BAD PATCH

BY A. BERTRAM CHANDLER

A soft world of clouds and drizzles and weathered hills doesn't build a hard people. And a soft
people—well, they may have quite different, quite potent, meansto their ends!
[llustrated by Swenson

For the seventh time George Whitley inserted fresh sheets of paper into histypewriter. For the
seventh time he typed the date in the upper |eft-hand corner. The thumb of hisright hand rattled the shift
bar. Then, hard by the margin, appeared the numeral one. One space down—and the words
"PLEASURE DOME," in capitds, sprang into being in the top middle of the page. Two spaces—and
"by" was added. Two more spaces—and "GEORGE WHITLEY ."

And that, for along time, was that.

George Whitley filled his pipe. Helit it. Helooked vainly a the many and various pin-up girlson the
bulkheads of his cabin for inspiration. He got up from his chair and went to the locker in which he kept
his menta lubricants. A glassof pink ginin hishand he returned to his chair.

Ensued an interva devoted to the consumption of gin and relighting of pipes. Thiswasfollowed by a
brief burgt of activity, a. sound as of amachine-gun post striving to fight off an attack in overwhelming
force. After abrief but spirited resistance the post was overwhelmed and the gunners bayoneted. Whitley
read, for the seventh time, thefirst page of "PLEASURE DOME," toreit from hismachine and sent it to
join its crumpled predecessors in the wastepaper basket. He lit his pipe again and went out on deck. He
looked disapprovingly at the smal men-o-war berthed dl around his own ship, looked amost longingly
towardsthe glare of lightsin the eastern sky that was Honolulu. He wished that it was not his night
aboard, that he was with hisfellow officers sampling the dubious delights of that vastly overrated city.
The quiet evening of literary endeavor to which he had looked forward had dl the earmarks of afailure.

Y et there was a certain stubbornness, a knowledge that he could never hope to be awriter if he were
incapable of overcoming such bad patches. Somebody had told him once that if a story refused to get off
to aflying start, refused to writeitself, the best policy was the abandonment of that story until such time
asit, of its own accord, clamored for expression. Somebody else had told him that if you took a bunch of
oddly assorted characters and dumped them down in some strange environment a story was bound to
grow from the potentidities of such abeginning.

It was possible, thought Whitley, relighting his pipe. It was worth trying. There was nothing to
lose—with the exception of a sheet or two of paper. Time was of no consequence. He had nothing better
to do. He conveniently forgot the arrears of correspondence that somehow never got made up, took
fresh paper from the box on his settee, placed the carbon between the two sheets and began.

Night and day the mists sweep dowly over the surface of Loaon. Thereis neither sunrise nor sunset
and dawn isbut acreeping pallor in the eterna overcast, and dusk isagradua, amost imperceptible
diminution of the dim, watery light.

Were Loaon aworld of craggy peaks, of tortured rock masses upthrust into the gray vagueness of
the sky, the harsh outlines would be softened, the sharp edges and contours would be blunted in
gppearance if not in actudity by the quivering, saturated air. But there is nothing hard on Loaon. Low,
rounded hills rise gently from long beaches that dope down reluctantly to meet the long, low swells of the
gray, tideless sea. And the gentle curves of hills and valleys are rendered even more formless, more
diffuse, by the feathery gray-green fronds of the luxuriant vegetation that sorings from every squareinch
of solidity, that strugglesinvigbly, slently, but with agrim ruthlessnessfor foothold, for lifeitsdf.

There was nothing hard on Loaon.



And then the ships of Man dropped down through the mists, the machines of Man blasted and
leveled, and around the beachhead of the invader rose the stark, utilitarian outlines of warehouses,
adminigtration buildings, living quarters and places of recregtion.

And even the soft, humid air could not soften the alien contours. The fecund plant life would have
done so—hut it was never alowed to spread over roads, over roofing and walls. Within the confines of
the settlement it was bullied and regimented into neat, geometrical plots, wasforced into hateful proximity
to plant life from other worlds. And the works of the dliens stood proud arid aoof, not belonging, hard
amidst theal pervading softness.

And to Lodon came Captain Ddlon.

A big, hard man was this Dallon—and he was master of abig, hard ship. Not that Draco was
unpopular among the men who ranged the space lanes. Dallon was hard—but just. And his ship was run
with a smartness, an efficiency, that could not have been surpassed—or even equaed—in the Space
Navy. And his officerstook pridein the reputation of their captain, of their ship, and gave that little extra
effort that means so much, that lesser men could have obtained by neither bullying nor cgjolery.

And so Draco dropped down through the mists to Port Munroe, and on the night of her arrival day
Captain Dallon, as was customary, dined at the mayor's palace.

"You are hard, you Earthmen,” said Llord. ™Y ou are hard. | wonder if you are dso brittle?!

Ddlon smiled—abard smile. In his mess uniform—angular, glittering—he looked so much harder
than in his customary undressrig. He took awa nut from the bowl on the table and, disdaining the silver
crackers; crushed it between his strong, capable hands. Thetiny, sharp splintering sound was distinctly
audible,

Wheat could have passed for asmile glimmered on the vague, smudgy festures of the Loaonian trade
commissioner. He, too, reached out to the crystal bowl. Thelong, soft fingers selected anut with dow
deliberation. And how it was done none of the others at the table ever knew. There was no display of
force, no sharp, fast muscular effort. But somehow the two halves of the nut, negtly separated, lay mutely
on the soft, moist pam.

These people are the worst I've seen, thought Dalon. It wouldn't be so bad if they weren't
humanoid. But their likeness to us mikes them all the more unlike—

He looked across the table at the native, at the soft, flabby body, the effeminate, pale lilac robes of
soft, gauzy Slk. Therewas didike that he could not disguisein hishard, gray eyes. And therewas didike
bordering upon hate in the blurred yellow eyesthat stared back into his. It was not hate in the sense that
it was persona hate for Dallon —but it was hate for al that the man stood for. It was hate for the hard
men from the stars, for their hard minds, for the hard exactitudes of their sciences that were made
concretein the hard, harsh outlines of their buildings and machines.

And tension built up insde the room, so that the mayor at the head of histable stirred uneasily, so
that the fort commandant felt himsalf wondering how good his defenseswould beif the natives should
ever decide to drive the hated strangers from their world, so that the womenfolk, as womenfolk ever do,
let their minds dwell uneasily on what would be their fate should the attack come and the defenses and
the garrison be found wanting.

"You are hard,” said Llord. He settled back more comfortably in hischair. The paelilac robesfdll
into folds that were too soft to be graceful. And il the yellow eyes, glowing baefully, stared into
Dallon'sface.

The spaceman shifted alittle uneasily. The miniature decorations on the left breast of his jacket
tinkled ever so faintly—but the dfin tintinabul ation was sharply clear. It broke the spell, the soft, gray
formlessness that was cregping in from outside the palace, the fedling that the marching mists had
breached the defenses, were sweeping down to smother forever thisdien rigidity from beyond the stars.

"Yes, wearehard,” said Ddlon.

And being the man he was he could not hymn the very hardness upon which Man had built his
Empire. He could never have sung the harsh scintillance of the stars as seen from the control room of a
ship in space, the gleam of light on burnished metd, the austere beauty of straight lines reaching to the sky
in Man'sgreet cities. All thiswasin hismind—and in such matters he was inarticulate. But he found



himsdf thinking how erroneousistheideathat Nature is hard. Nature abhorsthe straight line. And
Nature may work, on occasions, with the harsh, spectacular violence of the earthquake, the hurricane,
the levin bolt—but in the main her destructive agents are the tireless, creeping tendrils of her plants, the
indgdious rootlets that, given time, will bring the proudest construction down to a soft outlined mound of
ruin.

Llord sghed.

It was asoft ghost of a sound. It expressed much—and little. It seemed to be the voice of hisworld
protesting faintly and ineffectudly againg itsviolation by these coarse, trampling invaders. It held a
querulous note of despair at the trade commissioner'sinability ever to understand the dien philosophy of
these Outsiders. There could have been contempt in it—and there could have been envy.

And led by the lady mayoress the womenfolk |eft the table, left the men to onelast glass of wine. And
it was not long thereafter before Dalon found himsdlf, dong with the other guests, watching the latest
New Y ork musicd, the recording of which had occupied avery smal corner of the capacious hold of
Draco.

Ddllon refused the offer of acar back to hisship.

The walk from the mayor's palace to the spaceport was not along one—and even if it had been he
would have welcomed the opportunity to stretch hislegs. He settled his cloak about his shoulders. The
night was not cold, but its dampness brought a chill fed to the air. Through the miststhe lamps dong the
graight, long road to the port shone with adiffused glare, each with itsiridescent halo. And their radiance
was reflected from the wet surface of the road so that it looked like ariver with lights aong its banks.
No, not ariver—it wastoo straight. Like acand it was, acand stretching from the smal busy port which
wasthe brightly lighted hallway of the paace in which the guests were saying their farewels, from which
the guests were making their departure. A cana stretching away into the wet mists, away from the warm,
friendly world of men.

Ddlon shivered.

Hewas not an imaginative man, but he began to be sorry that he had refused the offer of the® fort
commandant to run him back to his ship. He considered going back inside to order ataxi. While he stood
hesitant afigure detached itself from the group just inside the lighted doorway. It was Llord. He came
dlently, with deceptive swiftness, to stand by the captain'sside.

"Captain Dalon, you are walking back to your ship?"

"y es"

"Would you mind if | accompanied you? The night air isgood after being insde. Y ou peoplelove
harsh, bright lights, hot, dry air. It isgood to breathe the air of Loalon asit should be, to fed the soft
caress of the mists, to smell the scent of our growing things.”

"| shall be pleased to have your company,” lied Dalon.

Hewould not admit it even to himsalf—but he was frightened. And he knew that it was an absurd
fear. A big, strong man like himsdlf had nothing to fear from the soft, flabby native. It would take at least
gx likeLlora to best himin ahand to hand encounter—and unless the guard had been crimindly lax
Llora wasthe only one of hisrace ingde the settlement walls. Besides—with a surreptitious movement
Dallon made surethat hissmall cdiber blaster was till in the shoulder holster barely concedled by the
short mess jacket.

Together—thetdll, broad Earthman, the short, flabbily fat Loa onian—they began waking down the
long, straight road to the spaceport. The mist brushed their faceslike lightly clinging fingers. At timesthey
could see dmodt the full length of the road, could seethe glare of the floodlights by which Draco was
discharging her cargo. At timesthey werein alittle world of afew feet of wet road surface, of onelamp
standard with the bright globe of itslight set in another, vaguer globe of misty iridescence.

"Itisagood world," said Lloral dowly and softly. Then— "It was agood world."

"Until we came, you mean?'

"You are blunt, captain. But that iswhat | do mean.”

"Y ou hate us, don't you?"

Llora said nothing, averted hisface so that Dallon could not read the answer on his festures.



"Yes, you hate us," continued the captain. "And I'm not sure that | blame you. But—it could be
worse. Have you ever heard of the Grakkians?'

"No."

"We don't know where their homeworld is. It may not even bein thisgaaxy. But their progress has
roughly paradleled ours, kept pace with ours. They havethe interstdlar drive. And if they had cometo
thisworld there would not have been amere spaceport and trading station. If they had comefirst your
skieswould be reflecting the glare from their factories and foundries—and your people would be daving
in those same factories. Every inch of your ground would have been under intensive cultivation—and
your people would have been the laborers. When there's aman with awhip standing over you, you either
work or fight. And—"

"And we're the kind that would work. Y ou needn't say it captain. | could read your meaning quite
eedly.”

You soft, bitter devil! thought Dalon.

The two waked on in silence. The captain was glad when the mists suddenly lifted, when he saw
before him the shining hull of his ship, gleaming in the glare of the floodlights, standing tall and proud likea
tower built by someingpired architect. Himsy, aweb spun by amechanical spider, the conveyor beltsran
down from her cargo ports and down them came a stream of bales and cases. The glaring lights, the
cheerful bustle, were awelcome antidote to the soft misery of the night.

Dallon paused at the foot of Draco's gangway. He looked down with real but unconscious arrogance
at the trade commissioner. FL. wanted to thank the other for hi, company and bid him goodnight—but as
ashipmaster he was Earth's ambassador. A very rell—although unpaid—part of his dutieswasthe
extension of courtesiesto beings such asthis Llora. When he asked the other to come aboard with him,
he hoped that the invitation would be refused—»but it was not.

Aboard Draco Ddlon felt better. Thiswas his ship. Thiswas hisworld—and hewasking. The
smartly uniformed cadet at the gangway head sal uted both the captain and his guest—and Dallon noted
with approva that there was abarely perceptible touch of condescension in the compliment paid to the
visitor. He should not have approved—and he made a mentd note to the effect that the cadet would be
on the carpet in the morning. But he did approve.

Lloral looked around at the plain, yet comfortable, furnishings of the captain'sflat with interest. And
there was that in his manner which dispelled Dallon's ease of mind, disspated his sense of well-being.

It was a condescension far more subtle than that shown by the cadet on duty, it was the impression
that here was the representative of an ancient civilization visiting the mud hut of some savage chieftain.
Dallon scratched the prospective lecture on etiquette out of his mental notebook.

Nevertheless—as host he had duties.

"Try thisSdlerianwine," he said. "It isfar superior to the brand they keep for export.”

"Thank you."

Over the glassesthe eyes, hard gray and soft, smoldering yellow, met and struggled. It wasnot a
clash. Rather it was the hampering, the enveloping of akeen sted blade by fold upon smothering fold of
soft, amorphousfabric.

The wine was sweet and potent, heavy, afit potable for aharsh, dry climate, the cold, arid world
from which it had come. But in the soft, humid warmth of Loaon it wastoo heavy. Ddlon struggled to
keep his eyes open. The vague smear of features that was LIoral's face became even more vague,
doubled and then, as the captain blinked, coalesced again. He wished that the native would finish his
drink and go. But Llora reached out for the heavy, fantadtically ornamented bottle and refilled both
glasses. And Dalon was dmogt jerked fully awake by his keen resentment. He had become used to the
different usages of different worlds, different cultures—but on every world but this hosts and guests kept
their places.

To take hismind from the affront —conscious or unconscious he had no means of knowing—he



started to talk.

"Thisismy firg timein Lodon," hesad dowly. "What are your exports?'

"Toys, captain. Just toys. But they pay.”

"Such as?'

Llord fumbled inthefolds of histunic. His hand came out of the pdelilac sk with abdl. Just aglass
ball it was, perhaps four inchesin diameter. There was nothing about it in any way outstanding, no luster
or play of color. Llora pulled the center of the dark-blue table cover up so that it made alittle mound,
and on thishe st the little crystdl sphere. The whole scene was somehow vaguely familiar. Dallon thought
back, remembered how, years ago, he had visited a so-called Psychic Consultant. The quack had used
just such abdl asthis.

"Who buys these things?" he demanded.

"Thereisacertain class on your world, captain. They call themsdves mediums, clairvoyants. And this
isone of thetools of their trade.”

"But they are swindlers, fakers."

"Not al. Thereis power in theselittle balls. Not the crude power of your machines—but till avery
real power. A mind of the right type with one of these asitsinstrument can reach into the past, can range
al over the present, can even see alimited way into the more probable future.”

Ddlon laughed—a short, harsh sound.

"Trickery!" he asserted flatly. "Trickery. Fit only to deceive slly, neurotic women and drunken
Spacemenr

"Perhaps there are tricksters. But ook into the ball."

It was then that Dallon felt theinsane desire to ring for the watch, to order the native thrown off his
ship. His strong, square hand hovered over the bell push. But there came aflood of redization into his
mind, the knowledge that such an action, even if it had no more serious consequences, would make him
the laughingstock of the space-ways. It might well ruin his professional career.

"Look into the bal.”

Llora's voice was soft, ingstent. It was the dow dripping of water that would, in time, wear away the
hardest stone. It was the marching mists of Loaon that had, in the course of ages, weathered that planet
until it wasaworld of low hillsand shalow valeys. It was the insdious softness that will shetter granite.

"Look into the ball."

Again Ddlon laughed.

In hisuniform with itsgold and brass, its bright, tinkling decorations, he was the barbarian conqueror
confronted with the representative of some elder, decadent civilization. If there were aught of uneasiness
in the sound only a supersengitive ear could ever have detected it.

Helooked into the ball.

And George Whitley, that poor pulpster who had so often to force his reluctant fingers to pound the
keys of histypewriter, was now striving with al his strength to stop from writing. Once started, the story
had written itsalf. From one sentence to the next Whitley had not known what was going to happen. But
thishe did know.

Dallon must not ook into that crystal.

But—

Sowly, reuctantly, each fal of the type asound sharp, distinct, abnormally heavy, the sentence
spdled itsdf out.

He looked into the ball—

The typewriter fell slent. The only sound was the whine of the fan motors on the deck above, the
rush of ar through the outlet of the thermo-tank system. From outside, briefly, for not long enough to
break the spell, came the sound of the striking of ships bells, acertain blaring of bugles.

"Wheream ?" It wasavoicein Whitley'smind. It was avoice that could not possbly have any
inflection—and yet it did. Theinflection of blind panic.

"Where am1? You are not Dallon. Thisis not Loalon."

Whitley found himsdf walling as much as possible of histhoughts, his memories, off from thisinvader.



Hedid not know how hedid it. But he did it. And the dien entity insde his head scurried around like a
rainatrap. Itwasarat in atrgp. And Whitley found it impossible to control the movements of hisown
body. Every muscle began to twitch—dlightly at first and then building up in intengity until Whitley fell
from his chair and writhed helplesdy on the deck of his cabin.

He was frightened. He remembered reading somewhere how violent convulsions have been known
to break bones. And, even more frightening, was the thought that unless he could get things somehow
under control it was not impossible that he would end his daysin a padded cell.

Be quiet! hethought with grimintendty. Then: You are Lloral?

Yes, yes. But how did you know? And who are you? Who are you?

Be quiet. Don't panic.

Sowly, carefully, Whitley got up from the deck. The convulsion of hismuscular system had eased in
intengity until it was no more than arapid quivering. He went to hislocker, poured himsdlf adtiff gin. He
felt better when it was down. He poured another one.

| don't like this stuff. Have you no Salerian wine?

Whitley laughed.

You'll take gin and like it. Now —let's have your story.

Therewas asense of grain, of the pushing againgt invisible, intangible barriers. Then

It isnot possible. You have built a wall. There must be—

Whitley supplied the word.

—osmosis—he thought.

Yes, yes. And interchange.

Whitley poured himsdlf athird glass of gin. But when hetried to raiseit to hismouth hisbrain refused
to obey his orders. His orders.

No, camethethought. | do not likeit.

Then get off my taste buds and let melike it.

No.

Look, thought Whitley, dowly and didtinctly. Let me have it and I'll let the barrier down.

Agreed. But you are doing our body no good with that filthy stuff.

Our body?

Whitley spluttered hisindignation. But he found that hisright arm was once more under his control.
And unless he kept to the bargain he would know nothing more than the vague suspicions that bad begun
to flood hismind. And he had to know before he could hope to do anything about it.

It wasasimple story.

Llora had hated the hard men from the stars. He had despised them. And he had envied them. And
to hismind the most lordly of the invaders were those who had, as extensions of their own bodies, the
huge hulls of gleaming metd that dropped down through the misty skies of Lodon, that bridged the gulf
between the stars.

Llora could never hope to command such aship. His race were never shipbuilders. Their strange
minds were not made that way. The machine, to them, was a hateful mystery. But they envied the power
that mastery of the machine brings.

Andthat isal that it was—at the beginning. Just adesire, hardly madicious, to sample for afew
momentsthe fedling of kinship that must be part of thelife, the wholelife, of such aman asDdlon. And
when Cora found himsdf not in Port Munroe but in Pearl Harbor, light-years not centuries away, that
part of him that had made the trip felt itsalf trapped, fell victim to amad panic that bade fair to send both
its own reason and that of its host tottering down into the dark chasm called insanity.

But how? demanded the thought that was Lloral. How?

| don't know. But | can guess. Dallon, as one of my descendants, ison my world line. World
line? How can | put it? The fourth-dimensional extension of my three-dimensional body. My mind
has the ability to ook along the time dimension. At least, | suppose it has. Dallon's mind was just
the conductor between your mind and mine.



But—can you get back?"

Briefly the communication between the two entities broke down. It was not an act of conscious
valition on the writer's part. He could not tell if it were so on the part of Llora. And for asecond or so he
hoped that his unwel come guest had returned to the distant age, the distant world, from which he had
unwittingly been invited.

But it was not to be so.

Llora was back—and the very texture of histhoughts exuded a smug satisfaction.

| have seen your world, camethe message. It iscrude, and coarse, and noisy. Butinitl ... we...
could gain great power.

Picturesflickered across Whitley's mind. He saw asign in neon tubing, GEORGE LLORAL,

PSY CHIC CONSULTANT. He saw the long stream of those who would pass through the door under
thesign. First, slly, neurotic women of the working and middle classes. Then—even sillier and more
neurotic—the womenfolk of the well-to-do. And there would be men aswell, and there would be secrets
of business and poalitics, and there would be the secretsthat are in every private life—and there would be
blackmail.

There would be power.

And it would al comefrom thelittle crysta bal thet Llora, using everyday chemicas, would make
with George Whitley's hands. It would come from the dien entity in Whitley's mind, the entity that would,
inalong time or ashort time, oust the intangible bundle of memories and habits and conditioned reflexes
that was George Whitley.

"No!" cried thewriter doud. "No!"

But you must. Look.

Again Whitley saw pictures. He saw himsdlf on the bridge of aship, at night. He saw, to starboard, a
long coastline with itsflashing lights. And he saw himsdlf go to the open door of the whedhouse and give
an order to the hemsman, and he saw the order unquestioningly obeyed. Short minutes later came the
grounding.

But you can't. You couldn't make me give the wrong order

There was apause. Then—

Perhaps not. But— can stop you from giving the right one. Look.

Again camethe pictures. Thistimeit was collison at sea, in heavy rain with poor vighility, with
disagter to be averted only by each ship doing exactly the right thing with no time lag. One ship acted and
acted fast. But it wasn't enough. The other ship did nothing, held her course and speed. 1t was Whitley's
ship. And in the silence of hisroom he could hear the screaming of rent plates, the hissing roar of
escaping steam, the cries of those trapped below decks.

You see? | can ruin you.

Somebody was stumbling up the stairsleading to the officers section. Somebody who came aong
the short aleyway to Whitley's door, who noisily pulled the curtain to one side and peered into the room.

It was the Fourth Officer. His hair was untidy, hisface was flushed and the knot of histie was under
hisleft ear.

"Jusht back, Mr. Whitley," he said thickly. " Jusht back.”

There was no help here. Still—

"L ook, four-oh," said the writer quickly, "I've been hammering away at my old typewriter dl night,
and | fed like having abreath of air. Do you mind holding the fort?"

"No, no. Sapleasure.”

The Fourth staggered away from the open door. Whitley heard him collapse heavily upon the settee
in hisown room.

The writer went to hiswardrobe and took out apair of gray flannel trousers and alight sportsjacket.
Hetook off hiswhite uniform shorts and pulled on the gray flannels. He replaced hiswhite shoeswith a
pair of brown ones. He buttoned up the collar of his shirt, hastily knotted agaily colored tie aout his
neck. And when he put on his jacket his epaul ettes were hidden from view.



What arewe. . . you. .. doing?

Going ashore.

Why? Then— Oh, | see. You hope that if you show me how harsh and noisy thisworld is| shall
go back to my own place and time.

Yes.

It won't work. Your mind has shown me pictures of all of thisworld that you know. And | can
endureit.

Whitley chose his seat carefully in the bus from Pearl Harbor to Honolulu. He sat right over the rear
axle. It was not comfortable —and he hoped that Llora would find the continud vibration even more
uncomfortable than he did. But it did not work.

And then, in the city itsdlf, the dlien devel oped the urge to experiment with the many and various
potables offered for sde. Hefinally settled on rum and coke. He liked it. Thiswas not too great a
hardship—but Whitley was paying and it seemed to be getting him nowherefagt at forty centsatime.

Hetried the juke boxes, tried getting his nickel's worth of the noisiest, most unmel odious mel odies of
those in stock, hoping that the harsh cacophony would convince Llord that Earth was far too noisy and
crude a place for one from the soft culture of Loaon. This might have worked—but Whitley found
himsdlf inhibited from monopolizing the gaudily lit machine—and with othersfeeding in the smadl slver the
result was just aslikely to he Hawaiian guitars as hot swing.

And then the bars gtarted to close and the police began to look balefully at anybody in the streets
who as much as staggered and Whitley thought it aswell to return to the ship before capping the night's
misadventures by getting locked up. Thiswould have been asmal misfortune compared with that which
had dready befalen him—but it bulked illogically big in hisbefuddied mind. Luckily Llord wasof the
same way of thinking and between them they persuaded Whitley's body to steer a dead straight course to
the bus stop, to stand patiently in line with the rest of the crowd awaiting transport to the Base, and to
produce and show the officer'sidentification to the marine guard at the main gate.

Sorry | haven't any Salerian wine to offer you, thought Whitley sardonically as he ascended the
gangway with dignity. You'll have to be content with gin.

You will purchase a large stock of this rum and coke, came the unhumorousreply.

Oh yeah?

Yes.

Whitley climbed the stairs to the officers rooms. From the Fourth's room came loud snores. Nobody
else was back. He dumped down into his chair before his open, untidy desk. For afew minutes he did
nothing. Thewords—GEORGE LLORAL, PSY CHIC CONSULTANT—in neon lights kept forming
and reforming before his eyes. Imaginary though they were they were the only thing in focus. He debated
with himself whether to go through to the bathroom and be sick.

Hefdlt in his pocket for his pack of cigarettes. He took one and, at the third attempt, put itsend into
his mouth. He fumbled for hislighter. He span the whed with his thumb; there was a spark but no flame.
He used adimefor a screwdriver and uncovered thefilling hole of the lighter. He took the bottle of lighter
fluid from the top of hisdesk and untidily dopped thefud into the lighter. He reassembled it, lit his
Cigarette.

It occurred to him, then, that it was foolish to smoke when sitting only afew inches from an open
bottle of lighter fluid. He reached out clumsily for the bottle, pulled it to the edge of the desk top. It
overbaanced, fell into the mess of papers beneath. And when Whitley grabbed in avain attempt to catch
it he knocked the cigarette from his mouth. There was a soft, yet fierce, exploson and the desk top was
amass of smoky flames.

And Whitley, faced with this emergency, was sober in an ingtant. He legped from his chair, ran into
the dleyway, returned with the portable extinguisher from itsrack. And before the fire had timeto
consume more than the origind gasoline it was smothered beneath the mass of carbon dioxide bubbles
that jetted from the nozzle of the extinguisher.



Whitley sat down heavily. The shock had left him weak and trembling. And he felt somehow empty.

WA, he demanded at last, do you still like this world?

Therewas no answer.

Soeak up, hethought irritably. Why didn't you make me do the wrong thing just now? Or was it
the wrong thing? Then-- But it was the right thing for Lloral. But it wasn't in time!

With feverish hands he fished and fumbled among the mass of scorched, sodden papersin his desk.
And he found what he was looking for, the last page that he had written of his unfinished story. Hiseyes
skimmed the blurred typescript:

... weathered that planet until it wasaworld of low hillsand shdlow vdleys. It wastheinsdious
softnessthat will shatter granite.

"Look into the ball."

Again Ddlon laughed.

In hisuniform with itsgold and brass, its bright, tinkling decorations, he was the barbarian conqueror
confronted with the representative of some elder, decadent civilization. If there were aught of uneasiness
in the sound only asupersensitive ear cou ...

And that wasdll.

Whitley stood with the sheets of manuscript in his hand. The acrid smdl of burning was strong in his
nostrils. He looked down to his metal-lined wastepaper basket, the container which had seen many a
small bonfire of confidentia paper, superseded by later ingtructions and labeled TO BE DESTROY ED
BY FIRE, during the war years.

But he was abadly frightend man. If he destroyed the rest of his manuscript by fire—what would he
be destroying?

He stiffened with resolution. He, picked up histypewriter, set it down on the filthy desk. He removed
the cover. He inserted a sheet of paper. After amoment or so of hesitation, he removed it. He inserted
two sheets with a carbon between.

If there were aught of uneasinessin the sound, only asupersengtive ear could ever have detected it.
Heloo—

The carriage was pulled back to the beginning of the paragraph. Half adozen "x's' deleted the
offending word and fragment word.

Heloo—

Damn!! !

Hel-0-0 ... m-e-d huge over thelittle native as he rose unsteadily to hisfeet. A little off balance, he
clutched at the table edge for support. The cover, caught in his big hand, did from the polished top. The
crystal bal rolled and, before Lloral could catchiit, fell to the deck whereit splintered into amillion
glittering shards.

"I'm sorry," said Ddlon, with asense of inadequecy.

Llord roseto hisfeet to go.

"Itisnothing,” hereplied. "It wasonly atoy."

THEEND



