in its theoretical sense.
a friendly smle. "No offense intended to your race, of course.”

Xorialle gave Montgomrerie
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"What's my race got to do with it? I'mas blue-eyed and sandy-haired as the next guy."

"Everything, nmy boy, everything. But I'll make all that clear to you very soon, after |'ve
attended to repairing your hurts."

The craft settled smoothly toward a circular opening that irised wide to receive them Wlls rose
around them the cycler touched with a faint jar and was still. Xorialle touched a button and the
hat ch popped open. Damry, braced for an icy blast, felt only the soft caress of a tropical night

| aden with the aroma of frangi pani and magnolias and a faint nmelody of Hawaiian guitars. He

st epped down, favoring his punctured side, gazed around nutely at the fl ower beds, pool, terraces,
and pal ns. Above hi m spread what appeared to be an ordinary Tahitian night sky.

10
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"Do you find the environment congenial ?" Xori-alle said with a note of concern
"I'f you nmean do | |ike the |ayout, yeah, it's

(0

"Spl endi d; now we'd best hurry along to the |aboratory. That netabolic hold won't keep you alive
forever."

Damy started to ask a question, but at that nmonent his words were cut off by a tw nge probably
resenbling the sensation experienced by a vanpire when inpaled by a stake. He suppressed a groan
and followed the old man across the patio through a wi de, doorless arch and along a green-tiled
passage to a wal nut sl ab door which opened on a chanber asparkle with white enanel and poli shed
chrone.

"You find the decorative schene reassuring, | trust?" Xorialle said with a note of pride. "I
assure you no effort has been spared to reproduce an authentic setting, conplete with full sensory
stimuli."

"At least it doesn't snell like a hospital," Damy

conment ed

"Eh? Oh, to be sure." Xorialle turned and touched a button. The acrid reek of ether, carbolic
aci d, poached eggs, and deodorant sprang instantly into being.

"Soothing, isn't it, nmy boy? In such surroundings, associated with the infallibility of your
surgical experts, all your primtive fears are laid to rest. Now this— Damy's host punched

anot her button, and an assenbly resenbling a norgue slab under attack by a week's production of a
cutlery factory deployed fromthe wall. "This is the autoned, a masterpiece of ingenuity,

adaptable to
THE ULTI MAX MAN
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a vast variety of life-forns, including your owmn—and entirely physical -based, you understand. No
subj ective input required, making possible its use with subaware forns, luckily. Just stretch out
here, and we'll soon have you right as rain."

"Wiere's the nurse?" Dammy denanded, hangi ng back

"Ah, yes, the presence of a nubile fenmale of your species would be useful to inspire a show of
manly stoicism”

"Skip it," Dammy muttered. He was beginning to feel dizzy and weak. The warm nunmb feeling in his
side was wearing thin, allow ng the sharp edges of sonething beneath to jab at his vitals in a
tentative way.
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Xorialle's hand swam out of the gathering mist to grip Montgonerie's arm He allowed hinself to be
| ed forward, was vaguely aware of |ying down on his back, of the touch of netal —Aot cold, but at
body heat .

Then bl ackness as soft as soot and cobwebs fol ded down on himand bl anketed out all thought.
Two

This time his awakening was nore leisurely. He lay for a while savoring the sensation of crisp
sheets and a soft mattress, aware of the scent of broiling bacon and percol ati ng cof f ee—a general
feeling of utter well-being. Then his sense of reality rallied.

Yeah, |'m probably lying on ny back in that alley with a slug in ny skull dreaming all this, Iike
| dreamed the little guy with the magic airplane and the carnation in his buttonhole. My best bet
is tojust lie easy and not nmake a wave and hold onto the hallucination as long as | can, because
when it wears off.

"Awake, | see," a cheery, elderly voice spoke close at hand. Xorialle stood beside the bed
casually attired in a lenmon yellow terry-cloth jacket and shorts, a large Gene Autry watch with a
wi de yel l ow plastic band on his skinny wist.

"Hey," Dammy said weakly, "you're real

"We've already been over that,"” the old fellow said with a touch of severity, "as you know quite

well. But | suppose it reassures you periodically to reinforce your self-inmage of nongullibility."
"How did . . . the operation go?"
14
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"Wuy, as programmed, of course. Wiy do you ask? You feel well, | assune?"
"Not too bad," Danmy said weakly.

"I thought we'd start the day with a swm" Xorialle said briskly. "Not only refreshing, but a
useful opportunity to assess just what it is | have to work with, coordination and endurance-
w se. "

"Are you kidding?" Dammy said with a break in his voice. "I'mgood for at |least two weeks flat on
my back with radio nusic, artificial flowers, neals in bed, and pillowfluffing once an hour."

"Yes, I'msure you'd find those rituals conforting; but unfortunately tinme is of the essence. I'm
sure you're rational enough to dispense with sonme of your traditional cerenpnials."

"Cerenpnials, my Uncle Gertrude! |'ve been shot and sliced open and sewed up, and the Confederate
cavalry wouldn't get ne out of this bed for at |east, say, ten days!"

"Tsk. O d ideas do die hard. Pull up your nightshirt, Danocles, and exam ne your wound."

"Skip it. | can't even watch when | get a vaccination

"See here, ny boy, you have to make some minimal effort to discount the purely instinctive el enent
in your behavior. Kindly do as | request."

"Or you'll give me an ulcer, | guess,"” Danmy said sullenly; but he conplied with instructions. The
snoot h hide over his ribs was unnarred by so nuch as a nole

"Uh ... | guess it was the other side,’
expanse of unbl em shed skin on the left.

he said, and pulled the garnent away to expose a matching
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"Wl | ?" Xorialle said with studied patience. "I trust you're satisfied?"
16
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Mont goneri e rubbed his chin ruefully. "That was the real est dream| ever had," he said. "I would
have sworn | took a slug in the short ribs, wal ked two bl ocks, got anbushed in an alley, and—
well, after that it gets kind of silly.” He managed a wy snile. "So maybe |'ve been working too
hard. The laugh's on ne."” The sm | e faded, netanorphosed into a frown. "Either |'ve gone nuts, or
all this is really happening. If I"'mnuts, I'll be the last to know. So | mght as well act as if
everything is just the way it | ooks."

"Cone, Danocles. Your pretense of imagining me to be a figure of fantasy wears thin. Accept the
situation; don't fight the problemsolve it."

"Yeah. If | dreamed the whol e thing, who does that nake you? And how did | get here, wherever here
is? And where's ny cl ot hes?"

"Suitabl e garnments have been provided." Xorialle slid back a closet door to reveal a nunber of
neat tunic-and-shorts outfits.

"I mean nmy real clothes. | can't go out of here in a pink kinono."

"l suspected the items would have enptional attachnments. They've been cl eaned and repaired and
pl aced i n your permanent quarters."

Damy t hrew back the |ight blanket, walked to the curtained wi ndow, and | ooked out. A vista of
bl ue- bl ack ocean, white-flecked, stretched to the far horizon. There was nothing else in view

"I'mreally here—at the North Pol e—and you really patched a hole in ny side w thout even a scar?"
"That's more or |less correct, Danocles."”

"How long was | out? I'll bet |'ve been under
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drugs for a couple months while you did plastic surgery, or

"Approxi matel y seven hours and twenty-five ninutes—since the repairs to your liver, that is.

"Nobody heals that fast,” Damry said w thout conviction

"You did," Xorialle pointed out. "And while you were comatose, | gave you a thorough purging.
You' re healthier than you' ve ever before been in your life. Cone along; |I'Il show you around the
place. | think you'll find it interesting."

It was a spaci ous oak-paneled | ounge with a nmagnificent view of the Arctic Sea. Wall shelves were
filled with books; there were | ow tables and big soft chairs, handsome paintings on the walls.
Doubl e doors at one side opened into a dining roomconplete with | ong nahogany table and

si deboard, crystal chandelier, ornately carved chair-backs, and silver candel abras. The kitchens
| ay beyond—a synphony of gl eam ng stainless steel and pale yell ow cabinet tops, bright with
sunlight and potted fl owers.

"Class," Dammy acknow edged. "Where's the hired hel p?"
"I have no servants; none are needed. All necessary functions are perforned autonmatically."”
"You live here al one?"

"I"'mnot affected by such problenms as |oneliness or ennui, |I'mhappy to say," Mntgonerie's host
poi nted out the pantry, its shelves well stocked with famliar canned and bottled goods, its

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D.../Keith%20Laumer%20-%20The%20Ultimax%20Man.txt (7 of 111) [2/4/2004 11:30:16 PM]



file://ID)/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/K eith%20L aumer%20-%20The%20U1timax%20M an.txt

capaci ous freezers |loaded with neats and fruits.

"None of this is essential, of course,"” he conceded. "The foodstuffs might nore efficiently be
18
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stored out of sight or, nmore logically, synthesized as needed; but it amuses nme to live in native
styl e—and, of course, | was expecting a guest.”

"Cuest, huh? Funny, | don't remenber getting an invitation."

"Dammy, kindly don't attenpt to dramatize the situation by inmagining sinister overtones. |'ve
shown you not hing but kindness; | tended your hurts, you can't deny. Just relax and let's be
friends."

"OK, doc. Shake." Xorialle took Montgonerie's proffered hand.

They descended a handsone spiral staircase to the |evel bel ow, which was given over to offices and
what | ooked |ike snmall classroonms, each equi pped with specialized apparatus of curious design

"Training aids," Xorialle explained succinctly. "You'll be seeing nore of this soon."
The next |evel was devoted to sound-nuffled roons with capacious chairs, racks of what appeared to
be tape cassettes, filmreels, and other objects, of unfamliar shape.

"The library and data facilities are as conplete as any outside Data Central,"” Xorialle said with
a note of pride, "and are updated continuously with inputs both fromlocal sources and, ah,
others.™

"Alibrary with no books," Danmy said. "lIt's a switch. What's that?" He pointed to a small hooded
appar at us occupying a niche of its own. Adjacent to it were vertical channels in which glossy half-
i nch cubes were stacked |ike gumin a di spensing nachi ne.

"Forei gn-l anguage technical data of no interest to you," Xorialle said shortly. "Don't take
of fense, ny boy," he added sternly, "but on no account nust you tanper with this section.
enphasi ze:
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off-limts, Damy. Don't touch! If you wish anything to read, ny boy, you'll find it here," he
concluded nore nmildly, and | ed Montgonerie across to an alcove with a row of buttons above a
frosted glass plate.

"Al'l your famliar literary treasures are here, fromThe Wnd in the Wllows to the Congressional
Record, current as of this afternoon's session. Merely select fromthe catal og— He pressed a
button and a list of titles appeared on the screen, noving downward with increasi ng speed as he
twisted a control knob—and the work will be either projected here, or a copy produced for your
use." He poked buttons, the machine whirred softly, and a handsonely bound copy of Forever Anmber
dropped froma slot.

Damy grunt ed.

A small elevator took themto the | evel below. There were no wi ndows here, Narrow corridors |ed
bet ween bl ank walls, ending at nassive doors.

"Uility functions are handl ed here,” Xorialle explained. "The various units are seal ed and
performtheir functions, including self-repair, wthout supervision."

"Where's your power plant?"
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Xorialle shot Dammy a thoughtful |ook. "Below," he said. "A small fusion cell using sea water."
"Let's take a | ook."
"I"'msorry. Of-limts. Radiation, you know. Well, that's about it, nmy boy. Shall we go up?"

"Quite a layout, doc. It must have cost sone real bread to hollow out the whole rock and pack it
full of machinery."

"The project hasn't been wi thout expense," Xorialle agreed.
20
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"What's it all for?" "Later, ny boy, later."

Back in the I ounge, Xorialle dialed for drinks, which pronptly slid into place on the bar. The
wi nd had risen; it booned against the wide glass areas, transmitting a feel of chill in spite of
the confortable tenmperature of the | uxurious room

"What happens when a blizzard hits?" Dammy said. "This place sticks up like a cherry on a sundae

These Arctic winds top a hundred and eighty, | heard sonepl ace. ™
"Have no fear, ny boy. The structure has withstood the weather for over three hundred years; |'m
sure it will serve as long as it's needed."”

"Air conditioning and all, huh?" Danmmy gl anced sideways at his host. "Pretty fancy for the
seventeenth century."”

"Don't trouble your head, ny boy," Xorialle said ofihandedly. "It will all be made clear in due

course. "

Danmy sanpl ed his drink.

"This place is nore than just a little weekend hi deaway, right?"

"Quite right."

"You're a funny guy, Doc. You don't say any nore than you want to, do you?"
"Do you?"

"Not if | can help it." Mntgonerie shook his head. He frowned at Xorialle. "Wiy'd you bring ne
here, Doc?"

"To save your hie, of course, in the first instance."
"How d you know ny name?"

"Research."

"Why research ne?"
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Xorialle spread his hands appealingly. "There was nothing personal, nmy boy. | required a subject
in the early adult years, of average endowrents, one whose di sappearance from his usual haunts
woul d attract a m ninum of notice. My survey turned up a number of possibilities. |I selected you."
"For what ?"

"As a test subject.”
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"You with the governnent?" Montgonerie frowned darkly.
"Not exactly."
"What kind of test?"

"Ch, a standard wi de-band eval uati on—+n your case with the enphasis on potential, of course, since
your exploitation of your nobst recent evol utionary quantum junp has hardly begun.™”

"Way is it every question | ask you just gives me nore questions to ask?"

"May | offer a word of advice, |lad? Don't bother your head at this point. As we go forward with
your devel opnent "

"What ' s t hat nean?"

"Why, merely that there would be no point in attenpting an eval uati on based on your present

physi cal and nental condition. W already have your unfortunate culture as anple evidence of your
kind's ineptitude at this stage in solving even the nost el enentary societal problens. What is of
interest is the nagnitude of the inpact you may represent on the Galactic Consensus at your point
of maturation."

"Look, would you do ne a favor? Tal k ordinary American?"
Xorialle waggl ed his hands in an exasperated
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gesture. "I can't quite see what it is you find so difficult to grasp. Naturally, the Concensus
nmoni tors devel opnents within the Tessasphere. Wen a new species energes onto the psychostratum
it's necessary to assess its potentialities in order to determ ne what, if any, role it should be
permtted in galactic affairs, and in what direction its devel opnent should be guided for optinmm
convergence with Concensual goals."

"That's what | nean," Montgonerie said. "It sounds kind of |ike Anerican, but it doesn't seemto
tell nme nuch.”

"Accordingly," Xorialle ploughed on, "an average specinen is selected and his innate abilities
expl ored, thus supplying data on which to base extrapol ative cal cul ations."

"That word speci men—+ thought that was sonet hing you gave the lab technician or stuck a pin
through for your butterfly collection.”

"Your sinple |language," Xorialle said sourly, "is rich in encunbering connotations. In this case
you, my boy, are the specinen.”" He held up a hand to forestall Dammy's comrent. "And by
determining the extent of your latent capabilities, | acquire in mcrocosma neasure of your
kind's potential destiny."

"What do you nmean by 'ny kind' ?" Dammy said suspiciously. "Is that sonme kind of crack?"

"Your kind, ny dear |ad: your race, tribe, breed, species, call it what you will." "You nean

Ameri can?"

"American, Russian, Zulu, Indio—you're all mnor substocks of Honmpb sapiens, as you so naively term
your sel ves. "
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"You talk," Damry said carefully, eyeing Xorialle gingerly, "as if you weren't included."
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"I suppose | should have made that point clear earlier," the old gentleman said with a sigh
"You're quite right, of course, Danocles. | amnot human."

Damy edged away from his host. "OK, so you're a Martian," he said. "Just don't get excited. Just
keep cal m—=

"I"'mperfectly calm | assure you," Xorialle said sharply. "And | am by no neans a Martian. My
world of origin is sonme hundred parsecs distant from your mnor solar system"

"Sure, whatever you say.'
wei ght unobtrusively.

Danmy neasured with his eyes the distance between them shifting his

"Don't," Xorialle said wearily. "After such a nice beginning, let's not degrade our relationship
back to the lion-tamer |evel/'

Damy sucked in a breath and junped—er, nore correctly, he initiated the neural commands which
ordinarily woul d have expressed thenselves in a sharp intake of breath and a lithe spring.

I nstead, he sat unnobving on the sane spot. Not a quiver of a nuscle reflected the inner turnoil as
his somatic indicators responded to the fact that nothing had happened. Then, very slowy, he fel
si deways onto the floor. /

"Sorry," Xorialle said. "I may have pinched a trifle too hard."

"Thi nk nothing of it," Dammy said weakly, struggling to his hands and knees, which were suddenly

filled with pins and needles. "I guess I'mnot quite as healthy as | thought | was." He groped his
way back to the chair, still experiencing the shocking sensation of the touch within his nind, the
i ncred-
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i bl e invasion of his nobst personal inner ne by what seened in retrospect to be a hair-fine tendri
whi ch had groped tentatively, then abruptly gripped hard—and thrust hi m aside.

Now, as he sat staring glumy across at his host, he felt the alien presence release its grip and
wi t hdraw, | eaving behind in Damy's thoughts a new conceptualization of his mnd, conpartnented,
conpl ex, interconnected in curious ways. He wondered

"See here, Danocles," Xorialle said kindly. "It's necessary for the success of ny work that you
accept the realities of the situation. | can't directly influence your intellectual processes
excessively without danmaging the very areas | hope to develop: I'mforced to rely on your own

vestigial intelligence to perceive the wi sdom of cooperation.”

"Look," Damy said wearily, "I don't know rmuch, maybe, but | know Martians are little green nen,
not old gents with trick noustaches. If you were sone kind of space nonster, you'd have bug eyes,
tentacles, stuff like that- You wouldn't look like the rich uncle in a late TV novie."

"Why not?" Xorialle inquired with rai sed eyebrows.

Damy eyed himshrewdly. "If you came from outer space, Pops, an oyster would be a closer relative
of mine than you are."

"Not applicable. The Mdllusca occupy an entirely different ecol ogical niche."

"Or a Hottentot," Damry said. "Wiy don't you | ook |ike a Bushman or an Eskino or maybe one of
those Ayrabs with whiskers down to here?"

"Woul d you have found that reassuring?"
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"What's that got to do with it?"

Xorialle sighed. "It's of the greatest inportance that a rapport based on a valid interpersona

rel ati onship be established between us. | naturally assunmed a guise calculated to stir as few as
possi bl e of your hostility syndromes. By appearing as an elderly and affluent nmenmber of your own
racial strain, | sought to lay to rest any antipathies due to skin coloration, hair texture, and

the rest, while not arousing rivalries based on fancied sexual conpetitiveness or nmal e dom nance
factors.”

"You talk Iike you had sonme choice," Mntgomerie said. "Mdst guys | know have to settle for what
Mot her Nature handed them™

Xoriall e wagged his head in exasperation. "You're proving unexpectedly resourceful in avoiding
acceptance of the facts,” he said. "I'd planned to prepare you nore gradually, but it appears |'l|
have to risk the shock on your nervous system somewhat prematurely."”

"What shock to ny nervous systen?" Dammy inquired nervously. "Take it easy now, Doc; ny crazy bone
is still twanging |like a guitar fromyour |ast denonstration."”

"The shock of seeing ne as | actually am™

"1"mlooking at you right now " Dammy said.

"Danocl es—+'min costunme," Xorialle said gently.

"So? |'ve seen fake whiskers before. "
"I't's more than the hirsute appendages.”

"OK, a putty nose, tinted contacts— He broke off as Xorialle sighed and pressed a point behind
his ear. A line appeared, bisecting his face fromforehead to chin, running down his neck to
di sappear beneath the beach jacket. The fissure wi dened; his face opened |like the two halves of a
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cl amshel |, exposi ng sonet hing gray-scal ed, dull-gleamn ng inside.

"Have | nmade ny point clear?" Xorialle's voice issued fromthe gaping orifice.
Damy cl osed his eyes tight and said, "Close it up, close it up, close it up—=

"Very well; you may | ook now," Xorialle said in a nore kindly tone. Mntgonerie opened one eye.
The old gentleman smiled at himam ably, |ooking perfectly normal now.

"By the way, Pop, what's it like out there—you know, in the stars and all?"
"l presunme you intend to inquire as to conditions in extraterrestrial environnents."
"Sure, that's what | said. | nean, howis it out there on Mars and stuff?"

"Danocl es," the alien said sternly, "I nust caution you that you are to make no effort to acquire
data regardi ng the Concensus. The | ess you know of such matters, the better for you."

"Gipes, par ne, Doc. | didn't nmean to step on your corns."”
"Any, ah, other questions?" Xorialle inquired gently.
"Not, ah, at this tine," Damy said dazedly.

"Splendid. | have a feeling this nay turn out to be a nost interesting evaluation after all,"
Xorialle said in a tone of satisfaction. "And now, shall we rest a bit? And tonorrow, on to your
testing."
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"Point ne toward the bedroomand Til take it fromthere," Danmy said, "No | essons needed."

Xorialle escorted himto a handsonely appoi nted chanber and switched on a soft |ight which
illum nated a fawn-col ored carpet, pale gold walls, a handsone oak bedstead with a charcoal and
choco-
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| ate spread, matching chairs and drapes at the wi de (fal se?) w ndows.

"Sleep well, ny boy," Xorialle said benignly. He nodded and left himw th a cheery good-ni ght.

Lying in the darkness, Danmy waited five mnutes. Then he rose silently and tried the door. It was
| ocked. He frowned thoughtfully and returned to his bed.

Wel |, Danocl es thought, / don't know. Swell place, and the old boy—er whatever he is—has treated
me right, just like he said. But sticking his fingers in ny brains like he did gives ne the
gattoping willies. Well, | guess | can worry about that in the norning.

On a sudden inpul se he rose and went to the closet. Hs clothes—not Xorialle's issue outfits—hung
there, clean and pressed. Further back in the far corner of the roony closet hung another garnent.
Danny exam ned it—a knee-length coat of coarse blue cloth, with brass buttons and m xed-up | apels.
The back-of -the-neck part stood up and folded back in a soft roll, while the lower part lay flat.

Looks like the |last guy who stayed here dressed |ike George Washi ngton, Danny nused. But Xorialle
said | was the only one ever slept in this room Funny, a guy |lying when there's no reason for it.
There's nore to old Al than he lets on

Dammy took the flat leather tool kit froma conceal ed pocket of the blazer he had worn the night
he was shot—er not shot. He checked it quickly; everything was there. Either Xorialle had m ssed
it or he hadn't | ooked. Maybe the old boy missed a bet once in a while after all.

Thr ee

It was al nost nidnight, eight days later. Damry slunped in a | arge and handsone contour chair
uphol stered in gl ove-soft ocher |eather, gazing across the wi de and beautifully appointed | ounge
toward the wall of glass affording the spectacle of the sun that hung on the horizon, dyeing the
sky and sea crinson and purple.

"Well, it's been a busy week," Xorialle said briskly fromhis perch on a large violet ottonan
before the cheery blaze that crackled on the tiled hearth. "But not without result—though there
does seemto be a remarkably potent otiosity factor that needs to be conpensated for in ny

cal cul ations. "

"That gym " Dammy groaned. "And those flashing lights, and that buzz machine. | don't know whet her
my head or my back aches worst."

"Worse," Xorialle said. "Precision of diction is vital to accurate comunication. As for your
i magi ned pai ns—di sm ss them They're no nore than self-induced tensions."

"You and your torture machi nes are what induced them along with the blisters and the spots
30
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before ny eyes. This is a lousy way to treat an invalid in his first week out of bed."

"Don't fret, Danobcles,"” Xorialle said confortably. "We' ve nanaged to exercise nost of your
physical and nental faculties sufficiently to give ne the bulk of the data | require at present."
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He frowned thoughtfully. "Frankly, |I'mrather surprised. Your nervous system seens to be a very
fine instrument indeed, though |argely unused, of course. And your physical condition is not at

all bad for a speci nen whose devel opment has been random undirected. That's not too surprising,
actual ly; the ideal psychosone, after all, is one perfectly adapted to its environnment, and a
natural environment will produce a nornal aninmal. Your sonewhat irregular habits of |ife have

i ntroduced sufficient variety into your activities to preclude any premature deterioration such as
results froma sedentary or overly specialized life style."

"I could have told you | keep in shape, | work out a couple tines a week—

"Pl ease, ny boy," Xorialle said tiredly. "No chest beating just now. | have the data; anecdota
enendations are quite superfluous.”

Mont goneri e brightened. "Well, that's sonething. In that case, | guess you'll be running me back
to town in the norning." He waved a hand at the room "They'll never believe nme when | tell them
about this setup,” he said al nost cheerfully. "A luxury penthouse, only nore so, a few thousand
m | es from anywhere. You nust have a couple mllion bucks worth of equipnent in the lab and the
gym and the kitchen, plus this fancy furniture, the power plant—=

"Ah—bamy, " Xorialle began, but Montgonerie
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chattered on; "And 1'Il get a real lift out of the ook on Chico' s face when he sees nme. But on
the other hand,” he went on nore soberly, "I mght be smarter to just fade out |ike Jeannie said
and pi ck a new homret own. "

"Danocl es," Xorialle cut in, "I'"'mafraid you' ve | eaped to a faulty conclusion. | won't be running
you back in the norning—=

"Ch, tonight, huh? Well, OK But | was kind of |ooking forward to another good snooze in that
bedroom 1'Il give you that, Doc—you've got good mattresses, and the chowis all right too—=

"I'"'mglad you approve,
to cone."

the old gentleman broke in, "because you'll be enjoying themfor sone tine

Damy sat up and frowned darkly. "Hey, look," he said. "You been running nme ragged all week

SWi ngi ng on ropes and junping hurdl es and holding nmy breath and marking X s on charts and picking
out things that matched and things that didn't match, and menorizing tel ephone nunbers, and |'ve
had it! |I'm pooped. |'m not going through another day like this one—+ don't care if you plant a
bl owt orch in ny duodenum "

"Where did you learn that word?"

"I read a few of your books, you know," Dammy said sullenly.
"Well . . . you continue to surprise ne."
Dammy was on his feet now. "This is a free country. You got no right to hold a man prisoner."

"Qdd, |1'd gathered the inpression you were contenptuous of your tribal taboo structure. But no
matter; | assure you |l amin no way bound by local custom My duties require that | act in the
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best interest of the Concensus, regardl ess of possible inconvenience to you; surely you see that?"
"I"'mleaving in the norning, Doc, and that's final."

" |_bv\/?n
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"Well ..." Dammy faltered. "Well, blast it, Doc, it's up to you to get nme back! Kidnapping is a
federal rap!"

"I saved your life," Xorialle pointed out patiently. "I propose only to make use of a segnent of
your exi stence which woul d have been elimnated but for ny intervention.”

"You said you were finished. What nore do you want out of me?"

"My dear boy, |'ve conpleted the prelimnary calibration of your body and brain, an inventory of
your equi pment, so to speak."

"Yeah?"

"Tormorrow the real work begins.”

"What wor k?"

"Training you, of course—as | explained at the beginning."

"Trai ning me how?"

"I'n every way." Xorialle spread his hands as if stating the obvious.

"You nean—i ke Certified Public Accountancy and TV Repair?"
"Al'l that, ny |ad—and rmuch, much nore."

"I don't get it, Doc. | didn't apply for night school or answer an ICS ad or sign up for on-the-
job training. 1've got a high school diploma, for crying into your malted nil k! Were' d you get
the idea | was on a self-inprovenent kick?"

"Not you, Danocles. M."
34
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"Ch, you're Training for a Big Pay Job in Radio. | get it"

"I mean," Xorialle said with precision, "that | intend to devel op your every innate faculty to its
hi ghest possible potential, to explore every latent talent and ability of your psychosone."

Mont goneri e sank back down in the chair.

"Latent," Damry repeated hesitantly. "That neans |ike what maybe | could do if | tried, only |
never tried?"

"Approxi mately that."
"Li ke, uh, judo, karate," Damy said thoughtfully. "Stuff |ike that?"

"At the beginning we'll acquire the rudi nentary techni ques already current in your extant
embryonic cultures," Xorialle agreed. "Then, of course, we'll nove on to totally unexplored
areas." He rubbed his hands together briskly. Damry wondered for a fleeting noment if they were
real hands or prosthetics with tentacles curled inside them

"That's the portion of the work that |I find nost fascinating, of course," Xorialle continued. "One
soneti mes di scovers quite unexpected capabilities stored away in the genes of the npbst unlikely
organism waiting to be called forth by circunmstance. As for exanple the Yling of Krako 88, a nud-
dwel | i ng speci es equi pped with sonar-type sensory organs, who, if devel oped, were capable, with
training, of direct null-time star comuni cati on using the same organs in another node—a nost
useful skill, which would have renmi ned forever undiscovered had not one of their nunmber been
gathered in by a Concensual sanpling team"
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"You mean you figure to train me to be some kind of teletype operator?"
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Xorialle sighed in exasperation. "Certainly not, Danobcles, as |'msure you realize. These attenpts
to evade recognition of facts by sinplistic verbalizations do you no credit. What your own hi dden
aptitudes nmight be, | as yet have little idea. But we'll discover them Have no doubt of that."

"I took a test once," Dammy said thoughtfully, "that was supposed to tell me what career to go
into. It said | had a rare talent for hotel managenment. But it was a hotel managenent school that
gave the test, so naybe that had something to do with it."

"My assessment will probe far deeper," Xorialle stated, placing his (inmitation?) fingertips
together. "In effect, we'll telescope the next five or ten thousand years of your species' niche-
expl oration and cultural developnent into a matter of days."

"Hold it, Doc! If you think you're going to turn ne into one of those guys with a bul gy head and
little bitty arms and | egs, you got a couple new thinks coning!"

"Danocl es, don't be silly. My mission is exploration of the species, not forced evolution. | have
no i ntention of inducing nutation, either along the Iines of the |aughabl e stereotype you
postulate or any other. I'll sinply train you, not change you. A girl who | earns shorthand and

typing is the sanme girl; a man who nmenorizes a poemor masters chess is the sane nan."
"What was all that about tel escoping ten thousand years?" Dammy denmanded.

Xorialle shook his head. "Let's not get things out of order, Danobcles. First we'll see to it that
you absorb the techniques and abilities already possessed by nenbers of your race—then on to
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new areas. | should like to begin at once, but | suppose you feel you nmust sleep first?" He eyed
Damy questioningly. The latter yawned.

After a dream ess night, Danocles net Xorialle at the breakfast table.

"Menory," Xorialle said, "is basic to all learning. W will therefore begin today by perfecting
your menory."

It was a dazzling norning, though the light stream ng past the curtains was artificial. Mster and
pupi|l sat in a breakfast nook at a small table bright with a checkered cloth and col ored di shes,
besi de wi ndows from which the curtains were drawn back on a view of a sunny garden under an al

but invisible done. Dammy took another swallow of his second cup of coffee and patted his belt
line confortably.

"My nenmory's OK, Doc," he said. "Don't worry about that part."

"I ndeed? What did you have for breakfast on the eight hundred and twenty-first day of your life?
O last Cctober ninth, for that natter?"

"How do | know?"

"Under hypnosis you'd recall quite clearly. The data are there, ny |ad—nerely inaccessible. The
training will consist of inproved indexing and retrieval procedures." Xorialle touched a button
and the table cleared itself swiftly and soundl essly.

Damy | ooked dubi ously at his host.

"Menory is a conplex function,” Xorialle stated nusingly. "Wthout delving into the details of its
function, consider nmerely the mechanism Data inpinge on your sensory receptors, are relayed to
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use, others are shunted to the subconscious, sone few are discarded. The factor by which the
discrimnation is nade | call '"interest.' Cbviously, if you attenpted consciously to record every
detail of every passing nonent, you' d be faced with inpossible overload conditions. At this very
monment you're ignoring the bulk of the inpressions pouring into your brain—after first assessing
them of course. A sleeping nan pays no attention to the clanor of vehicles passing a few feet
fromhis window, but a single creak of a supposedly |ocked bedroom door will rouse himat once.
Waki ng, your mind perfornms the same filtering function, not only on what is to be noted, but what
is to be stored."

"Sure, but—

"Most of what |'m now saying, for exanple, is being shunted to dead storage by your brain, since
it doesn't interest you. Any child who has ever been forced to nenorize the nultiplication table
is aware of the reluctance of the brain to absorb at a conscious |evel data which the unreasoning
di scrimnation center says are val uel ess. Unhappily, the discrimnator was evolved to serve the
needs of an animal who had no use for arithnetic. You may attenpt to flog your reluctant brain on
to nore effective menorization by telling it that the upcoming examis vital to your career, but
the primtive brain knows nothing of these matters.

"Contrarily, data which are of obvious and i medi ate interest are renenbered instantly,

pai nl essly. Any baseball fen, however dull scholastically, can report at once the status of a gane
he's watching: inning, score, strike and ball count, team | eague standing, batting averages, and
so on. A
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child can follow the identities of the characters and the story lines of dozens of conmic strips
si mul t aneousl y, picking up each one after a twenty-four hour lapse with no difficulty—although he
may be totally unable to renenber the incidents recounted in a history text."

"So kids like the funnies,” Damy said. "So what?"

"The mind erects barriers to reject the superfluous data—the '"uninteresting' data. Only repetition
can penetrate those barriers to cut a retrieval path. Wth the catalyzer, | place the
di scrim nator under your conscious control. Sinple?"

"Li ke a Chinese nmenu. WIIl it hurt?"

"You play cards?" Xorialle inquired casually, producing a deck from sonewhere in the sleight-of-
hand fashion that Dammy had begun to accept as Xorialle's nornmal manner rather than an attenpt to
i mpress him

"Alittle five-card stud now and then. None of that spit-in-the-ocean garbage."”

Xorialle shuffled the cards with deft nmovenents of his slender fingers and snapped the top card
face up on the table.

"Call it," he said.
"Four of clubs.™

"Four of clubs," Xorialle echoed, and turned a second card. It was the ten of dianonds. Danmy said
so. Xorialle exposed a third card

"Hey, | know a spade froma club, if that's what's worrying you," Damry protested. "And | count
like a chanp, all the way up to a hundred—=
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"Call it," Xorialle said patiently.

"Queen of spades.”

"Queen of spades." Xorialle turned the cards
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one at a tinme until he had run through the entire deck. He picked up the stack and turned it over
paused with his fingers on the top card, and | ooked inquiringly at Dammy.

"Cone, ny boy," he said sharply as Montgonerie stared back at him "Let us not waste tine with
rituals. You know sonething is expected of you. Anticipate ny verbalization."

"I"m supposed to tell you what the first card is?" Dammy guessed indifferently. "It was the four
of clubs, unless you gave ne a fast shuffle.”

Xorialle turned over the four of clubs and waited, fingers poised over the second card.
"Uh, the uh, ten of, uh, dianonds."
Xorialle turned the card.

"And the queen of spades," Danmy continued. He called seven cards correctly in sequence before he
went bl ank.

"Not too bad for a first attenpt,"” Xorialle said, folding the deck as soon as Dammy had m ssed.

"Hold it; keep going," Montgonerie said. "I didn't know | was that good. | can—=
"You' ve broken the gestalt, the association of each card with the one follow ng. Your calls from
this point on will be virtually random neaningless."

"Let's try that again. | wasn't really concentrating."

The ol d gentl enman gave Damrmy a snall snmile. "Quite exciting, isn't it? Discovering a new ability,
I mean. That's what makes life so endlessly stinulating to the very young. Every day they explore
their capabilities, discovering facts about thenselves. A snall boy will sonetinmes junp into water
to see if he can swim or off a roof to learn if flying is included in his innate skills. He's
quite
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used to such discoveries regarding his own strength, social dom nance, whistling ability, and so
on. As the years pass, such discoveries beconme rarer. You, for exanple, know very well you can't
ride a horse or pilot an airliner. You know your place in the social pecking order and the sexual
conpetition. Still, you continue to hope for glad surprises to greet you as you go through your
days. It's that factor which nakes gi veaway contests so popul ar, sends people to pal mreaders and
astrol ogers for news of unsuspected tal ents, nmakes the unw apping of birthday presents so
important a part of the ritual. A ways there lurks the unvoi ced hope that somehow under the
wrappi ngs lies a wonderful secret—-about yourself." "All that froma deck of cards?" Xorialle

i gnored the question, swung a small table out in front of Mntgonerie, and placed the deck of
cards on it.

"Have you ever been hypnotized, Danopcles?" "No. | don't believe in that psychic stuff." "Tsk. The
hypnotic capacity is as nornmal and comonpl ace as the ability to sl eep—and a good exanpl e of an

i nnate capacity that went undi scovered by its possessors until recent years. Rather than chanting
formulae, | intend to directly stinulate the portion of your brain nornmally reached by such

nmet hods. Just relax . " He returned to the console and touched buttons. Damy felt a high
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feint singing somewhere behind his eyes. The room seened to change subtly, strike a new bal ance,
become sonmehow nore alive, nore i medi ate than before.

"Turn the first card, ny boy." Xorialle's voice
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had a strange, faraway but conpelling quality. Mntgonerie turned the card.
"Three of spades,"” he said dream |y

"Conti nue."

One by one, he went through the fifty-two cards.

"Shuffle," Xorialle said.

Damy shuffled the deck

"For each card of this next run which you call correctly, a magnificent prize awaits you," the old
gentl eman said solemly. At once Dammy felt his heart accelerate. His nouth felt dry. Visions of
incredible luck flashed before his eyes. He turned the cards quickly; their patterns seened vivid,
meani ngful . He fini shed.

"That's all," Xorialle said. "Revert to nornmal awareness."

It was as though an inpal pably fine nesh gauze dropped over the scene. For a nonment, Dammy had a
sense of dullness, of nunbness. The feeling faded.

"Call the first run," Xorialle said
Damy reached for the deck.
"Never mind that," Xorialle said curtly. "Just visualize them"

"Three of ... spades," Damy said. He called two nore, then drew a bl ank.

"Call the second run,"” Xorialle ordered.

Instantly the nental inage of a card snapped into focus. He called the entire deck as rapidly as
he coul d speak

"Start again with the twelfth card,"

Damy reel ed them of f.

"Call themin reverse."

Dammy did it.

"Add three to each nunber, call face cards in
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reverse rank, and shift suits in the order spades, hearts, clubs, dianonds."”
Dammy recited as required with no | oss of speed.

"So much for nmenory, ny lad," Xorialle said brightly. "Your key synbol for total recall is three
of spades. And by the way, while | was about it, | established a self-hypnotic trigger you can
enpl oy when needed. Key word: prize."
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"How, " Dammy said in wondernent, "did | do that?"

"Tell me, could you have nmenorized the deck, left to your own devices?"

"Sure—+ guess—f | went through it a couple dozen tines."

"1 enpl oyed the same process—tubricated a trifle. How many song lyrics do you know?"
"Who, ne? | don't go in for—=

"Such effem nate pursuits. | know. Neverthel ess, you've heard the words of certain popular tunes
over and over; some of them have |odged in your mnd. The average man, if pressed, could recite
sonme dozens of them Suppose each song includes one hundred words, each word keyed to a distinct
note of the scale. Each word in turn consists of an average of six letters. If a message were to
be encoded to those letters using sequence and pitch to carry additional intelligence, a

consi derabl e anount of information could be transmtted, do you agree?"

"well, 1o

"Word order itself is a powerful tool. Consider the difference between '"travel tine' and 'tine
travel .' And punctuation: "This book was dictated by God,' versus "This book was dictated, by
@d! 1 n

"Uh, yeah, but ..."
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"From now on we'll nmke use of that waste capacity. Nowtet's get on with the refurbishing of your
concentration, conmputational ability, deductive faculties, pattern perception, and so on. The
sooner we finish the prelimnaries, the sooner we can get into the substantive portion of the
program "

Xorialle | ooked specul atively at his subject.
"Danocl es, what is the nost delightful experience in the world?"

"I't's not yodeling a few bars in the shower and finding out | sound Iike Johnny Cash," Damy said
with a smrk.

"Be candid, lad."

Danmy | eered. "I guess it's when a nice-looking chick falls for you out of a clear sky."
"Precisely. Wy?"

Damy spread his hands. "You need a di agran®"

Xorialle shook his head dismissingly. "lIt's not nerely the prospect of sexual contact, ny boy; in
nost cases sone such outlet already exists. It is, rather, the flattering insight into yourself,
the surprising and reassuring news that you possess unsuspected charns capable of so powerfully
af fecting anot her."

"Nuts, Doc, there's some things you'll never get out of a test tube, and savvying the romance
schtick is one of "em"
"No matter. We'll have anple tinme to turn up all your latent potencies |later in the program At

the nonent, we're concerned with basics. Conme along."” He rose.

"I don't know if |I'mgoing along any farther with this training course of yours,
grow ed, keeping his seat. "What's in it for me?"

Mont gomreri e
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Xorialle sighed. "Danocles, do you have any idea how much time and effort are wasted in acting out
rituals designed to dramatize attitudes which in nbst cases are nonexi stent—ere bows to
convention?"

"Doc, give nme a break; talk plainer," Danmy said sarcastically.

"You feel it's incunbent on you to pretend to a reluctance to cooperate with nme; this in turn
springs fromthe need to maintain the facade of an independent, self-deternining, dom nant nale.
So you propose to engage nme in a synbolic conversation in which | slowy overcone your objections
by acceptabl e nmeans such as cajolery, appeals to your curiosity and gratitude, and so on. And of
course you feel conpelled to pretend skepticismof nmy statenents in order not to appear

gul l'i bl efust as a yokel, captivated by the chrom um decorations on a used car, will attenpt to
di ssenble fromthe glib salesnan his lust to buy, pretending indifference even as he signs the
papers, |lest he seeman easy mark; and as a wonan will pretend to di scourage the advances of a
mal e she has already decided to accept, in order not to appear overly conpliant."

"You sure cover a lot of ground, Doc," Dammy said in nock admration. "Fromcard tricks to chicks
that play hard to get. What's this got to do with me learning judo and howto live to be three
t housand?"

"Learn to know yourself, lad," Xorialle said sadly. "Acknow edge that your charade of confident
cynicismcovers the fact that you're quite intrigued by the prospects before you."

"Try ne!" Montgonerie barked. "Drop ne back
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in Chi, and see how far | chase you beggi ng for another chance."

"Yes, you're quite capable of turning your back on what |ies before you, in order to maintain your
role—+ike a stoic proud of his reputation for abstinence spurning the food he needs and desires."

"You're saying | want to be locked inside this ice palace with a frustrated col | ege professor
menori zi ng the spots on cards?" Mntgonerie snorted. "Doc, if you only knew*

"What sort of life did you | ead outside, Danobcles? A hand-to-nmouth existence of = Xorialle smled
sadl y—nursing a secret belief in your unique superiority, waiting for the wonderfal surprise that
woul d one day cone along to transformyour life."

"Me? I'mnot waiting for anything—

But Xorialle had gone on. "The surprise has arrived, Damry. In a way, you were unique. You
happened to be the one individual whom | chose out of the billions—at random true—as my subject.
Now let's proceed without farther ritualistic objection.”

Xorialle turned and wal ked away. After a noment Montgonerie rose fromthe table and foll owed.

"This," Xorialle said, indicating a chair with a beehi ve-shaped apparatus hinged at the top, "is a
synaptic catalyzer." He patted the device al nost affectionately. "A rather crude field nodel,
assenbl ed from | ocal conponents as is everything here. But effective. It will nmake our task
infinitely sinpler by speeding the normal |earning process. Just take a seat, mnmy boy, while | run

a few calibration tests."
"It looks Iike a hair drier in a beauty shop,"
46
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Mont goneri e said di sapprovingly. "If anybody saw nme sitting under that—

"I thought we agreed to dispense with the rituals. It's understood you're fulfilling the role of a
virile male ready to fight for food or a mate, inpatient of the effem nate. Sit down."

Danmy conplied, with a show of reluctance. "You' re going to flash slides on the wall, right, while
| call off the answers?"

"I work directly with the cerebrum™ Xorialle said absently, studying the dials on a small consol e
behi nd which he had seated hinself. "Initially "Il fire a battery of inpul ses through your
cortex, note the results, and adjust the input profile accordingly."

"You're not scranmbling ny brains," Damry said, rising quickly. Xorialle | ooked at him sadly.

"Dammy, scranbling your brain is, | assure you, very far fromny intentions. |'ve gone to
consi derable trouble to procure a nornal, healthy, untrained neural systemto work with. The
slightest tanpering would destroy your useful ness to ne."

"I'f running electricity through ny head isn't tanpering, | don't know what isl

"That's correct; you don't. The catal yzer is analogous to the flashlight an oculist shines in your
eye, testing, not destroying vision. Now kindly quell your superstitious fears and instinctive
dreads and ritual objections and allow nme to proceed."

Danmy nuttered but made no further conplaint as Xorialle | owered the dome over his head and
returned to his console.

"Just sit quietly," he said. "The calibration will only take a few noments. It's quite painless,
assure you."

THE ULTI MAX MAN

47

Damy heard a soft buzz; voices seened to clanmor at the edge of hearing, but he felt nothing.
"You' re not shooting X-rays through ne?" he queried.

Xorialle gave an inpatient grunt. "Neuronic vibrations identical with those produced by your own
mentational field." He touched a key and the murnuring ceased. He tw ddl ed knobs and | evers,
adjusted dials, frowing in concentration.

"Now, " he said, "I think our next order of business is to do something about that grotesque
di al ect you speak. Grammar and syntax have a function in comrunication that appears to have
escaped you." He fussed over his console.

"l don't like the sound of that," Damry protested. "You going to nake nme talk like a college
prof essor or something?"

"Or sonet hing,'
your speech. Quiet, now.

Xorialle mmicked. "A sterling exanple of the type of neaningl ess noise that clogs

Damy sat tensely. Something tickled his brain; a soft squeaking as of gossiping nmice chattered
between his ears. It went on and on while Dammy gazed down unguessed-of vistas suddenly reveal ed

"Now." Xorialle's voice woke himfromhis reverie. "W should see a marked i nprovenent. Say
sonet hi ng, ny boy."

"What do you wish ne to say?" Dammy said pronptly. "I nean, uh, sure, Doc. What about?"

"Don't fight the inpulse to clear speech, Danocles. Tell ne your inpressions of the training thus
far."

"The techni ques appear highly sophisticated; I'lIl be unable to judge their effectiveness unti
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|'ve gathered nore data— Montgonerie broke off and
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shook his head. "For crying into your soft-boiled eggs, Doc, you've inpressed on ne a speech
pattern which will attract ridicule fromny peer group—+ nean damm it, | sound |like a book! What
was your intention—+ mean what's the big idea?"

"There, there, calmy, ny boy. Shall we proceed?"

"I have no option in the matter—+ nean what does it matter what | think? You'll proceed in any
event -+ nean go ahead anyway!"

"Correct. Possibly you're learning a bit of wisdomafter all, |ad.

"W sdom woul d have kept me clear of you in the first instance," Damy said bitterly, "before you
| oused up ny conversation."

"Tsk. Cynicismill becomes you, ny boy," Xorialle said with nock severity. "But |let us proceed."
Four

Mont goneri e spent five wearying hours under the catalyzer as Xorialle clucked, nuttered, poked
buttons, and issued cryptic instructions, lecturing the while. Afterward they |unched on pheasant
and wi ne, served autonmatically on what seermed to be an open-air terrace. Wen they had fini shed,
Xorialle handed a snmall book across to his pupil

"Hoyl e's Conpl ete Ganes," Dammy read al oud. "I thought we had work to do. When will we have tinme
for pinochle?"
"Don't be tedious, Danocles. You'll learn ganes along with the rest, of course.”

"The rest of what, Doc?" Dammy frowned. "Wen do we get to jujitsu and—=

"Damy," Xorialle cut in sharply, "in the next few days you will naster the rules and techni ques
of every activity, skill, talent, sport, and art ever mastered by any human bei ng anywhere. Do |
make nyself clear? You will be as expert at chipping flints as at architectural drafting, as
skilled at dom noes as at basket weaving. Able to juggle, walk a tightrope, and add the nuneral s
on the
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sides of passing freight cars as fast as any idiot savant in the | and. Understood?”
"Now | know you're ribbing me, Doc."

"My nanme is Xorialle! | amnot a tribal shanan! | dislike the eke-nane 'Doc'! | amnot 'ri bbing'
you! And |'d appreciate it if you' d nake use of your know edge of your native | anguage before
forget my mission here and—

"And what ?" Dammy chal | enged as his nentor broke off abruptly and went inside. Damy foll owed.

Xorialle sighed. "Even your primtive tongue would be endurable if you used it correctly. You have
conpl ete know edge of grammar, vocabul ary, and syntax now. Wiy not make use of it?"

"Habit, | guess," Damy said indifferently. "Or maybe | just don't want to sound |like a nance."

"1 know a sol ution
speak. "

Xorialle said grimy. "You'll learn Concensual Two, a sinple formof speed-
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"Hold it, Doc," Danmy denurred. "You said human skills, renmenber? | don't want any weird alien
kind of stuff punped into ny brain."

"Nonsense. C-2 is designed for interspecies communication and is as free of specialized bias as
the concept of language permts. It won't warp your personality any nore than a know edge of
Navaho woul d. "

"What's it sound |ike?" Danny asked anxiously as his tutor settled the catal yzer in place.
Xorialle made a scraping noise with his tongue and hard pal at e.

"That was Lincoln's Gettysburg Address. | confess it |oses sonething in translation." He busied
hi msel f at the controls.
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"Rel ax, blank your mind," he ordered curtly. Dammy | eaned back in the chair and closed his eyes.

Abruptly a voiceless clanor started up somewhere behind his ears. It went on and on. He dozed.

enunerate fromunity to 1010," Xorialle was saying.

Damy drew a deep breath and let it out. Wth an effort he suppressed his tongue's inmpulse to
twitch, keeping his jaws cl anped hard.

"What sszzzrrchhh happenezzchhh?" he said.
Xorialle buzzed. A neaning seened to want to attach to the sound, but Dammy shunted it aside.

"That made ny head achesssdzzz," Dammy said. "Well, when do | zzsstart to speakrrrxx ..." He
paused. "My tongue feel zzz xxrfunny. Funny, | mean. My . . . tongue . . . feels . . . funny." He
enunci ated distinctly. "Wat did you do, Doc, |ouse up ny talk box?"

"Xxxrrssszzzkk," Xorialle buzzed. "Bbyrrppp?"

"Say 'excuse ne,’ Damry mnuttered.
"You don't understand ne?"

"You sound like a bluefly in a beer bottle."

"This is very strange; | was sure you had the capacity. Well, even negative data are data. A pity
I don't have a nmaster analyzer here; I'd like to get to the bottomof the anonaly. But it's
outside my actual programin any case. Never mnd. W'll continue in English—-but do try to speak

nmore precisely, there's a good |ad. Now where were we?"
"You were tal king about juggling," Damry reni nded him

"And human fly work, steeplejacking, body surfing, skydiving, scuba diving." Xorialle paused for
THE ULTI MAX MAN
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breath. "Acrobatics, pole vaulting, lariat throwi ng, qualitative analysis, |ens grinding, Wanke
engine repair, tennis, skittles, curling, ballet—

"Bal let!"
"Everythi ng, Dammy."

"That's inpossible,” Dammy gul ped, "even if I'd go along with it."
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Xorialle's expression tightened. "If?"

Damy felt a sharp twinge in his chest. It was just a tiny, glow ng enber of pain, but it held
steadily.

"I f?" Xorialle repeated.
"Al'l right, all right, what choice have | got?" Dammy gasped in relief as the spark went out.

"As for the inpossibility of the program do you deny that sonmewhere someone is expert in any
gi ven human specialty?”

Damy grunted assent.

"What one man can do, another can do."

"But not all at once, for crying into your Al ka-Seltzer!"
"Wy not ?"

"It takes a guy years just to learn to deal blackjack! And they say scientists spend twenty years
in college these days and then can't keep up with the new stuff coning up!"

"But you'll learn nmore quickly than they, Danocles. Open the book in your hand.™

Mont goneri e flipped the pages, stopped at one headed EUCHRE LAWS

"Key words," Xorialle snapped.

Damy started to conply, but the oldster cut himoff.
"Sub vocalize!"

Damy t hought, Three of spades . . . prize.
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"Look at the page." The words hung in the air like solid objects.

Danmy gl anced at the close print.

"Riffle the pages."

"Damy conplied, glancing at the blur of swiftly
turning |l eaves. "C ose the book." He closed the book

"Recite."

Damy opened his nouth to object— 'If any player nanes the suit already turned down, he | oses his
right to name a suit; and if he corrects hinself and nanes another, neither he nor his partner is
all owed to nake that suit the trunp.' " "You now know," Xorialle said severely, "the rules of
euchre. It remains to absorb the strategi es of actual play."

"OK, so | nenorized a couple lines," Damy said. "What about the other four hundred pages?" "You
know t hem " Xorialle said conplacently. "So what will that make nme—a cardsharper? |'ve got bigger
i deas than that, Doc."

"You won't stop there. You'll absorb all the information in all the books—your race's entire
heritage of know edge."

Danmy snorted. "Even flipping pages like riffling a deck, | couldn't get through all the books
there are in alifetime."
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"Ch, you'll use the tapes, of course. The viewer will project themat high speed as soon as we've
coaxed your scanning rate up to a reasonable figure. You'll be able to absorb the Britannica, for
exanpl e, in about eighty seconds.™

"Look, 1'mno supergenius, Doc; ny brains won't hold it all."
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"How many days has August, Danocl es?"

"Ah, thirty days hath Septenber," Dammy nurnured, "April, June, Novenber . . . thirty-one," he
announced.

"You see? The datum was there, but encoded. W will encode a great deal nore information."

"If | stop and recite a poemevery tine | want to remenber sonething, they'll lock me up in the
chuckl e ward," Dammy obj ect ed.

"Qur codes will be sinpler and our retrieval nuch faster," Xorialle reassured him "Now, off to
bed with you, lad. Tonorrow we'll be taking up the physical portion of the program and | want you
fresh and full of vigor."

"Yeah," Danmy sai d, yawni ng. "Good idea."

In bed, Danmy stretched |uxuriously, then scratched at a small but persistent itch behind his

right ear. The spot was tender, slightly swollen. He fingered it, trying to recall. . . three of
spades. ... a fading pain in his abdonen, the pull of new stitches there, then the ghostly
sensation of the scal pel against the nastoid process, the renpote vibration of the bone drill; then

Xorialle's deft fingers slipping the control device into place to extrude its seniliving
organonetal lic filament which followed the auditory nerve to the cortex, whence it el aborated into
a network invading every portion of his cerebrum Curiously he exam ned the structure, using
hitherto unused senses and organs of introspection to trace |eads, analyze circuits, and study
receptors. So doing, he glinpsed the fantastic conplexity not only of the invading filanentary
network, but of his own mind. Phantom perceptors and mani pul ators |lay unused in his
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brain. The alien network ended, but Danmy went on. ... Gadually, probing gingerly along newy
di scovered pat hways, he began to grasp the dynamic symetry of the fantastic structure that was
his mnd. Then he blinked and turned his thoughts to nore nundane natters.

So the old devil was |ying about that, too, when he pretended to be using pure nental control to
stab ny gizzard and freeze nme stiff, he ruminated. 1 wonder what he's really up to? .

He rose, got his tool kit fromthe closet, then went to the door, squatted, and studied the tiny
aperture beneath the latch. He selected a wire-thin instrunent, inserted it, put his ear to the
door, and slowy rotated the pick. There were faint clicks fromthe mechani sm Sonething snicked
with a nmore decisive sound. Dammy wi thdrew the tool and tried the latch. The door opened snoothly.
He stepped out into the passage, went quickly to the stairs, descended to the library level. The
lights were low in the Book Room He went to the section devoted to Xorialle's off-world texts,
selected half a dozen of the small cubes, dropped theminto the feed tray of the scanner, and
switched it on. The screen |it up. For an instant the pattern of close-packed dots seened
nmeani ngl ess; then, abruptly, information was |eaping at himfromthe

page.
Three of spades, he subvocalized, and settled hinself in the chair, his eyes on the screen .

prize.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...Keith%20Laumer%20-%20The%20Ultimax%20Man.txt (26 of 111) [2/4/2004 11:30:17 PM]



file://ID)/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/K eith%20L aumer%20-%20The%20U1timax%20M an.txt

He blinked and sat up. H's neck ached, his eyes burned. A glance at the clock showed that two
hours had passed. The screen before himwas bl ank. He switched it off, replaced the data cubes,
and
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returned to his room He slept quickly hut had troubl ed dreans.

The smal |l chanber to which Xorialle | ed Mont-gonerie next norning was wi ndow ess, w th unadorned
pale gray walls and ceiling. Its sole furnishing was a | arge assenbly occupying the center of the
floor, filling nobst of the available space. Dammy circled the latter as Xorialle bustled over to a
corner to push one of his inevitable buttons, deploying a snall desk-type consol e packed tight
with nore buttons.

"I't |ooks," Dammy stated, "like a collision between a traction bed and a jungle gym with a
dentist's chair thrown in—<froma third story w ndow. "

"The responder nay not appear very inpressive, ny boy," the old fell ow acknow edged, poki ng keys
in a rapid sequence and staring assessingly at the resultant pattern of colored indicator |ights.
"In external appearance, at least. But it's a nobst ingenious apparatus capable of sinulating the
response of the i mmedi ate exocosmto your every nmovenent, as well as applying carefully netered
stimuli to your nuscul ature.”

"Transl ati on?" Damy requested automatically.

"Once fitted to you, with appropriate neural contacts, the responder will do a renarkable job of
acting as trapeze, gravity field, fencing opponent, centrifuge—the entire ganut of externa
conditions and forces needed to exercise you in the disciplines we'll be covering."

"Jake. Now explain the translation—and to save tinme, maybe you could explain the explanation as
you go al ong."
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"More of your anti-intellectual pose, based on the proposition so popular anong the unlettered
that sagacity is unmanly," Xorialle dismssed his pupil's gibe. "Let's suppose you're | earning
fencing. The appropriate adjustnents are made, and as you lunge, thrust, and parry, the responder
will parry, thrust, and lunge in return—er the equivalent—with all the skill of a master of foil
sabr e,

and epee."
"What's peddling hot nerchandise got to do with ne living to a ripe old age?"

Xorialle waved the question away. "But at first, of course, we'll be busy for a tinme with honing
your basic tools. Into the responder with you now, Danocles—there's a good |ad."

"You want nme to clinb inside that Rube Col d-berg?" As he spoke, the assenbly stirred, seened to
fold in on itself, separating into two hal ves which opened wi de, | eaving a clear access to a
system of rods and slings at its heart.

Xorialle nerely sighed. Danmmy cl anbered in, settled hinself gingerly. The frame closed on him
Padded arnms and feelers nudged him nestling into position; clanps slid deftly into place,

| ocking his arns, legs, torso, and head in contact with a maze of rods, straps, levers, wres.
He fought down a surge of claustrophobia. "Confortable?" Xorialle called. "Are you ki ddi ng?" Dammy
replied in a nuffled voice. "I"'mwapped up in hardware like a munmmy!" "Is your free novenent

restricted?" Xorialle sounded concerned. Mntgonerie noved a finger tentatively. The attached
appar atus noved soundlessly with it, wi thout resistance. He flexed his arm then a leg, noved his
shoul ders, twi sted his head.
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"Funny," he said. "I can't even feel the stuff."
"Stand up, please."
"How can | ?" Danmy said, but when he stood the gear rode lightly with him
"Run in place, swing your arms, junp up and down, that sort of thing."
Damy conplied, uni npeded.

"That's all right then," Xorialle said with relief. "Apity | don't have access here to the
sophi sticated equi pnment avail able at hone, but these jury-rigs will have to do. Now, |'Il just
begin by teasing that reflex nechanismout into the open ..."

A needl e stabbed the sole of Montgonmerie's foot at the same instant that a slimpointed rod jabbed
at his face. He jerked his foot away and ducked sideways, throwi ng up both hands.

"Very nice," Xorialle called. "That gave nme a splendid fix. We'll key everything to the reflexive
response, you know—*

"I dorit know," Dammy yelled. "You could have put ny eyes out!"
"Hardly," Xorialle said mldly.
"At |east you could have warned ne."

"Dammy, pl ease abandon this attitude of kindly protectiveness toward your own retrospective
experience matrix. Anxieties are usefully directed only toward antici pated dangers, if at all."

"So what's the idea of jabbing ice picks at nmy eyes?"

"The basis of all advanced physical training is the redirecting of reflex. A karate expert, for
exanpl e, learns to substitute for the nornmal defensive flinch a counter-offensive blow. Tap such
an individual on the shoulder and very likely you'll be on the floor with a crushed trachea before
he can stop hinself."
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"Yeah?"

"Speaki ng of karate," Xorialle continued

Through the jungle of equiprment, Dammy saw hi m punch a key. A bonb expl oded i medi ately under him
hurling himinto a wild gyration. Hi s body and |inbs threshed, quivered, spasned; the equi pnent
around hi mchurned and withed too rapidly for the eye to follow. He tried to yell, nmanaged a
croak. As suddenly as they had begun, the frantic contortions ceased.

"Hel p," he croaked. "Don't do it again. I'lIl talk."

"Now, that wasn't really so bad," Xorialle said absently, his eyes intent on the panel. "Wat say
we take up prestidigitation next?"

"I's that anything |i ke chewing a cud?" Montgomerie snarl ed.

"Your vocabulary is wider than you admt," Xorialle said. "We'll widen it still further this
eveni ng when you | eaf through an unabridged dictionary of Terran | anguages | conpil ed the other
day." He pressed a key, and clanps seized on Damy's hands, twi sted and wung the fingers, madly
flexed the palns and wists, quivering violently all the while, sinmultaneously working his arns in
frantic punping notions, then abruptly
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ceased.

Damy yanked his abused digits away, tucked them under his arns, where they tingled and throbbed
as if stung all over by singularly nmild-venormed bees.

"I feel like |I've been squeezing an air hamer all day,
prove? | already told you |I'd cooperate!"

he gasped. "What was that supposed to

"Dextrous hands are basic to nany of the skills
THE ULTI MAX MAN
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that 1'Il be programming for you," Xorialle said calmy

"How m 1 going to have dextrous hands if you let this pile of junk beat '"emto a quivering pul p?"
Mont goneri e shout ed.

"Nonsense, Dammy. |'ve nerely inprinted certain action patterns in the manual area; the disconfort
wi Il soon pass. And you nust confess the effort is far less in the aggregate than that which woul d
have been required for hundreds of hours of practice at dealing an ace fromthe bottom of the deck
or palmng wistwatches, to say nothing of the tedium of an intensive program of isotonic
exercises: you'll receive in a day benefits equivalent to some six hours daily of heavy workouts
over a period of years—producing optinmal hypertrophy of your skeletal nusculature. You'll nake
Hof | man and Atl as appear frail by conparison.”

"Sure, that's cool, Doc, but | don't want to look like a freak. Renenber: Woc ps oc 13 x 1 —
i4.;
"OfF course, of course."

"Just watch that 13."

"Your physique will attract unalloyed admiration fromall, | assure you. You'll want specially
tailored clothing, of course, to accommobdate your bul gi ng quadri ceps and so on—but that's a nere
trifle. | suggest you dismi ss your msgivings and sinply enjoy the know edge of your new skills."
Damy | ooked at his hands, still festooned with weightless wires and rods and cl anps.

"You nean . . . ?"

"Precisely."

"And bef ore?"

"Karate, as | mentioned at the tine."
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"You're trying to tell ne—+'ma black belt nan now?"

"You have the physical tools of the discipline, yes. You have still to scan a text on the subject,
giving you the applications for the various nmovenents; but you' |l find you can nanage them
flawl essly at the first attenpt, just as a trained pianist can play a new concerto on sight."

"Yeah," Dammy sai d dubiously, "but how can | sword-fight, say, if | don't know one end of a sword
from anot her ?"

"I'n the case of a trained fencer, do you imagi ne that he consciously conputes the path of a
striking blade, extrapolates the future position of the point, decides on a response, and sets
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about tensing selected nuscle groups in order to place his own blade in the desired rel ati onshi p?
O course not. He nerely reacts. Qur task is to train your reactions."

"Uh- huh—but if you're from Mars |ike you say, what do you know about how a Chi naman nakes bird' s-
nest soup or what it takes to ride a wi nner at Bel nont?"

"My tape library includes recordings of nental patterns of selected experts in every category,
covering both consciously and sublimnally stored information relating to their specialties.”

"l get it. You just waltzed up to Einstein and said, 'How s about it, pal? Want to sit under ny
hair drier while | pick your brains? "

"Not hi ng so obvious, ny boy. | have facilities for automatically seeking out what is needed and
recording it selectively and at a distance. My coll ection now nunbers over two hundred thousand
separate human skill patterns.”
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"How | ong have you been spying on us, Doc?"

"Several centuries. It's a continuing process, of course. Even at this nmonent new data are being
recorded. That's the clicking you hear."

Dammy flexed his fingers. "They don't feel any different,'
bottomdeal, 1'd knowit."

he said dubiously. "If | knew how to

"Physical skills are inprinted at a | evel below the conscious," Xorialle pointed out. "If you were
consci ous of every nove you made when wal ki ng, for exanple, you'd have roomin your attention area
for nothing el se—and you'd probably fell down. The pianist |ooks at the nusic and his fingers
play. In fact, if he's away fromthe instrunent for awhile and becones rusty, he can recover a
tune he once knew by sitting at the piano and watchi ng what his hands do. They'll strike the
correct keys even if he's consciously forgotten them"

"Il believe it when | try it and it works."

Xorialle casually opened a drawer, extracted a blue ball about the size of a pool ball, and tossed
it at Dammy's face. He caught it easily and saw a second ball, bright red, conming toward him
Quickly he transferred the blue ball to his left hand, and the red ball slapped his right palm
Now a yell ow ball was on the way. Xorialle was idly looking in die opposite direction as he
flipped the balls toward Montgonerie, who swiftly tossed up the ball occupying his | eft hand and
caught the ball shunted fromhis right, freeing it to catch the next ball. Orange, green, purple,
bl ack, white, gold, and silver. As each arrived it was integrated into the descendi ng col um of
balls tossed up by Dammy*s |eft hand—ight, left, up, right

"OK, so juggling' s not so tough," he said, his
64
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eyes intent on the flying balls. At that nonent, Xorialle threw two at once, a brown and a pink
They joined the stream wi thout visible disturbance. Then Danmy stiffened his right hand and held
it at an angle so that the next arriving ball glanced off and rebounded past Xorialle's shoul der
toland in the still open drawer, as did the rest, one by one.

"Hot stuff,” Dammy said lazily. "Now |I've got a racket | can always fall back on if tines get
tough. "

"A« contraire, Danocles, you have several hundred marketable skills now, not all of the sideshow
vari ety by any neans. You could find enploynent in any research |aboratory in the world as an
expert in any of a nunber of specialties.”
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"That'll take some checking," Danmy sai d dubi ously.

"There's no need to put it to test. | assure you matters are as |'ve described. Shall we
conti nue?"

"That's cool," Danmy commented, "but if I"'mtrying to sell sonmething, let's keep in mnd ~ ¢ j;

"Or, alternatively," Xorialle pointed out, "one mght state the Law of Indifference as & + -*".

"You think | don't know first-year algebra, for crying into your honermade soup?" Damy denanded.
"Let's keep the discussion on a litde higher plane, OK?"

"You react over-vigorously where no slight was intended, ny boy. Now let us continue," Xorialle
said mldly.

Bef ore Damy coul d object, another seizure gripped him

"Skiing," Xorialle informed himblandly, and punched another button. "Freehand draw ng/
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—spasm—bird calls,"—spawn—table tennis, jai alai, yoga, sword swallowing ..."

"I feel," Damry said three days later, "like I'd been run through one of those gadgets they use to

tenderize cheap cuts of neat."

"You mustn't refer to yourself so disparagingly, my boy," Xorialle said cheerfully, stirring his
martini with a swizzle stick. They were seated in deep |eather chairs in the book-1ined study. The
thick, dark rugs, heavy drapes, the rough stone fireplace with its polished brass andirons lent a
feeling of solid and fam liar |uxury.

Danmy sanpled his drink. "I"'mtoo tired to lift ny glass,” he groaned.

"Yes, it's been a busy tine," Xorialle agreed. "And we have a busy afternoon ahead."

"No nore today, Xorialle. | can't take it."

"You'll feel better after lunch and a nap. And the thought that you' re now a master deep-sea
diver, fly-fisherman, nuclear physicist, yodel er, stonenmason, and w ndow washer shoul d console
you. "

"Funny—+'mstill tired.”

"Il be nost interested to see what we turn up in our next session," Xorialle said. "So far we've
merely been bringing you abreast of current devel opments. Next | hope we'll break new ground."

"I don't think I like the sound of that."

"We'll nerely be anticipating what humanity has in store for itself. No doubt today sone

i ndi vi dual sonewhere is doing something for the first time ever. It may not be so spectacul ar as
the first occasion on which a man lit a fire or added two and two, but it's still an advance. And
some of
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t hese advances open the way to the explorati on of whole new areas of unsuspected faculties. In a
t housand years, ten thousand, a hundred thousand —who knows what you cl ever hunmans may be capabl e
of, left to yourselves."

"Li ke what ?"
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"Do you know any nursery rhymes, Danmy?"
"What ?"
" '"Mary Had a Little Lanb,' for exanple?"
"Sure. Its fleece was white as snow. So what ?"
" Anot her ?"
"Uh, 'Jack and Jill?"
Xorialle placed a pad of paper and a pencil on the coffee table.
"l want you to recite Mary Had a Little Lanb—and, at the sane tinme, wite Jack andjitt”
"I can't do two things at once."

"Have you ever tried?"

"Wl ..
"Try it, Dammy, just to satisfy yourself. | won't even watch." Xorialle rose and strolled across
to the nearest bookcase. Dammy snorted faintly, but he picked up the pencil, paused for a nonent,

and rmunbled, "Mary had a little lamb ..."

"I'l'l be dammed, " he said a nmonent later. Jack and Jill went up the hill . . . was witten in a
scrawl across the paper, but a legible scraw.

"So you see?" Xorialle turned to beamat him "You can already do things you didn't think you
could do. Now, | have work to do here. You have that nap and neet ne in Studio Four in two hours."

"The net hod," Xorialle expounded two hours | ater when Damry, again rested, was in position
THE ULTI MAX MAN
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in the catalyzer, "is to explore your spontaneous bodily and nental reactions to various stimli,
trace the nechani sns enpl oyed, then extrapol ate those nechanisns to their w dest possible
application. Suppose we begin with sonething sinple: the so-called psychosonatic di seases—

"Hold it right there; you're not giving nme clap or cholera or sonething just to see what | do
about it!"

"Psychosomati ¢ di seases, Dammy. Imaginary ailnments with real synptoms. Hypnotic trance, please,
| evel one."

Damy t hought of arguing, but his eyelids were heavy; they cl osed.

"I"mgoing to touch your armwith the tip of a red-hot poker,'
anest heti zed; you'll feel no pain."

Xorialle said, "but your armis

"Yes, but— Damy wanted to say; but it seened too nuch trouble. He felt a light touch on his arm
heard a soft hiss

"You may open your eyes."

Mont goneri e blinked down at his arm There was an ugly red patch at the point of contact. It
swel l ed visibly, developing into an angry blister.

"Hrmm " Xorialle nmused, studying his instrunents. "A pronpt vesicant effect, but no oxidation, of
course. "

"What did you burn nme with?"
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"Eh? Oh, that was ny finger."
"A hot finger?"

"The heat was in your nmind, my boy. You believed you had been touched by a hot poker, ergo you
blistered. The synptons of psychosonmatic illness are quite genuine, as | said. Now, we'll nerely
make t he machinery available to your con-
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scious mind"—a sharp sensation flickered behind Damy's eyes—and now you'll find you can rise a
bl i ster whenever you |ike, at any point on your epiderm s you choose."

"Swel | —+f you'll excuse the pun," Dammy said disparagingly. "Can | nake 'em go away agai n?"
"Interesting point. Concentrate on remnission."
"I would if I knew what it neant."

Xorialle sighed. "The dictionary was included in the material you scanned yesterday, as we both
know. "

Dammy concentrated. In two minutes the blister had faded, |eaving a patch of colorless skin.
Xorialle examned it.

"Some tissue danage due to the swelling; otherw se, back to normal. Now, sonme of the faniliar
synptonms nost often inmagi ned are headache, indigestion, hives, sinus infection, arthritis, heart
mur mur —

"I'f you're planning on teaching ne how to have an attack of angina pectoris for a party trick,
skipit!"”

"The mechani sm ny boy, the nechanism That's what we're interested in. If you can create a heart
attack by imagi ning heart disease, you can also control your pulse rate, a nost useful ability."

"Careful, Pop—play with my autononmic systemtoo nuch, and I'Il go into shock and fibrillation and
a few other things, and they won't be psychosomatic."”

"Alittle learning ..
specified."

Xorialle sighed. "Ill take care, nmy boy; now just sit quietly and react as

Danmy felt the feather-light touch of the questing tendril of alien thought in his mnd. He had
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become accustomed to the constant presence of the alien intelligence anong his thoughts, but now
it seemed a gross invasion of nore than nmere privacy. He brushed it aside roughly. The next probe
at the sane point was firmer, carrying a note of insistence. This time Danmy deflected it just
sufficiently to divert it fromits intended target into an area of unresolved hal f-thought:

i mpressions awaiting final filing. If Xorialle noticed, he gave no sign

For the next hour Xorialle fired stinuli at Mntgonerie, sonetines directing his response, at
other tinmes nmaking note of his apparently spontaneous reactions. Damy felt pangs, twi tches, tics,
twinges, in every part of his body in turn. He slunped with relief when his nmentor signified that
the session was at an end.

"Wel |, how do you feel, my boy? Intrigued in spite of yourself, resolved to cooperate to the
fullest fromnow on?"

"Wel | ," Dammy said, "you know how it is. | dunno. You know what | nean?"
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"And stuff like that," Xorialle snorted. "Et cetera. And all that. Kind of. Mre or less. And so
forth and so on. Ah, uh, oh. | nmean. | guess. Danocles! Kindly spare nme these vague, hal f-forned
verbal i zations and |inguistic barbarisns! You know better!"

"Maybe, " Dammy said indifferently.

"I' m di sappoi nted in you, Danocl es,
expectations. "

Xorialle said. "In sone ways you're not living up to ny

"You're breaking ny heart," Dammy said, and yawned.

"Your species appears to have one great weak-
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ness: nmental |aziness, in the face of which your frill potential will never be realized."

"Sure, Doc. We all have our little flaws."

"Umph. Well, we nay as well continue. We'll check thought transm ssion next. Blank your nind
pl ease, level two trance.”

"I don't believe in that mind-reading stuff,” Damry said, but he closed his eyes.

Gray nmind-mst. Randominages floating. Wonder if he can read nme? Think about sonething el se. Fast
cars. Spaghetti dinners. The track on a nice day with a bill riding on the w nner

Sonet hi ng i ntrudi ng—a new shape foreign to Damy's m nd, not the usual questing ringer to which he
had beconme accustoned. It noved, changed form becane words.

How do you hear ne, Danmy?
"Hey!" Dammy sai d.
Don't speak! Thi nk!

One, two, button your shoe. Abracadabra. How much wood can a woodchuck chuck. Ooly booty fooly
drooly .

Danocl es! Concentrate! Transnmit 7 ... hear
you. '

"Nuts, Doc, |—=
Silently!

Cautiously, avoiding contact with the alien shape perched inpatiently in his mnd, Danmy reached
out tentatively with a phantom nenber. Awkwardly at first, then with increasing confidence, he
felt his way out along the line of the current flow and skirted the | ooni ng, pulsating m nd-gl ow
that was Xorialle, tracing the | eads of the el ectroenceph-al odyne back to their source. Space
seenmed to expand suddenly; he sensed conplexity, the intri-
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cacy of elaborately comm ngl ed networks, felt the flow and pul se of energies, perceived the
infinitely conplex pattern that was the matrix underlying the nental field-effect.

He keyed his attention and total recall circuitry in the way that was now effortless, swiftly
scanned the vast new data array before him stored it in a remote corner of his mind, and keyed it
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to a retrieval menonic. Then he w t hdr ew.

. sone effort to cooperate, Xorialle was saying. |'msure you can do a great deal better, ny
boy! Atime or two | felt that | al nbst sensed a vague psionic nunble fromyou, as if you were on
the point of breaking through. . . . But no matter: you're not to be blanmed for your genetic

deficiencies. Stitt, if you tried harder
"Why should 1?" Dammy said aloud. "It nmakes ny eyeballs itch from behind."

Motivation, Xorialle thought in disgust. That's what you |l ack, Danocles. You don't want to
succeed!

"When do we get to the part where | learn howto |ive forever?"

"Nothing sinpler," Xorialle snapped. "It's nerely a matter of cellular psychol ogy conbined with ei-
detics and controlled replication. Your preoccupation with the trivial does you no credit, ny
boy. "

"Who'm | trying to inpress?" Mntgonerie asked innocently. "I didn't ask you to put ne under a
m cr oscope—

"Enough, enough,"” Xorialle cried. "Perhaps |I"'mgetting old and tired; |'ve seen so many; the
futility of it all sonetines overwhelns nme." He appeared to pull hinself together with an effort.

"But back to work, Danopcles. Regulations re-
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quire a conplete profile; we may as well get on with it."

In the next hour, Xorialle attenpted in vain to elicit fromhis instrunents sone fleeting

i ndi cation of telekinetic powers |urking untapped in Mont-gonerie's brain. He probed his subject's
potential capacities for awareness of objects and events at a distance, for predicting com ng
events, for comunication with alternate planes of existence, for rmnultidi nensional
conceptualization, controlled tenporal displacenent, matter transm ssion and duplication

"Not hi ng," he said at last. "This is incredible! You' re a psionic noron, Danocles—a psychic idiot,
a nonobj ective inbecile!”

"Ch, yeah?" Dammy retorted. "So's your old
man! "

Xorialle sighed. "My apol ogi es, Damry. |'m di sappointed. | had hoped—but no matter. One being's
personal |ongings have no place in galactic policy. Let's call it quits for today. Tonorrow | have
a fewfinal points to clear up, and then ..."

' Then what ?"

"Then ny job is finished," Xorialle said briskly, He managed a smile. "You nust forgive ny
outburst. Al indications had led me to expect great things fromyou; you're not to be blamed if
they failed to materialize. Actually, all in all, you' ve done amazingly well. You've successfully
absorbed an inpressive nass of data, ny lad, and all w thout disturbing your native tenperanent.
In spite of being able to recite the literature of the world forward or backward, |ecture

knowi ngly on any subj ect known to Man, and outperform any chanpion athlete on the planet, you
remai n the sinple,
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unspoi |l ed youth you were when | plucked you fromthe gutter."
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"Maybe so. But I'mkind of worried all this double-done stuff will get in the way of living
normal . "

"Normal |y, Danocles."”

"Suppose | said nornal-like? Wuld you approve of that?"

"Hardly! A barbarism™

"Maybe. But normally is a corruption of normal-like, you know "

"Of course | know. |'ve watched the evolution of your illogical |anguage with sone interest."
"Tell me sonetine about how the Romans pulled out of Britain,"” Danmy proposed.

"Somewhat before nmy assignnent here. | know of it only by hearsay. But ny predecessor had sone
fasci nati ng anecdotes.”

"How about the discovery of Anerica?"
"I was a nere assistant technician at the tine, attached to the Secondary Survey M ssion."
"When was the Primary M ssion here?"

"Some tinme ago, mny boy, sone tinme ago. You'd be surprised at the inaccuracy of the initial
assessnment”

"What about when Col unbus di scovered the United States in 1492?"

"You jape," Xorialle comented mildly. "Aside fromthat, even your own myopic researchers have
determ ned that Anerica was visited by Eurasians on many occasions prior to the formal discovery
date."

"To be sure," Dammy agreed. "lsraelites, Phoenicians, Romans, Vikings—the works."

"Those, and nore. Pol ynesians, for exanple."
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"Yeah, but Col unbus was the first civilized explorer that found it on purpose."

"A nunber of your terns require rigorous definition, Danmy. But in essence, of course, you express
your cultural bias toward nenbers of your own ethnic group. Not unnatural, nor discreditable. Not
even inaccurate. Merely limting."

"So who did discover America? The Indians, | guess,” Damy answered his own query. "But what did
they do with it? Nothing. I don't go for this '"noble red man' jazz. They're just Honmp sapi ens—sone
skunks, sone right guys."

"Have you ever wondered why they were called 'red" nen so universally by the first witers to
encounter then? After all, their affinity to the people of eastern Asia is well established, and
no one ever | abeled a Chinese or an Eskino red—aside frompolitics, of course."

"Beats me,"

"Ah. Consider: the subgroup now known as the 'white* or Caucasian 'race' arose quite suddenly from
the generalized aboriginal type in south-central Asia. These newconers were possessed of a driving
compul sion to excel ot nerely to dominate, but to actually denonstrate their sense of innate
superiority, a new concept in their world. One who sets out to prove that he is, indeed, a
superior being frequently becones an overachiever in the sense that, in searching for new ways to
"show of f,' he investigates his psychosphere and cones upon great new avenues of exploration

Thus, the snmall seed group of pal e-skinned nmen, surrounded by denonstrably different types who
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were instinctively inimcal to the freaks anong them and jeered accordingly, responded by breeding
sel ectively for
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the very traits which the others despised, and indeed by claimng these features as badges of
superiority. They then set out to prove their thesis. Soon they were established all across the
tenperate zone of the Eurasian continent, though they never crossed the Tethys Sea to Africa. In
Europe, of course, they held their gains, while in Asia they gradually lost out. The Ainu and a
few ot her isolated enclaves represent their remant."

"What's that got to do with the |Indians?"

"Ch, yes. | confess | lost the thread of my own thesis. The emigration across Beringia took place
about thirty-one thousand years B.P., at which time the early pre-Caucasian types held sway in
east Asia. Thus, the first arriving Indians' were white-skinned. They pressed on to the east
across the Rockies and the Great Plains in search of the type of wooded terrain they preferred
which their fellow had found in Europe and North Africa, and which the inmm grants of course

di scovered on the eastern seaboard. Deprived of the support of their home and society, they
reverted to a nore prinmtive nmode of existence—though their |ong-houses and tools conpare
favorably with those used in Europe at that time. But excessive clothing disappeared. Renenber
that the Europeans of the Age of Discovery were not given to sunbathing. They lived their |ives
covered fromthroat to ankle. They knew nothing of sunburn. It was natural, then, that when they
encount ered sunburned nen, they were struck by their bright pink coloration. Thus—'red nman.' "

"I heard it was because they daubed red paint on their faces.”
"A valiant theory, but untenable. dance at a
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contenporary portrait of Massasoit or Pocahontas. These were European faces. O course, the
continuing pressure of the Asiatic types who followed the first wave in time diluted and
overwhel med the east coast firstconers. Though to this day the Mhawks, Al gonquins, etc., exhibit
a far less Oriental appearance than the Navahos, for exanple.”

"So what ?"
"Just chatting, nmy boy. I'ma bit nervous, | suppose, under the circunstances."

Damy frowned. "What circunstances? Don't tell ne you're starting to feel guilty about the way you
snatched ne. "

"Not at all, dear boy. But, as | indicated, my work with you is essentially finished. "
"So now you take me back to Chi and let ne get back to my own business, right?"
Xorialle pursed his |ips disapprovingly.

"Surely you see the inpracticality of that, Danobcles. | can't possibly rel ease you anbng your own
| and equi pped as you are, knowi ng what you know. "

Damy wet his lips and swall owed. "What's that supposed to nean?" Hi s voice cracked slightly on
t he words.

"Why—aside fromthe classified information in your possession—you' d be a virtual supernman.
shudder to think of the inpact you' d have on the orderly devel opnment of your world. It isn't ready
for you, Danocles."

"Hey," Dammy said, "you' re not planning on taking ne back hone with you to sonme place three
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hundred |ight-years away, | hope."

"Certainly not, ny lad; set your mind at rest. Your renains will be interred right here on your
hone world,"
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"Remai ns?" Dammy croaked.

"You're a clever |ad, Danocles,
course is . "

Xorialle said soothingly. "Surely you see that the only practica

"Di sposal ?" Dammy nanaged to get the word past his teeth.

"Di sposal ," Xorialle agreed.
"When?" Dammy whi spered.

"Not until tomorrow, ny boy. Now, what do you say to a nice dinner, a soothing al coholic drink or

two, a good night's sleep—and then . . . eternity."

"What do | say to that?" Dammy echoed. "I say it stinks! Let nme out of here, you chiseler! You
conned ne into going along, and now all of a sudden you spring this 'disposal' stuff! Sone pal

Sone host. You won't get away with it. | still got a few friends, let alone a couple | aws about

ki dnappi ng and nurder. The snatch was a federal rap for openers, w se guy!”
"Good night, Damry," Xorialle said quietly. "I"msure we're both tired."

Confortably ensconced in bed with his head propped on the fluffy pillows, Damy eagerly turned his
t houghts inward. Al day he had waited for this noment. Now to exanine nore closely the inner
wonders he had glinpsed |ast night

He began hesitantly, mentally fingering the black bulk of the nullified 'control device/ then
noving on nore surely, tracing wi de avenues that branched and narrowed, follow ng the patterned
| ogi ¢ he had absorbed fromhis first excited glinpse, fascinated by the wonders he found here,
unused, in his own famliar brain. His eyes were open, his hands cl asped behind his head. The
cei ling above
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hi mwas ornately decorated, he idly noticed for the first tine. Intricate patterns evolved froma
central boss. On an inpulse to examine it nore closely, he drifted lightly upward, casually
flipping aside the light blanket. The nucl ear bulge, he confirned fromcl ose range, was a three-

di mensi onal anal og of the gravity gradient centered on a typical black hole. It was amazingly
detail ed, revealing the turbul ence anonmalies typical of the phenonenon. He dropped away, hovered a
yard beneath the painted plaster. 1dly he observed that he was drifting toward the west wall of
the roomat a rate of .073 neters per second, carried by the gentle circulation of air fromthe
ventilating system On inpulse, he darted toward the register, stopped just short of ramming the
wal |

"Cot to be careful,” he cautioned hinself. Then, abruptly realizing that he was hangi ng
unsupported four nmeters above the floor, he sank back to his bed and settled down, pulling the
bl anket to his chin.

"Tel eportation. Ww " he murnured. "Holy snokes, am| dreanming while |I'mawake, or can | really .

?" He eased fromunder the blanket, rose a few inches, still supine, and made a quick circuit
of the room "Yep," he said softly, restraining his excitement with an effort. "Yep, | really CAN
And 111 bet. . ."He slipped back into bed, closed his eyes, and extended his awareness, feeling

carefully along the corridor outside the room down the lift shaft to the | ower-1evel room where
Xorialle, working briskly, was systematically smashing the delicate conponents within what Danmmy
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recogni zed as an i ssue communi cation unit, tach-onic, Mark |V, series 2769. MIdly puzzl ed, Dammy
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passed on, swiftly scanning through the renai nder of the station, observing all details of every
nook and cranny, noting a nunber of surprising itenms to be studied in nore detail later. Then he
expanded awareness, flashed across the winter seas, found the nainland, zeroed in on Chicago.
Hovering, he felt out carefully for the famliar contours of his home quarter and dropped into

cl oser range, focusing on the dark street where Jeannie lived. He found her house, dark and enpty.
Scanning outward fromit, he found her—ecogni zed her uni que presence anong all the others by a
nmet hod he coul d not have descri bed—and felt her shock, fear, desperation. Wat was wong? He
changed focus, saw that she sat in the rear seat of an autonobile between two strange men. Another
man—chi co hi nsel f —wwas at the wheel. The car noved fast along a dark street. Dammy lightly fingered
the maze of fears and conpul sions that was Chico's mind, inpressed on it an action inpulse. At
once the man braked, steered the car to the curb, and switched off the ignition

"Hey, what gives, punk?" the nman on the girl's right snarled. He had a gun in his hand suddenly.

"Well, look, Frankie," Chico whined. "I got to thinking: why don't we just drop this caper right
here? | nmean, a snatch rap's no joke, and what do we—

"Shut up," Franki e snapped. The other man in the back seat |eaned across Jeannie. "Hey, Frank
maybe the creep's not too far off," he said softly. "W just walk off and | eave this heap and the
broad init, we're in the clear. Oherwi se—well, Big Jake don't care much if you and ne go up, and
like Chico said—
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"I heard what Chico said," Frankie cut in. "And we got our orders. | fer one ain't crossing no
Jake btulicz. Take it easy, sister," he added to the girl as she pushed at the man who was

| eani ng agai nst her, leering down at her. "All Jake said was ride you around awhile, |et you know
it ain'"t healthy for no cheap broad to try to mix into the big man's busi ness. That Mntgonerie

j erk—€hi co seen himat your place. Now, that's unfinished business. Better get in line. Get

movi ng, Chico," he barked in concl usion

"No!" the girl retorted. "I absolutely won't hel p you anbush Danmy. Where is he?"

Ri ght here, Jeannie, Damy thought at her. I'm OK. Don't worry about ne. Do what they say.

She uttered a sharp cry and sank back against the seat. "Damy? . . . Were . . . what. . . ?"
It's OK, kid. Don't try to figure it out. Anewtrick 1 |earned. Like a tel ephone—enly better

Franki e' s hand reached out roughly to grab at the girl—and drew back abruptly. He scratched his
head i nstead, eyeing Jeannie obliquely.

"You decided to get snmart, sister?" he said, as if indifferent.
"Yes," she said. "I'lIl do what you say. But | hope he doesn't cone."

"He'll come, OK, kid. Maybe you don't know what a nice build you really got on you." He chuckl ed
softly.

Bye, Jeannie. See you soon, doll. Danmy, lying in his bed, was suddenly aware that he was utterly
exhausted. He drew a deep breath and went to sleep

Fi ve

"Anot her hel pi ng of strawberries Bikini?" Xorialle asked genially at breakfast.
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"Sure," Dammy said, yawning.

"I"'mglad to see your appetite is good," the old gentlenman said as he served hinself. "But you
seemlistless. You nustn't |et disposal upset you. After all, you'd have been dead days ago if |
hadn't intervened. Just congratul ate yourself on all the additional snacks and naps you've had."

"Sormehow, " Dammy said, "the thought doesn't console ne."

"Hmm " Xorialle muttered. "You seemtired. Possibly ny idea of a |last giddy round of pleasure
I ast night was m splaced; | seemto have kept you up too late. |I confess |I've rather |ost the
knack of enpathizing with lower life-forns."

" Speaki ng of |ower life-forns,
on nme, on the human race?"

Damry said casually, "what sort of report did you intend to file

"Why, nothing out of the ordinary—an average energent species with the usual nodest capacities for
routi ne functions."
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"What sort of Concensus citizenship would that qualify us for?"

"Hmm Tenth C ass, | should i mgi ne—a perfectly respectable category largely made up of
functionaries, bureaucrats, and routine executive types, with sone snmall representation in the

m nor handicrafts.” Xorialle pushed back his chair. "I suppose we may as well proceed directly to
the business at hand. So if you're ready, nmy boy ..."

Danmy renmi ned seated. "I'mnot ready," he said.

"Ch, surely you're not going to nake a scene?" Xorialle said regretfully. "You should be able to
accept the inevitable gracefully."”

"l suppose it devol ves upon the definition of the word 'inevitable,"' Damy said in a |l evel tone.

"Eh?" Xorialle cocked his head. "In light of your new awareness, it should be apparent to you that
this is the only logical course."

Danmy nodded. "I've known since the first day."

Xorialle raised his eyebrows. "Then why the sudden show of reluctance?"

"This seens the appropriate tine to informyou that there'll be a change of plan."
"Ch? And what change night that be?"

"I'"'mnot going to be slaughtered today."

"See here, Danocles, putting it off until tonmorrow would nerely prolong the nmental anguish you
seemto be suffering—

"I"'mputting it off indefinitely."

Xorialle shook his head. "I'mafraid that won't be practical. My schedule requires the i medi ate
cl osing down of the station and ny pronpt departure for hone. Mich as |'d like to indul ge you—=
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"l suggest you defer the destruction of the station."
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"And why, may | ask—

"You'll be needing it."

"I"ll be needing . . . look here, Dammy," Xorialle said in exasperation, "this farce has gone far
enough—=

"I agree. Accordingly, you'll drop the subject of killing me and proceed to conplete ny
education.”

Xorialle stared blankly at Danmy. Then he nodded. "I see; fear of dissolution has driven you nad.
How very unfortunate, ny boy; |'d hoped you could expire in a cheerful frane of m nd, holding no
grudges, savoring the new and final experience. As it is, I'mafraid |I'lIl have to enploy force.

Dammy felt the tentative touch of his mentor's mind-extrusion as it reached for his aorta. He
brushed it aside, used it as a path for his own probe into the alien's brain.

This will hurt you nore than it wi U ne, he spoke silently. Make no further effort to interfere
with ny nmetabolism

Xorialle, shocked nonentarily into immobility, rallied and struck back. H s psionic inpulse | anced
into Montgonerie's nental field—-and struck an inperneable barrier. Dammy was aware of the alien
m nd reeling back, hal f-stunned by the inpact.

"You were warned," he said coolly. "Shall we be going now?"

"You're making a great mstake," Xorialle said brokenly. "You can't do this! You'll bring down the
wrath of the Gal actic Concensus on you—

"I don't suppose that will be any worse than a routine disposal,”" Danmy cut himoff. "Do you
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intend to cooperate?" He gave a mld tweak to the alien's central sensory nodule. Xorialle yel ped.
"What do you want of ne?" he quavered.

"You haven't shown nme all the lower levels of the station yet. Let's take a look."'*

"See here, Danocles," Xorialle said severely, "it's true you've nmanaged to slip one over on ne, to
enpl oy your own crude turn of phrase—

"If you're enploying one of ny turns of phrase, obviously it's superfluous to so informne. Quit
stalling, Doc. Xzzppt!"

"Quite clever, ny boy," the alien said thoughtfully. "You' ve nmanaged to nenorize a phrase of C 3.
But are you aware of its neaning? Dear ne, you've just threatened to give ne a glinpse of nmy own
i ntestines arranged as a wall decoration.”

"Close," Dammy agreed. "I can understand now why you were a bit inpatient with ne at first. You
know you're going to take orders in the end—so let's save tine by omtting the ritual resistance
Szzxl 11"

Xorialle shuddered delicately. "And all in the spirit of science, | suppose? ..

"Nope. Just for fun. Like this ..." Danocles frowned nonentarily, and Xorialle responded by
emitting a sharp yelp and splitting down the center. The gray-glistening forminside the humanlike
casing was quivering violently. Damry frowned again; "Kquizlnmp!" he buzzed. Xorialle closed up and
straightened his tie.

"Don't do that again," Dammy said.
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"You' ve shown ne you've learned a trifle or two," Xorialle said. "Surely that should suffice. Now
what? Tornenting ne will profit you nothing. | don't suppose you've paused to consider
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your next step. You're still very nuch dependent on ny good will, Dammy, but fortunately for you
I"'ma patient being. |I harbor no grudge for the undignified events of the last few ninutes. Sheer
boyi sh exuberance, doubtl| ess engendered by your sudden realization that yours are the secrets of
bee- keepi ng, accounting, and nodern dance! But don't inmagine that my good nature can be inposed
upon to the extent of treason to the Concensus. You speak casually of examining the |ower |evels.
| say, Never!"

"What, never?" Danocles countered mldly.
"Sxxzzpt."

"Never! Lower, or | should say 'energent,' life-forns nust not—but bother euphem sms! You'll not
have a glinpse of the classified area, not that you' d understand if you did."

Mont goneri e gave his tutor's main notor node a sharp jab, causing the dignified old gentleman to
caper wildly.

"Why do you want to go poking about in the vaults?" he cried. "Nothing there concerns you! You
won't understand it!"

I'"l'l take that chance, Danmy transmitted nentally in Concensual Four, a highly sophisticated
di al ect reserved for formal occasions of the highest urgency.

"You cheated,"” Xorialle gasped. "You did absorb speedspeak!"

"True."

“You lied!"

"Quite correct."

"You di ssenbled!" the alien charged in dawning realization. "You pretended to be a dull-witted
THE ULTI MAX MAN
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clod, and all the while you were looting the files, ransacking the library, leading ne on!"
"Accurate, if not quite conplete."”

"But why? Why?"

"Curiosity."

"l msjudged you," Xorialle croaked. "Ch, | msjudged you badly. It wasn't only your intellect |
underestimated. It was your capacity for duplicity and guile! My deepest probes into your psyche
showed unm stakably that you share in your culture's avowed reverence for honesty, veracity, and
strai ght f orwar dness!"

"And you planned to take advantage of ny naivete" to use me |like a tube of toothpaste and throw ne
away. "

"Now, Damry, that's far too harsh a view "

"You can add that itemto your report,'
our virtues."

Damy said. "W're not going to be rendered hel pl ess by
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"Such cynicism"
"Correct. And now that we've covered that, shall we go? You know where."

Reluctantly Xorialle acconpani ed Damry down in the lift to the utility |level. He paused there to
attenpt again to expostulate, but Dammy aimed a quick pulse at his pain center, which served to
answer his argunents. The alien unlocked the security door—keyed to his distinctive al pha rhyt hm—
and | ed the way down the narrow stairs.

"There are matters here, Danocles, which bear vitally on Concensual security, but which are of no
possi bl e value or even interest to you. Wy chall enge the vast counterintelligence apparatus of
the Concensus at no profit to yourself? You're like a
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petty sneak-thief who idly rifles the local FBI office | ooking for petty cash."

"Zppttlt," Montgonerie replied. "You're still stalling, Doc. Let's start with Section Q 2786."

Xorialle turned to stare wildly at his former pupil. "Wha . . . how could you know anything of the
Q cat egory?”

"Never mind how | do. Keep noving. No, to
the right."
"Danmy! Listen, | beseech you. You' ve already acconplished sonmething I would never have believed

possi bl e. You've forced ne to permt you entry to Section M Surely you see the wi sdomof letting
wel | enough al one? You're equi pped now, as no man has ever been, to go forth anbng your own ki nd

and achi eve your every dream | give you my assurance |'ll return you safe and sound to

Chi cago—hol di ng no grudge—and amend the record so as to dispel any suspicion back at Headquarters.
It's a hard blowto nmy pride, but you pose no threat to the Concensus, so ny conscience is clear.

You return home, and so do I."

"What do you propose | do there?" Danocles inquired casually. "Open a bucket shop perhaps, and
work my way up to a string of pawnbrokerages and gradually take over the rest of the action?"

"Perhaps," Xorialle replied vaguely. "The possibilities are endless. |If you apply the philosophy
of polo, for exanple, to the stock market—but naturally all this is obvious."

"Certainly it's obvious,
techni ques woul d be far nore applicable than polo strategy in playing the market.

Danocl es said. "So why bother saying it? Incidentally, topologica

"Wel |l ? Such cross-disciplinary approaches wl |
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clearly make you a nultibillionaire in a nmatter of weeks,"

"Money is not the sole desirable goal,"’
activities, no nore."

Damy said. "It's a lubricant for the really satisfying

"You surprise ne, Danocles."

"Do | contradict nyself? Very well, then, | contradict nyself. | amlarge, | contain nultitudes.’
Strange fellow, Witnman," Danmmy nused.

"Let well enough al one," Xorialle pleaded.

"If a player is not well up on end ganes,' Mont goneri e quot ed, "he may | ose a gane which
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could be won if he only knew howto end it.'

"Hmm What has chess to do with the present contretenps?" Xorialle said testily. "Never mnd. |
see: You're conceiving this as a variation of the Philador Defense, follow ng a Vienna Opening.
(O

"Precisely—er," Danmy said. "Just give ne a few m nutes alone here, Doc. | prom se not to break
anyt hi ng. "
Xorialle glanced about at the walls covered by vaulted card-file drawers. "I don't know what you

i magi ne you'll acconplish here, Damy," he said in a resigned tone.

"That's right," Montgonerie said. "You don't."

Xorialle |ooked at himintently. "You have your victory, Damry—all that you could ever have hoped
for in your wildest dreans of glory. Now, of course, you'll want to return to the security of the
nest. | urge you sinply to accept your good fortune with glad cries and proceed on your way. Wth
your knowl edge of the | aw, nedicine, psychol ogy, et cetera, you need never know anxiety, want, or
trouble of any kind. Take it and go!"

90
Keith Lattner

"You're in too big a hurry to get rid of ne, Doc."

"See here, l|ad—'ve been thinking," Xorialle blurted. "Way don't | sinmply make you a gift of the
transmuter? Then you can run off a supply of doubl oons, pieces of eight, double eagles, nickels
and di mes, eneralds, rubies, and so on, as required."

"Nice try, Doc. But |I'm not buying."
"I'"ve warned you, Damy. To meddle further here is to condem yourself to certain death.”
"Smarten up, Doc. W've already covered the di sposal business. You can't cover your bet."

"Ah, Danmy, but if you presune too far, you'll feel the full weight of the wath of the Concensus,
whi ch, | assure you, you'll not so easily neutralize as one |one representative far from hone and
getting on in years." The alien seened to stifle a sob of self-pity. "I beseech you! Take all you
want and go. But quickly!"

m goi ng, " Dammy said. "But there are a few details to clear up before | settle down to a*life-
time of pleasure. Through that door, |ead on."

"NO Absolutely not, Danocles! | draw the |ine—
"Wong. I"'mdrawing the lines now Step lively,
Doc. "

The alien dithered for a nonment, then opened the door and proceeded down a dimlit passage, Damry
behi nd him

After traversing well-stocked storage areas, they passed through chanbers packed with softly
hunm ng apparatus on which colored indicator |ights wi nked cheerfully.
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"Better check the infraordinal retrieval syntach,” Damy comented. "It's running .0315 percent
over optimal drain |level."

"To be sure,
affair."

Xorialle nuttered. "I have ny duties to see to, Damry; kindly end this farcica
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"Before | go anywhere," Danmy pointed out, "111 need transportation." He started across the room

"Danpcl es, no!"

Ignoring Xorialle' s expostul ations, Danmy stopped before an unnmarked door, noted its type,
recal | ed the opening code, twi sted the knob right, left, left, right, right, right, left, and
stepped into the roombeyond. It was a |large chanber cut fromthe living stone, its walls and
floor of glazed rock. Mdst of the space was occupied by an oblate spheroid, radially segnmented,
pai nted an eye-searing fluorescent tangerine. In a corner behind it Damy saw a cl ear-plastic
bubble with wheels and rotors that he recognized as the cycler in which he had been brought to
Xorialle' s hideaway.

"Well, now," Danmmy breathed. He wal ked slowly around the twel ve-foot-w de spheroid, discovering
not hing to di stinguish any one aspect fromanother, with the exception of an off-color disc half
an inch in dianmeter in the center of one of the segnents. He paused, then, introspectively
considering the object before him closed his eyes: Three of spades, he said silently.

Vehicle: Intergalactic Mark XXXVU, type 4, style zeeb; capacity: 25 solid nits; velocity
(cruise): .876 lights; armanent nil; retrieval code MB-5; classification FOOB; budget code: class
27 fleem
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yunt; nonexpendable. Oficial Use Only. Penal schedul e V38 applies. Mintenance Code 12-u

"Yep," Damry mused al oud, "lI'mgoing to need first-class transport,"

"I'n that case, |ad, what about a custombuilt Rolls Royce delivered to Chicago," Xorialle
suggested hastily. "Hand-tooled | eather interior, chinchilla rugs, built-in bar—er better yet, a
smal | personal jet! O possibly a hundred-neter diesel yacht, or even a nucl ear-powered sub-
surface craft which also does two hundred miles an hour on | and and cruises nicely at an altitude
of fifty mles—an all-purpose vehicle of remarkable versatility, though | wouldn't venture much
beyond Luna in it—=

"You shoul d have been a secondhand car sal esman,
better is available."

Damy said. "But |'mnot buying while sonething

"Damy! You woul dn't take ny cycler! That's Concensual property."
"Sure. Like me."
"Now, Dammy, you're being unfair! True, | handled you incorrectly, but how could I have known?"

"Don't worry; 1*11 wite you a glowi ng testinonial you can use at your court-martial."

"Danmy! | have it! Suppose | nock up a replica Bugatti Royal e—~you know nostalgia is all the rage

t hese days—a perfect reproduction of the 1930 original (only six were built, you know, all for
heads of state). A Bugatti Royale, | say, perfectly authentic in every detail, but with full class
nine capability, of course. Think of the figure you'll cut cruising dowmn State Street in that."
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"You're still thinking of ne as a Cass Ten prinitive whomyou can distract with shiny baubles.”

Xorialle shot Montgonerie a reproachful |ook. "An erroneous assessnent, as |'ve freely confessed—
but this is the first instance in nmy know edge where a testee has deliberately falsified
evaluation results to mninize his talents.™

"How woul d recent devel opnents nodify the picture?”
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"Class Two Special," Xorialle said pronptly.

" Meani ng?"

"Potential threat to the Galactic Concensus. Ch, not for many nillennia," Xorialle added, "but
Concensual policies look well to the future."

"1 ndi cat ed acti on?"

Xorialle | ooked grave. "You made a serious error in apprising ne of your deception, Danocl es—ef
your true capacities. | could understand, and in a sense admire your ganmbit, if you had allowed ny
original inpression to stand. In that case, your world would have been classified as a val uabl e

t hough m nor source of petty workers and admi nistered accordingly. O course, the error would have
been di scovered in tine, but you' d have enjoyed an additional few centuries of carefree self-
determ nation before the administrative routine got around to the matter of occupation and

devel opnental controls. OF course, it would have neant your personally submitting to di sposal
probably too great a sacrifice to expect of, er, a representative of so young a race.”

"And now?"

"A Class Two Special rating calls for imediate drastic control measures, including popul ation
culling to elimnate undesirable traits such as aggres-
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sion, inagination, initiative, and the like, followed by genetic segregation and redispersa! in
order to breed any specialized types that may be deened desirable. O, alternatively, out-of-hand
pl anetary sterilization."

"Sounds swell," Danmy said of f handedly.

"As you see, there's nothing here of interest to you," Xorialle said quickly, edging toward a
door. "1 suggest we nove along to the transnutation chanber. No doubt you'll want to take along a
few hundred-wei ght of gold, as well as an adequate supply of corundum crystals, suitably col ored
and polished, and—

"No trade goods, thanks,"” Damy said. "I'mnore interested in this thing. Wiat do you call it, the
Magi ¢ Punpki n?"

"Ch, | see, aliterary allusion. Mst apt, ny boy. But you'd find all this dull, deadly dull—=

"I need a range of at least a hundred parsecs in that direction," Danmy expl ai ned, pointing toward
t he wast ebasket in the far corner of the room

"But. . . that's ... the vicinity of Deneb—and Concensual District Headquarters at Trisne."
"Right. And | want to get started right away."

"Danocl es, no! You don't understand Concensual security arrangenments! You'd be blasted to atons
t he nmonent you intruded into Concensual - nan-dated space!”

"Not after you've given nme the recognition codes and cl earance procedures."

"But | can't, ny boy! Those are matters of the highest conceivable classification! To divul ge any
part of such information calls for a nmandatory death sentence, retroactive to birth!"

THE ULTI MAX MAN
95

"Now who's acting out ritual objections?" Damry said
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Xorialle wilted. "You're quite right," he said in a beaten voice. "Death is nothing; many's the
time 1've longed for it; but what would be the use of such a futile gesture? A Resurrection Team
woul d sinply reconstitute ne and put nme on trial for desertion. But pain is quite another story. |
sinmply can't abide it. I'lIl give you the information you request." He sighed. "But, Danocles..."
Xorialle |ooked candidly at his student. "You're nmaking a mistake. | fail to imagi ne what possible
errand you m ght conceive yourself to have Qut There"—he flung out an armin a gesture that
enconpassed the sky beyond the rock walls—but | assure you that only swift extinction awaits the
uni nvited guest."

"OK. Consider ne worried."

"To be sure, ny boy, you' ve mastered nucl ear physics, primtive aerospace engineering, brain

surgery, and other quaint folk arts, but all, alas, wthout evoking the appearance of any of those
serendi pi tous capabilities which | had hoped woul d emerge. You don't dream of the conplexity of
the society into which you so naively assune you'll insinuate yourself unnoticed. Tell me, for

exanpl e, what would you do if confronted suddenly with a raptate of the Triarch of Gee in
dast ani ¢ node?"

"I'd accord it a rictus of category nine, with enbellishnent japt."

"A bit cheeky, | think," Xorialle commented absently. "Wat of this contretenps? A d anorph of
status eight is disconmoded by a rynops while alighting fromthe transorbital vector at point
8076.31 b (minor). What is the indicated action?"
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"An inmmedi ate recall of docunentation fromall vectoral nandal es of phase three and wi der."

"Of course—but | had in mnd your personal on-the-scene response.

"A clace in the nmode of Arfental would suffice, | should imagine," Dammy said nonchalantly. "
nmore concern is the phase-resonance of the vectoral anbit, since | assune ny planchet is at al
times on valid node."

"Danocl es!" Xorialle broke in in agitation. "Howwhen—what could you possibly know of these
matters? This is category ultimate material, available only to functionaries of the Zreeth inpact,
to be overted only under circunstances of class veebl™

"I'f you' U refer to subparagraph 117B3972-H 144, with addenda, | think you'll find the situation
covered," Damry replied coolly.

"Umm But that neans—
"Exactly."
"Nonet hel ess, to invade Consensual space will be fatal."

"So | should just settle down and have fun while waiting to find out if we're to be used as docile
workers or bred for dirty work, if not elimnated conpletely.”

"Such are the realities of the Galactic Concensus, ny boy. After all, as |ateconers on the scene,
you can hardly expect the Universe to conformto your w shes."

"Not good enough, |I'mafraid,"” Dammy said. "That's why | have to do sonething."

"There's nothing you can do, lad," Xorialle said, wagging his head dolefully. "Take ny advice and
settle for overlordship of your own snall planet.”
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"Strange," Mntgonerie said. "A few weeks ago | would have junped at it. Nowit's not good enough
Not nearly good enough. What's the point in playing with toys while the floodwaters are rising al
around ne?"

"Ah, you begin to reap the first fruits of knowl edge. The world is not so sinple as it once was.
The easy answers no | onger apply." Xorialle sighed heavily, gave Danmy a shrewd | ook.

"You've won this hand," he said, "but | still have bargai ning power. Even now | can hel p you—er |
can hi nder you."

"Watch it, Doc. You could get rubbed out for that kind of talk."

"Damy, you wouldn't! You . . . couldn't? You were nerely playing with me, pretending you' d stea
the Mark XXXvi1l."

"Somehow, Doc, | don't think 1'd be happy if |I went back to Chicago and resuned nmy career as a
spotter for Little CGeorge."

"Danocl es, the riches of your world are yours! Wth your know edge, there's no limt to the height
to which you can rise within your own society! You have the equival ent of postdoctoral degrees in
every subject known to your encycl opedists! You ve nastered every art and skill devised by your
peopl e since the invention of the hand axe! The world lies at your feet! You can return hone and
lord it over your forner nasters! Wiy throw it all away?"

"Ch, | dunno. Just hate to be pushed around by a Martian, maybe. Anyway, you'd better recede the
VIMXXXVIH s entry |ock," Damry said. "Use this synbol." He projected a conplex glyph in
Concensual Twelve into his former tutor's consciousness. Xorialle gasped.
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"Incredible,” he said weakly. "I1'Il... I'll have to ask you to repeat; | didn't catch the fourth-
order nuances."

"Never mind," Dammy said. "Clear the coding matrix and |I'Il key it nyself."
"But —what ever for?" Xorialle protested. "You'll nake it nobst inconvenient for ne. You know not hi ng
of the subtleties of its operation: you'd kill yourself if you attenpted—

"Forget it, Doc. You've got a backup on Special Level A, renenber?"
"You know that, too? Then ..."
"Sure, Doc."

"You know, ny boy, in a way | alnpbst w sh you success. For nmany ages now, the status quo has been
the hi ghest aimof Concensual policy. But, | confess, fromtine totine |'ve entertai ned forbidden
dreans, thoughts that intruded thensel ves unbidden into ny m nd—deas of a fresh new wi nd bl ow ng
through the nusty halls of Galactic civilization through doors opened by a young and vital race.

When you Tailed to measure up, | confess to di sappoi ntment, quickly suppressed, of course. As a
Concensual official, what business have | in fostering rebellion? And now, though I know your
effort is dooned, sonmehow ... | feel an excitenent stir. That's a sensation |'ve not experienced

since King Xoser's reign. Perhaps, sonehow+n sone way— Xorialle flopped his arns in a gesture of
resignation. "But |I'mraving. There's nothing you can do. You're going to your death, Danocles*—a
usel ess, unnoticed deat h—unl ess you'll change your mind and stay, to savor what you can of the
carnal pleasures in the remaining twilight years of your race's youth and innocence."
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"One thing puzzles nme, Doc. You've got an al arm system here—an energency backup, just in case. How
come you haven't sent out a squeal to bring a couple carloads of Concensus cops in here to grab
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"Again, my boy, you touch a sensitive point. To be utterly candid, | dare not call for help for
the sinple reason that ny work with you, far frombeing official routine, has been entirely at ny
own initiative, in contravention of the nobst basic inperatives of Concensual policy—a policy I

t hought shortsighted, but the dire utility of which has now been nmade woefully clear to ne."

"Thanks for the tip," Dammy said. "But we're wasting tine."
Si x

The interior of the punpkin-shaped vessel was a featurel ess, no-color, flattened wonb, softly
padded, unador ned.

"This is of course the neutral, rest-state decor," Xorialle pointed out. "You can, naturally,
evoke whatever surroundings suit your fancy." He transnmitted a series of nmental symbols that Dammy
automatically caught, interpreted, coded, and filed for use.

"These are ny personal access gl yphs,
your own."

the alien explained. "You'll no doubt want to substitute

"Naturally," Dammy said absently. Review ng the contents of the manuals he had scanned was, he
reflected, much Iike recalling some once-nenorized but | ong-unrecalled poem The words and
paragraphs fed into his consciousness snmoothly, as if supplied by sone outside agency while he
passi vely observed. It was all there, every detail of information needed to operate the
fantastically conpl ex machi ne that was the Concensual ship. It would not be necessary for himto
ponder each nove, the correct actions would come as automati -
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cally as the noverment of a driver's foot toward the brake pedal when a traffic light turns red.
Xorialle rattled on, supplying tips and bits of advice, which Damy shunted to HOLD for |ater
revi ew.

"But |I'mchattering Iike a nervous bridegroom' Xorialle said. "I surprise nyself with the
enotions generated by this devel opnent. But then, | imagine that these centuries of |ife anbng
your people have had their influence on my mental and enotional processes.”

"I should think you're isolated enough here that such influences would be m nimal,
commrent ed

Mont goneri e

Tve gone out anpbng you nany a tinme, Dammy. |'ve foll owed your progress. | studied the efforts of
the first settlers of North America, as well as the life of the aborigines of Australia, prior to
the first Western contact. The rapidity of your progress has al ways amazed ne, but | never dreaned
that one day one of your nunmber would outfox nme in my own den."

"Don't spread it too thick, Doc," Dammy said, giving his nentor a |lopsided snile. "There were half
a dozen ways you could have stopped ne if you'd really wanted to. There still are."

"Nonsense, " Xorialle snapped. "And now you'd best be on your way, if you really intend to go
through with this mad schene. "

"Correct, Thanks for everything, Xorialle." Damry held out his hand. Wth a show of reluctance,
Xorialle took it.

"Good | uck, ny boy,"' he added over

hi s shoul der.

he said softly, and turned away. "But don't quote nme on that,'

Mont goneri e stepped through the | ock, which
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val ved shut behind him He gl anced around the anorphous room then sumobned up a series of nental
synbols, directing themat sensitive points in the curving hull. There was a nonentary sensati on
of pressure, of vast forces flow ng inpal pably around him He was aware of a great hangar door
opening, of the ship lifting swiftly, noiselessly, without discernible inertial effects—nerely a
vague internal disquiet. He snmoothed away the di scordance and settled hinself on the curving,
padded floor, listening to the whisper in his head as the instrunments reported his rapidly
changi ng position and vel ocity.

Ti me passed snoothly aboard the alien vessel. Tiring of the nonotonous gray cell, Danmy used the
sophi sticated circuitry of the vessel to anplify his own new | earned nmental techniques. He

pi ctured a room he had once seen in a nagazine. A hardwood floor with a rich rug appeared,
vertical walls painted a soft blue-green, a white ceiling with a heavy cornice. Furniture of dull-
shi ni ng mahogany cane into existence, and a row of curtai ned wi ndows beyond which was a pl easant
view of sunny lawns and flowers, all highly convincing.

"Hey, not bad!" he exulted. "It works!"

He found the surroundings soothing for a tine; then he grew bored, summoned up a rustic frontier
cabin setting complete with crackling fireplace, plank table, rifle and powder horn over the door.
That gave place to a dimlit nightclub interior, for which he soon substituted a cheery

nei ghbor hood bar; then he lost interest.

Ti me passed. Dammy paid little attention to it, after making a few swi ft observations of
relativistic
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effects. He spent his time lost in thought, scanning through the vast stores of data Xorialle's
teachi ng devi ces had packed into his brain, nmarveling nost at the incredible story of his race's
long clinmb up front the tidal pools to the noon.

The nmonent canme when it occurred to himto evoke human simul acra, though this taxed the capacities
of the ship's sophisticated visualizer circuitry to the utnost. The conversation of his sinulated
conpani ons was, he discovered, lacking in brilliance.

"Well, Damy," said a stout, bleary-eyed old regular who seemed as nuch a part of the tavern scene
as the end stool where he habitually perched, "where are we at now, hah?"

"We passed Pluto's orbit a few hours ago," Dammy repli ed.

"Ch, yeah? Well, | guess it's about tinme to switch over to, you know, trans-L drive, hah?"
"Anot her few hours."

"Yeah, on account of it gets like bollixed up with the local Gfields and all, hah?"
"Sonething like that."

"How do you know when to sw tch over, Damy?"

"How does a Le Mans driver know how far to turn the wheel ?"

"Yeah, | see watcha nmean. Well, here's |ooking at you, boy."

There was a slim dark girl who sonetinmes dropped in for a |adylike cocktail. Danmy had gently
willed her to join himat his booth, but she denurely sat alone at a small table near the w ndow.

He rose and went over. "Mnd if | join you?"
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"I suppose it's all right."
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He sat, "You live around here?"

She | ooked al nost at him sonehow, he could never quite neet the gaze of the habitues of his dream
bar .

"That's a funny question.”

"Is it?"

"You know | don't live anywhere. |I'mnot really alive. |I'mjust something you i magi ned." She
shivered. "It's very strange. To be alive, and yet—+to knowthat I"'mnot alive, that it's all a
dream "

"I"'ve felt that way nyself. But |'msurprised you know. Anyway, | didn't exactly inagine you. |
just set up the paraneters and keyed the field to produce random consonant phenonmena. | was kind

of surprised when Wody first came in, and the others."
"What does it feel like to be ... God? To have the power to create and destroy?"
"I don't think of it that way. | didn't intend—

"You evoked human personalities, human minds. Wat did you expect? That we'd be holl ow dummi es,
wal ki ng and tal ki ng, but not thinking or feeling?"

"I didn't actually think about it.

"Perhaps," the girl said thoughtfully, "I'mnot really thinking. But if not, |I'm doing sonething
so simlar that it has the sane effect. |'mself-aware—whatever | am | seemto nme to be flesh
and bl ood, but | know |I'm not."

"I wish you wouldn't talk that way. It makes ne unconfortable. | wanted people here for conpany,
not to make ne feel like a nonster."

"What you feel, Damy, is your own business."”

"Do you like being alive?"
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"I don't know. | have nothing to conpare it with."

"How is it you know you're not. , . real?"

"How do you know you are?"

Damy | aughed, not very hunorously. "There's no end to this sort of conversation."

"Or to anything." She smled past his left ear. She had a lovely snmile. Dammy reflected that it
was an instinctive animalistic grinace evolved fromthe prinitive instinct to bare the teeth in
threat; but it was still a lovely smile.

"Knowi ng things," he said, "doesn't change them"”
"I thought it did."

"A heart specialist can understand every twi nge of the cardiac arrest that kills him but it kills
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himjust the sane."”

"But not you, Danmy. You can control your heart. You'll never die of anything as silly as that. O
cancer or arterial disease. Your body will always be at its genetic optinmum And | suppose you can
even change your genes if you want to; then maybe you'd grow taller, and your hair would be thick
and bl ond, and your nuscles woul d bul ge nore, and—=

"That's just it," Damy said. "There's no point once you know you can do it."
"Then what is there?”
"I don't know," Danmy said. "I only acquired know edge, not w sdom"

There was a snall, rat-faced man in racetrack cl othes who sonehow rem nded Montgonerie of
Xorialle. He was, he suspected, an influence | eft behind by the ship's former owner.

"There's a lot riding on this caper, boy," the
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little man said, and his necktie bobbled as he swallowed his drink, his bright, beady eyes on
Damy. "You're playing for high stakes, kid."

"l know. "

"What you got to do, you got to do away with your preconceptions, like. Now, | guess you got sone
mental picture of striding into sone big marble hall where the wise old Galactic Councillors are
hol di ng a board neeting and making a stirring appeal for the people of plucky little Earth.
They' Il admire the way you spit in their eye, and fix you up with whatever you want. But what do
you want ?"

"I want themto keep their hands and other grasping nmenbers off the Earth."
"What about the rest of the solar systen? Mars and all ?"
"That, too."

"And maybe you better throw in the next nearest couple stars, so's we have sonepl ace to explore
wi t hout running into their old beer cans."

"The whol e vol une of space," Damry agreed.

"Maybe you better define volune. Anyway, why should they?"

"Nobody has the right to interfere with man."

The little man squinted his eyes, his gargoyle nouth curving crookedly.

"Have you—er maybe | ought to say 'we' just for atnosphere—got any right to interfere with the
ants, say? O to stick our noses into what the dol phins are up to?"

"W have intelligence," Danmy said. "That gives us certain rights."
"I''"'mnot arguing with you, kid. But naybe those
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boys out there got nore intelligence than you do. Wat kind of right does that give 'enP"

"Not the right to kill us or enslave us."
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"Have you got the right to kill rats?"
"I think so."

" Opi ni ons, opinions."
"I want," Damry said slowy, "the human race to have the opportunity to becone whatever we have in
us to becone."

My ?"

"Because it's our destiny. W have a tacit contract with the Universe that we can have all of it
we can take for ourselves."

The little man snickered and turned away.

"I'"'mnot saying it very well," Damy said. "Maybe we don't have any rights. Miybe all we have is
what the first Iife had that crawl ed out of the sea: an urge that we nmust follow, no matter what."

"Yeah—but that won't nmake the rest of the Galaxy go away, kid. They were building starships better
than this one when the first cell replicated on Earth. They're there. They're what the Universe is
like. It's a fact. They have their plans, too—plans that don't call for one cocky little tribe of
hai rl ess nonkeys to stanp their feet too loud. They ain't going to go away just because you want
roomto swi ng your arns and yell."

"Then I'1l have to nake them give us room—whether they like it or not."

" How?"

"I don't know. "

"Rots o' ruck, kid."

The tinme canme to shift over to the radiation drive. Damry could have witten a conplete and
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lucid text describing its theory, design, construction, and operation; but still he didn't
understand it. Force fields were created which enpl oyed the substruct agai nst which the velocity
of light was nmeasured, as a mediumwi thin which energi es were channeled and directed. The nateria
substance that was the vessel, being an alien intrusion into that substruct, was subjected to
forces attenpting to expel it. It fell along the lines of channeled energy. It crossed space in a
time that was a fraction of that required for the propagati on of el ectromagnetic radiation

The little ship rushed outward—er, depending on one's frane of reference, it evolved serially
along the tine-space track. The nearer stars dropped astern. New suns waxed gi gantic and dw ndl ed
again. Fromtime to tinme Damy caused the ship to becone transparent to visible light, and then he
rushed through space—er hung unnmoving in the mdst of inmmensity—naked to the Universe. A portion
of his brain netered the passage of tinme in accordance with a dozen schenes of simultaneity; but
consci ously he had ceased to adhere to the now neaningl ess tenporal structure. Events were: they
existed in certain relationships to each other. And the events were those of the m nd. There was

not hi ng el se.
Until the moment came when he encountered alien intelligence.

It was as though the boundless, lightless, crystalline sphere that was Mntgonerie's extended
awareness field had been suddenly pierced by a |lance of energy. Succeeding walls of nental
sensitivity crashed down; his mind-field shrank back in on
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itself, contracting to greater and greater density as he strove autonmatically to conme to grips
with the invading thrust, analyze it, counter it, halt it. ... But it smashed renvorselessly

i nward, striking down through Dammy's suddenly flimsy defenses to confront himbaldly, a living,
coruscating presence of tightly bound mndstuff, its surface awrithe with alien ness, holding him
fast, probing for information

The interrogation, a renote segnent of Damy's m nd noted dispassionately, required a fraction of
a second—even after the inquiring intellect had di scovered the necessity of "speaking" slowy and
distinctly to its find.

What are you?

Danocl es Montgoneri e, human, Sol Three. Wio are you?

Ref erence unknown. Aut horization synbol ?

None.

Status?

None—except that of a free intelligence

A neani ngl ess noise. Rationale for your presence in this sector?

I'"mgoing to London to see the queen

A meani ngl ess noi se of peculiar form(classify and investigate). Privilege citation?
None.

(A rapid interchange between the interrogating presence and another, too rapid for Dammy to
foll ow)

A use exists for you. Conformto standard mode——A synbol followed.)

As the interrogation had proceeded, Dammy had cautiously traced the stranger's voice to its
source. He net opacity, probed, found a point of entry, thrust carefull y—
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Stunni ng pain, a bonbardment of silent noise that overloaded his receptors, sent himreeling
backward, dazed and di sori ented.

None of that! Behave like a civilized entity or youtt be dispatched at once. Conformto the
specified transfer node as ordered!

Damy gat hered his forces and struck suddenly at the probe at its point of contact. For an instant
he was free, the pressure gone. He hurled coded inpul ses at the energy cores within the walls of
his ship, felt wenching pressures as it reacted, sensed tinme-space spinning past at a dizzying
rat e—

.it and hold it! The attacking mnd s conmand bl asted t hrough his defenses. Forces clanped
down on him blanketing, snothering. He was aware of rapid shifts and realignnments of stress
patterns within his mind, of nental bul kheads sl anmi ng shut. Then bl ackness cl osed down, and ahl
t hought ceased.

Danocl es Montgoneri e awoke slowy, swiming up through nmultiple |ayers of awareness until he
surfaced at a level of immediate pain, chill, disconfort. For a nmoment he clung to a fading
recol l ection of the multiordinal infinitude through which he had just passed; then the conpl ex
abstracti on broke, becane fading w sps of thought-flavor, and was gone.
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He lay on a snmooth, slightly curving surface with the feel of a dense plastic. There were walls
set at angles of no discernible significance, a high ceiling, dimlight which emanated from
nowher e.

Six feet fromhim sonething—he sensed at once that it was a living creature—tay folded in an
inert heap. A faint, uneven hissing cane fromit |ike
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steam escaping froma faulty valve. Its nubbly-textured hide quivered and twitched mnutely. There
was no identifiable head or tail. Damry sniffed, detected an odor that rem nded himof fresh-cut
weeds.

He got to his feet. H's body seenmed abnornmally heavy and clunmsy. He ached all over; his head felt
curiously hollow, there was a high-pitched, wavering singing in his ears. He felt bad, very bad.
But not hing was broken. He was still alive, his heart beat, he breathed. These were the thoughts
that ran through his mnd conpul sively, repetitively, as he explored the curious chanber in which
he appeared to be seal ed. Nowhere in the walls, floor, or ceiling did any sign of an exit appear.
There were no plunbing facilities, no furnishings. Just hinmself and-whatever it was.

Damy sat down and | eaned against the wall. Hs nmind felt strangely nunmb. It seened as if a very
long time had passed since last he had felt the necessity for thinking. He renenbered certain
events: Xorialle, the punpkin ship, the girl with the sad, sweet snile

The shattering assault of the alien mnd.

After that, everything ended. Everything before seened renpte, academ c, of no inportance.
Aft erwar ds—there was only now.

"1'"m Danmy Montgonerie,"” he said aloud. His voice sounded muffled, as if he were speaking into a
bl anket. He thought of repeating the statenent, but it was too nuch trouble. There was no point in
it. It was easier to wait.

"No, danmit!" he said aloud, and struggled to his feet again. It was hard work. He felt as though
his interior were packed with wet towels, Ilinmp and
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i npossi bly heavy. Braced against the slanted wall, he probed at the material of which the
surroundi ng surfaces were conposed. H s nental inpulses bounced back as froma nmirror. He searched
for a seamin the unbroken shell around him found none. He was as isolated as if buried at the
heart of a dead pl anet.

The creature lying folded on the floor groaned—a long sighing groan. It stirred, quivered,
unf ol ded.

CGossaner, iridescent wings, in every color of the spectrum erected thenselves |ike a gaudy tent,
fanni ng out, spreading ten, fifteen feet w de, uncovering a small body, partially Chinese-

| acquered in gold and scarlet and blue, partly clothed in black velvet. A face of the conplexity
of a bee's |ooked at him

"You're a noisy fellow, aren't you?" a light, clear voice said. Damy heard the voice, understood
the words. At the sane tine, he realized that on another level of interpretation, the creature had
uttered only a single nmellow tone, like a plucked cello string. He recognized it as a dial ect of
Concensual Ni ne.

"Sorry," Dammy nuttered. He felt the clunsiness of his nouth as it shaped the word. He tried
again, heard hinself nake a sharp, harsh sound.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...Keith%20Laumer%20-%20The%20Ultimax%20Man.txt (55 of 111) [2/4/2004 11:30:17 PM]



file://ID)/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/K eith%20L aumer%20-%20The%20U1timax%20M an.txt

The creature quivered its wings. "Not so loud, please!" Damy stared at its face, trying to
identify which of the jewellike beads of color or glints of facets were its eyes. For sone reason
it seemed inportant to look into his cellmte's eyes when he spoke to it.

"Sorry,
struck.

Damry said again, making an effort to speak softly. The wi nged creature crouched as if
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"I have a suggestion, if you don't nind: whisper.”

"What is this place?" Dammy buzzed, realizing suddenly that he, too, was now speaki ng Concensua
Ni ne.

"Better. Much better. I'mgrateful. So many entities one encounters have no conception of a
pol yordi nal value system | predict that we'll get on very well. \Were do you cone fronf"

"EBarth." Dammy anplified his reply with a swift inmagery of the solar system then of the entire
gal actic sector, showing Sol in relation to Centaurus, Barnard's Star, WIf 359, the Luyten
Sirius, and Ross systens, Epsilon Eridani, the Cygni, and the Procyons.

"Ch. Um OQut there, eh? Rather renote area. Wasn't aware of Concensual penetration so far out.
Still, one is always recordi ng new data, eh?" This was the way Danmy interpreted the other's
sounds, even as he listened to the short burst of speedtal k. The underlying assunptions and bi ases
of the alien creature seened to express thenselves in famliar, Terrestrial terns—an act of
interpretation on his own part, Dammy realized, a bucolicism on a par with an Arerican G's
pronunci ati on of foreign words as their nearest English honophones: donkey shine, three beans.

"You didn't answer my question," Dammy said.

"Yes. Well, rather awkward, you know, attenpting to match a spatial identity concept to a dynamc
| ocus. But | suppose one could state that we're occupying a vital support transfer encapsule. Is
that the sort of abstraction you had in m nd?"

"Where are we goi ng?"
"No data."

"You're a prisoner?"
116
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"l see you have a need to verbalize concepts before they can be fully integrated into your status
gestalt. Curious. But to each kind its foibles, |I always say. Yes, |I'ma prisoner."

"Who' s our captor?"

"A minor trade-route official, | gather, a Vocile Napt. My contact with himwas brief and
unpl easant. It seens he's in need of cheap |abor to replace certain attritional |osses."

"What ki nd of |abor?"

"The usual, | suppose. Assimilation, collation, abstraction, discretion and val ue judgnent
specialists—all that sort of thing. There's a chronic shortage of conputational capacity in the
subori gi nal category, as you doubtl ess know—

"I don't know anything. Wat's your nanme?"
"Eh?"

Damy strove to comuni cate the concept of an
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i dentifying ego synbol .

"Curious," the winged alien commented. "Mst curious. | am nyself-who el se? And yet, | see that
your need to attach a non-uni que nonmenclature to a uni que phenonmenon i s nonethel ess real for being
redundant. That being the case you may think of me as ... Floss."

"Al'l right, Floss—how do we escape?"

Danmy received a nmonmentary inpression of nmental blankness, followed by an anorphous enotiona
i mpact of surprising weight.

"Escape?" Floss echoed, with overtones that Dammy interpreted as shocked wonder. "To renove
ourselves by an act of volition fromthe conpul sions inposed by Concensual authority? An
ast oni shi ng concept. Can you be serious?"
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"l"ve got things to do and places to go," Damy said. "I don't have tinme to be anybody's slave."

"You have a directness of thought which shatters my conposure," Floss said. "Have you no reverence
for tradition, no respect for the establishment, no fear of consequences?"

"Not a bit," Danmy said.

"Amazing," Floss conmented. "Utterly inpossible, wildly inpractical, and foredoonmed to failure—
but still amazing and curiously exciting."

"How much do you know about this place?" Danmmy asked. "How do they feed us? How did we get inside?
What ' s out si de? How many guards? How | ong before we reach wherever we're headed? Any weapons
aboar d? What —

"Wait, wait!" Floss cried, and folded his gossamer wings to half-nast. "One concept at a tinme.
Escape. Escape! Is it really possible to consider such a thing?"

"Anything's possible," Danmy said. "The rest is details."

Preci sely four hours, nineteen mnutes, and twel ve seconds, Earth rest tine, after he had first
awakened in the alien prison-ship—so Damy's internal clock advised him-an iris dilated at one
side of the featurel ess chanber, and two four-inch alum num surfaced spheres popped through. Dammy
| ashed out at once with a tracer inmpulse, had time to sense the existence of a network of auto-
nomc circuitry linking a multitude of |ife-support, navigation, and drive devices to a centra
power core before the opening scythed shut, cutting off his probe as if by a guillotine.
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"Not hi ng can be that inpervious," Damry said, driving a shaped inpulse at the wall with all the
force at his command. It was nuch like aimng a two-cell flashlight at a brick wall

"You're an astonishing creature,” Floss said. "The shielding isn't inpervious, of course; as you
rightly sense, that's a physical nonsense-concept. But it is a highly effective reflector. Still,"
the alien added, "I see you gleaned a certain amount of information before the sphincter closed.
Rat her clever, that. You do nove quickly, if in surprising ways. Tell me nore about this hone
worl d of yours, Danpcles. How long has it been since it was incorporated into the Concensus?"

"I't wasn't. And it never will be."

Fl oss found this statenent as remarkable as all of Mntgonmerie's other comments. He asked
questions. Dammy answered tersely.
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"Unheard of," the alien said when he had exhausted his inventory of questions. "Awld world, a
free-growi ng organi smoutside the structure of Concensual organization! Fascinating!"

"As | understand it," Dammy said, "the Galaxy is full of independent worlds—until your Concensus
finds them Then it gobbles themup, stanps the inhabitants into nolds, throws away what won't
fit, and goes on—+tike a steanroller building a road through an ant col ony."

"The di scovery of a new species—particularly a nentational species—+s not a comobn occurrence. And
of course the standard procedure is to classify any such organi sms and put themto use, thus
avoi di ng waste. The idea of a primtive life-formactually taking the initiative, seizing a ship
froma Concensual officer, and, wonder of wonders, pene-
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trating Concensual space—well, you'll have to excuse ne, old fellow, it's alnost too rmuch to
assimlate. ™

"Doesn't anybody fight back?"

"It isn't actually a question of fighting back, in the sense that | perceive you nean. There's no
choice offered in the matter—any nore than a domestic beast such as | see in your nmenory has any
voice inits fete. It finds itself alive, it does what conmes naturally to it, it's harvested one
day wi thout warning or conprehension. So it is with the sinple peoples gathered in by the long arm
of the Concensus."

"Does that program satisfy you?"

"You have a knack for the disconcerting question. Satisfy? Wat constitutes satisfaction? Had

infinite control over matter, tine, and energy, |'d rearrange affairs in a different

configuration, of course. But what configuration? Let us suppose | were troubled with hunger; |'d
satisfy that hunger with nourishment—er would |I? Wiy not dispense with the need for food instead?
If | |lacked conpani ons, the approval of ny fellows, why then—+'d surround nyself with friends and

render them properly appreciative of ny achi evenents. But if | have the power to engender
appreci ation, why bother with the achi evenents?"

"That's too conplicated for me," Damy said. "Let's stick to what we know that we're |ocked in
and we want to get out. That's a straightforward question with a specific answer."

"To get out, you say. My thoughts |leap forward to speculations as to a subsequent course of
action. What role awaits an escaped chattel ? What niche
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can such a one hope to carve in the tenporal flux?"

"One thing at a tine, Floss. How nmuch do you know about this capsule we're seal ed inside of?"
"Little enough. Oh, |I've used sinilar ones, of course, but never queried their structure."
"What's it rmade of ?"

"Agai n, your questions inply a nost baroque bias, a structure of underlying assunptions of

outl andi sh character. Still, 1'lIl attenpt to enter into your spirit. 'Mude of,' you say? Not ' of
what energy pattern is it conposed!' Made. Wiat can be made can be unmade, you inply. And—per haps
you're right, Danmy! Wiy not? Wy not?"

"The spheres that popped through the iris,"” Danmy tried another tack, "what are they?"
"Nourishnment. | wondered why you hadn't consuned yours."

Damy | ooked across the roomat the two gl obes |ying where they had fallen. One, he saw, had | ost
its pearly iridescence.
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"I thought | had the Universe by the tail," he said sadly, "because | knew the native handicrafts
and had even | earned sone of the things a mind is for. And I wind up in a dog pound where the
keepers assunme the strays can teleport food froma seal ed container into their stonachs." Damy
paused. "Wich raises the question: why didn't they teleport the stuff through the wall? Wy a
physi cal openi ng?"

"You're making a fal se assunption, Dammy," Floss said. "There are no keepers. This vehicle is
unmanned. "

"Now we' re getting sonewhere. No crew, eh?
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Just you and ne and the walls. What's outside this roon? Can we stay alive there?"
"Vacuum radiations of various sorts, the stressed-space field itsel f—

"What steers the ship? Wiere is it going? Wat kind of power?"

"The capsul e was coded for sone destination; naturally, it goes there—=

" How?"

"Way, how could it do otherw se?"

"We have a communi cations problem" Damy said. "You assunme too nuch, accept too nuch, don't ask
enough questions. Maybe |'m maki ng the opposite mistake. Stop and think: it could do otherwi se if
it mal functioned."

"Ml function,” Floss nused. "Another of your outre concepts: a device designed for a function
felling to performthat function, perform ng instead, perhaps, some other function—er no function
at all. wonderful! Danmy, already you' ve injected nore novelty into ny existence than | had ever
hoped to encounter in a full span!"

"You have a lot of fun with ny questions,” Dammy pointed out, "but you don't answer them™

"dancing into your mind for a parallel," Floss said, "it's as though soneone asked you, 'Wat if
the sky fell? How far is up? Wiy don't hens give birth to kittens?' Still, your point is wel
taken. 1'll not attenpt to fit your queries into the pattern of ny own rationale; 1'Il merely
supply data, and youll conpute fromthemin your own way—and we'll see what results! Now, as to

your queries ..
Fl oss expl ained that the capsule was a shaped energy vessel; that it drewits power fromthe
122
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tensions existing in the fabric of space-tinme; that its destination had been encoded inits
structure at the instant of its fornulation, as nuch a part of it as was a living cell's genetic
makeup.

"Mut ati ons happen." Dammy extended the anal ogy. "Genes can be nodified."
"But there nust be access to the plasm Here, there is none."
"When will the valve open for another feeding?"

Fl oss communi cated an el apsed-tirne concept. Dammy interpreted it as twenty-one hours and four
nm nut es.

"What about waste di sposal ?"
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Thi s was anot her question which amazed and appal |l ed the alien. Anmong known nentational races, it
appear ed, such biological inefficiency as a requirenent for casting off unusable nolecul es did not

exi st.

"Good," Damy said. "That nmakes the thing that | ocked me up not quite so infallible. He, she, or
it overl ooked sonething. Maybe it overlooked sonething else. Are there any other openings in the
wal | s?"

"The valve, as you call it, is not precisely an opening," Floss corrected. "It represents a
noebi an di scontinuity in the force field—=

"Skip that part,"” Damry said, "unless it's going to help us take over the ship. I'Il go on
thinking of it as an opening."

"There is no other opening."
"I saw sone of the circuitry," Dammy said
"Take a | ook."

The touch of Floss's nind in his was as light as the brushing of a faint breeze over grass. By
conpari son, Damy realized, his own nental probes
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were clumsy, insensitive blunderings. Swiftly Floss scanned the patterns in Danmy's nind,
i ndi cated a maj or nexus point.

"A random pul se initiated here should have a highly disruptive effect on the function gestalt," he
sai d.

"What if it isn't a random pul se? Wiy not redesign the gestalt and feed in a shaped pul se that
will reroute the capsul e?"

"l suppose it mght be possible, assum ng we can strike quickly enough, with precisely the correct
vect or —

"W can design the pulse we want. And if the two of us link together, push at the sane tinme—=

"Damy, |'mbeginning to think it mght work! A slight reorientation here ... a nodification of
the pressure pattern there ..." Wth deft touches, Floss pointed out to Damy the sequence-form of
the necessary recedi ng pul se.

"If we should succeed in assuning control," he said, "it will be a purely synbolic act, of course.
The Authority will not permit us to exist as randomfactors in the Concensual status quo. But the
satisfaction of the act is in itself sufficient reward."

"I disagree," Danmy said. "But we can take that up after we're free. What destination are we
changi ng to?"

"We' || nerely disrupt programm ng and set the capsule on a random course; does it natter?"
"Where do you come from Floss?"

"A minor world of a minor sun, just as you, Damry. Wy?"

"Why not go there?"

"Go back again to Al mone?" Dammy caught a hint of the wave of alien nostalgia that the thought
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of his birthplace had evoked in Floss: kal ei doscopic i nages of green sunlight on broad yell ow
meadows, forests of mauve trees casting magenta shadows, great wi ngs spread in ivory moonlight.

"To go back again," Floss repeated. "To see once nore the place of ny beginnings, perhaps to
reweave the fabric of nmy destiny in a new, nore fulfilling pattern—but this is fantasy, of course.
The Gal axy is so i mreasurably vast, Damy—

"We can try," Montgonerie said.

"I can well believe that you conme froma race of wild beings, unbroken to civilization," Floss
sai d. "You voice conceptualizations that cut across half a star age of convention. A part of mny
mnd bids nme recoil in horror fromthe chaos inplicit in your existence; but another part that
chafes under the restraints of life reaches out to link with you in your folly."

"Good," Dammy said. "Let's mmke our preparations.”

Ti me, Dammy had noticed, passed at unpredictable rates when his mnd was fully occupi ed.
Conput ati ons that would have required hours in the days prior to his training could now be
acconplished in less than a second, but when he turned all his attention to a conpl ex problem
imersing hinself fully inits ramfications, tracing out nmultiple lines of hypothesis to their
conclusions and integrating the latter, postulating new paraneters and reconputing, hours woul d
spi n by unnoti ced.

When he and Fl oss had conpleted their analysis of Damy's split-second glinpse of the capsule's
circuitry and had prepared their counterstroke, Damy canme back to full awareness of his surround-
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ings to realize that he was exhausted, and that only two hours remai ned before they woul d nmake
their attenpt. He stretched out on the resilient floor and blanked his mnd for sleep

What are you doi ng? Floss's query cane into his thoughts.

Sl eepi ng. Probably a primtive habit you' ve done away with |long ago. But you shouldn't have. You
don't know what you're m ssing.

Wait! | feel you slipping anay—
I'"l'l be back. Have to sleep now Tired

"Damy!" The alien's shout shocked Montgonerie awake. He sat up. Floss hovered in the air, his
wi ngs spread, quivering. Light froman obscure source shimered in their gossamer texture.

"Way do you have wings?" Dammy inquired. "They look fragile. | have a nuch easier method." He
assuned the levitational node and rose easily fromthe floor. At first, great effort was required
to hold hinmself aloft; but it quickly becane easier. He darted around the strangely shaped room
swoopi ng past Floss, who recoiled, fluttering his wings. The walls, Damy saw, were nore conpl ex
than he had thought. Instead of being sealed at the corners, they overlapped like the flies of a
stage setting, with a space between them wi de enough to slip through. Damry eased past, found
hinself in a crooked passage. Fresh air blewin his face. He pressed on, Floss's cries grow ng
fainter behind him following the many twi sts and turns of the route. Now |ight gl owed ahead. He
brushed past a hanging curtain of vari-colored beads and was on a high terrace, col onnaded, open
to the sky. Below, a |agoon of unearthly beauty was cl ot hed
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in norning mist. Far away, islands seened to drift, half-seen in the fog. Tinkling mnusic that
seemed to speak of enchanted forests came from some invisible source. Under Damy's feet (he was
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wal ki ng now) marble slabs were cool with the slunbrous chill of the deep earth.

He went forward to the balustrade that edged the terrace. Acliff fell away sheer below himto a
curve of white surf coiling at the edge of the blue sea. Far above, small white clouds rode |like
fragments of an unattainabl e | andscape, islands in a nagic sea. The vast, clean enptiness beckoned
to him He stepped to the curving, carved stone parapet, |eaned forward, waiting for the pressure
of the wind to bear himup

He was falling, heavy as stone, paralyzed, not able to nobve, not even able to scream He
struggl ed, managed a groaning cry.

Fl oss was beside him his folded wings streaning in the wind. He reached out with arns as thin as
twigs, as wiry as vines, gripped Dammy, spreading his vanes against the rush of air. He saw the
glory-colored pinions stiffen, their delicate nenbranes stretched taut, and felt his headl ong fal
slow. Then the ribs buckled, the tapestry shredded, whipped in tatters in the wind. Enfolded in
the pol ychrone shroud, they fell together in darkness, amd a great rushing that rose to a roaring
like the cataract of N agara.

Wth a suprene effort, Mntgonerie ripped free of the entangling fabric, twisted to assunme the
flying node—face down, arns and | egs outflung, head back—and willed hinself to soar

| mpact shocked hi mw de awake. He was |ying face down, his back arched, his arnms and | egs
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straining outward. For an instant he waited for the overwhel mi ng pain of destruction to sweep over
him Then he becanme aware of Floss's voice calling his nane. He croaked a reply, rolled over, sat

up.
"Danmy! What happened! How . . . ?"
"Must have had a nightrmare,"” Mntgonerie said. Slowy, the dream visions faded.

"I was with you," Floss said, and there was awe in his voice. "You took me with you into a
stranger land than any |I've ever known. It was a world you made with your mnd, and though | knew
that, it bound ne as straitly as any fourth-order continuum”

"Sorry," Danmmy said. "It was involuntary, you know "

"You frighten me, Damy," Floss said. "I |ooked into your mnd and saw deeps beyond all neasure;
and you roaned there, making and destroying Universes |ike an insane CGod."

"I't was just a dream™

"I should turn away," Floss said. "Sonething there is in you untramel | ed and wi thout discipline,
energetic with a wild force the Universe has never known. You frighten me—and at the sane tine you
gi ve ne hope."

"Don't go nystical on ne," Danmy said. "I'mnot responsible for ny subconscious."

"Therein lies the danger, and al so the hope. In the beginning | regarded you with a tol erant
amusenent, as a novelty, an outre diversion to lend a note of variety to ny foreordai ned fate.
Now—+ am amused no | onger. Geat forces stir in Cosnos, Dammy, and through your strange nind
caught a glinpse of them | amrepelled and attracted. |
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see how small ny grasp of nultiordinal reality truly is, what a petty role intelligence has
pl ayed. When you spoke first of escape, | quaked at the enormty of challenging the petty order of
things. Now | see that the Concensus is but the scumon the pond of reality and that a great ocean
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lies beyond. | fear it—but | would sail it, even to ny doom"
"Good," Dammy said. "Get ready; the valve will open in four seconds."

He triggered the nental signal that readied the prearranged attack pattern, felt Floss's delicate
yet powerful mind-field nerge with his. There was a shifting of forces, a turning and
reorientation of energies in the immterial shell that surrounded them An aperture appeared;

toget her they struck, expanded to occupy and becone identical with the web of force lines that

were the essential stuff of their prison; with swift, precise thrusts they realigned the tension
matri x, reset coordinates, redirected the contrapuntal flows of field energy. Reality shifted
franes of reference; there was a sliding of intangible interlocking planes, a neshing of great non-
mat eri al gears. Sonmehow, things were . . . different. Floss fluttered his w ngs excitedly.

"You seemto have found a plane of perneability anong the energy lanminars,"” he said in a tone of
ast oni shment. "Pause a nonment that | nmay assimlate the concept on a mat hematical basis.”

"SIl ow down, " Dammy said. "You' re getting ahead of nme. You noticed that | unlocked the stress
i nterl ocks, which would, of course, bring the endo-cosminto identity with the exocosm and—what
are we waiting for? Let's get out of here!"

"WIIl you acconpany ne to Al nmione? O had
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best not attenpt ... ? It is indeed a fragile and tentative conceptualization you have offered,
strange being."

"If it works, use it," Dammy suggested.

"Damy! Again you astound ne. Your |logic has the stark beauty of Pam ndore's theorem But |et us
begin. ™

"Cke," Damry muttered aloud, feeling the curious withing of his face and tongue even as the
syllable roared and reverberated in the enclosing space. Floss cringed, drew his w ngs close.
Damy shut his eyes, felt out for firmfooting ahead. The clinging muck dragged at his extended

l eg, but he forced it, probed—and found purchase. Wth a great effort, aided by a firmgrip on a
thorny hangi ng vine, he lunged again, gained the respite of a spongy hummock, and | ooked back for
his conmpanion. In the gloomthat was perpetual even here at the edge of the great mi asnic swanp,
the frail figure was barely visible.

"You OK?" Dammy called softly.

"Damy, |'m stuck," the whisper cane back, vibrant with suppressed panic. Dammy used his sheath
knife to hack away the entangling vines, |abored to the alien's side. The hot, wet air seened as
heavy as a soaked bl anket.

"Come on," he urged. "It's not so far." He grasped the | ean hand of Floss and |led himacross to
the firm patch he had found. Nearby, sonething uttered a harsh squawk and nmade spl ashi ng sounds.
Fl oss clung to Damy.

"Perhaps we'd better go back," he quavered.

"Just as far around the Universe one way as another,’'
Subj ecti ve hours passed. Danmy was suddenly

Damry poi nted out, and pushed ahead.
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aware of fatigue and the pain of innunerable thorn scratches. Poor Floss struggled ganely behind
him uttering faint cries fromtinme to tine. Repeatedly Damry had gone back to extricate the
fragile creature frommud or vines or a barrier of interlocking twigs. At last firm ground
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appeared ahead, dinmy visible by the light of a small, pale moon—a rising slope of featurel ess
gray. Dammy managed the | ast few yards and fell face down, exhausted. It was odd, he reflected,
how simlar was the surface on which he lay to the floor of the prison capsule. He opened his
eyes, saw the famliar walls around him Floss crouched nearby, groonm ng his w ngs.

"What — Dammy started. "How-after all those hours—er days?" Floss seemed unconcer ned.
"Incredibly," Floss remarked a nonent later, "I believe we have achi eved success."

Life in the prison cell was in no way different after the takeover. There was no sensation of
nmovenent, no indication of passing tinme other than the periodic delivery of nourishnment and the
concomni tant expul sion of wastes—a matter with which Montgonerie had dealt by the sinple expedient
of telekinesis into the enptied capsul es, which he then expelled into the surroundi ng nedium the
nature of which remained indefinable in terns of any of the sciences of Earth.

The passage to the original destination m ght have required several nonths of subjective tinme;

Fl oss, being unsure of the intended course, could be no nore specific than this. The trip to

Al mione, he estimated, mght take a nonth, in Earthly terns. The concepts of velocity and distance
being relative, no closer calculation could be made in the
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absence of nore data. And there was a possibility, he rem nded Danmy, that they would never arrive
at all.

“In fact," he pointed out "we nmay be standing perfectly still, relativistically speaking. Qur
meddl i ng may have negated both the spatial and tenporal transposition torsions, |eaving us
stranded high and dry on a null space-tine stratum where we may remain forever."

Damy proposed that efforts be made to extend sone external awareness node to assess the nature of
the capsule's relationship to the exocosm but Floss di ssuaded him

"An attenpt to nonitor our progress mght interfere with the phenonenon we seek to examine. Let's
I et well enough al one."

Danmy was forced to agree. Tinme passed slowy. He spent |arge segnents of it exploring the new
data in his mnd, but eventually this palled. It was much like reciting the nultiplication tables,
he found. The data were there when needed; but the need for the findings of petty disciplines
evolved in the narrow context of a geocentric science were, it was obvious now, sharply linited.

"I cantie flies, drawwire, tan leather, and repair electronic mcroscopes," he nused.

"Enpl oynent want ed. Reasonable rates. Al work guaranteed."

"Don't grieve that your folkways are of limted utility," Floss consoled him "W all learn that

| esson. You'll find the basic nentational patterns adaptable to new situations. Be patient, Dammy.
When we reach Al mione you'll doubtless find diversion in nmastering the technique of |ife anong an

alien, though | trust not inimical, species."
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Damy tried, with limted success, to sumon up the phantom figures who had kept conpany aboard
Xorialle's versatile vessel. He was able to i nduce hypnogogi ¢ hal | uci nati ons of renarkabl e
verisimlitude, but they seened no nore real to himthan so many |ine drawi ngs. He soon becane
bored with the pastime. Floss |apsed for long periods into a comatose state from which he coul d be
roused easily enough by a telepathic call; but the alien seenmed little interested in conversation
for the sake of conversation. He resisted Montgonerie's suggestion that he tell himof his

honel and.

"Soon you will see it, Danmmy. O, alternatively, you will not see it. In the latter case,
know edge of it will be of no value; in the former, your own personal inpressions will be nore
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accurate than ny verbalizations and depictions."

So tinme passed. Dammy sl ept —keeping a segnent of his mnd al oof fromuncontrolled dreani ng, and
waking in time to prevent another disturbing incident. He scanned literature, bringing buried
material into the forefront of consciousness, evaluating it, assimlating it into his world
picture. He practiced his newfound abilities, perforn ng acrobatics, doing nental conputations,
reviewing his own past in detail. The latter experinent depressed him and he discontinued it.

"Even without what happened to ne/' he told Floss, "I could have done so nuch nore than | ever
attenpted. The story of nmy life is a running account of |ost opportunities, nissed chances, unmnet
chal | enges. There wasn't a day in ny life that | couldn't nave experi enced sonething worthwhile.
But | didn't. Any progress | made was random with alnpobst every instinct warring agai nst a feeble
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flicker of curiosity. 1 had anbitions—but they were anbitions within a framework of the trivial
My idea of self-inprovement was buyi ng—er stealing—a fancier car. My conception of progress was
wearing flashier clothes. | had youth, health, a good brain; there was nothing | coul dn't have

done within the scope of the world as | knewit. | could have been king of the planet, a great

scientist, an artist, anything—er all of them"

"And a fish could swi mout of the net—+f he understood the nature of the net and of his own
capabilities. But he doesn't. And neither did you. Now you know nore. Not nuch, true—but nore.
Per haps sonmeday you'll begin to learn sone truly valuable relationships. It is a thing to hope
for."

"1 thought | was a genius,” Damy said. "Wien | took over from Xorialle and made ny decision to
conme out here, | thought the Universe was ny oyster."”

"You'll learn, Damy," Floss said, and sank back into his dreanl ess sleep

And on the ninety-fourth day after their attenpt, the capsule, w thout warning, w nked out of
exi stence, |eaving Danmy and Fl oss sprawl ed on soft violet grass beside a scarlet |ake.

Seven

"It's not like I thought it would be," Dammy said. "Nothing's the way | thought it would be." He
and Fl oss rested on a spongy dais of living noss under a canopy of broad blue | eaves beside a
curiously shaped structure which the alien assured his guest was a dwel ling bel onging to whonever
chose to use it.

"And at home, in your own place, Danmy, did everything accord with your expectations?"
"No, but that was different."
"That, too, eh?"

"I can breathe the air," Damy said tonelessly. "The gravity is about right, maybe six and a hal f
percent light. There's no lethal radiation fromthe star, no instantly deadly di seases. | don't
believe in coincidences like that."

"No coi nci dence," Floss assured him "Qur captors could not have placed us together in an
environnent inimcal to either of us; thus ny world is safe for you. As for diseases, | see the
concept in your mind, but no such parasitic life-formhas existed in a civilized world for ages
uncounted. "

"1 thought a spaceship would be a destroyer-
136
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sized rocket," Damy went on, "all metal walls and cranped quarters and stale air and nachi nery.
t hought space travel would be like sitting in a cockpit [ooking out at the stars. | thought
arriving somewhere woul d be noi sy and bunpy and exciting and dangerous, and that there'd be a
wel coming conmittee or a lynch nob waiting, and forms to fill out and shots to take and lots of
sol em di scussions with the authorities about ny passport and who | am and what | want, and that
you'd have to argue el oquently to keep ne out of jail or save nme from bei ng deported, and that
then I'd set to work to organi ze a Save the Earth Committee, and—

"Dammy, | perceive that you anuse yourself with these ranblings. You expected none of those
things. You have a curious habit of first conceptualizing stereotypes and then formally
verbalizing them as if to reassure yourself of the structure of reality. Surely this is
unnecessary in the Iight of present circunstances. Cone," Floss proposed nore jovially, "let ne
show you ny little hideaway."

He I ed the way along a nearly conceal ed path between feathery fern beds of a pale | avender that
contrasted nicely with the violet grass. A faint perfune |ike distant | enon bl ossons floated in
the still air. Rounding a turn of the path that skirted a finger of purple-black woods, Danmy
caught his first glinpse of the house. It was a bubblelike structure with pale translucent walls,
perched on spidery supports not unlike Floss's thin legs. The alien paused to wave a hand.

"Behold nmy nest," he said genially. "Lacking genius in art or science, or a vital post in the
soci etal nmechanism 1've | avished such skills and
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ent husi asnms as | possess on creating this snall island of peace and order. It has been ny
challenge to make it perfect—within a linmited interpretation of the concept of perfection, of
course. Each entity, living or inert, has its own potential; to fulfill that potential is to
perfect the entity. Thus, | have | abored to create here the opti mum bl endi ng of beauty with
utility. Each function, color, texture, and formis bal anced against the others to create a
harnmony to rival that of the natural setting. Here nothing was left to chance, every atom was
pl anned; there has been no conprom se with ease or cheapness; all is of the finest and is

mai nt ai ned flawl essly. There is no corner where error and filth accunulate. It is, in truth,
within its nodest scope, the material expression of ny perception of the harnony of the Universe,
the collation of all that |I hold precious. . . . But | discourse at |length. Cone, |et us
experience the degree to which | have succeeded."”

He I ed the way al ong the curving path through beds of vivid blossons, across a snall but

i mmacul ate spread of purple-red grass, and halted suddenly. Dammy saw foot-w de divots of turf
i ncongruously gouged at random across the |lawn. Four small bushes bearing white bl ossons |ay
upr oot ed.

"I chose this spot far fromour great centers of society for the purity and the stillness of the
air."”

FI oss paused to twitch a conplex earlike appendage which Danmmy recogni zed as an ol factory organ

Si nul t aneously Dammy noticed that a faint whiff of a garbagy stink had intruded in the gardenia

scent of flowers. Somewhere a shrill squeaking sounded, a piglike squeal. Floss turned slowy to
face the source of the sound. At that nonent, a
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dul | detonation thunpled, and beyond the bubble house, a tall tree shivered violently and slowy
toppl ed out of sight, while fragnents fountained to rain back, a few splinters of tangerine-

col ored wood dropping harm essly beside the two observers. Floss turned to Dammy, his beelike
features noving rapidly in unreadabl e expressions.
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"Al'!l is not well, Danmmy. Best you hurry to secure a place of conceal nent—there." He pointed toward
the depths of the purple-black woods.

"What' s happeni ng?" Dammy asked, peering toward the house. Now qui ck-nmoving figures in nole gray
coveralls had noved into view, tall, forward-|eading, scuttling on short legs. Floss uttered a
cry.

"Teest!" he exclained. "That which | greatly feared has cone upon ne!"

"They're a |l ong way outside Teest territory,
for themto be here?"

Dammy renmarked. "I take it there's no | egal reason

"None," Floss noaned. "My great heo tree, sacrificed al ready, and— He pointed. Now Danmmy coul d
see the intruders nmoving busily inside the bubble house.

"What do they want?" Damry asked.

"Want ?" Fl oss echoed. "What they want is what they have obtai ned: destruction. There can be no
negotiation with them they live but to destroy. We that they have sought nme out!"

"What will you do?" Damry demanded.

"I must save what | can," Floss said, moving forward. "Then one day | can begin again." He hurried
toward the house along a path of colored tiles, past a small fountain that threw a sparkling jet
fifty feet upward to fall back in jewellike drops
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into a shall ow pool where pale blossons floated. Beside it fragnents of a delicate scul pture |ay
scattered on the sward. At once there was a stir anong the strange, shoul derless, thick-torsoed
Teest now gathering in a group before the house. Three noved forward as if to intercept Floss, who
made no effort to avoid them

Danmy reached out with his thoughts, felt the mndless |ife emanati ons of the vegetation, a faint
mur nur agai nst whi ch Fl oss's anxi ous hal f-thoughts nunbl ed vaguely. A cluster of hard-edged alien
cerebration fields buzzed, oblivious of observation. Danmy stepped off the grassy path, |eaned

agai nst the bole of a tree in deep shadow, closed his eyes, and probed. . . . He encountered the
textures of barbed wire, torn nmetal, and splintered glass; total and utter hostility radiated from
the cluster of vandals a hundred yards distant. He caught inpressions of acrophobia, inpatience,
urgency, frustrati on—gnawi ng enoti ons whi ch raged unsl aked. Then nore precise thoughts cane into
focus.

before the return of the Geat One! . . . strange, helpless life-thing. It is blind. . ,
something | mslike . . . there! didst feel it? NO The negation slamred at Damry |ike a bonb
burst. The ragged textures closed, pinching off sharply. Damy felt gingerly along the 'edge' of
t he bl anked-off alien mind-glow, found an interstice, poked inside . . . and was adrift in

churning sound, raging light that tossed himuntil he broke through into an aching void at the
center. In the abrupt stillness, he exanined the interior of the |linked nmindfields that had
resisted himfor a nonent. The Teest, he observed, were sinple crea-

THE ULTI MAX MAN
141

tures who, inconplete in thensel ves, strove for conpletion in group thinking, a technique which
increased their effective intelligence into the human range; thereafter they sought fulfillnment in
unr easoni ng destruction; thus they lived, in conflict with the Universe, their great hungers unap-
peased.

Then, suddenly, Dammy was aware of the cl ose presence of sharp, encircling thought-forns. He
wi t hdrew from deep contact, |eaving behind a confusing inpression of sudden dissolution as
canoufl age. At once the sharpness of the alien thought probes relaxed into an ai m ess bl untness
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that funbled uselessly for a nonent before wandering away—to flash in an instant back to the
central hunger. Danmy opened his eyes to see two of the ferretlike creatures strolling, apparently
at ease, across the grass a few yards distant. Beyond them Floss struggled feebly in the grip of
three Teest, one of whom was plucking at the gossaner w ng nenbranes of the harm ess creature. As
Danmy was about to step forward, a crowd of Teest surged into view around the curve of the
shrubbery maski ng the foundation of the house. Dammy drew back and watched as others cane singly
or intwds or threes to join the conclave, until fifty-one were grouped facing one of their

nunber, distinguished by a black cap and a glinting sidearm The squeaki ng Danmy had heard before
resuned. The speaker waved his short arns. Hs listeners stirred, then froze at a shrill yap

Fl oss, unattended, slunped against a snmall tree near the house. Danmy touched his m nd.

Fly, he urged. Use those wings! Floss failed to
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stir. Only a listless negation cane fromhim Damry felt carefully for the harsh m nd-shape of the
leader. . . . zeal! he read. And . . . feed full, but first-As the alien thoughts cut off, the
orator whirled to stare toward Dammy' s casual conceal ment. Then he resuned.

. sone treachery. Quick, now Let all be acconplished ere |ast zat! Renmenber you toil under
the eye of the First!

The audi ence di spersed at once, sone to stream back out of sight to the other side of the house,
others fanning out across the | awn where they paused, apparently at random to gouge turves. One
went to the fountain, tossed an arm oad of black nuck-backed sods into the clear water, which at
once turned to nurky foam This vandalism conpleted, the creature noved on to a flowering shrub
covered with pale pink, fleshy blossons. On inmpulse, Danmy reached out to the plant and to his
ast oni shment encountered cerebration of almost fauna! intensity. Cearly the forb was aware of
danger and felt anxiety. At that nmonent, the mnd-stab of the Teest slashed savagely at the plant,
whi ch was now visibly trenbling. The alien animal paused and uttered a prol onged squeal at which
die plant blushed a deep pink. Its weak mindfield flickered in terror. The Teest drew a curved

bl ade fromits broad belt and stepped in. Danmy took two steps behind the creature and caught its
upraised arm jerking it back violently. The Teest squeal ed savagely and whirled, its un-derslung
jaw snapping at Damy's arm m ssing by ten point nine seven centineters, Damy noted, as he

di sl ocated his opponent's linmb—arefully, so as to occasion no permanent danage; then he thrust
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the bestial being away. It staggered back, squealing in a whining way, holding its injured arm
close. Then it turned and scuttled away.

Two nearby Teest, alerted by the frantic squeals, abandoned their attenpts to fire the dry grass
at the woods' edge and closed in on Damy fromeither side. He stood fast and extended awareness
to finger the inconplete mnds of the furious creatures. He observed as they attenpted to |ink up
like badly fitting fragnments of a jigsaw puzzle, only to abandon the attenpt and concentrate their
ef fective thoughts on the destruction of the hate object before them Damy thrust sharply at one
of the baffled part-minds, felt it shatter into its equally ill-mtched conponents al ong sutures
of frangibility representing the incremental evolutionary history of its kind. The creature
faltered, dropped to all fours, anbled aimessly away. The other nearby drew his knife and cl osed
in warily, Damry countered him al nost absently with an unfocused m nd-blow. He, too, reverted to a
quadrupedal gait and headed for the shelter of the woods to Dammy's right.

There was a stir ampong the Teest near the house. The fire set earlier was crackling anong dry
brush stal ks and | ow boughs i nmedi ately downwi nd fromthe building. Floss was again in custody,
wal ki ng awkwardly with his arns and wi ngs bound to his sides by turns of heavy rope. (hjects were
raining fromthe house, tossed down by the busy workers inside. Floss skirted a heap of shattered
furni shings, seenmingly indifferent to the vandalism proceeding all about him H's captors jerked
at himroughly, steering their conpliant captive into the deep shadow east of the |ooted house.
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Dammy reached out to contact his friend' s mnd but encountered difficulty; the background clatter
of the Teest clunp-minds intruded. There were now four groups of twelve, he noted, none
functioning so smoothly as had the five original Ten-Teest sets. After the loss of the two segnent-
m nds Danmy had broken, the two thus bereaved groups had at once di sbanded, their nenbers

i nsinuating thenselves into still intact groups which had received themreadily enough, but had
not yet fully integrated them Accordingly, the renaining functional Teest worked now with | ess
pur pose and organi zati on. The bl ack-capped Great One, nornally in absolute authority over his

nmi ni ons, was having difficulty nowin eliciting discipline, or even sinple attention. The

i ndi vidual Teest nownmlled ainmMessly in a |oose group, falling back on the ancient pre-nind
instincts to forma pack for food searches and physical defense. Long-buried reproductive inpul ses
surfaced, and pairs casually coupled, heedless of their master's fury. Here and there an

i ndividual, his role in a group-m nd confused, reverted to the quadrupedal gait. Suddenly fire
gouted near the mmin group; the confused creatures shrank back, |eaving two of their nunber

ki cking on the scorched grass. Damy felt their shattered nmind-fields wink out. The G eat One
advanced on his cowed followers, a curiously ornate weapon in his hands, assuned a stance between
the corpses, and nenaced his remaining mnions with the fire gun. They quickly retreated, pressing
cl ose together. One who del ayed was instantly flaned. At |ast Damy felt a trenbling contact with
Fl oss, who, agai n abandoned by his captors, crouched, his nind radiating apprehen-

THE ULTI MAX MAN
145

sion. Damy attenpted to rally him Cone on, Floss, nows the tinme to take to the tall tinber. Run
that way!

The only response was a sense of vast anmazenent.
But +they wouldn't Iike that! his feeble thought canme through. 7 nmust wait for ny instructions.

Why? Dammy denanded. Woul dn't you rather be free to do as you |ike? Maybe to throw these spoilers
out of here?

Fl oss regi stered unfocused astoni shment. Damy! Again you offer nme eerie vistas of a curiously
distorted Universe view How do you evolve these outrS notions with such seem ng ease?

Easy, Dammy replied. First, | consider what |I'd really like to do, and then | figure out how to do
it.

Br eat ht aki ng, Fl oss thought. Just like that! Have you not considered the terrible revenge these
rascals will take, to say nothing of the provisions of the Raptate Code?

Nope, not for a second. Let's get busy. | need to take the big shot's rubber-band gun away from
hi m before the whol e | andscape's covered with his pals.

But that m ght be dangerous, Floss countered,
Uh- uh, Dammy responded. / won't hurt him
Fl oss persisted. | neant to you, but | see you jape even now.

Danmy faded back into the cover of the woods and began making his way silently toward the house.
He sensed a quadrupedal alien watching himahead, felt the sinple creature's mndless lust to kill
the not-Teest—eor, nore precisely, to dismenber it. The Teest noved parallel to Danmy's course,
closing in. Dammy watched it nore in
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curiosity than apprehension. It was dinmy visible at intervals as it stole as noiselessly as

hi nsel f through the dense underbrush. Suddenly it darted up the trunk of a nmajor tree, ran out

al ong a branch whi ch overhung Danmy's route, and flattened itself against the foot-thick bough

Its mind-field was a kal ei doscope of dinmy realized i mages of violence, the tearing of flesh under
fang and talon, juice trickling down the parched throat, and at |ast, physical satiety.

Damy studi ed the Teest m nd

The Teest were born to their groupings, he perceived, each set being usually nmade up entirely of
siblings. Ofspring were, at birth, assimilated in the overmi nd of the nother of the Uter. The
devel opnent of the inmature Teest mind was thus fornmed by the already existing group to which it
was added. Only rarely did a newborn Teest mind possess sufficient self-sufficiency to strike out
on its own to forma new conbination or to join one nore congenial than its native one. The G eat
One, Dammy realized, was such an exceptional individual. Now, alone and free for the first tine
since it had cone into existence in the final days of fetal devel opnent, the mind of the Teest
found itself faced with the necessity for solitary decision making, a problemwhich effectively
paral yzed its will.

I nterested, Danmy exam ned the stunted nind-field that | ay exposed before him Here was a creature
whi ch, frombirth, had been denied any concept of self and had existed uncertain, inconplete, an
aching void at the center of its world concept. It was in an attenpt to soothe that vast, gnaw ng
insecurity that it turned so readily to the

viol ent tearing down of the hostile, rejecting environment. In place of a latent creativity, the
mai med creature sought to assuage by destruction its egol ess craving for—sonething. Functionally
the difference was a slight one, Dammy saw at once; with a touch here, a thrust there, a quick
readj ustment of flow ng energies, he reoriented the Teest m nd on a new basis. For a nonent, in
shock, the construct flickered, wavering; then it realigned itself, struck a new bal ance, and
reached an equilibriumit had never known before. Gone was the turbulence at its core.

Hell, 1'"mnot here to solve these boys' problenms, Damy reproached hinself. 1'Il |eave the exopsy-
chiatry to a classification team Right now, |1'd better do sonething smart.

Above Damy, the Teest stretched its |inbs ainlessly on the bough, forgetful of the inpulse that
had brought it there. It |ooked down past Dammy, rasped its yellow cl aws agai nst the purple bark;
then it yawned, |eaped down casually, and strolled away. Reaching the edge of the lawn, it resumed
bi pedal posture, went briskly to the nearest upturned clod of turf, and with deft forepaws
replaced it. Fromthere it went on to the next and then the next. In five ninutes it had effaced
all signs of vandalismfroma quarter of the small lawn; then it went on, pausing now and again to
pick up a scattered scul pture fragnent or bit of paper or cloth blown fromthe scene of
destruction, tucking each into a capaci ous | eather pouch slung at its side.

Suddenly aware of fatigue, Damy cleared the

twigs froma patch of grassy ground under a spread-

| ing shrub and stretched out. He slept inmrediately.
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The prodding was insistent. Lying at ease in the big bed, Dammy wi shed the damed fool would go
away. He groaned.

Damy! The frantic m nd-voice of Floss penetrated his | ethargy. Were are you? Are you—=?

I'"'mswell, Damry responded curtly. Lenmme
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sl eep, fm beat.

Fl oss persisted. For a long tine, 1 couldn't feel that fantastic |I-fleld of yours! Skeping again
were you? | thought they'd destroyed you

Danmy sat up groggily, blinked, unrefreshed by his nap, and stared, unconprehending for a nonent,
at the shadowy foliage around him Then he rose and scanned about himfor any near presence. Floss
was still one hundred and four point-three-one neters distant, beside the house, he noted. No
Teest were near, but he could hear the voice of the Great One delivering a spirited harangue. The
sun had set. Floodlights had been brought up to set off the area around the house in a blue-white
gl are. Soon the speech ended, and the audi ence, now seemni ngly disciplined once nore, dispersed
purposefully. Bearing lanterns, small parties of half a dozen entered the surroundi ng woods at

wi dely separated points, then dispersed

Damy foll owed their actions visually for a few nonents, then turned away—to see lights
approaching himfrom behind. Quickly he scaled a rough-barked tree and took up a position shielded
by overhanging foliage. He rested there, listening to the sounds of breaking brush and squealing
voi ces. One searcher cane close, paused at the spot where Danmy had slept. It applied a canelike
instrument to the spot, then followed Damry's trail to
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t he point whence he had watched the organi zati on of the search. After a nonent the Teest fingered
a device at its belt, then cane directly to the base of the tree where Dammy had taken refuge. Now
others were converging on the spot. Silently, Damry eased to his feet on the broad branch, wal ked
along it as it narrowed to a point whence he could step to a bough of an adjacent tree. As he did
so, a ghostly nmenory of nunberless hours of practice under the big top flitted through his

t houghts. He renmenbered a graceful redheaded girl who had taught himthe secret of the "Triple."
Poor Molly . . . what had becone of her after Blatnman had fol ded the show? .

Shaki ng off these idle reflections, he directed his attention to the problemat hand: Directly
ahead, his progress was inpeded by a curtain of intertwining vines arned with six-inch spikes, red-
ti pped, and, he knew, virulent. Below, visible through the foliage that screened him a

consi derabl e crowd of Teest had gathered. Their pale green, torch-tipped poles clustered nowinto
a continuous eerie glow. As Dammy turned to survey possible alternate routes, vacant Teest faces
turned up, pink snouts glistening, red eyes searching the gl oom above for their quarry. He froze,
but it was clear that if they had not actually seen him they sensed in sonme way that he was
there. One of themcasually raised his firefly-colored '"torch,’ and viol ence blasted chips from

t he bough near Dammy's feet. There were two nore quick blasts. The last seared his |eft shin,
charring the leatherlike ship-suit he had provided for hinself while still aboard the Mgic
Punpki n. He suppressed the pain and
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bl eedi ng at once, but the injured | eg was weakened; he felt it folding under him

By a quick | eap he nanaged to gain the nearby branch, avoiding the poisoned spi kes cl ose beside
him but it was a clunsy | eap, and he clung precariously as the Teest bel ow squeal ed and tranpl ed
brush. Light-beans and bl ast-beans poked at the foliage around him splintering and scorching, but
none struck him At length they noved away, concentrating on a point sonme twenty feet behind him
It was apparent that they assuned that the sound of his |l eap had signaled a retreat to the safety
of the main trunk he had originally clinbed. After twenty-eight mnutes and forty-one point three
seconds, Dammy was sure they had lost the trail. Silently, trenbling with weakness, he noved down,
reached the ground behind the tree unnoticed, eased hinmself under the conceal nent of a spreading,
juniperlike shrub, and concentrated on energency healing of the scorched skin and nuscle tissues
of his [ower |eg.

Over two hours later, after three close brushes with luckily |less-than-alert Teest skirmn shers
beating the brush beyond the main body, he cane in view of the Teest vessel. It was, he noted, a
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standard Bogan nunber three (utility) hull, a sinple and, for its kind, highly efficient plus-L
ship. Only half a dozen feeble docking lights outlined its prow agai nst the blackness of the
clearing it had burned out in landing. But the sentry, probably to alleviate his apprehension, had
set up a small glare node which conveniently illumnated the entry valve. Dammy settled down to
wait, noting in the superficial nmentation of the |one Teest occupant an intention to energe and
check visually on the
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situation. Then he decided to armthe antipersonnel field first. Dammy knew all about the Bogan A-
P field; he would have to wait.

He got as confortable as he could lying on danp twi gs and sharp stones and rose strai ght up, not
forgetting to dodge the branch just above hi m—only sonehow he was still feeling those sharp-
cornered pebbles digging into his chest and thighs. Funny—he tried again, and al nost didn't
succeed, but then he felt the weight ease off, and he was |evitating—ust barely. Brother, |'ve
got to have food in a hurry, he thought. |I'm operating on ny stage three vital reserve right now.
If | don't get fed fast, |I'tt be one of those 'heart-failure cases they find without a mark on
them The food | ooted fromthe house was aboard the Teest vessel. None of the vegetation around
himwas assimlable by his Terrestrial stomach, he knew. He nade an effort that nmade him see
little bright lights, rose a few inches higher, and eased in toward the silent spaceship, sensing
the periphery of the trigger field of the A-P device ahead. Got to get above it, he thought

| abori ously.

He noted barely in tinme that the |ight breeze was drifting hjmdangerously close and caught at a
near - at - hand branch. 1t snapped, causing himto execute a slow roll during which one foot
penetrated the al arm envel ope. At once a sharp whuff! sounded, and he felt the stinging inpact of
a hail of tiny crystals which crashed through the foliage |like thrown sand. They were, Danmy knew,
a wi de-spectrum nerve paral yzant. He had, perhaps, one-third of a second in which to act before he

fell, dead, to the forest floor fifty feet below. H's solution was to inpel hinself toward the
near est
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tree with the last ergs of his strength, and the ancient prinmate instincts saved him Unconsci ous,
hi s hands caught and clung as his feet groped, found purchase. He started down, and then
instinctive reflex failed and he fell

Waking up this tine is worse, Dammy was aware of hinself thinking painfully. Conpound fracture of
the left tibia, he noted, and never mind the details. Still, I'mnot dead. Gdd. He checked
inwardly and found that his cells, responding to sublimnal conditioning of which he had not been
aware, had rejected the poison, encapsulated the pellets, and thrust themto the surface, which no
doubt accounted for the grainy feeling and the itch. The educated cells had al so, he noted with
surprise, broken down the invading material and extracted energy-yiel ding nol ecul es before
rejecting the detritus.

Now for a real meal, Dammy thought. He reached out with sonewhat renewed vigor, scanned the
interior of the Teest vessel, located the |Ioot, including the contents of Floss's |arder, selected
a container of a bland | egune puree, and teleported its contents into his upper intestine. This
chore acconplished, he turned to the problemof the shattered |inb.

Danmy. The mind mnd-touch of Floss cane then. | see you didnt remain in the west thicket as
advi sed you. No matter. It's plain we'll not neet again. But before our destruction, do tett ne:
why? Way did you attack the Teest? |'ve puzzled over it for hours now, and |I'mstul at a |oss.
They offered you no threat; it wasn't your property that was bei ng destroyed, you could have
evaded t hem un-
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til they were finished and then energed to continue your singular existence. But no; you stayed
—and not content to observe, you drew themto you by your interference. And now+ sense, Danmy,
that you are near to extinction, hurt and al one and w thout hope. Yet you cheerfully set about
rectifying matters to the extent i mediately possible. Wiy, Damy? |Is it nmerely a desire for
deat h?

/ had a funny idea | ought to try to help out a pal, Damy replied. And when those birds started
taki ng shots at nme, that nmade it personal. Anyway, they' re not so tough. Don't give up. Maybe we
can still take 'em

Damy, they're sure to find you soon. By the way, just where are you?

Skip it, Dammy advised the irresolute creature. At that noment he noticed faint sounds in the
woods to the east—and to the west and north. Not close; nerely a general search pattern, he

deci ded. The right nove would be to get inside their ship and play it by ear. He paused a nonent
to tell Floss of his intentions, showing his former shipmate his position only ninety-eight point-
seven-five nmeters fromthe guarded entry port, conceal ed in dense underbrush at the base of a
nonesuch tree.

Hang on, he encouraged his fellow victim / see you're not tied. How about picking your nonment and
sneaki ng away? Maybe | can make a diversion, he suggested.

Fl oss replied with a vague negation. That would only | engthen ny torment, he pointed out.
Now Danmy coul d hear the approaching Teest horde nore clearly. They were closer, the van-
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guard no nore than a hundred yards di stant, he observed. He reached out lightly to touch the

| eader's mnd—and failed. H s strength, though partially restored, was still far below the |eve
necessary to exercise his full mnd powers. For the nonent, he abandoned the idea of interfering
with the eneny advance and decided instead to concentrate all his strength on reaching the
conmparative security of the alien ship. It was not excessively difficult to get to his feet, he
found, though his newly knitted | eg ached severely. He forced his way through the inpeding
brambl el i ke growth into which he had fallen, reached open ground. From either side, parties of
Teest converged on their vessel, on routes that would bring themvery cl ose. He picked the darkest
hi di ng pl ace he could discern, a patch of near total blackness between two nmajor trees. As he
entered it, the group on the left bypassed him squeaking softly anong thensel ves. Dammy changed
position, attenpting to ease his injured | eg. The healing was not conplete, he was well aware, it
havi ng been carried out with i nadequate resources both of energy and nol ecul es. To attenpt again
to levitate was out of the question; it was chall enge enough nerely to stay on his feet and
consci ous.

Al'l around, sounds of heavy boots, crashing of brush, squeals and squeaks. The mai n body of Teest
was passing directly over his position, but so far none had poked into the narrow way between the
ancient trees. Then a straggler, pausing to rest, blundered al nost agai nst Dammy, halting | ess
than one neter distant to snuffle audibly, testing the air. Dammy listened to its wheezing
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breathing. After twenty-seven mnutes and three point six-eight seconds it noved on. Cranped in
the cl ose darkness, Damy found his thoughts wandering. Suddenly oppressed by the pressure of the
warm and humid air, the claustrophobic closeness of the great buttresses of |iving wood henm ng
himin, as well as the agony of his leg, he shifted position. At once the departing Teest swerved
back toward his place of conceal nent but, seeing nothing, nmoved on. Damy fought to keep his
thoughts clear. If he could hold on until this crowd was gone, then he had a chance of doing a
nifty sneak around |l eft end, and then—well, after that, he conceded, it | ooked a little dubious.
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If he only had a steak and about a quart of good Bavarian beer

The question, he realized after half an hour of exceedingly conpl ex cal cul ati ons, was whether the

expense of psionic energy necessary to synthesize food fromthe nearby matter would kill him
before he could eat it. But being squeezed in here with no decent air to breathe wasn't naking him
any noney, he informed hinself sternly. And how can man die better than facing fearful odds. . . ?

He had to try. The techni que was easy enough: just a little straightforward intranol ecul ar
rearrangement. The local nucleic acids weren't the ones Terran life used, but they were close
relatives. Just stick on an N here and there and get rid of some of those excess S's and K's, and
he was in business. He started with the woody material nearest to hand. It was tantalizing to know
exactly what to do and how, and to be just a little too weak to do it. He withdrew his forces from
al |l peripheral functions, concentrated on the problem of nudging
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that dammed O2 over that way. . . . Ah, there it went, clicked into place slick as a whistle. He
erected a sinple systemfield of the kind used in routine manufacturing and arranged the forces so
as to feed the source nolecules at optimumrate into the stress pattern and swiftly aggregate a
usabl e product mass, drawi ng on avail able plant cell energies to spare his own waning forces; then
he let the process run. After ten minutes he bestirred hinself sufficiently to scan the foca
situs, a nine hundred-cubic-inch hollowin the tree trunk beside himwhich had served as the
source for the withdrawal of naterial to feed his synthesis. There, on a paper plate-he could have
had Spode, or a silver tray, but why bother?—+ested an ei ght-ounce hanburger, nicely broiled, with
the appropriate condinents, all on a butter-toasted oni on bun. The aroma was heavenly until he

di scontinued it as wasteful. Before grabbing it, he lifted the silica nug beside it and took a

| arge, healing draught of cold beer.

"Wirzburger Hofbrau!" he said, alnpst aloud. "My favorite—and | didn't even specify.
There's a lot nore to this than plain old objective matter and energy," he concluded. "I really
don't know what kind of forces I"'mmessing with, but I'Il eat first and figure it out later."

Damy restrained his inpulse to take the sandwich in two gul ps, instead forced hinself to chew and
swal | ow sl owly, savoring the flavor of the hickory-broiled beef, noting as he did that had he been
any weaker, he would have been unable to eat. He devoted a nonment to calculating the relative
efficiencies of this nethod versus direct transport of nutrients to the tissues. The pl easure of
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The crash of underbrush near at hand brought himback to nore inmediate matters. He saw a pair of
gray-cl ad Teest a dozen neters distant, |ooking alertly about. They had come, Danmmy noted, from
the direction of the ship, so it appeared a fine-grid search was under way. Then he caught a
glinmpse of flower-like color in the gl oombeside the Teest: the bedraggl ed wi ngs of Floss. Damy
saw his forner conpanion nore clearly as he and his escort stepped into a snmall patch of clear
ground. They noved w t hout urgency, it seenmed to Danmy, the two intruders well in advance, Floss
trailing casually as if out for a stroll with friends. The Teest nearest Floss spoke to him a
prol onged squeal . Both Teest probed the surroundi ng underbrush with sharp glances, aided by their
gl owsticks. One turned away; then Floss seened to | ook straight into Danmy's hidey-hol e.

Make a break, Damy suggested. Get clear and use your wings. Floss stiffened and spoke briefly in
their own tongue to his escort, gazing toward Danmy's conceal nent. Then his eyes fixed, seened to
stare directly into Dammy's. He plucked at the sleeve of the nearer Teest and poi nted—at Danmy.

The two Teest at once concentrated their |ight beans on his niche and advanced. One idly scorched
the foliage around Dammy, a hint of the fiery blast he would receive if he nmade an incorrect nove.

Thanks, pal. Dammy tossed the thought sardonically at Floss, who foll owed close on his captors' —er
friends'f?) heels.
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But, Dammy, the distressed reply cane, they

158

Keith Launer

were hurting me. There was only one thing of value to themthat | could offer: you.

So that makes it all OK, Danmy replied. You' re sone guy, Floss. Too bad you don't have the guts of
a butterfly, even if you do | ook |ike one.

Then Dammy struck at the advancing Teest, a single well-focused m nd-thrust. The creature
stunmbled, let fell its |ight-weapon, and dropped to all fours. The other backed a step, started to
bring his weapon into play, then dropped it and bolted. Dammy stepped out, picked up the gun, and
brushed past Fl oss.

Damy! What are you—you can't! the distraught informer thought confusedly. Damry paused to | ook
scornfully at him Go back to what's |left of your house, he conmmanded. Sit tight and wait for what
happens. lgnoring the quadrupedal Teest, which anbled in an awkward pl antigrade gait across his
path, he headed for the eneny ship, now bathed in |ights.

Ei ght

The di sconcerting chartreuse sunlight glinted fromthe repolished bubble done perched on its
spider —er butterfly | egs above the once again i mmacul ate violet [awn. Damry stretched and yawned.
He felt pleasantly tired after his night's work, and | ooked forward to testing the beds in the
bubbl e house. Fl oss appeared on a tiny bal cony | edge above, his w ngs now perfectly grooned and
iridescent across the spectrumas the sunlight struck them

Damy, he called silently. Can it be you? As you see, |I'mquite wett, and—Hi s excited twittering
broke of f as a | one Teest appeared from behind a flowering shrub near Dammy, a pruning hook in one
hand and a trowel in the other. Dammy touched himgently, recognized himas the first of the
al i ens whose m nds he had adjusted, found serenity in place of the fornmer nmel strom of fears and
hungers. The wound was heal i ng nicely.

It's all right, Dammy reassured Floss. All the rest are aboard ship. Mnf stayed to tidy up. He's
goi ng now.

Goodbye, M nf. Dammy pl aced the salutation
160
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carefully in the confused creature's mind as it hesitated, unsure of what to do and still amazed
at the concept of its own individuality. It noved off, silently murnuring its nane, its incredible
very-own personal nane.

Once again, Floss stated with satisfaction, Cosnps has nmanifested H nself.
It was no miracle, Damy said. Just good ol d-fashi oned force.

That we nmet, Floss anplified, was a manifestation of the Cosnmic equilibrium Though of course your
description of the nmechanics of the salvation of Almone is interesting to a student of materia
mani pul ati on. The nost delightful aspect of Cos-nobs is H's novelty. Who woul d have dreaned of the
destructive energies of the rapaci ous Teest turned in a trice to construction. . . ?

I"'mglad they got everything put back in shape, Danmy said. Looks nice.

Except for ny thousand-year-old heo tree, Floss nentioned sadly. Yet | have the tinber, nicely
sawed and stacked, and ten new saplings in place—so even that was not without its place in the
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pattern. In no other way, he added, would | have in ny lifetime come upon a supply of the fire-
col ored heo wood for working. Ah, to see the bright shavings curling am d the aronma of pepper-and-
salt, and the glow of the finished piece under ny hand! Hi s inscrutable bee-face turned to Danmy.
And yet, | still don't understand—you, Dammy. Wy did you trouble yoursel f? Wiy are you here now,
concerned for ny welfare? It is wthout |ogic.

Never mind, Danmy urged. | just did what came naturally when | saw a pal in trouble.
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Pal , Fl oss echoed. Alnpbst | grasp the concept—a fragile one, but with its own strange inner |ogic.
O, no, not logic, but a consistency with Cosnps. Yes. That gives ne—al nbst—an insight. And | see
that to you, nmy perfectly logical act in setting you to the torturers in return for a dubious
amesty appeared as strange as your loyalty did to ne. Yet now are we reconciled. And what wll
you do next, Dammy, ny . . . friend? Indeed, | hope that | can be rehabilitated in your
estimation.

No hard feelings, pal, Danmy reassured the irresolute creature. I'll be hitting the road now |
got stuff to do

Danmmy, Floss said at |last, There is that which | nust tell you—as a pal, you understand.
Yeah?

This person Xorialle of whomyou tell nme has nisinforned you. Yes, of course you drew upon the
library as well for your briefing, but it was, after all, this sane Xorialle who had programred
the reference stacks. Wat you know of the Galaxy is, inits main outline, quite accurate, of
course; he distorted only what was apropos his purpose—specifically, the inpression he
deliberately created of the Galactic Concensus as a mghty Galactic power before which all |esser
jurisdictions bow the knee. This is false. The Galactic Concensus is the nane given by its
enthusiasts to a snall, disputatious organization bent on arranging affairs along the lines your
mentor so anbitiously outlined. It exists precariously, being deemed too trivial a nuisance to
warrant extirpation by the mighty ones of the Galaxy. | trust this news does not unduly

di stress you—nor should it, as | understand your resentnent at your proposed 'classification.'

1 thought it was a bit strange that the Teest were running around | oose inside Concensual space,
Damy said indifferently. So going to Trisme won't solve anything after att.

Wy not remain here at Al mone? Floss proposed. You may choose as large a tract of virgin
territory as you like and transformit to neet your vision

Beats nme, Dammy said. But |'ve still got a feeling that there are things that want ne to do them
sol'll hit the trad
/| see you have little patience with cerenony, Floss said. Still, after all our adventures

together, it seems—

For just an instant, Dammy felt inpal pable forces touch him Then he was back—aboard the
featurel ess prison capsule he had shared with Fl oss. Now he was indeed al one.

In the strange, tineless tine that followed, Danmy tried with little success to assinmlate the
experiences of the last six weeks (Terran tine). Al ready Floss and the pathetic Teest seened
remote, and Xorialle and his |uxurious prison were |ike some story heard in chil dhood and only
hal f-renmenbered. Before that, there had been—but that part was meani ngl ess, like the dartings of
fish in a cloudy bow. Tine, he perceived with shocking clarity, was an illusion inmposed by the
human mnd on its perception of external reality. Like the V Teest, Dammy thought, we humans have
been fighting ourselves and thinking we were at war with the Universe, when really it's att so
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Sinple and sweet. | thought "work" was a dirty word and spent ny life avoiding it, when it's the
best there is: to do a job weU and know you're doing it.

Suddenly sel f-conscious, he felt amusenent at the philosophic turn his thoughts had taken and
deliberately turned his attention to other natters.

"Stuck again," he nused al oud, somewhat startled at the crudity of his native dialect after so
many weeks of communi cation with Floss. "Back in the box where | was before | started poking ny
fingers in the machinery." He renmenbered the nightmare struggle across the great swanp with Fl oss
and wondered if he had that to do again. He relaxed on the floor and began to probe his
surroundi ngs. Things were changed, he realized at once. Soneone had done a tight job of

over haul i ng the shaped energy vessel —+f it was the same one from which he had escaped before. Now
he found no plane of perneability; the stress interlocks were well and truly aligned. He withdrew,
and a moment —er a week—tater, the iris dilated to deliver the fam liar nourishnment container,

whi ch he enptied directly into his stonach. At last, bored, he turned again to the evocation of

t he phant om conpani ons who had hel ped to while away his | ast period of inprisonnment: A room
crudely built of packing boxes and rough-sawn | ogs. A saloon, it seened, ornanented with the
stuffed head of a malenute over the tarnished mrror above the bottle-1ined backbar. A crowd
filled the roomwith a din of voices and clunping of nuddy boots. Gas lights glared. A bitter w nd
searched through the many chi nks. Damy noticed the outside tenper-

THE ULTI MAX MAN
165

ature was fifty bel ow zero, Fahrenheit. At one side of the saloon, a youthful fellowwith a
careless air was playing a dilapidated upright in a rhythm Danmry recogni zed as early ragti ne.
There was a stir as the plank door opened, and a man in a filthy wol fskin parka canme in blinking.
H s face was pale and hollow, scarred by frostbite; he wal ked unsteadily, not |ike a drunk but
like an invalid. He went directly to the bar and upended a snall, soft-|eather pouch, spilling a
gl eam ng nound of yell ow sand on the worn boards.

"The stranger's buying," a nouse-faced little nan exclainmed, and rushed forward to claimhis

Damy relaxed in his chair against the wall. The piano player was at the bar. The newconer went to
t he abandoned piano, threw off his parka, sat heavily on the stool, and swayed for a nonment as if
about to fall off before he steadied hinmself and reached purposefully for the keyboard with his
gnarled hands. H's |leather shirt was, if possible, dirtier than the parka. But he could play,
Danmy acknow edged as the Warsaw Concerto boormed out. No one seened to pay nmuch attention to the
musi ¢, though the painted whore at the far table stared across at the stranger's back with an
expression of surprise. After a while he finished up and stood, a little steadier now He turned
and made what seenmed to be sone sort of announcenent in a numble, ended with a word something Iike
' Dam agrue,' Damy thought as he got to his feet. The stranger had drawn a pistol, and in the sane
monent that the glare fromthe chandelier w nked out, Damy realized with astonishnent that the
gun was ainmed directly at him Even as he started to voice an objection or a question—he wasn't
sure
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whi ch—he felt his right hand twitch, and a double explosion rang out. In the darkness, an inpact
i ke Boul der Dam bursting sl amed Dammy back and down.

N ne

Damy awoke renenbering: his first aimess prob-ings into the (whatever-it-was) that had
surrounded himin the Magi c Punpkin; the abrupt and shocking inpact of the presence that had
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pierced the inmaterial walls of his extended awareness, conpressing that which was Dammy
Mont gonerie into a tight-bound point in imensity; and the probing questions. Now again, he
realized with dismay, he was under that irresistible scrutiny.

Yow were warned, being: yet | noted your undisciplined lunge for "freedom' but now. You wll
recei ve no further indul gence. Cooperate or cease to exist!

Danmmy found this warning encouraging on two counts. First, it suggested that the superintellect
whi ch had focused on himwas unaware of his foray into freedomw th Floss; and second, by
repeating its warning of inmpending punishnent rather than carrying it out, it revealed itself
capabl e of inconsistency and irresolution

So it's only human—sort of, Danmy reassured hinself. It can goof again. But right now|'d better
pl ay good.
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/ have checked the curious reference you gave ne—Sol Three and all that, the substancel ess voice
spoke again. / find a curious inconsistency in the record here. The life-formis, after all,
known. | have, indeed, a specinen on file, though the specifications differ insignificantly.

"Ch, boy," Dammy enunciated clunsily in English, with nock enthusiasm "Back to speci nen status.
I'"mnot getting ahead very fast out here in the Big Wrld."

Over the next hours, it was Damy's inpression that the gigantic presence which had seized and
questioned himgradually lost interest and idly released its confining pressure. In relief at the
surprising realization of his renewed freedom of intellectual novenent, he extended his awareness
cautiously, sweeping a sector of circumanbi ent whateveritwas—ot exactly space-tine as postul ated
by Terrestrial physicists, he noted; nore like an infinite manifold of where-whens. But the point
was, after all, academic, he rem nded hinmself. He noticed the position of his hone system-good old
Sol, a renote speck off there somewhere—as well as that of Trisne, his intended destination before
I T had grabbed him

You may think of me as Astrobe, the vast intellect informed himabruptly as froma great distance.
I find | have no use for another randomitem accordingly, you are free to proceed with your own
infinitely trivial affairs

Damy stuck out his tongue, thunmbed his nose, and al so nade rude gestures, enjoying for a nonent
the feeling of irresponsibility. Then, businesslike again, he expanded awareness to nonitor a
sphere fifty-one light-years in radius, took a no-
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ment to set up an automatic scanning pattern, and turned his thoughts to his next nove.

/ busted out of Xorialle's coop—er he let ne go—all full of big ideas. Now it |ooks |like the
problemis getting anyone to use "emon. Floss was a |ightweight. The Teest were just dunmb hoods,
about |ike Maxie and Ferd back in Chi. And Astrobe's out of ny |eague in the other direction. So
I"I'l head on in for Trisne and see how nmuch of ny briefing on the Galactic Concensus wasn't hot
air.

Real i gning the transfer capsule's tension matrix left himfeeling totally exhausted. He
transferred the avail abl e nouri shment from sphere storage into his digestive tract and experienced
a slight bellyache.

"Eating too fast," he cautioned hinself aloud, and respaced the nutrient nol ecules for optinmm
assimlation. Then, on inpulse, he called:
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Hey! Astrobe! Wait a minute! | just happened to think: |'ve got a few questions of nmy own. The
answer was faint.

It is curious to reflect that such nonunental insolence could arise spontaneously fromthe
interaction of certain nildly conplex nolecules associated in what these selfsame nol ecul es have
naned "protoplasm"” Curious indeed—sufficiently curious to pique nmy own curiosity. Very well,
then, m cro-being, what boon would you crave of ne?

Well, how about this one? Damry returned spiritedly. Tell nme what this is all about-why you're
messing in my business in the first place. YOMa traffic cop? And if so, what rule have | broken?
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You may think of me, in honely terms, as a tidy househol der noticing a fly in the room
Yeah? Well, what right do you have to try to swat ne?

Right? Hm | am of course famliar with the manifestations of energy in its many forms, including
the matters, and the interactions thereof, but right is a concept of a surprising subtlety to
arise fromsuch a one as yourself. | nust examne it further. | choose to forgive your astoundi ng
i nsol ence on the basis of your still nore astounding ignorance.

Danmy let it go at that.

This time 1'lIl play it smart, Danmy assured hinself, noticing that he had formed a habit of
talking silently to hinmself and listening intently for the answers. But he disnissed the natter as
a nornal response to prolonged idleness and solitude, easily corrected once he was back anong
people. // you can call 'em people, he reflected, thinking of the manifold outre life forns which
normal |y thronged the Great Market at Trisnme. He set aside one hundred and two seconds of intense
introspection to review the Concensual dialects through CG30, as well as the nost widely
under st ood provinci al tongues. Ready, he directed the vessel to enter the regul ati on approach
pattern. There was no sensation of change in velocity or direction, but at last (two hundred and
thirty-one point six seconds |later, Danmmy noticed idly) a single, unnodul ated chinme! broke the
stillness. Nothing el se. Dammy was tensed, ready—for what? He swiftly reviewed the lore in his
menory and recalled that for a category twelve VS transport
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capsul e in node orynx (nonschedul ed} all approach and docki ng maneuvers were handl ed by Nexus
directly. Ergo, he had nerely to wait patiently until the capsule was disconstituted in accordance
with current energy conservation directives.

But suppose | use the tinme cooking up sonething in reserve? Dammy proposed. Ri ght, he agreed at
once. Let's see

Ten

Havi ng decided that it would be wise to be as inconspicuous as possible at first, Dammy studied
the texture of his inprisoning walls, found the former stress fields inert now, having reverted to
mere matter of approximately the permeability of prinitive eighteen-inch naval arnor plate.
Scanni ng externally, he detected the presence of half a dozen living beings, the sole occupants of
the half-nmle-wi de parabolic done within which his vessel had cone to rest. He selected the wal
opposite the position of the waiting party of six and deftly eased through into echoing darkness
and paused to rest. Exercise of his ability to place his naterial atons in resonance with barrier
materials and then slip through them he had discovered, not only depleted his chemni cal - energy
reserve very rapidly, but also made his bones itch. He devoted a nonent to a cursory exani nation
of the done, noting that it was two hundred thirty-five point-seven-six-eight nmeters in dianeter
at its base, seventy-four point-six-three-two high at its apex, and conposed of an alloy of natter
and raw energy which would defy his techni que of penetration.
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Ergo, a door was needed. He found one, an elliptical "soft" spot hidden in the far shadows where
heaped bal es | ay apparently awaiting loading. He felt a gentle plop! as the capsule which had

i mprisoned himfor so many weeks and carried himso far (fifteen and a half |ights, he noted)
dematerialized at his back. At once sounds of activity there directed his attention to the group
whi ch had clearly been awaiting him They were tall, lean, big-eyed creatures arnmed with w cked
scimtars and clad in dirty silks of bile yellow and soil ed maroon. They spread out to forma
sem circle around the man who crouched in apparent shock at the spot which had been the center of
the "floor" of the now vani shed capsul e.

"Hold it, fellows," the man called in a voice which to Damy sounded indescribably crude and

harsh, though curiously famliar. "I"mhere to report a kidnapping. A Vocile Napt, | think it was—
that was at first, then this other character-Astrobe, he calls hinmsel f-stuck his oar in-and there
was a gang of Teest running around | oose out in Vang Sector. It |ooks |ike Concensual authority is
going to pieces |like a wet sugar cookie."

The stranger swaggered forward, apparently ignoring the nenacing gestures of his reception
committee. As one approached too closely, he casually caught its drawn sabre by the unsharpened
edge and twitched it fromthe grasp of its owner, who at once turned to his fellows for redress of
this inpudence. The six uniformed Trismans conferred briefly; then one stepped forward, pointedly
sheat hing his cutlass as a synbol of truce.

"Look, fellow, " he said in a tone of weariness.
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"W got a job to do, see? OK, we're down here on a kind of slow guard detail and the word cones
t hrough on hot stuff coming in—so we're stuck with it, all in a day's work. Nothing personal, OK?
So play it smart and corme on down to the shop and tal k, and you get off easy."

Damy covered the last few feet to slip in anbng the bales and watched as the phantom figure he
had evoked as a decoy confronted his woul d-be captors. A jaunty figure he was, Damy conceded to
hi msel f .swaggering in his red derby, his white silk body shirt with decorative one-inch pearl
buttons and bl ack bow tie, the handsonely tailored | apelless jacket.

"What's this all about?" Dammy's simnul acrum demanded truculently, seeming not to notice the
Trismans edging offside to his left and right.

"You birds never learn," the cop sergeant said. "You keep getting the sane big idea you can
smuggl e contraband farfweed right into Trisnme Central and do the state out of its cut of the dope
action. So you're under arrest. Turn around and bend over and grab your tarsals and hang on!"

"l guess | got a fewrights,” the fal se Damy countered.

"Dam few, " the noncom agreed. "Name one."

"I refer you to the Raptate Code, Section |IX, paragraph 91, subsection c: 'In all instances where
a breach of the code is presuned solely on the basis of objective exocosmic circunstances, the
accused shall have the options of enploying counsel of its own designation, or of remaining mite
during exam nation (addendum 44 applies)/ "

"Ceeze, a guardhouse |awyer," the sergeant al-
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nost noaned. "Turning a nice clean little pinch into a like interplanetary incident and all." He
waggl ed his tubelike head and approached as the two flunkies closed in unobtrusively fromthe
sides. Their intended victimcasually tossed up the cutlass he had taken fromhis first

chal | enger, caught it by the hilt, and spun in time to intercept a vicious cut fromthe left. Wth
a flip he disarned the creature, which scuttled back as the intended arrestee turned easily to
prick the exposed thorax of the right-hand attacker as he raised his blade high. The weapon fel
with a tinny clatter and Dammy's doubl e kicked it away.

"Better get yourself sone new boys, Herr oer-gefreiter,” he said to the sergeant. "These seemto
be alittle tired.” He spun and barked "scat!" at yet another opportuni st easing up behind him
The latter junped as though goosed by a pitchfork and becane as inconspi cuous as possi ble. The
real Damy snorted softly and noved toward the door he had spotted before | eaving the capsule. As
he reached it, it valved open and a pair of aliens of disreputable appearance crowded in. They
were trucial wards of the d anmorph, Dammy noticed by the elaborate, if badly corroded, insignia
attached to their C ass Ten harness. The | eader paused to | ook Danmy over before speaking:

"A new boy on the run, hey? How cone Tanver never tipped us?"
"He was too busy, | inmagine," Damry replied coldly, "doing sonething inportant |ike enptying his
ashtray."

"How we know you're the guy?" the ward persisted.
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"I'"'mhere, ain't |?" Damry denanded and brushed past and out into cold gray light and a fine m st
that was not quite a drizzle. A hulking | out peered down at himfromthe driver's perch of a
vehicle with an uncanny resenbl ance to a 1913 Mack Commerci al -wagon wheels, solid tires, and all.
It was painted a bleary dark green, with nud-obscured lettering in the Pandex script which Damy
transl ated as "Munici pal Mtor Pool —Special Duty," and below, "max lId. 875 units (w)." He found
t hi s unenli ght eni ng.

"Hey, you," the driver called. "Don't hang around."

"M nd your tone, nmy man," Dammy replied coolly, and turned away. He was aware of a sound of sudden
nmovenment just an instant before the world expl oded. Curious—an earthquake w thout even a
prenonitory runble, he was thinking as he noticed that at a depth of five hundred neters no
sunl i ght penetrates—thus the gleamng |ights adorning the curious sea creatures which swarned
about him examining the intruder. Damry struck out ganely, swinmmng for the surface, hardly
noticing the odd fact that he was breathing the deep-sea water quite easily.

"... OK boss?" An untutored voice faded into audibility. "I clobbered this chunp on the done; it
| ooked |ike the softest part."

"Who is he?" soneone asked in badly accented C-5. Damry | evered an eyelid up. The creature which
hal f-squatted, |ooking down at him was an obese travesty of a mating between a squirrel and an
oyster. Its heavy shell was decorated in bright colors of the puce and Mexican pink famly

mat chi ng the bedraggl ed ribbons in its bushy tail.
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"He's the nmug which you said we was after him" the driver stated sullenly. Behind him soneone
was energing fromthe stall open door. Damy recogni zed his sinulacrumjauntily |eading the six-
cop detail.

"Uh-oh, maybe | goofed, boss,
with the fuzz, too."

" the big driver grunted. "That there | ooks like him and in good

"Beats ne," the boss said indifferently. "You can't count how nany tails and arns and antlers and
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stuff this here one's got, dunped in a pile thata-way. You sure you didn't slug himtoo good,
Of2"

"Mghta," Of conceded. "Let's get himouta here. If it's the wong bird, we can drop himoff at
muni ci pal disposal, like the truck says. Kind of a neat touch at that."

As Dammy was hauled to his feet, his double, about to pass by six feet away, checked and
appr oached.

"See here, ny man," he said briskly to Of. "Are you chaps aware you're in the presence of a third
lieutenant of the lowa National Guard?"

"Who, you, sir?" Of inquired as one eager to please, and snapped to eight feet of slovenly
attention.

"By no neans, fellow. | nmyself ama senior attache of the Triarchy of Gee. This personage"
—pointing at Dammy—is the |lieutenant. Better get on the ball fast, before he notices you and
depil ates you on the spot."

O f and the boss rel eased Damy at once, allowing himto slunp back to the sidewal k, which, he
noted, was nicely finished in Yalcan til ework.

"All right, you swine, clear out of there!" an authoritative voi ce barked.
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"Sarge, that's the notorious footpad and cut-purse, Of," another spoke up, "—and unless |I'm nmuch
m stook the other mscreant is the Upright Man hisselfT

"Better beat it before I run you in," the cop three-striper said w thout conviction; but Of and
hi s enpl oyer scranbl ed qui ckly aboard the garbage truck and noved off in a cloud of unburned
hydrocarbons. A small crowd of curious passersby had gathered. Damry stared back. They were a
vari ed group—tall and short, shaggy and hard-shelled, in every color of the spectrum sone
goggl i ng stemmed eyes, others wavi ng ekborate snoof organs, chattering In a dozen tongues which
Damy had sonme difficulty in sorting out and interpreting.

one of them Planches, | bet! | heard—=
not ori ous dope ring. Degenerate-|ooking fellow "

over so's a guy can see, for Foob's sakel"

The cops got busy shooing off the audi ence, then turned back to Damrmy, who by now had nanaged to
control his head's tendency to expand and contract by a factor of ten with each pul sebeat.

"Hey, sarge,"” he called. "Wasn't that Of, the notorious footpad, you just turned | oose?" He got
to his feet, swaying only a little, braced hinself against the wall.

The cops, happy now with a famliar routine to occupy themrequiring no exercise of their limted
t hought power, glowered at the | ast departing eyebailer and turned back to their sergeant for
approval. The latter was glumy eyei ng Danmy.

"What was that crack, |ootenant?" he demanded, advancing holding in his pudgy hands a device
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that was not so intricate that Damy was unable to recognize it as a form of handcuff.

"M nd your tone, ny man," Dammy replied coolly. "Now you nay report to ne. Exactly what were your
i nstructions regarding your mnission here at the depot today?"
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"Well," the noncomsaid, "all we got was, a nonsched vital support transfer encapsule with
contraband was going to do a sneak docking at |ocus 12-137251A at two bells sharp, and we was to
put the armon the bum whi ch he sw ped the can from sone bi g-shot bureaucrat. And you hit it right
on the button."

"I see," Dammy replied. "In other words, a sinple case of mistaken identity due to an otherw se
comrendabl e excess of zeal."

"Yeah, | guess," the chastened cop said, reluctantly reholstering the cuffs. "WlIl, boys," he
addressed his mnions, "I guess we better be reporting in on a dry run, which we done our best."

As the abashed flatfeet shuffled their service boots and |lined up, Damy's simulacrum pushed
through themto confront the sergeant.

"Look here, you dunb hick cop," he said inpatiently. "How about apol ogizing to this nobl eman and
offering himclass A transport to his destinati on—and nake it snappy!"

"On the other hand," the boss cop said, "any pinch is better'n no pinch at all. So— he turned to
Damy, again unlinbering his cuffs, which, Damry noted, operated on a nerve-pinch principle which
rendered the restrai ned nenbers pernmanently sem -operable. He stepped back

"Hey!" the cop said. "You know, you two bunms do | ook kinda alike. To a untrained optic organ,
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mean. Like you both got pink bower hats, only yours got a dent in it—that's on account of Of
col d-cocked you one," he elucidated. "C nmere, nug."

"Now, officer," (the real) Danmy said placatingly. "There's been another nisunderstanding. You
were dispatched here to intercept contraband, not to harass officials of a friendly power. As you
know, |lowa and Trisne have always accorded Mdst Favored Nation status, reciprocally, to each

ot her."

"Naw, | never went in fer that diplomacy stuff,” the cop denurred. "Being a cop is crooked enough
for ne."

"Smarten up, copper,” Damry *s doubl e advised sharply, ignoring Damry's hand signals to shush
"Round up your norons and beat it."

"You, again, huh?" the sergeant replied, and turned to | ook himover. "Hey, which one of you guys
is which, anyways?" he inquired feelingly.

"I"'mthe good one," Dammy said pronptly. Behind the sergeant's back he renpved his hat and, as the
cop turned, deftly traded with his self-copy. The cop waggled his head sadly. "I thought it was
himwith the dent in his done," he said aggrievedly.

"It was; | nmean it is," Damry reassured the |lawran. "Better grab him quick."

The cop nodded and advanced, this tine on the false Damry. He paused, fingering his restraining
device with increasing indications of frustration. "Lousy issue bracelets," he conmented. "OK. ,
fella, | decided to give ya a break and not put the cuffs on ya. You gonna cone al ong nice?"

"Forget it, dummy," his intended victimreplied. Danmy stepped forward. "Perhaps | can be
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of assistance, officer," he said, and plucked the mal functioning device fromthe cop's hands. Wth
a deft notion and a twist of the wist, he apparently turned the device inside out and handed it
back. "I think you'll find it operative now," he said ofihandedly.
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"Hey, why'ncha say you was one of the boys, brother?" the policeman inquired genially. "I guess
you was having a few yocks, hey?" He offered a hopeful chuckle.

"Sure, brother," Danmy said soothingly.

"WAit Tl | take care of this wise guy, which it looks |like he was figgering to pass hisself off as
you, sir, the slob." The cop deftly clanped the restraining device, neuronic, Mark IV, |.N 76842,
on the unresisting sinulacrum

"CGood work, captain,"” Dammy said. "Watch himclosely. He |ooks tricky."

"Don't worry none about this boy. | never had nobody break fromnme yet, once | got the old Mark IV
on him"

At that instant the sinulacrumdi sappeared with a faint plop! of inploding air. The cuffs fell to
the pavenent. For a nonment Dammy felt curiously |ightheaded. Gotta eat, he thought.

"I was just gonna put the cuffs on the bum" the sergeant announced unhappily, retrieving his Mrk
IV, "and he knees nme and does a snhappy dive into a waiting car, which beats it in a hurry.
Probably a plant!"”

"Sure, sergeant," Danmy conmiserated. "He took advantage of your good nature."
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"Maybe I'mslipping nmy clutch." The sergeant | ooked worried.

"By no neans, mmjor. Excuse nme for a nonent while | neditate. | feel the need of a brisk stroll to
stimulate the circulation," he added. Wthout waiting for formal perm ssion, Danmy set off toward
the corner, where he encountered Of with his garbage truck

"Good show you didn't nmake the turn,"” Danmy said. "There's a detail of coppers planning an anbush
right in front of the main cargo dome."

"Them sneaky flatfeet!" Of spat. "I got you now," he added. "You're Slick Slunt, the notorious
cut purse and footpad and all."

"Right!" Dammy agreed. "Can you tell ne where to find the action in this burg?"

"Can I! You know e, Slick—-always in touch. Besides, the boss likes a little action, too.

"Swell. Let's go—but on second thought, let's have a little run with the precinct boys first.
There's a pretty sharp sergeant and six beat-pounders hidi ng behind the shrubbery next to the
enpl oyees' entrance. "

"Yeah, but there ain't no shrubbery around there."

"Right. Makes 'emeasy to spot. Just pull in slow, |ike you were going to stop—then gun it. ['I]
nmeet you | ater on—you say where."

The sergeant was shaking his head nournfully as Danmmy sauntered back

"l blewit, brother,"” he said. "The bum pulls a caper right here in broad daylight. Looks like
maybe it's tine for me to turn in ny badge."

"Don't feel bad, chief. You couldn't help it if
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you had a couple bad breaks. 1'll put in a good word for you with the conmi ssioner.”
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"CGeeze, would you, pal? Say, | guess maybe it's lucky | pulled this detail after all—you know,
there's a reason for everything."

"Did you ever hear of a joint called the Geen Corpse?" Dammy asked casually on a sudden inpul se
wonderi ng why even as he spoke.

"Are you kidding! Sure, you're a guy with a laugh for every occasion. | ain't been around that end
o* town since the big Slunt pinch, three cycles back come pronotion tine. Wat about it?"

"I heard about the place and thought I'd like to have a ook while I'min town," Danmy inprovised.

"Better watch it down there, Your Honor. It's one of them l|ike, dens of iniquity and all Iike you
hear about. Maybe we shoul da cleaned it up, but it's fend of handy at that; all the crine in town
operates outa the dunp.”

"Good thinking, captain. How about dropping ne off?"
"Sure, pal, no trouble—but not before you see the conmm sh, right?"
"Say about stardown?"

"Pick you up right here—er at your hostel, whichever. Believe ne, sir, Sergeant Bloot is a cop
whi ch he knows a real gent when he sees one—which ain't often. By the way, when you're chinning
with your pal the conmish, don't say nothing about how that slob which | was picking himup on
suspi ci on broke from ne, OK?"

"Not a word," Danmmy agreed. Funny, he nused. Wth all the sophisticated techni ques from Machi av-
etti to Drunt at nmy disposal, it turns out the best
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approach is the good old double cross. | mght as well be back in Chi.

Wthout warning, it came sweeping in froma great distance: a solid—o, not a solid, not even a
gas, Danmmy corrected hinsel f—a wall of vibrating nolecules, yet not the nol ecul es thensel ves, but
the vibration, well down in the sonic range, though with sub- and supersonic harnonics. It was, in
fact, a sound, he belatedly realized, filling all of tine and space.

Ch, the Big Bang, so it mnust be true after all, he had time to think before it caught himup
swept himoff into depthless i mensity where he hung notionless, spinning rapidly on his long axis
and rotating around a radi ant body nearby at an infinite distance.

So now I"ma planet, he said to hinself silently in a voice that booned away to the retaining wall
of eternity and bounced back as a faint squeak

Let's get it together, Mntgonerie, he comranded hinself sternly. Now there was snoke, dense and
bl ack and choking, if he had happened to be breathing, plus a curious sensation of being tied to
an anchor off there somewhere. At last he identified it: pain. A curious concept. Wiy should pain
be regarded as unpl easant? And what was pl easure?

Yet it seened inportant to check on it. He hauled on the nononol ecular filament linking himto it
and came sailing in through dizzying vistas of exploding gal axies, deftly dodging the rubble to
cone to rest at last with a mnd-nunbing inpact. He clutched, found sharp spikes and broken gl ass,
| et go, and slid—+to smash up against that which
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enconpassed himlike a dowy water bed filled with gentle dreans. He blinked and opened his eyes.
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A deep anber dusk filled the narrow street like a high tide of orange pekoe, but the
phosphorescent chartreuse signboard marking the location of the Green Corpse was unm stakabl e. For
once, "You can't miss it" had been no exaggeration. Few pedestrians lingered in the Street of the
Bad Snel | —for nany reasons, Damy realized, in addition to the one celebrated in the nane. Damy
passed two | ean, pale blue Evian prostitutes standing in a deep doorway, swerved aside to avoid a
| unbering Truncan aristocrat acconpani ed by a bodyguard of four spidery Theel. A lone Trisman

| oitered near the open entry of the dive which was Dammy's appoi nted rendezvous. After dropping
himat the foot of the street, Sergeant Bl oot had departed in haste, mentioning reports to

conpl ete, Damy renmenbered, as if fromanother lifetine.

As Dammy cane up, he flicked a thought at the apparently casual Trisman by the doorway from which
i ssued sounds and snells suggesting both nmirth and viol ence. The guard eased into Damry's path.

"Routine check, sir," the doorman buzzed in a gutter variant of C5.
"Qut of nmy way, scunml" Dammy buzzed back

The fell ow advanced menaci ngly. Danmy held his ground. The watchman's hand began to stray toward
his hip. "Want to try me, punk?" he snarl ed.

Renmenbering the techni ques of Fast Harry the Dip, Damry shot out his hand, plucked the gun from
the thug's pocket, dropped the nagazine from

188
Kei th Laumer

the butt, fired the chanbered round into the air, and replaced the weapon before the magazi ne
struck the oily cobbles.

Down the bl ock, the Theel bodyguards had clustered close around their patron and were gazing
toward the encounter in the doorway. The guard, struggling to retain his aplonb, waved them on

"Just a gag, boys," he called, then returned his gaze to Damy.
"I hope | didn't see that," he muttered.

"CGo inside and reserve nme the best table in the house,” Dammy ordered curtly. "And hot up the
bi ggest and best steak in Trisne."

"Who' d you say you was?" The Trisnman inquired anxiously, edging toward the entry.
"Tell 'em G oucho sent you," Damy replied. "And put some snap into it."

Five mnutes later Damy's knife sliced through a crusty brown-black exterior into the deep pink
m ddl e of a two-inch slab of gently steaming |oin of blurb-beast. He noticed that his hands
trenbled slightly. Although he had conserved energy by manual |y di sarm ng the doorman rather than
merely teleporting the gun fromhis pocket, he was alnost at the end of his strength. One nore
show of resistance by the guard, he knew, would have finished him

The steak was superb. Its weight, Danmy noted, was thirty-eight-point-one ounces. Just right. The
flavor was indistinguishable fromthat of U S. prine porterhouse, and there was |ess bone. Idly he
wonder ed how a herd of blurb-beast would fare on a big spread in Texas or Florida—ei ght hundred
pounds of beef each, plus a superb pink-and-yell ow hide for tanning.
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Intent on his nuch needed neal, Danmy had ignored as far as possible the noisy polyglot nob that
thronged the wi de, |ow dining and gami ng room Hi s steak finished, he was aware of a euphoric
sensation of renewed vitality. Relaxing confortably in his chair, toying with a thin-walled gl ass
of black w ne, he |ooked around, amusing hinmself by identifying the various types previously
famliar to himonly via Xorialle's briefing tapes. Hie variety was astonishing, but, he rem nded

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...Keith%20Laumer%20-%20The%20Ultimax%20Man.txt (86 of 111) [2/4/2004 11:30:18 PM]



file://ID)/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/K eith%20L aumer%20-%20The%20U1timax%20M an.txt

hi nsel f, actually no nore so than that to be observed anpbng little Terra's two million species of
extant arthropods al one, to say nothing of the other great phyla, plus the flora. Nature, clearly,
was i nexhaustible in her solutions to the problens of nanning the interface between the animte
and the inanimate. A glinpse of rainbow col or caught his eye.

"Fl oss!" he called against the hubbub. At once the attentive Anciloid waiter was at his side,
solicitous. Damry reassured him

"Just spotted an old pal and yelled w thout thinking," he explained, and pointed out the fragile
figure at the center of a crowd of relatively drably attired Trismans. The waiter bobbed his
carrot-shaped head and hurried away. A nonment |ater, Damy | ooked up to see the fanmiliar, thin,
gorgeously col ored, bee-faced, butterfly-winged formof his old ship- and cellmate. "Sit down,

Fl oss," he urged. "Fancy neeting you here, as the saying goes."

"I fear, sir, there's been an error," the anxious waiter interposed. "This being, sir, is his
Excel l ency Field Marshall General Baron C ace, honor-
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ing this hunbl e establishment with a visit on the occasion of his accession to his titles and
position at the Board."” He went on to introduce Dammy as the Lord Bongbong, just in from Zrade on
Syndi cat e business; then he withdrew, to | eave Danmy | ooking quizzically at the colorful alien

"Lord Boom boom that's nme," Damy said. "Alias Slick Slunt."
"I understood the fellow to say Bong-bong, nilord," the butterfly creature chined.

"Just a slip of the brain, | guess, Floss," Damy replied. "Sit down and try this vintage. It's
not bad. Not good, but not bad."

"As the nmenial informed you, mlord, | amBaron Cace," Floss said with a single, sharp, plucked-
string tone. "Kindly disabuse yourself of the notion that | am sone sort of crony of your
| ordship. |I fear |'ve not previously had the honor."

"Knock it off, Floss," Damy said genially as he flicked out a quick mental probe to contact the
famliar, vaguely defined mnd-field of the feckless creature whose |ife and estate he had saved
fromthe depredations of the fierce Teest horde. To his astoni shnent, he net an inpervious barrier
rem ni scent of that which had contained both himand his fellow prisoner in the transfer capsule
He | aughed, causing the other to w nce.

"Pretty cute, Floss,
to your chest?"

he chimed in Concensual Seven. "What was the idea of playing themso close

The gossamer-w nged creature drew out a chair and seated hinself. "You nmust give no indication of
famliarity," he dtng/ed softly. "You are in great danger."

"Sure, aren't we all?" Damy said gaily. "What's
THE ULTIJMAX MAN
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it all about?" He | ooked around. Wile he intercepted no inimcal gazes, he felt sonmehow that all
eyes were focused on the byplay at his table. Then three bigger-than-usual Trismans in garnents of
austere yet elegant cut and col or separated thenselves fromthe throng to approach, side by side,
until they | ooned directly behind Fl oss—er Baron Cl ace, as he insisted.

"Ch, a pinch, huh?" Dammy said carelessly. "Another sellout. | wondered how the boys happened to
be on the spot to neet ne."

"As it happens, milord, I ama ranking officer of Concensual Intelligence," the bee-faced
aristocrat stated flatly. "I amnerely doing ny duty. In fact, | have just saved you from
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destruction. Had | given a different signal, you would have been burnt on the spot. That was, in
fact, Contingency A But | have reprieved you—tenporarily. So much for superfluous expl anations.
Now—who are you?"

"Knock it off, Floss," Damy said amiably. "You know |'m Damry Montgonerie. Wat's the gane?"

"I'"ve told you candidly enough that | aman intelligence officer, Danmy. AmI| to reveal all ny
prof essi onal secrets at your demand?"

"Just quit kidding ne," Damry said. "You can admt you're Floss wi thout giving away any wei ght,
since | already knowit."

"Very well, Dammy, | did indeed once assunme the persona you insist on. You see? | reserve
not hi ng—er al nost nothing." The bee face seemed to express pl eased expectation of Damy's
satisfaction with this declaration.

"So now you're a big-shot Gman with a snmall group of enthusiasts, is that the picture?" Dammy
sai d sardonically.
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"I don't think I quite understand,” Baron Clace replied stiffly.

"You tipped me of f—+emenber? just as a pal —that the Galactic Concensus is a nut bunch that wants
to take over the Galaxy with nothing but hot air and big ideas."

"I'n the course of one's profession, one nust at tinmes dissenble, of course," Floss (or Baron
Clace) said stiffly.

"Thanks, pal. What was the idea? That |'d stunble in and get swatted before |I opened nmy nouth? And
then you tipped the authorities just to be sure.™

"It is irrational, Dammy, to attenpt to assign values to my actions in accordance with your own
twi sted views."

"That's OK, Flossie. In fact, you did nme a favor; you blewit. If you hadn't gone to the trouble,
I mght have been a lot slower to realize howinportant | amto you people.”

"I fail to grasp your neaning," Baron Clace said in a single icy tone resenbling an ei ght-pound
sl edge hitting a chilled anvil.

Dammy signaled to the Anciloid waiter, who had been hovering within range.

"Do it again," Damy said. "The whole nmeal —just for desert. After a big blurb steak, there's
nothing like another steak to settle the stomach.”

Fl oss declined to order. "You seemto have an excessive appetite, if you' |l pardon ny mentioning
it," he chimed reprovingly. "I nyself keep to a strict diet of the Tine school, nostly flora
nectars."

"Kind of light on protein,"” Dammy said. "No wonder you're so skinny—f you'll pardon ny nen-
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tioning it.'
unnoved.

He proceeded to devour his second dinner with excellent appetite. Floss |ooked on

"There are three kinds of hungry," Damry said expansively. "Type Ais social; you like the idea of
settling down in a good restaurant with a few buddi es and ordering up sonething special. Then Type
B—that's when your stonmach says, 'It's tine to stuff ne again.* Type Cis when your cells are a
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little depleted and need feeding. That's what you get on a good weight-loss diet and what' Il kill
you if you don't eat. | had all three." He patted his abdonen confortably.

"Candi dly, Dammy, | was astonished that you evaded Lieutenant General Lord Bloot, and High

Commi ssioner Of's group as well," C ose confided briskly. "You unveiled a whol e new range of
behavior | had not been led to expect. You're crafty, Danocles. | see now that your entire
handling of the party of Teest 'vandals' (a picked crew, | assure you) was nerely a ploy designed
to delude ne as to your practicality in policy matters."

"Not entirely. |I really did hate to see 'emlousing up your pad. |I kind of liked it."
"I should inmagine. After all, | extracted the concept fromyour own third-1level fantasies."

"You called nme crafty, Floss. But you're quite a subtle operator yourself. |'ve been wondering
what you're up to now-and | just figured it out."

"Did you, indeed?" Baron Clace nurnured indifferently.

"First," Dammy said, "I noticed that things got very quiet here as soon as you cane over to ny
table; all the spontaneous nmayhem faded out. But
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the skel eton crew of bullyboys hanging around in the corners wasn't watching me. They were
wat chi ng you. "

"You del ude yoursel f, Danocl es,
strategies."

Floss ding.'ed. "My minions are of course attentive to ny

"Nuts," Danmy conmmented. "You're under surveillance, not ne. And another thing. The whol e pl ay—al
that sweet jazz back at the docks, the runaround with Sergeant Bloot, and this setup—it's al
supposed to soften me up so I'Il sob out my whole story on your shoul der. But why not just run ne
in and work nme over under the lights? You're trying to build up the dependency rel ationship so you
can punmp ne. You think I can tell you what it's all about. Sorry, chum™

The bee-faced alien | eaned forward with a show of earnestness. "The Gal axy, Danocles, is
infinitely nmore vast and conpl ex than you imagine. Forces are in flux now which will determ ne the
evol ution of Cosnpbs for unthinkable ages yet to cone. Wiy not sinply relax and accept your good
fortune in having gained ny indul gence?"

"Could you be a little nore specific, you two-faced chiseler?" Dammy said in a hunble tone. "By
the way, one other thing I'msure of, Baron; you re not so tough."

"I, tough, Danocles?" Floss twitched his w ngs, which | ooked al nost gray now in the subdued |ight.
"You're quite aware that | in no way fancy nyself as a ruffian. | am rather, a sensitive being
oriented toward aesthetics.”

"What the farmer stepped in," Dammy said flatly. "Qut of all the gunslingers in town, how come
THE ULTI MAX MAN
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they picked you to brace ne nman-to-nman at hi gh noon, so to speak?"

When the alien made no answer, Damy pushed back his chair and rose. "Better slap |leather, big
boy. The let's-be-pals play didn't work." He reached across the table, put his hand agai nst the
shel | -hard, bristly velvet-black face and pushed. Floss's chair went over backward. Damy stepped
over the prostrate creature and wal ked to the door wi thout |ooking back, reflecting on the curious
di scovery he had made when he touched the bristly, bee-eyed face.

El even

Qutside, Dammy paused, felt a nmonmentary dizziness, but recovered hinself and went quickly to a
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reeking alley nouth adjacent to the Green Corpse. He stepped into the shadows and waited to
observe as a squad of security men, energing fromthe door he had just quitted, closed in on the
jaunty figure in the dented pink derby, who bowed with nock courtesy and acconpanied themto a
wai ti ng paddy wagon. It dug off with a screech and di sappeared around a corner. An instant |ater,
a nmetallic car-rongg! shattered the night stillness. Fromits point of origin, a flash of white

I ight cast sharp shadows across the square. A |one security nan canme running back to dart inside
the Corpse. He reenerged instantly, running even faster. Then Fl oss cane out peering about
hesitantly, as if checking for rain.

"Come on, Floss, cut the comedy," Dammy called. "Wy not get wise to yourself and quit trying to
ace me?"

"To be sure," Floss pong.'ed. For a nonment he seenmed a bit confused; then he cane briskly across
to Damy. "I acknow edge ny error, Danocles,"”
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he said in a businesslike way. "I perceive that special tactics will be necessary in dealing with
such an anonal ous phenonenon as yoursel f."

"Cool ," Danmmy grunted. "Wat have you got planned next? By the way, | give you full points for
savoir faire. CGetting pushed in the nmush and knocked on your can woul d have been enough to rile up
just about anybody but you. You didn't miss a line—dunb as the |ine was. You know the ganme's up
now. But aren't you anxi ous about why | did it?"

"I assune it was mere ruffianly pique at your foilure to intimdate ne. Then, of course, ny squad
men did act precipitately, without awaiting my authorization, which is naturally in contravention
not only of regulations, but of ny own personal policy."

"So what ?"

"Surely, Danocles, you recognize that it is essential that you and 1 cone to an acconmmbdati on
based on a realistic assessnent of affairs.”

"Go soak your head," Damry suggest ed.

"To what end?" Fl oss asked seriously. "Ch, | see,"” he added. "Another of your inconprehensible
verbal sallies.”

"OK, so far we've established that, for some reason you're being coy about, I'mtoo inportant to
be allowed to run around | oose. | was pretty green, thinking |1'd just stunbled onto harmnl ess,
sinple little old you—and all that jazz about being captured by a Vocile Napt. OK and now we both
know a little better. But I'mstill wondering why you had it set up for nme and how you knew when
and where to nab nme. Xorialle nust have tipped you after all. | was a trusting soul in those days.
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When | saw himusing a crowbar on the star radio, | took it at face value—sort of. But where does
that leave us now? |'mready for a good night's sleep and a fresh day. Wiat do you want?"

"1, want, Damy?" Floss repeated as if astonished. "What could | possibly desire from such as
you?"

"Never nmind, |'ve got the answer: what you want is to tie me up with this Keystone Kops routine,
but for what? Never mind again,” he went on. "I'ma little slow tonight, but I've got to adjust to
the idea: you're not running the show, so you're just as nystified as I am"

"Nonsense. | amin conplete control of the situation."
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"Maybe we ought to join forces and maybe we'll get sonewhere.”
Clace-Floss uttered a derisive ping! and added, "I assure you, ny boy—
"You al ready assured ne," Damy cut himoff. "And |'mdefinitely not your boy."

"You try ny patience sorely,” the winged creature said severely.

"Al right. 1'lIl be good. | know when |'m overnmatched,” Damy said, and at once | aunched a
concentrated probe at the other's m nd—and crashed against a steel-hard barrier. He recoiled
dizzily, reconstituted his probe, and tried again. This time, an irresistible force caught and
contained his probe. A nonent later, it burst into his mnd and | ooned there, al nost bl ocking ofl F
thought. Damy tried in vain to rally his forces.

"Danmit," he sputtered. "They ought to Iift old Doc Xorialle's license; the first time | really
run
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up against a problem | fold |ike wet Christmas w appings."”

"Don't feel bad, Danobcles. You' re not yourself—and | nean that quite literally."
"I's that supposed to nean sonething?" Damry inquired hazily.

"Thi nk, Danocles," Floss urged mldly. "You have reckl essly enpl oyed great powers, powers not to
be invoked thoughtlessly. Surely you could have suspected, if not deduced, that such abilities
cone at a price."

"Sure. | always have a big yen for a hamburger right after |I pull a big nunber."

"Not only that. O course, exercise of psi powers is a nassive drain on the physical vitality of
the organism carel essness can easily result in sudden death."

"Now he tells ne."

"A pity. Xorialle should have warned you—but of course, he failed to realize fully the degree of
success he had actually achieved. But it was irresponsible."

"Sure—but what was that crack about me having a nervous breakdown or sonethi ng?"

"I said '"you're not yourself,' a figure of speech—usually."

"Cone on, get to the point."

"You'll doubtless recall experiencing a noment of disorientation earlier today," Floss suggested.

"A monent? On the level, | haven't been what you could call oriented since | closed the hatch on
the Magi ¢ Punpkin back at the North Pole."

"Bef ore abandoni ng the transfer encapsule, you took what doubtless seenmed cl ever counternea-
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sures in case of a hostile reception: you evoked a fourth-1level simulacrumas a decoy."
"Right—and it worked like a charm™

"Such an evocation, Danocles, is perhaps the nost dangerous possible formof psi. It was for that
reason that it didn't occur to Field Marshall Bl oot that you'd enploy such a drastic tactic."
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"I figured old Bloot was too dunb to be a real sergeant. Anyway, | faked himout of position."

"To be sure. Now think back, Danocles: do you recall any period of, ah, nmental blankness, so to
speak? A time during which you'd find it difficult to account for your actions?"

"Well, the fact is, things are a little hazy there after Bloot gave ne a lift. The next thing
that's really clear is when he dropped ne here in the street outside the Corpse."

"That period represents a time during which you, as Danocles Mntgonerie, did not exist."
" Huh?"

"Had you no qual ns when you sent your unpro-testing sinulacrumoff to destruction but now, Damry?
Were we to stroll around the corner, we'd find the charred corpse still chained to its seat in the
ruins of the arnmored car."

"Let's go take a look at the remains," Dammy said. "The boys hustled nme into a paddy wagon and
drove it around the corner and into a stone wall. It's not often a guy gets to see his own corpse,
and I"'mnot the boy to pass it up. Cnon." He |led the way around the corner

Damy stood staring at the charred and gutted ruins of the still snoking arnored car. "Funny
there's no dead cops around," he said. "But |
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guess that would have been a little stiff even for warnhearted old Fl oss-d ace- Astrobe. "

"It was a foolish schene—and as you see, it backfired," Floss conceded. "My best conputations
showed no indication that you would be able to transfer your ego-gestalt to your simulacrum even
in the instant of dissolution."

"But why blow nme up in the first place? You act as if | was a ticking bonb."

"True enough, Danpcles, and the ticking has been proceeding for a very long tine. It was necessary
to act now. Even incorrect action is preferable to nothing."

"I"'mgoing to do ny best to change your nmind on that point," Damy said grimy. "It looks Iike |I'm
going to have to bring up the big guns. Let's take a | ook at the body." He advanced on the heat-
radiating mass, a nmere tattered shell of steel 178, the gutted hulk resting on heat-deforned
wheel s in the center of a ring of scorched pavenment. At one side, a charred heap lay in the total
rel axati on of death. Dammy | ooked down at the bl ackened face, the snol dering remants of the once
natty outfit clinging to the broken body. He picked up the crushed pink hat and exam ned it
nmnutely.

"You nmake it sound pretty col d-blooded. But it was just a simulacrum renmenber? Not really |ove-
able old me—er anybody."

"What do you suppose the sinulacrumwould have said to that, had you asked it—er hin®"
"Beats ne. Nothing much, | guess. It was |like a ghost, you know-er a three-D photo."

"I ndeed? How do you feel now, Danmy? Do
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you experience the sensation of |ife? Are you aware of your identity as Dammy Montgonerie?"
"Sure, why not?"

"Because, Danocles, you are the sinmulacrum™
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Hours later, in a w de-wi ndowed office with a view of the netropolis spreading to the horizon
d ace gazed at Dammy synpat hetically.

"Thi nk, Danocles," he buzzed. "The Concensus could not long survive if it permtted any pl acel ess
bei ng who so wished to flout its laws with impunity. You've not been singled out for unjust
persecution. Concensual courts are the culnmnation of the ideal of justice.”

"Swell," Dammy said indifferently. "Wien do | get to call ny |awer?"

"There is no need for that, Danocles. The court itself represents your interests nore perfectly
than could any |l ess informed agency."

"Neat. So when do | conme to trial?"
"Tsk," d ace-Floss said, "don't trouble your head over that, ny boy."
"You' ve got a six-year backlog or sonething, | guess," Danmy conmmrented.

"By no neans. Concensual courts are as efficient as they are just. Your case has al ready been
tried."”

"What's the verdict?"

"CQuilty, of course. Wat else? You know quite well, Danocles, that you' ve conducted yourself with
conpl ete disregard of Concensual |aw fromthe nonent that you first probed into unauthorized areas
back at Xorialle's little installation.”

"What's the sentence?"

"I assure you, it won't be mere dull confine-
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ment. The Gal actic Concensus is an ancient civilization, Damy. It longs for novelty, for the
spectacl e of the unknown outcone. You've shown yourself a resourceful being. Just how resourcefu
will be nmade apparent, both for the chastisement of you, the malefactor, and for the adunbration
of the peace-Iloving Concensual public."

"Yeah. What's all that supposed to nean?" It seened to Danmy that perhaps |ater, when he felt |ess
tired, he might attenpt to understand. But at the nonent, he was drowsy.

Twel ve

"I guess arenas are all the same, fromthe Crcus Muxinus to Yankee Stadium" Dammy reflected as
he surveyed the structure | oom ng above him The noi senakers strutted, naking noi ses. Banners
rippled in a light breeze.

A pair of iron gates at the far side of the arena opened with a clang. Two Trismans with | ong
pol es stood by alertly as something cane charging fromthe dark tunnel under the grandstand,
pl anti grade on four awkward |i nbs.

At first glinpse, Dammy thought it was a bear. Then, "Nope," he decided, "too skinny, and—

Next, as the galloping creature slid to a halt and crouched, then spraw ed, its dark, shaggy pelt
dust-splotched, it seenmed to be a man wearing fur |ong Johns.

Danmy advanced cautiously. Wien he was ten feet fromthe beast, it stirred; long arnms and bowed
| egs disconcertingly termnating in al nbst human hands stretched. One foot reached across to
scratch with black-nailed fingers at a threadbare patch that Dammy now saw was a | ess densely
furred chest. The creature rolled over onto its back. At the head
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THE ULTI MAX MAN 209 end, an astonishingly w de nouth opened on |arge, squarish, |enon yellow teeth
and a bright pink buccal cavity where a grayish tongue lolled. Above the nmouth were two orifices
nearly an inch in dianmeter, surrounded by whorls and convol uti ons of what appeared to be gristly
black flesh. Still higher, a pair of snall, red-edged, and bl oodshot brown eyes stared back at him
bl andl y.

"Hey," Dammy said. "It's sone kind of big nonkey or sonmething. But it has homnid 5-Y dentition

Astoni shing, a clear but silent voice spoke between Dammy's ears. Such a freak as this, seeing ne
in ny beauty as a kind of overgrown neepah. It is of the people by its snmell, but far gone in
sickness, its body bald, its |inbs sonewhat wasted. It has covered itself in strange skins to hide
t he shameful disease. But what the hell —onmpany' s conpany.

CGee, thanks, pal, Dammy thought sardonically. / guess I'mreally in the big time now, being
accepted as one of the boys by an overgrown rhesus. O nmybe Austral opithecus robustus, to be
t echni cal

"H," he said aloud. The apelike man-thing recoiled and rolled its eyes as if searching for an
escape route.

It barked at me, the creature's thought cane clearly to Damry. / hope it doesn't attack. . . . The
creature extended four enpty hands one by one in a tentative way. Dammy gently shook each in turn
The horny palns felt hot and dry and hard, like a dog's paw. The ape-man took this gesture in good

part, | ooking nore cheerful now.
210
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"Don't worry, sport," Dammy said soothingly. "I promse not to bite first."

Curious. Sport's reaction canme to Damy not precisely as silent words, but as wordl ess concepts.
It barks as it speaks. One wonders why. Wiy do you bark, fellow?

"Well, 1'Il tell you, Sport," Danmy said softly. "lIt's the practice back hone these days. By the
way, how | ong have you been in stir?"

Based on the residual percentage of nuclide 152 / note in ny tissues, | estimate . . . urn, may |
rummage for a unit of measure? Dammy winced as he felt the ghostly touch inside his skull

"That's the first tinme anybody but nme ever racked ny nenory," he comented.

Ah, here we are . . . one nillion, seven hundred and forty-two thousand, nine hundred and four and
one-hal f, uh, years.

"Almost two million years?" Dammy gasped. "How conme you're not dead, Sport?"

I'"'ma phil osophical sort of fellow, | suppose, Sport replied. / go along fromsleep to sleep, neal
to neal, getting what pleasure | can fromlife—and sonehow it hasn't yet seened necessary to
term nate.

"You sound like it was up to you," Damy said weakly.

I can hardly catch your speech, for your barking, Sport said. Wiy not discontinue the barking and
let's have a quiet talk, there's a good fellow And of course it's up to ne—what el se?

"Where | conme from nost guys live as long as they can, and then they go kicking and screaning."
Seens dreadful, Sport commented. And where do you cone fronf

THE ULTI MAX MAN
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"How s your astronony?" Danmy asked bluntly.

Poor. | doubt that | could enunerate the spectral characteristics of nore than half the stars in
this Gl axy al one.

"I see. Well, here it is." Danmy visualized the |location of Sol relative to 61 Cygni, Al pha
Centauri, Vega, Capella, Sirius, etc.

Remar kabl e! Sport comrented. Actually . . . but no, that's unlikely. Still, yes, the Star of the
Cold Bride, and the double planet itself! Come to ny arms, fellow, diseased or no! W are, it
seens, planet-fellows.

Damy accepted the man-thing' s enbrace wi thout enthusiasm

You hang back, Sport noted. You're shy—but don't feel inferior, sinply because of a physica
circunstance. But stay! 1 can show you quite easily howto re-stinulate the old follicles, and
we' Il have you as handsone as nyself in a trice

"Never mnd, Sport," Dammy declined. "It's a friendly thought and it does you credit. But |I'm
saving ny strength for the crunch.”

You anticipate difficulties? Sport inquired wthout urgency.

"I'"ve already got difficulties,
up for two million years?"

Damry pointed out. "How about you, Sport? You |ike being cooped

You exaggerate, Sport demurred. Actually |'ve seen a great deal nore of the Galaxy than | woul d
have turning over rotted | ogs |ooking for succul ent grubs back in good old Here.

"You' re not one of those optim sts, are you?" Damry demanded. A curious thought, Sport responded.
How can
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one 'l ook on the bright side,' when every side is so bright?

"I'"ve been trying to figure out what species you are,"” Damry confided in Sport. "No doubt about
your being Aninmalia, Chordata, Vertebrata, Manmalia, Eutheria, Primata, Anthropoidiae, but after
that it |ooks kind of dubious. No offense, but nobody's ever dug up a Hom nidea with hands on his
| eg bones."

Um Actually, | shouldn't expect the nmetatar-sals would fossilize all that well, was Sport's only
comrent .

"Two million years," Dammy nused. "That woul d put you back in the time of Austral opithecus." He
visualized the latter as reconstructed.

Oh, those little felhws. Had one chap who caught a young fenal e and clai med he was keeping her as
a pet; then one day she turned up preggers. So they nust be a closely rel ated species, though one
hates to acknow edge it.

"May | ?" Dammy inquired, and extended a sensory feeler to explore Sport's cerebrum

Go right ahead. 1've already studied you, rather rudely, | admt, while you were busy thinking of
ot her matters.

Silently Damy nodded and proceeded to exami ne Sport's cortex.

"This is kind of strange," he commented. "Bro-ca's and Wernicke's areas both hypertrophi ed, and
t he angul ar gyrus undersized. | assune that's got sonmething to do with your being a tel epath.
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He probed further and was astonished to discover an anterior extension of the arcuate fascicul um
to a well-devel oped patch of the cortex for which no specific function was known.
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"We're wired up a bit differently," he told his cellmate. "But | guess you wouldn't know much
about anatony."

No nore than | do of astronony. | noticed your curiously withered speech areas, and | assune the
oddly truncated fasciculumis responsible for your odd habit of barking as you speak

"Funny idea," Dammy replied. "Early nman was tel epathic, and evolved away fromit. | wonder why?"

Perhaps | can explain that, Sport offered. W were having a difficult tinme with ogres and trolls—
great ugly devils they were, just peopl e-1ooking enough to nmake themall the nore repul sive. Used
to jump us unexpectedly and kill all they could and then eat the corpses' brains. So we began to
enpl oy a barking code which, of course, they couldn't interpret. Perhaps in tinme it becane the
chi ef nmode of speech. Yet you speak well enough

"I'"'m an unusual case," Damy said. "I was picked out for special training."

/ note the larynx has descended, as well as the lingual attachment, Sport said. Mikes barking
easier, | suppose.

"These ogres and trolls couldn't talk silently, |I take it," Damry said

Quite right. A few barks and grunts—ather dull fellows.

"But it |ooks like they won," Danmy said. "Unless your boys are really our ancestors and not
erectus. But | doubt it. You're not really Hom noi-diae, | bet."

Curious idea, Sport said sadly. |Inmagine people losing out to ogres and trolls! But you seema
human enough fellow, Damy. So let's consider
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ourselves relatives in spite of all, even if only collaterally. Again, Damry shook all four hands.

How are things back hone these days? Sport inquired genially. Od dragons finally died out
completely, did they? W used to see the odd one now and agai n—ebviously only a few breeding pairs
hangi ng on bach in the hinterlands. Saw fewer every year. | renmenber the last one | saw. (He
graphi cally visualized what Dammy recogni zed as an i guanadon gumming foliage with toothless jaws.)

"W thought the |ast dinosaur cashed in his chips back in the Cretaceous," Damy offered. "Based
on the fossil record, of course."

Um It figures. Shy creatures. Al ways went off somewhere to die. W never found a dead one. Lots
of stones about the Dragons' Graveyard, that sort of thing. | suppose they had a habit of heading
for sone sort of country that happened to be poor fossilizing ground. Knew one old fell ow who
clained they swamout to sea. Trying to return to the old hatching ground., and continental drift
had put an ocean between the dying dragon and his destination.

"Li ke I emmi ngs," Dammy said. "Maybe so. It's as good an expl anation as any. Consider the eels."

Sorry, they nust be since ny tinme-—whatever it is you're referring to, that is. Eels are long
skinny fish that we catch in the river. Wat about then?

"Bot h European and Anerican eels breed in the part of the Atlantic known as the Sargasso Sea. Then
they head for their hone river—know instinctively which way to go. The theory is they started
breeding in the Atlantic when it was just a long, skinny |ake and kept on as it got wi der. Sea
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turtles do the same sort of thing in the Pacific. Amazing, when you think of it—all those aninmals
headi ng for geography that hasn't been there for a fewnillion years."

Lots of changes, | suppose, Sport said. But the basics we can al ways count on: the Endl ess Forest,
the i nexhaustible supply of game, the rivers and | akes to give us plenty of good water and all the
fish we can eat—all that can't change, no natter how tribal custons vary. | suppose |'d hear

not hi ng but barking if | went home now-but | could go off into the forest depths and forget it.

"The tribe nade it big," Dammy said. "People or ogres, or nmaybe a hybrid, but we spread out until
we cane to the end of the Endl ess Forest and net ourselves coning the other way."

So / suppose that Here is now a paradi se i ndeed, Sport hazarded. No doubt we've mastered the big-
bitey-things and the bi g-noisy-things and the great-big-shaggy-things and so on, so that we can
run down the stripey-SOB s-that-run-1ike-the-devil in peace.

"Maybe it figures," Danny remarked. "Telepathy is the primtive formof comrunication; birds and
fish and insects seemto comunicate w thout barking, and although H erectus had well-devel oped
Broca's and Wernicke's areas, and his organi zed hunting suggests he could talk, his pharynx and
tongue weren't capable of true verbal speech. " I'"'menthralled, Sport said ecstatically. Did we
ever solve the problens of drafty caves and crap disposal? And |lice and toothache and too-dam-
cold and too-damm-hot? I magi ne! A world where we need fear no ani nal

"Except man," Dammy said. "We settled down
216
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to fighting anong ourselves after we'd w ped out the hyaenodous and the cave bears and the
stabbing cats. And for the best of reasons. W had to, to develop our character. The first hero
was a man with the guts to stand up to the reigning bully, not the first man to stick a wooden
spear in an enraged bull mammoth."

We have nuch to discuss, Sport said. Later, back in the peace and cozi ness of my snooth place.

"Li ke figuring out why we're hanging around here waiting to find out what old Floss or O ace or
Astrobe is going to cook up next?"

Astrobe is an interesting fellow, don't you think? Sport said while digging in his ear with a hind
finger, after which he courteously offered to groom Damry, who decli ned.

"I't's some coincidence that we both come fromEarth," Damy sai d.
Not at all, was the reply. You were placed here at ny express request.
"How did you know about ne?"

J didn't—not personally. But being rather lonely at first, sometinme ago | arranged, if any other
of the people should happen along, that he be sent to

ne.
"How did you get here?" Damy asked

It was rather odd. 1 was gathering |ong-yell owsweet food, when a big-bitey-thing appeared quite
suddenly, directly in nmy path, a rather narrow cleft in the rock. | turned to flee and saw a
strange Person; a nmonment |ater | awakened in a place-that-was-snooth, the first of many / was to
see.
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"Snatched just |ike ne," Dammy conmented. "And what have you been doing since?"
Eating and elininating, nostly, plus sleeping.
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Fromtime to tinme the ancestral -spirits-that-cant-get-into-the-underworld cone along and take ne
outside for a bit of fun here in the arena. Last tine it was hungry dire-beast; rather a bore,
actually. It's so sinple to distract the poor things into eating the fellows who run the show.

"Pitted against wild animals in the arena,”" Dammy nused. "And you call that run. How often does it

happen?"
Quite frequently. About once each five thousand years, | should inagine.
"Just for a second there | started to worry," Dammy said lazily. "I guess |I'Il take a nap. How

long has it been since the last time?"
Try the pavenent, Sport suggested. About five thousand years, give or take the odd decade.
"Ch. Then | guess | can relax." Damry stretched out on the resilient, body-tenperature surface.

How | adm re your aplonb, Sport commrented. / rather doubt that | would be capable of dozing off
under the circunstances.

"What circunstances?" Dammy inquired vaguely. "You told ne it's no sweat. So why not grab sone
shut - eye?"

The circunstance, a chilly mnd-voice cut in, that you are guilty of high crines against the state
and are unlikely to receive a recommendati on for cl emency.

"Wait a mnute!™ Danmy blurted, sitting up. "I got a right to a nouthpiece!™ He got to his feet.
"And anyway, you'll have to catch ne first."
Reachi ng deep into his inner resources—an unexpectedly shallow repository after all, Damy

noted—he levitated, floating in a vertical position just clear of the arena floor for a few
nmonments; then he
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rotated to a face-down, horizontal orientation and at once shot upward so rapidly that the arena
bel ow seened to dwindle in an instant to postage-stanp size before Dammy lost it in the intricacy
of the vast city spreading below him Far away hazy gray-green hills formed the horizon. Wthout
conscious effort, he darted this way and that, delighted with the sensation of flying high. He was
aware of a distant buzzing and then saw a swarm of gnats in the distance, a swarm whi ch churned
aimessly for a monent before resolving itself into a streamainmed nore or less in his direction.
As the | eading gnat grew closer, Dammy realized with surprise that it was very large for an
insect—+n fact that it was about the size of an F-115, and simlarly ferocious in appearance. Its
shock wave boom ed and then it was past, only a shower of stinging pellets inpinging on Danmy's
exposed awareness indicating its hostile intention. Danmy easily shunted aside the projectiles,
hundred-ni | I i neter high-explosive antiaircraft cannon shells, he noted in passing. They expl oded
harm essly i mediately after ricocheting fromhis hastily erected defensive aura. The second and
then three craft abreast fired equally futile bursts at him A heavi er weapon-system now
approached, angled up to shoot above him dropping a snall nuclear bonb which arched sharply
toward him

Wait a minute! Dammy thought frantically. / cant handle the heavy stuff! No fair! Hel p!

"I dislike to intrude," Sport's soft audible voice spoke up. "But may | be of assistance?"
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Confusedly Danmy twisted to catch a glinpse of his pal's shaggy, long-linbed formin a reclining
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pose, floating as easily as he hinself, it seened. "Wl come to our group,"” Dammy said. "But it

| ooks like our group is about to be dispersed." He reached, touched the arned and down-counti ng
bonb, now only three point oh-eight meters dis- -, tant and falling at a rate of three hundred

meters 3 per second, allowing hima full one-hundredth of a second in which to act. He thrust,

feeling the last of his strength draining away, and was aware of a vast relief as the nuke went
spinning off to di sappear as suddenly as the attack squadron that had | aunched it.

"Let's get out of here," Dammy suggested, suddenly vividly aware of his exposed position hangi ng
unsupported, in full view, twenty-four hundred and six neters three centineters above the capita
city.

Sport was sitting across the table fromhim his usually nerry expression sonmewhat glumin the
yell ow gl ow of the guttering candle. He refilled their sneared jelly glasses froma nearly enpty
handbl own bottl e. Dammy grabbed his and took it at a gulp. It was reject grade m nbl efruit brandy
fromGsvo 3, cut fifty-fifty with strai ght wood al cohol, he noticed, uncaring

"Sport!" he exclainmed. "How? What? . . . and all the other interrogatives too," he choked, then
continued silently.

/ had the dammedest dream | was flying, and things got kind of hairy, and you were with ne—and
here we are.

So we are, Sport agreed silently. You are an adventurous fellow, Dammy, he conmented
reproachful ly. Curious that you al ways manage to do the unexpected. But why did you send ne that
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urgent nessage to nmeet you here, in this deserted subvault?

"I didn't," Dammy nanaged to say al oud, wondering if his vocal apparatus were pernanently danmaged.

But it seened to be quite unni stakably your voice, Sport insisted. It was just after you'd made
that remark about needi ng sonething called a 'pack of butts' and went into the nmale elininatorium
| waited, but you didn't return, so 1 started to go in nyself to see if all was well. Then | got
the nmessage, with its precise directions as to howto get here. Sport paused to shudder

"I have perfect confidence in your wisdom of course, Damy, but | don't quite see howwe're to
get out again, having welded the | ock mechani sns to di scourage pursuit." Sport was speaki ng al oud
again, Damy noticed; possibly he felt that, after all, his hairless friend understood barking
better.

"W were in the arena," Dammy said carefully, attenpting to orient hinself.

"Yes, | recall it well,"’
as if it were yesterday."”

Sport replied. "Only two hundred of your 'years' ago, yet it's as fresh

"I't hasn't been half an hour," Dammy said desperately.

Sport | ooked distressed. To his surprise, Damy felt the delicate mnd-touch of his friend,
probi ng wi thout prior perm ssion, a thing he had never done before.

"Ch, dear," Sport said unhappily. "This is dreadful! How could they? Or—how did they? My fault
entirely; | had sinply assunmed too nuch. But there it is—no help for it now, | fear. It's upto
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you alone, Dammy. |1'd help if | could, but you understand better than |I—
"Do | ?" Dammy inquired, frowning. "Wat's the beef, Sport? Did | do sonething wong?"

"Not wong in any noral sense, Dammy, but tactically, perhaps. Still, | suppose it was the only
way to recoup the earlier blunder."

"Tell me straight out, Sport," Dammy appeal ed. "Wat's wong?"

Sport | ooked at himsolemly with | arge, brown nonkey eyes. "You died, Danmy old fellow I'm
sorry, but there it is. You' re dead."

"That was carel ess of nme," Danmy agreed. "But | never thought it would be like this: no angels, no
harps, but no little fellows with tails and horns and pitchforks, either. Maybe | better quit
while |I'mahead. "

"Are you willing to do so, Danmy?" Sport asked urgently.
"Sure," Dammy said enphatically. "W wants to be a corpse?”

"Try to renenber,"’
Hold on to that."

' Sport suggested. "You recall that long-ago tinme in the arena at Trisne? Good.

"Nothing to it," Dammy said. "But after that..."

"Never nmind that," Sport advised solemmly. "I don't quite understand what's happened here, but |
feel sure your profound recollection of the arena affair is significant. So cling to that. Regard
the rest as a dream Try, Danmy; perhaps you can do it. You've gone too far for outside help to
reach you. Try."

Damy tried.
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Oh, dear. Sport's gentle mind-voice penetrated Dammy's restless dream Here it is. . . . Ch, big-
horny-devils, just as |'d hoped; one longs for a challenge.

"Two will settle for bunny wabbit," Dammy commented, and blinked agai nst the harsh sunlight. From
the sane dark entry fromwhich Sport had energed a few minutes earlier sonething vast and noi sy
thundered, snorting with effort. Sport dropped to all fours and galloped forward as if to

i ntercept the i mense creature.

The beast he was advancing to neet was no larger, Damy estinmated, than a TD 18 dozer, and about
as dainty. It was nassive in build, with four legs, a flaring shield of arnor behind the three-
horned head. Dammy felt the ground trenble under its charge. It was, he realized, an adult
Triceratops, alive and healthy, though apparently in a bad nood. Sport altered course to cut
across in front of the nonster, which ignored himto continue its blind charge. Sport halted, rose
to his rear linbs, waved cheerfully to Damy, and ran two-|egged after the retreating di nosaur

whi ch had slowed to a trot. Sport cane up al ongsi de, natched pace, reached for a grip on the
nearest horn, and lightly | eaped astride. The ornithischian seemed not to notice. The crowd
nmut t er ed.

I"lI'l have to stir himup a bit—Sport's coment cane clearly to Dammy—er they'l|l shoot this poor
gentle old fellow and bring in sonmething uglier. Don't go to any trouble on ny account, Danmy

replied.

At that nmoment there was an anticipatory stir anmong the spectators, and the pole wi elders cane to
the alert as a second Triceratops enmerged from
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the chute and skidded to a dusty halt, all four feet braced.

He's just a harm ess grazer, Sport reassured Damry, who | ooked around, saw the hom nid doing a two-
handed handstand on his puzzl ed steed' s horns.

Then Sport shifted his weight, gripping the yard-J long leftnost horn with all four hands. He
began to bounce up and down, causing the reptile to give its head an inpatient shake. For a nonent
Sport's grip was | oosened, and he clung by only tw hands—but he had edged outward, and now,

regai ning his fourhanded grip, he rode just short of the needle-pointed tip of the horny spike.
The great beast was now carrying its massive head slightly lower and tilted to the |eft, Dammy
saw, but it continued its charge as ferociously as ever. At each bound, Sport's shaggy glute
brushed the ground as he dangl ed beneath the horn. He hitched hinself higher and, sw nging up
above his support, resumed his rhythmic bouncing. The horn tip dipped in response, alnost grazing
t he pavenent.

Oh, neat, Dammy conmented. If it works,
I've done it often with aurochs, Sport replied confidently. The trick is to know when to junp.

Damy coul d hear the harsh rasping of the burdened horn as its tip raked the resilient pavenent,
sending up an arc of splinters of plastic and horn. Sport, releasing his armgrips, rose to his
full height and junped up and down, maintaining a precarious balance. Damy watched, w ncing in
anticipation. Then the horn tip scraped hard and dug in. For an instant it was as if the
Triceratops had dipped his great head to sniff at the pavenent;
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then, as Sport |eaped clear, the dinosaur was, astoundingly, standing on his head, his rear |egs
ki cking. H's body hurtled up and over, pivoting on the now deeply inmbedded horn, which snapped
with an al nost netallic pong! Danmy felt the inpact through his feet as the thirty-ton arnored
beast slammed the pavenent and slid. Half-stunned, it staggered to its feet and stood swayi ng.

/ hope it's not two throws out of three, Dammy commented, relieved to see his newfound friend on
his feet, apparently unruffled.

It's techni que over tonnage every tine, Sport said. QE. D
Yeah, Dammy nuttered. But what if he'd happened to | and on you by accident?
1 amcareful to avoid that, Sport replied. Look out!

Damy whirled to find his assignment standi ng head down, all horns ained, twenty-one point four
meters distant. As Damry turned, it snorted and charged. Damry waited until the | eading horn was a
foot fromhis chest, then grasped it and vaulted to the beast's back. It continued its charge,

nmodi fyi ng course as nunber one shook its head ponderously. Attracted by the notion, nunmber two

t hundered on, head down, horns aimed at its relative's massive ribs. Nunber one maneuvered
clumsily to face the charge, lowering his head to present the full dianeter of the flaring neck
shield. At the |ast nmonment Danmy hopped clear, and the two behenpt hs collided head-to-head with a
crash like a dunp truck ramm ng a concrete underpass. That acconplished, they trotted off

conpani on-ably, side by side.

Hey, | ook! Sport telepathed in a surprised tone
THE ULTI MAX MAN
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Damy | ooked up to see a small glider with broad, varicolored wings and a slimblack fusel age
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sailing out over the arena, apparently launched fromthe upper bl eachers.

"Looks like old Floss, etc., can fly after all," Danmy nuttered al oud, as was his habit now when
Sport was out of hearing range. The colorful creature altered course to pass directly over Danmy,
t hen banked steeply and stalled in to a feather-light landing. He strolled toward Dammy as
casually as if he had just alighted froma taxicab

"Danocl es,” he called cheerily. "I think perhaps this farce has gone far enough. Wuld you like to
get out of here, have a nice dinner, and get sone sleep in a real bed?"

"What about Sport? H m too?"

"Ch. But what does that matter? My plans—
"Sport's ny pal. Where | go, he goes."

"Ch, that again, eh? Very well. May I. . . ?"

Damy felt a tentative touch; then the sunlight di nmed suddenly and the crowd noi se changed and he
was seated at a table at the Green Corpse. Sport was seated opposite himgrinning a vast grin, and
Fl oss perched rather tentatively on his right.

"Blurb steak all around?" he inquired casually.

"Rare," Dammy said.

"Enchanting," Sport comrented; then Damry withdrew tel epathic awareness as Sport fell into earnest
conversation with their host.

"But, Danocles, you're not sul king?" Floss demanded a few nonents | ater

"Who are you being now? Floss, the harm ess beauty |lover, Cace the |ocal big shot, or Astrobe,
the Galactic VIP?" Danmmy asked grunpily.
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"I see no need for |ess than perfect candor, Danocles," Floss replied. "I see there is still much
to learn of your curious life-form"

"What was all that jazz with the di nosaurs?" Dammy demanded.

"A harmess illusion designed to tease out certain response syndronmes from your subconscious, "
Floss replied airily.

"Your methods," Danmy said severely, "are crude. Like your lies. Funny, Floss, | can always tel
when you're lying."

"No doubt," Floss answered coolly. "Still, there are aspects of the situation which are, by your
own admi ssion, beyond your conprehension. Kindly accept ny assurance that my actions since our
first encounter are not w thout significance. Nor do | waste tinme on uninportant nmatters."

"So what's so inportant about having Sport and nme clown around with a coupl e of brainless extinct
critters?" Dammy demanded.

"Perhaps later you'll come to understand ny nethods, Danocles. Had | subjected you to an

i npressive battery of tests using electronic scoring devices with winking lights and cryptic
printouts, you'd have been quite satisfied. As it was, | learned nore, and nore sinply, |I'msure
You are still a rather juvenile being, Danocles. Have pati ence—and accept ny assurances that | am
acting in your best interests, as well as in those of your planet-fellows. | intend you no evil."

"You talk as if you're running the whole show," Dammy commented. "How about the governnent?
Doesn't it have anything to say about all this?"
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"Once, Danocl es, you nade jokes about 'wise old Galactic Councillors' and so on. As you then
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suspected, there is no such body. / amthe governnent. As the suprene intellect of the Gal axy, |
naturally direct its affairs.”

"At |east you're not nodest," Danmy commrented. "I knew everything out here in the Big Wrld would
be different than | expected, but | didn't expect it to be like it is."

"You' ve expressed curiosity as to ny personal interest in yourself," Floss stated. "As to that, it
was noted sone tine ago that your odd kind had invented a nunber of concepts el sewhere unknown. |f
you truly apprehended the vastness of the Gal axy, you'd understand how interesting—and

i mportant —+the di scovery of a truly unique Gl axy-viewis."

"You sai d sonething about eating and sl eeping,
i ke waiter appeared, to serve the juicy steaks.

Damy said, yawning. At that nmonment the turnip-

"Quite so," Astrobe replied. "Eat and sl eep, Danocles, and afterward we'll talk again."
Thirteen

"The problem "™ Damy said, "is to figure out who's doing what to whom and with what—er vice
versa."

"It's really quite sinmple," Floss said. "The curious thing about matters one doesn't understand is
that one doesn't understand them What one doesn't understand seens arbitrary and meaningl ess.
Consider: if affairs here were obvious to you, who have lived in ignorance of the very existence
of the Gal axy, that would i ndeed be strange."”

"Still, logic is logic," Damy said, "and one and one equal two no matter where you are. So |
figure the song and dance |'ve been getting ever since | whipped Xorialle's space-boat nust be for
sone kind of 'reason.' "

"Why did you | eave the security of your provincial home world, Danocles? Wat did you seek? What
brought you here?"

"Aside froman idea | could do sonething about Earth being rated as a Cass Two Special world and

humani ty being used for cheap labor, | guess | don't really know 1 was |ooking for sonething
different—and better. | had a feeling—there's sone-
230
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thing marvel ous that we're all mssing. It's right there, but we can't see it, or usually
can't—enly a glinpse now and then. | guess in a way it's the feeling junkies are trying to
find—but they're on the wong track. It's a feeling you get when you' ve done sonething worth
doing. | can't explain it. But | guess | was hoping for—what? A new chance for humanity?"

"Al as, Danocles, nothing is
what is."

new,' and 'chance' plays no role in reality. W can only hope to know

"Where does that |eave us?" Dammy inquired.

"Cone al ong, Danmy; | want to show you sonething," Floss said, and rose. Damy foll owed. They rode
a silent elevator for a length of tinme which to Damy suggested a three-hundred-story skyscraper
then abruptly halted as the door slid aside.
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"This," Floss said, indicating a featureless black door set in a chalk white wall, "is a smal
private nmuseum which |I established sone tinme ago, purely as a diversion, you understand." As he
approached, the panel slid aside to reveal an interior of rich gloomwhere jewel ed brightwork
sparkl ed in gl ass-topped cases under the glowering stuffed heads of strange beasts.

Fl oss waved Danmy on. "My hobby, Danocles," he said urbanely. "An amateur collection, of course,
but not w thout significance. Permit ne to draw your attention to my Jaque bronzes." He indicated
a side aisle.

"Let's skip the stalling," Danmy said bluntly. "W left a couple of questions that want nme to ask
them wavi ng around in the breeze."

"Am | to deduce fromthat baroque expression
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that you entertain curiosity as to matters already touched on?" Floss | ooked bored.

"You've nade half a dozen little "slips,* Doc," Damy said tiredly. "The sanme ol d techni que. W
used to call it the pigeon drop. I'mslow, but | catch on after awhile. You conned nme into getting
into that recovery nodule | called the Magic Punpkin, slick as can be. | went for the con like a
rube just off a load of hay. How cone, Doc? Wy did you want me to come here? You had nme where the
hair is short right back at your big-deal hide-out north of the circle. Now what's supposed to
happen? And while you're at it, why not shed the fake wings and the rest of the getup?"

The being Dammy had known as Astrobe, Baron O ace, and Fl oss nade an abrupt notion and split al ong
its median line. The fake insectile head and thorax opened to reveal the glistening gray-wet
creature inside, which unlinbered jointless arns to thrust aside the enpty carapace and step free.
It had a sluglike body, short, broad-footed |egs, a face that was apparently a mere random cl uster
of sense-organ receptors.

"Very well, nmy boy," the crisp voice of Xorialle buzzed in Concensual Eight. "You' ve uncovered ny
little masquerade. Now what do you propose to

do?"

"Maybe 1'Il give the old sensory nodes a tweak," Danmy said casually, and did so. "Just a
sentinmental gesture in renmenbrance of the old days when you were doi ng the tweaking," he added, as
Xorialle quivered and the tw tching subsided.

"I thought 1'd pulled the caper of the century when | 'took over' the station and left in your
precious 'sole link with civilization.' You're quite

an actor, Doc, even without the nonkey suit. Hey—-speaki ng of nonkey suits—where's nmy new chum
Sport? He was with us at the Corpse, but sonehow | kind of forget where he went. He woul dn't be
anot her facet of your fascinating personality, would he, Doc?"

"By no neans, ny boy," Xorialle said stiffly. "Kindly spare me the gloating. One should be
generous in the noment of triunph, for who knows when it may be transmuted into a nmonent of
def eat ?"

"That's the politest threat | ever got, Doc. OK, just spill it and we can get on to other natters,
like Class Two Special classification, you wicked old liar you."

"1"ve sinply done ny job," Xorialle declared. "And it's been a severe ordeal for me watching you
pierce ny finest deceptions one by one. You, an untutored—until | cane along—primtive, and |, a
Grand Master of the Art. Most hunbling.”
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"Well, you could use a little hunbling," Danmy said, as if kindly. "You're still a pretty arrogant
old devil, you know "

"What can you nmean by that, Danocles? |'ve confessed, stripped ny soul naked as it were, and
still—=

"And | still don't like being conned. Try to grasp the idea, Doc: all your fears are realized,;
you're out of a job. The Galactic Consensus is finished."

Xorialle nmade a whi npering sound and turned blindly toward the Iift door, which still stood open
Damy casually tripped himand went to the nearest case to gaze down at an array of barbaric
jewel ry which included a nmassive bracelet of dull-
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shining gold set with rough-cut eneralds and di anonds no | arger than wal nuts, a bright-polished
head circlet of platinumadorned with delicate tracery, and, at one end of the case, a heavy
finger ring whittled fromsoft wood and enbel |l i shed with what resenbled a wad of pink bubble gum

"Sonme collection," Damy comented. "VWich one do you |ike best?"

"I have no preference whatever," Xorialle stated, "I nmerely present an assenbl age of what is.

The next case contained a gnawed bone, an ithyphallic dwarf in a stony black material, and a slim
exqui site statuette of silver

"By the way," Danmy said. "Wat did you do with Sport? | hope you didn't kill him He was ny
pal ."
"Have no fear, Danocles. | know all about your curious attitude toward your 'pals.' Sport, or as

he was called at hone, Dear-Little-Flower-Wo-Yells-a-Lot, is quite safe, even confortable, curled
in slunber in his famliar snooth place. You may rest assured we haven't nmaintained himin good
health and spirits for seventeen thousand centuries nerely to dispose of himon a whim"

"If you're lying about that, I'll take you apart slowy." Damy said.

Have no fear, planet-fellow, Astrobe's familiar silent voice sounded in Dammy's cerebrum / am
well content. Al is proceeding correctly.

"How cone," Damy said to Xorialle, "you' re switching over to nindspeak all of a sudden? And why
call me planet-fellow?"

Xorialle |ooked as startled as his unorgani zed facial features pernitted. "Danocles," he buzzed in
his favorite C-3 dialect, "I nust crave your
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i ndul gence: a matter has unaccountably escaped nmy attention." He edged toward the open |ift door.

"Stand fast," Damry comranded. "You forgot to answer ny question.”

"I called you planet-fellow inadvertently," he stated. "I hadn't neant to let it slip, but in
fact, I amas human as you. O course | represent an evolutionary alternative, but ny roots go
back to Ramapithecus, only a fewmnllion years ago. My recent visit to the old home world was just
out of curiosity, you understand, to see for nyself how matters had proceeded since ny tine. | was

naturally much dismayed to find ny branch of the prinmata quite extinct, killed off by your savage
forebears."

"Sone speech,” Danmy said indifferently. "lIt's too bad I know you'd rather lie than eat. O herw se
it could have been an interesting story."
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"Damy! You wong ne-as ny collateral descendants were wonged by your ancestors."

"Crap," Dammy said succinctly. "Get over there, Doc, away fromthe door. Skip the 'poor
downtrodden us' line and let ne in on why you brought nme up here.”

"As to that— Xorialle started.

"Skip it," Dammy said, and probed suddenly in Xorialle's current-actions nenori es—and met an
i mper vi ous bl ankness, behind which energies flickered restlessly.

Never mi nd, Danmy, Astrobe spoke suddenly. Let himbe. The poor creature is a nmere tool; he knows
little of value to you. Sinply carry on, and have confi dence.

Damy advanced on the cowering Xorialle. Before he reached him Astrobe spoke again. Look at
236
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the exhibits, Danocles. And be kind to poor Xorialle. He's as at sea as yourself.

"Wait a minute," Dammy said, alnmost snarling. "You talk as if you and Xorialle weren't the sane

guy-
O course not, Damy. Kindly cooperate. This is the hour of crisis. | appeal to you to do as | say
willingly.

"Why should I?"
Because we're pals.

"Nuts! | can't be pals with a PA systemthat pops up between ny ears every so often. Don't you
have a body? What do you |l ook Iike? O nmaybe | don't want to know. "

Fourt een

Hal f an hour later, after working his way up and down the aisles of the display room Danmry
confronted a roped-off area over the arched entry to which the | egend HALL OF ODDI Tl ES was
lettered in the Pandex script. He stepped over the thick purple rope. Behind him Xorialle uttered
a

sharp cry.
"Not there, ny boy," he protested. "To your right: the HALL OF ACH EVEMENTS. "

"1"I'l look at both of "em" Damy replied. "That's why you brought ne up here, isn't it? But
guess |'ve got to be careful not to get so smart | outsmart nyself. Did you let out that yelp to
con ne into coming in here? O not? Never mind, | was headed this way when you piped up, so I'l
go ahead." Xorialle made angui shed sounds but uttered no further protest.

In the first glass-topped case, Danmy saw stone inpl enments—sone crudely shaped pebbl es, others
nore delicately worked core-flake tools. The final itemwas a carefully ground and polished disc
of basalt, twenty point oh seven centineters in dianeter and two centineters in thickness, perfo-
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rated at the center by a snmoothly bored hole. Dammy quickly argon-dated it at 102, 000 BP.

"Aha!" Damry said in nock admiration. "The original invention of the wheel; too bad they didn't
invent a Mbdel T Ford to put it on.”
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On trestles at the center of the long, crowded roomwas an ungainly artifact the size of a switch
engi ne and with six-yard-high wheels, all constructed of polished brass in the delicately hand-
finished style of nedieval orreries and astrol abes Dammy had seen in a nuseum once back honme.

"Looks |ike sonmething Leonardo mi ght have come up with if he'd gotten beyond the draw ng stage,"
Damy comrent ed, and went on to view a banboo-and-taut-varni shed-paper airfrane with a saddle on
top and a heat-tarni shed netal tube bel ow

"lIt's no F-115," Danmy renmarked, "but it looks like it mght work—wi th a good shaped charge of
refined gunpowder. Chinese, isn't it?"

Xorialle gave no reply.

"But what would a prinmitive Chinese rocket plane be doing in your little private cabinet of
curiosities?" Danmy queried his own query. "Howold is it?" Not waiting for a reply, Damy felt
mental ly of the dry bamboo cells, noting the Cl2/Cl4 ratio. "N ne hundred and fifty years, give or
take the age of a bottle of good brandy," he estinated.

While Xorialle sat slunped in an easy chair by a tall w ndow through which the Pepsi-col a-col ored
twilight gleanmed, Damry went on to exanine a case full of electric notors of various sizes, al
appearing to have been hammered out of sheet iron, and all with spidery Arabic script designating
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their potencies in ternms of camel power. The machi nes powered by the notors occupi ed the adjacent
case: nostly tools for jewel working, Damy decided, and noved on to a display of hand-drawn
charts show ng recogni zabl e outlines of Florida, Cape Cod, Tierra del Fuego, and Antarctica, the
| ast sonewhat misshapen, it appeared, until Damry noticed that it represented an ice-free
continent. He found the Great Lakes drawn by a shaky hand with the adjacent |egend "Heere theere
bee Tygers."

"Funny kind of place," Damy comented, "but it's got a reason. W'l|l work here together until |
know t he reason—you and the nman you killed. Does it nake you unconfortabl e?"

"So, Danocles,” Xorialle said sternly, "you've had your fun—ow run for your life!"

"You staged it just for ne to look at, didn't you, Doc? The burned-out weck, the corpse—and
not hi ng el se. | suppose the squad of cops was bl own right out of sight. Was | supposed to start
whi npering for nmercy when I saw wonderful, irreplaceable old nme dead and incinerated? It's dopey.
You're floundering."

It's all right, Dammy, a familiar, cheery voice said silently in his head. He turned at a sound to
see Sport step fromthe lift, a broad snmle displaying his large yellow incisors. Damry enbraced
hi m i npul si vel y.

"You sneaked off," he charged. "I was so busy stuffing my innards | didn't even notice. |'ve been
sweating you out, old buddy."

"To be sure," Sport said awkwardly in Lithuanian.
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"Now, Dammy, it's time to stop tornenting this poor fellow and get on with business."

"What business? | was just trying to find out what the idea was of all this horsing around.™

"But, Dammy, you al ready have the data," Sport expostulated mildly. "Time now to pause and
assess. "
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"Data are sonmething |I'mfresh out of," Damy retorted.

Pause, Dammy. A silent suggestion (conmand?) interrupted Dammy's protest. Consider: have you not
conducted yourself in a somewhat feckless fashion during your brief stay here at Trisne? Think
back to the nonment of your arrival.

"Wel | ," Dammy nmuttered, "I faked the cops out of position, but before | could get clear | ran into
Of and his boys—but | conned Bl oot into bringing ne over here. "

Danmry; at every step you' ve done precisely as they hoped.
"Nuts!" Danmy barked. "I've had these clowns off bal ance every mnute!"

Your npst serious error was in permtting yourself to be finessed into "evoking a sinulacrum' of
yoursel f. That was serious inasnmuch as it forced you to divide your forces, as it were. It was
necessary to inpart a portion of your resources to the fal se persona—thus the dull ness and

ai m essness of your behavior in the very hour of crisis and in the attai nnent radius of victory.

"What t aya nean, finessed?" Danmy denanded angrily. "That was nmy own idea, and a good one."

"Thi nk back, Danocles. Renmenber," Sport suggested.
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"Who'm 1 talking to, Sport, you or Astrobe?" Danmy objected.

A distinction tvithout a difference, Astrobe said gently.

"You nmean—you' re Astrobe?" Danmy gasped out, staring incredulously at his friend s siman face.

"Quite right," Sport said in Zulese. "But let's discuss that later. At the nonment nore inportant
matters are at hand. Renenber the nmonment of your arrival. Try, Damry. It's inportant that you
under stand conpl etely.

Prize," Damy thought. Three of spades.

As the chinme! sounded, Damry was tense, ready ... .He swiftly reviewed the lore in his nmenory and
recalled that for a category 12 VS transport capsule in node orynx (nonschedul ed) all approach and
docki ng maneuvers were handl ed by Nexus directly. Ergo, he had nerely to wait patiently until the
capsul e was di sconstituted in accordance with current energy conservation directives.

ATTENTI ON! a soundl ess voice struck at himlike a hamer blow. YO 7, ALIEN BEING WLL NOW TAKE
THE FOLLOW NG ACTION. (Intricate instructions followed.)

But, Dammy objected, that's awful risky business—and |I'mgoing to need all ny marbles in place to
handl e t hese superwhat evert heyar es!

COVPLY W TH | NSTRUCTI ONS AT ONCE! cane the unyielding reply. Reluctantly, Damry did so. At once, a
wave of vertigo sent himto his knees. He barely noticed the gentle plop! as the inprisoning
capsul e dematerialized around him He blinked in the sudden gloomto clear his vi-
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sion. Half a dozen Trismans of Class Ten were formed up in a senmicircle around him fingering
crude scinmitars.

"Hold it, fellows," he called. "I'"mhere to report a kidnapping. A Vocile Napt, | think it
was—that was at first, then this other character—-Astrobe, he calls hinmsel f—stuck his oar in-and
there was a gang of Teest running around | oose out in Vang Sector. "

"WAit a minute," Dammy said groggily. "That wasn't ne, that was him"
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Preci sely, Damy, Astrobe's cal mvoice reassured Dammy. He stood, blinking around himat the
curiously assorted displays in Xorialle's museum at the sluglike Xorialle, and at Sport facing
hi m expectantly.

"Ww, " he comented. "Now I'mreally mxed up. | renenber doing it, and | renenber standing over
by the door watching himdo it. How do | know what's really happeni ng?"

Reality, Astrobe said, is that which (to a normal mind) appears to be reality.

"Cool ," Dammy acknow edged. "But who was the bird that ordered ne to split off a class-four
si mul acr unf"

"That was just old Xorialle here, linked up via encephal odyne with a few other local officials,"
Sport replied of fhandedly. Xorialle edged toward the door

"Funny," Dammy said. "I renenber a |l ot of comedy about my neat pink hat, and then-hey! | also
renenber being tossed into the cooler by Bloot—enly he was busy at the time chauffering ne around
town. Then—zap! —+they grabbed nme com ng out of that dive—enly | was al ready out-
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side. Then— Danmy paused to gulp. "One of ne was killed by a bonb."
"Do you renmenber the moment of the explosion?" Sport inquired in Skansk.

"No, thanks, not fromthe scene, if that's what you nean. But | heard it fromjust around the
corner."

"Danmy, sonething very odd has occurred—but very fortunate. In the instant of the expl osion, your
ego-gestalt transferred to its alternate nervous system it appears."” Sport was now speaki ng
Et ruscan.

"That's what Xorialle said,"” Danmy comment ed. "Were does that | eave us?”

"I't's that which brought me here in haste,"” Sport said in Gullah. "Damy," he went on gently, "I
must ask you to attenpt something which is sure to be unpl easant and may prove fatal."

"Swell. Just what | was hoping for. But first tell ne a few things."

"Of course." Sport's French was that of the Latin Quarter circa 1920, Damry noted.

"Some seventeen hundred nillennia ago," Sport went on, "a Concensual survey teamon a routine
sweep of Vang Sector encountered the systemof Sol with its eleven planets and sel ected the heavy

double in the third orbit for sanpling. As a result, | was ki dnapped and transmtted to the
Consensual then-capital, where a routine potential assessnent turned up sone anonal ous data.
Accordingly, | was placed in category Yunt and nonitored closely for sonme hundred thousand years,

at the end of which period | was foolishly classified Cass Two Boutine and rel eased to category
Bi st status (with prerogatives). This of course afforded ne the op-
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portunity to learn to read and to begin to assess the exocosm"

Sport paused to sigh. Damry turned at a sound. Xorialle scuttled across the space separating him
fromthe lift shaft and | eaped t hrough the opening. Dammy foll owed and | ooked down the shaft. It
ended ten feet below in a carpeted floor. Dammy recogni zed the office where Fl oss-C ace had
interviewed him Xorialle was at the closet door taking out a hangar on which was draped a costune
that Dammy recogni zed as that which the alien had been wearing at their first neeting. He donned
it quickly and, |ooking up, waved a hand at Dammy.
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"Good- bye, ny boy," he said. "Perhaps we'll neet again sone day." He exited quickly.

"It's as well," Sport said. "After all, he wasn't by any neans all bad."

"OK, we were to where you were assessing the exocosm"

"Quite. It wasn't for sonme nmillion years thereafter that Concensual authorities began to sense
that somewhere they had nade an error, and still longer before they realized that it was I, the
primtive zoo-dweller, at the root of the problem+, noting certain inequities and absurdities in
Concensual society, had quite ingenuously begun to take the obviously required actions,

i nfluencing affairs by nonobjective nmeddling. By two hundred thousand years ago, the full enormty
of the problem had dawned upon them"

"I't hasn't dawned on ne yet, Sport,'
and getting to the point."

Damy commrent ed. "How about ski pping over a few geol ogi c eras

"A human being alive continuously for over one and a half mllions of years will naturally mature
to
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exploit his full potential. | am so far, the only nan to do so."

"Once old Doc Xorialle called me the ultinmax man," Danmy said thoughtfully. "But he was w ong:
you're the ultimax man."

"Poor Xorialle, a high-ranking official, thought he saw a way out. Confronted with the situation
in which the great and powerful Galactic Concensus was being effectively ruled by a | one

i npri soned superbeing, he thought to rear up a rival and to introduce you into the equation in
opposition to me. Only slowly did the full ineptitude of his grossly illegal one-being ploy dawn
on him Because now, of course, there are two of us, and a world popul ated by another two billion
humans, any one of whomis capable, potentially, of ordering the Galaxy."

"Wow, " Damry conmmented softly. "Now back to the sonething painful you nentioned.

"For the first and only tine since Honp emerged fromhis anthropoid forebears,” Sport said, "a
human intell ect has been afforded the opportunity to |ive on beyond the nornal 1000-year span to
full maturity. This is not a matter of education, only of fulfillment, like a butterfly maturing
in the chrysalis. Ontogeny recapitul ates phyl ogeny: from conception to age three, a human fetus
enconpasses seven hundred million years of organic evolution—fromsingle cell to speech in forty-
five nonths. Thereafter, he begins to explore the vast potential of his human nervous system-and
is cut down before the process is well begun. In ny case, renoved from environnental dangers at
age three and carefully fed and tended, | proceeded at the sane fantastic rate for one point-seven
mllion years,
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to conpletion. Xorialle, by forcing you to extend yourself, was able to elicit a major part of the
sanme devel opnental potential. However, Danmy, an inportant segnent of your ego gestalt was of
necessity split off to vitalize the sinulacrumyou were so unfortunately pressured i nto evoking.
Thus you, as you stand before me, are inconplete, |acking your full powers."

"Nuts," Dammy said flatly. "I can still—= He broke off, concentrating. "I see what you nean," he
concluded. "lI'mnot quite back where | started, but for an ordinary Joe, |I'min way over ny head."

"There nmay be a way out, Danmy. Your alter ego is not quite dead, nmerely withdrawn into a vita
survival state. You may be able ..."

Pressure crushed himas thin as the plane of fracture of a dianond and as broad as the Gal axy. He
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got a finger under one edge and started it rolling up, Then he hanmered the ends, conpressing it
into a disc which he crunpled into a hard sphere half an inch in dianeter. The pain was a
sensation that transcended nere agony. He gathered his forces and struck back at it—a bl ow at
enptiness. The sphere expanded, ballooned to enconpass the distant radi o gal axi es.

Maybe that was the Big Bang, he said, or thought, in imense cast-iron words. He focused his
intellect, found the Center of Al Things, and | ooked down at horror. He tried a step; it worked
I gnoring the crunch and crunble of incinerated tissue, he wal ked. It was across the @Gl axy, he
knew. But he had to try. The stink bothered him He plucked at charred rags dangling from exposed
bones and went on
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"Damy!" Sport's tone was pl eadi ng. Dammy opened his eyes and | ooked up at his friend' s face
| oonming over himlike a grotesque noon. "Don't try any nore, Damy. Rest now. For an instant—but
no, you're alive. Rest now"

"Yeah, but," Danmmy nanaged. Behind Sport, the el evator door whooshfed open. A blackened scarecrow
stood there. It wavered on its feet, then advanced, thrust out crunbled bl ack hands.

"Made it," the nonstrous thing croaked as it fell.

Damy felt the inpact of the floor even as he heard the thud of the falling corpse two neters
away. For a nonment his thoughts were a mael strom of fragmentary inpressions; then he steadied
hi msel f and reached out to touch the withing, sunlike surface of that which was the m nd of
Sport.

"Yes, we made it, Sport," he said. "W managed to nerge. |I'mne again."

Ten mnutes later, Dammy conpl eted his second tour of the HALL OF ODDI Tl ES

"The first time | didn't get it," he acknow edged. "Now | do. For all these centuries, every tine
a man got it together enough to nake a maj or new di scovery or invention, old Xorialle was there to
nipit in the bud."

"Not quite every tine, Danmy," Sport pointed out. "You nade it in spite of the nutilation of the
speci es by the neddling of the Concensus. Once the biological evolution was conplete, in ny tineg,
the rest was inevitable. Wen Xorialle tried his desperate ganbit, it was already too |ate. Hunan-
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ity has already passed the crisis. Nowthere is only the future."

"Sure," Dammy said as if indifferently, as his thoughts | eaped ahead to the prospect of two
billion humans, educated, aware, ready to receive their inheritance of space-tine.

"Cone on, Sport," he said. "Let's go hone."
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