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ONE

THERE had been harbingers. Early in May of 2203, newsmachines were excited by a flight of
white crows over Sweden. A series of unexplained fires demolished hdf the Oiseau-Lyre Hill, a
basic indudtrid pivot of the system. Small round stones fell near work-camp ingdlations on Mars. At
Batavia, the Directorate of the nine-planet Federation, a two-headed Jersey caf was born: a certain
sgn that something of incredible magnitude was brewing.

Everybody interpreted these signs according to his own formula; speculation on what the random
forces of nature intended was a favorite pastime. Everybody guessed, consulted, and argued about
the bottle—the socidized instrument of chance. Directorate fortune tellers were booked up weeks in
advance.

But one man's harbinger is another man's event. The firgt reaction from Oiseau-Lyre Hill to its
limited catastrophe was to creete totd catastrophe for fifty percent of its classfied employees. Fedty
oaths were dissolved, and a variety of trained research technicians were tossed out. Cut adrift, they
became a further symptom of the nearing moment-of-importance for the system. Most of the severed
technicians floundered, sank down, and were lost among the unclassified masses. But not dl of them.

Ted Benteley yanked his dismissal notice from the board the moment he spotted it. As he walked
down the hdl to his office he quietly tore the notice to pieces and dropped the bits down a disposa
dot. His reaction to dismiss was intense, overpowering, and immediate. It differed from the
reaction of those around him in one significant respect: he was glad to have his oath severed. For
thirteen years he had been trying every lega stratagem to breek his fedty oath with Oiseau-Lyre.

Back in his office, he locked the door, snapped off his Inter-Plan Visud Industries screen, and
did some rapid thinking. It took only an hour to develop his plan of action, and that plan was
refreshingly smple,

At noon, Oiseau-Lyre's outworker department returned his power card, obligatory when an oath
was severed from above. It was odd seeing the card again after so many years. He stood holding it
awkwardly a moment, before he carefully put it away in hiswallet. It represented his one chance out
of ax hillion in the great lottery, his fragile posshbility of being twitched by the random moation of the
bottle to the number One class-position. Paliticaly speaking, he was back thirty-three years; the p-
card was coded a the moment of birth.

At 2:30, he dissolved his remaining fedty connections a Oiseau-Lyre; they were minor and
mostly with himself as protector and somebody ese as sarf. By 4:00 he had collected his assets,
liquidated them on an emergency basis (taking a high percentage loss on the fast exchange), and
bought a firgt-class ticket on a public transport. Before nightfal he was on his way out of Europe,
heading directly toward the Indonesian Empire and its capitol.

In Batavia he rented a chegp room in a boardinghouse and unpacked his suitcase. The rest of his
possessions were gill back in France; if he was successful he could get them later, and if he wasnt
they wouldn't matter. Curioudy, his room overlooked the main Directorate building. Swarms of
people like eager tropica flies crept in and out of its multiple entrances. All roads and al spacelanes
led to Batavia

His funds didn't amount to much; he could tdl only so long and then action was obligatory. From
the Public Information Library he picked up armloads of tape and a basic scanner. As the days
passed he built up an armory of information relating to al phases of biochemigtry, the subject on
which hisorigina classfication had been won. As he scanned and crammed he kept one grim thought
in mind: applications for posgtiona-fedty oaths to the Quizmaster were processed only once; if he
faled on thefirg try he was through.



That firgt try was going to be something. He was free of the Hill system, and he wasn't going
back.

During the next five days he smoked endless cigarettes, paced an infinite number of times around
his room, and finaly got out the yellow section of the ipvic directory to look up the loca bed girl
agencies. His favorite agency had anearby office; he made a grateful cdl, and within an hour most of
his psychologica problems were in the past. Between the dim blonde sent by the agency and the
swank cocktall bar down the street, he was able to last another twenty-four hours. But that was as
far as he could gtring it out. The time to act had come; it was now or never.

A cold chill lay over him as he got out of bed tha morning. Quizmagter Verrick's hiring was
integrated on the basic principle of Minimax: postional oaths were apparently passed out on a
random basis. In six days Benteley hadn't been able to plot a pattern. It was impossible to infer what
factor—if any—determined successful application. He perspired, took a quick shower, and
perspired again. In spite of his days of cramming he had learned nothing. He was going in blind. He
shaved, dressed, paid Lori her wages, and then sent her back to the agency.

Londiness and fear hit him hard. He surrendered his room, stored his suitcase, and, for a better
margin of safety, bought himsalf a second good luck charm. In a public washroom he buttoned the
charm ingde his shirt and dropped a dime in the phenolbarb dispenser. The sedative camed him a
trifle; he emerged and flagged down arobot taxi.

"Main Directorate building," he told the driver. "And take your time."

"All right, 9r or madam,” the MacMillan robot answered, adding, "Whatever you say."
MacMillans weren't capable of fine discriminations.

Warm spring air billowed into the cab as it zipped above the rooftops. Benteley wasn't interested,;
his eyes were fixed on the growing syndrome of buildings ahead. The night before his written papers
had been shot in. He had waited about the right time; they should be gppearing on the desk of the
firat checker aong the unlimited chain of Directorate officids.

"Here we are, Sir or madam.” The robot taxi settled down and grappled itsdf to a hdt. Benteley
paid it and stepped from the open door.

People hurried everywhere. The air buzzed with a congtant murmur of excitement. The tenson of
the last few weeks had risen to fever pitch. Ramp hawkers were peddling "methods," low priced
surefire theories guaranteed to predict bottle twitches and beet the whole Minimax game. The
hawkers were ignored by the hurrying throngs of people; anybody with a genuine system of
prediction would be using it, not sdlling it.

On a main pededtrian artery Bentdley paused to light a cigarette. His hands weren't shaking, not
redlly. He shoved his briefcase under hisarm and put his handsin his pockets as he continued dowly
toward the processing lounge. The heavy check-arch passed around him and he was insgde. Perhaps
by this time next month he would be under fedty to the Directorate. . . he gazed up hopefully at the
arch and touched one of the charmsingde his shirt.

"Ted," avoice came, smdl and urgent. "Wait."

He hdted. Breasts bobbing, Lori threaded her way through the tight-packed crowd and came
quickly up to him. "I have something for you," she said breethlesdy. "I knew I'd catch you here”

"What isit?' Bentdley demanded tautly. He was conscious that the Directorate's teep Corps was
close by; he didn't particularly want hisintimate thoughts in the hands of eighty bored telepaths.

"Here" Lori reached around his neck and clicked something in place. Passers-by grinned in
sympeathetic amusement; it was another good luck charm.

Benteley examined the charm. It looked like an expensive one. "Y ou think itll do me any good?’
he asked her. Seeing Lori again wasn't part of his plans.



"l hope s0." She touched his arm briefly. "Thanks for being so nice. Y ou hustled me off before |
could tdll you." She lingered plaintively. ™Y ou think you have much of a chance? Gee, if you get taken
on, youll probably stay herein Batavia"

Irritated, Benteley answered, "Youre being tegped while you stand here. Verrick has them
planted dl over the place.”

"l don't mind," Lori said wistfully. "A bed girl has nothing to conced .

Bentdley wasn't amused. "I don't like it. I've never been tegped in my life”" He shrugged. "Bt |
guessif I'm going to lock on here, I'll haveto get used to it.”

He moved toward the central desk, hisi.d. and power cards ready. The line moved rapidly. A
few moments later the MacMillan officid accepted them, devoured them, and then addressed him
peevishly. "All right, Ted Bentdley. Y ou may go in now."

"Waell," Lori said wanly, "I guess I'll be seeing you. If you get locked on here.. . ."

Bentdey stubbed out his cigarette and turned toward the entrance of the inner offices. "I'll ook
you up,” he murmured, scarcely aware of the girl. He pushed past the rows of waiting people, swept
his briefcase tight againgt him, and stepped quickly through the door. The door sngpped ingtantly shut
behind him.

Hewasingde it had begun.

A smdl middle-aged man with sted-rimmed glasses and a tiny waxed mustache was standing by
the door watching him intently. "Y ou're Bentdey, are you?"

"That'sright,” Benteley answered. "I'm here to see Quizmaster Verrick."

"Why?"

"I'm looking for a class 8-8 postion.”

A girl pushed abruptly into the office. Ignoring Benteley, she sad rgpidly, "Wedl, it's over." She
touched her temple. "See? Now are you satisfied?!

"Don't blame me," the smdl man said. "It's the law."

"The law!" The girl did up onto the desk and shrugged her tangle of crimson hair back out of her
eyes. She grabbed a package of cigarettes from the desk and lit up with shaky, nervous fingers.
"Let's get the hell out of here, Peter. There's nothing of importance left.”

"You know I'm staying," the smal man sad.

"Youre a fool." The girl haf turned as she noticed Benteley for the firg time. Her green eyes
flickered with surprise and interest. "Who are you?'

"Maybe you better come back some other time" the smal man sad to Benteley. "This isnt
exactly the—"

"| didn't come thisfar to get the runaround,” Benteley said hoarsdly. "Where's Verrick?'

The girl eyed him curioudy. "Y ou want to see Reese? What are you sdling?!

"I'm abiochemigt," Benteley answered savagdly. "I'm looking for a class 8-8 position.”

A fant touch of amusement twisted the girl's red lips. "Is that s0? Interesting . . ." She shrugged
her bare shoulders. "Swear him on, Peter.”

The smdl man hedtated. Reluctantly, he stuck out his hand. "I'm Peter Wakeman," he sad to
Benteley. "This girl is Eleanor Stevens. She's Verrick's private secretary.”

It wasn't exactly what Benteley had expected. There was a momentary slence as the three of
them appraised one another.

"The MacMiillan sent him onin," Wakeman sad presently.



Theré's an open cal for 8-8 people. But | think Verrick has no need for more biochemists, he's
got enough aready."

"What do you know about it?" Eleanor Stevens demanded. "It's none of your business; you're not
running personnd.”

"I'm using common sense" Wakeman moved very ddiberady between the girl and Benteley.
"I'm sorry,” he said to Benteley. ™Y ou're wasting your time here. Go to the Hill hiring offices—they're
aways buying and sdlling biochemigs”

"l know," Bentdley said. "I've worked for the Hill system since | was Sixteen.”

"Then what do you want here?' Eleanor asked.

"Oiseau-Lyre dropped me."

"Go over to Soong."

"I'm not working for any more Hilld" Benteey's voice lifted harshly. "I'm through with the Hills"

"Why?' Wakeman asked.

Benteley grunted angrily. "The Hills are corrupt. The whole system's decaying. It's up for sde to
the highest bidder . . . and bidding's going on."

Wakeman pondered. "l don't see what that matters to you. You have your work; that's what
you're supposed to be thinking about."

"For my time, kill, and loyalty | get money,” Benteley agreed. "I have a clean white lab and the
use of equipment that costs more to build than I'll earn in alifetime. | get Satus-insurance and total
protection. But | wonder what the end result of my work is. | wonder what it's finally put to. |
wonder where it goes."

"Where does it go?' Eleanor asked.

"Down therat hole! It doesn't help anybody."

"Whom should it help?'

Benteley struggled to answer. "1 don't know. Somebody, somewhere. Don't you want your work
to do some good? | stood the smell hanging around Oiseau-Lyre as long as possible. The Hills are
supposed to be separate and independent economic units; actualy they're shipments and expense
padding and doctored tax returns. It goes degper than that. Y ou know the Hill dogan: SERVICE IS
GOOD AND BETTER SERVICE IS BEST. That's alaugh! You think the Hills care about serving
anybody? Instead of existing for the public good, they're parasites on the public.”

"I never imagined the Hills were philanthropic organizations,” Wakeman said dryly.

Benteley moved restlesdy away from the two of them; they were watching him as if he were a
public entertainer. Why did he get upsat about the Hills? Playing classfied sarf to a Hill pad off;
nobody had complained yet. But he was complaining. Maybe it was lack of redism on his part, an
anachronigtic surviva the child-guidance clinic hadn't been able to shake out of him. Whatever it was,
he had taken as much as he could stand.

"How do you know the Directorate is any better?' Wakeman asked. "You have alot of illusons
about it, | think."

"Let him swear on," Eleanor said indifferently. "If that's what he wants, give it to him."

Wakeman shook his head. "I won't swear him on.”

"I will, then,”" the girl answered.

"You'll pardon me" Wakeman said. From the desk drawer he got a fifth of Scotch and poured
himsdf adrink. "Anybody care to join me?'

"No, thanks," Eleanor said.

Benteley turned his back irritably. "What the hell isdl this? Is this the way the Directorate is run?"



Wakeman smiled. "You see? Your illusons are being shattered. Stay where you are, Benteley.
Y ou don't know when you're well off."

Eleanor did from the desk and hurried out of the room. She returned in a moment with the
customary symbol-representation of the Quizmaster. "Come over here, Bentdey. I'll accept your
oah." She placed a smdl plastic flesh-colored bust of Reese Verrick in the center of the desk and
turned briskly to Benteley. "Come on." As Benteley moved dowly toward the desk, she reached up
and touched the cloth bag hanging from a dring around his neck, the charm Lori had put there.
"What kind of charm isthat?' she asked him. Sheled him over beside her. "Tel me about it."

Bentdley showed her the bit of magnetized stedl and white powder. "Virgin's milk," he explained
curtly.

"That'sdl you carry?' Eleanor indicated the array of charms dangling between her bare breadts. "'l
don't understand how people get by with only one charm.” Her green eyes danced. "Maybe you
don't get by. Maybe that's why you have bad luck."

"I have a high positive scae,” Benteley began irritably. "And | have two other charms. Somebody
gave me this"

"Oh?" She leaned close and examined it intently. "It looks like the kind of charm a woman would
buy. Expengive, but alittle too flashy.”

"Isit true," Benteley asked her, "that Verrick doesn't carry any charms?”

"That's right,” Wakeman spoke up. "He doesn't need them. When the bottle twitched him to One
he was dready class 6-3. Tak about luck—that man has it. HE's risen dl the way to the top, exactly
as you see on the children's edutapes. Luck leaks out of his pores.

"I've seen people touch him hoping to get some of it," Eleanor said, with shy pride. "I don't blame
them. I've touched him mysdlf, many times."

"What good hasit done you?' Wakeman asked quietly; he indicated the girl's discolored temples.

"I wasn't born at the same time and place as Reese," Eleanor answered shortly.

"l don't hold with astro-cosmology,” Wakeman said camly. "I think luck can be won or logt. It
comes in streeks." Speaking dowly and intently to Benteley, he continued, "Verrick may have it now,
but that doesn't mean hell dways have it. They—" He gestured vagudly upward toward the floor
above, "They like to see some kind of badance" He added hadtily, "I'm not a Chrigtian or anything
like that, you understand. | know it's al random chance" He bresthed a complicated smell of
peppermint and onions into Benteley's face. "But everybody gets his chance, someday. And the high
and mighty dwaysfdl."

Eleanor shot Wakeman awarning look. "Be careful.”

Without teking his eyes from Bentdley, Wakeman said dowly, "Remember what I'm tdling you.
You're out of fedty; take advantage of it. Don't swear yourself on to Verrick. You'll be suck to him,
asone of his permanent serfs. And you wont like it."

Benteley was chilled. "You mean I'm supposed to take an oath directly to Verrick? Not a
positiona oath to the Quizmaster?”

"That'sright," Eleanor said.

"Why?"

"Things are a little uncertain right now. | can't give you any more information. Later on, ther€ll be
an assgnment for you in terms of your class requirements; that's guaranteed.”

Benteley gripped his briefcase and moved amlessy away. His strategy, his plan, had falen gpart.
Nothing that he had run up againg here corresponded to his expectations. "Then I'm in?" he
demanded, haf-angrily. "I'm acceptable?’

"Sure," Wakeman sad listlessly. "Verrick wants dl the 8-8's he can get. Y ou can't miss.”



Bentdley retreated helplesdy from the two of them. Something was wrong. "Wait," he sad,
confused and uncertain. "l have to think this out. Give metime to decide.”

"Go right ahead,”" Eleanor sad indifferently.

"Thanks." Benteley withdrew, to restudy the Situation.

Eleanor wandered around the room, hands in her pockets. "Any more news on that fdlow?' she
asked Wakeman. "I'm waiting."

"Only the initid dosad-circuit warning to me" Wakeman sad. "His name is Leon Cartwright.
He's a member of some kind of cult, a crackpot splinter organization. I'm curious to see what he's
like."

"I'm not." Eleanor hdted at the window and stood gazing moodily out at the streets and ramps
below. "They'll be shrilling, soon. It won't be long now." She reached up jerkily and ran her thin
fingers over her temples. "God, maybe | made amistake. But it's over; there's nothing | can do.”

"It was a mistake," Wakeman agreed. "When you're a little older, you'll redize how much of a
mistake."

A flash of fear dithered over the girl'sface. "I'll never leave Verick. | have to stay with him!"

"Why?"

"I'll be safe. Hell take care of me; he aways has."

"The Corps will protect you."

"I don't want to have anything to do with the Corps" Her red lips drew back agangt her even
white teeth. "My family. My willing uncle Peter—up for sde, like his Hills" She indicated Benteley.
"And he thinks he won't find it here."

"It's not a question of sale" Wakeman said. "It'sa principle. The Corpsis above man."

"The Corps is afixture, like this desk." Eleanor scraped her long nalls againgt the surface of the
desk. "You buy dl the furniture, the desk, the lights, the ipvics, the Corps™ Disgust glowed in her
eyes. "A Prestonite, is that it?"

"That'sit."

"No wonder you're anxious to see him. In amorbid way | suppose I'm curious, too. Like | would
be about some sort of bizarre anima from one of the colony planets.”

At the desk, Benteley roused himsdlf from histhoughts. "All right,” he said doud. "I'm ready."

"Fine" Eleanor dipped behind the desk, one hand raised, the other on the bust. "You know the
oah? Do you need help?'

Benteley knew the fedlty oath by heart, but gnawing doubt dowed him dmost to a hat. Wakeman
good examining his nals and looking disgpproving and bored, a smdl negative fidd of radiation.
Eleanor Stevens watched avidly, her face intense with a complex series of emotions that altered each
moment. With a growing conviction that things were not right, Benteley began reciting his fedty oath
to the smdl plastic bust.

As he was hdfway through, the doors of the office did back and a group of men entered noisily.
One towered over the rest; he was a huge man, lumbering and broad-shouldered, with a gray,
wegthered face and thick iron-stresked hair. Reese Verrick, surrounded by those of his staff in
persona fedty to him, halted as he saw the procedure taking place at the desk.

Wakeman glanced up and caught Verick's eye. He smiled faintly and said nothing; but his
attitude clearly showed. Eleanor Stevens had turned rigid as stone. Cheeks flushed, body taut with
feding, she waited out Benteley's uneasy words. As soon as he had finished, she snapped into life.
She carefully hurried the plastic bust out of the office and then returned, hand held out.

"I want your p-card, Mr. Benteley. We have to haveit."

Benteley, numbed, turned over his card. There it went, once again.



"Who'sthisfdlow?' Verrick rumbled, with awave toward Benteley.

"He swore on just now. An 8-8." Eleanor nervoudy grabbed up her things from the desk;
between her breasts her good luck charms dangled and vibrated excitedly. "I'll get my coat.”

"8-8? Biochemist?' Verrick eyed Benteley with interest. "Is he any good?!

"He'sdl right,” Wakeman said. "What | teeped seemed to be top-notch.”

Eleanor hurriedly dammed the closet door, threw her coat around her bare shoulders, and stuffed
her pockets full. "He just came in, from Oiseau-Lyre" She rushed breathlessly up to join the group
clustered around Verrick. "He doesn't know, yet."

Verrick's heavy face was wrinkled with fatigue and worry, but a faint spark of amusement lit his
deep-set eyes, the hard gray orbs far down in the ridge of thick brow-bone. "The last crumbs, for
awhile. The rest goesto Cartwright, the Prestonite.” He addressed Benteley, "What's your name?"

They shook hands, as Bentdley mumbled his name. Verrick's massive hand crunched his bonesin
adeath-grip as Benteley feebly asked, "Where are we going? | thought—"

"Farben Hill." Verrick and his group moved toward the exit ramp, dl but Wakeman who
remained behind to await the new Quizmagter. To Eleanor Stevens, Verrick explained briefly, "Well
operate from there. The lock | put on Farben last year was to me persondly. | can gill clam loyalty
there, in spite of this"

"In spite of what?' Benteley demanded, suddenly horrified. The outside doors were open; bright
sunlight flooded down on them, mixed with the roar of street noises. For the first time the cries of the
newsmeachines burst up loudly to his ears. As the party moved down the ramp toward the field and
the waiting intercon transports, Benteley demanded hoarsaly, "What's happened?”

"Come on," Verrick grunted. "You'l know dl about it, before long. Weve got too much work
ahead to stand around here talking."

Benteley dowly followed the party, the copper taste of horror thick in his mouth. He knew, now.
It was being gilled on al sdes of him, screamed out by the excited mechanicd voices of the public
newsmachines.

"Verick quacked!" the machines cried, as they moved among the groups of people. "Prestonite
bottled to One! A twitch of the bottle this morning at nine-thirty Batavia timel Verrrrrick totaly
(uaaaaaacked!"

The random power-twitch had come, the event the harbingers had anticipated. Verrick had been
twitched from the number One postion; he was no longer Quizmaster. He had plunged to the
bottom, out of the Directorate completely.

And Bentdey had sworn an oath to him.

It was too late to turn back. He was on his way to the Farben Hill. All of them were caught up
together in the rush of events that was shivering through the nine-planet system like a breathless
winter sorm.



TWO

EARLY in the morning Leon Cartwright drove carefully dong the narrow, twigting sreets in his
ancient '82 Chevrolet, his competent hands firmly gripping the whed, his eyes on the traffic ahead.
As usud, he wore an outmoded but immaculate double-breasted suit. A shapeless hat was crushed
agang his head, and in his vest pocket a watch ticked to itsdf. Everything about him breathed
obsolescence and age; he was perhaps sixty, a lean, snewy-built man, very tal and sraight, but
smdl-boned, with mild blue eyes and liver-spotted wrigts. His arms were thin, but strong and wiry.
He had a quiet, dmogt gentle expression on his gaunt face. He drove as if not completely trusting
ether himsdlf or the aged car.

In the back seat lay heaps and stacks of mailing-tapes ready to be sent out. The floor sagged
under heavy bundles of metafoil to be imprinted and franked. An old raincoat was wadded in the
corner, together with a stale container of lunch and a number of discarded overshoes. Wedged under
the seat was aloaded Hopper popper, stuck there years ago.

The buildings on both sdes of Cartwright were old and faded, thin peding things of dusty
windows and drab neon signs. They were relics of the last century, like himsdlf and his car. Drab
men, in faded pants and workjackets, hands in their pockets, eyes blank and unfriendly, lounged in
doorways and againg wals. Dumpy middle-aged women in shapeess black coats dragged rickety
shopping carts into dark stores, to pick fretfully over the limp merchandise, stale food to be lugged
back to their stuffy urine-tinged gpartments, to their restless families.

Mankind's lot, Cartwright observed, hadn't changed much, of late. The Classification system, the
elaborate Quizzes, hadn't done most people any good. The unks, the unclassified, remained.

In the early twentieth century the problem of production had been solved; after that it was the
problem of consumption that plagued society. In the 1950's and '60's, consumer commodities and
farm products began to pile up in vast towering mountains dl over the Western World. As much as
possible was given away—but that threatened to subvert the open market. By 1980, the pro tem
solution was to hegp up the products and burn them: billions of dollars worth, week after week.

Each Saturday, townspeople had collected in sullen, resentful crowds to watch the troops squirt
gasoline on the cars and toasters and clothes and oranges and coffee and cigarettes that nobody
could buy, igniting them in a blinding conflagration. In each town there was a burning-place, fenced
off, a kind of rubbish and ash heap, where the fine things that could not be purchased were
sysematicaly destroyed.

The Quizzes had hdlped, a trifle. If people couldnt afford to buy the expensve manufactured
goods, they could till hope to win them. The economy was propped up for decades by elaborate
give-away devices that digpensed tons of glittering merchandise. But for every man who won a car
and arefrigerator and atv set there were millions who didn't. Gradualy, over the years, prizesin the
Quizzes grew from material commodities to more redigtic items. power and prestige. And at the top,
the find exated post: dispenser of power—Quizmeagter, and that meant running the Quiz itsef.

The disintegration of the socid and economic system had been dow, gradud, and profound. It
went o deep that people logt faith in naturd law itsdf. Nothing seemed stable or fixed; the universe
was a diding flux. Nobody knew what came next. Nobody could count on anything. Statistical
prediction became popular . . . the very concept of cause and effect died out. People lost faith in the
belief that they could control their environment; dl that remained was probable sequence: good odds
in auniverse of random chance.

The theory of Minimax—the M-Game—was akind of Stoic withdrawa, a nonparticipation in the
amless swirl in which people struggled. The M-game player never redly committed himsdf; he
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risked nothing, gained nothing . . . and wasn't overwhelmed. He sought to hoard his pot and Strove
to outlast the other players. The M-Game player sat waiting for the game to end; that was the best
that could be hoped for.

Minimax, the method of surviving the great game of life, was invented by two twentieth century
mathematicians, von Neumann and Morgengtern. It had been used in the Second World War, in the
Korean War, and in the Find War. Military drategists and then financiers had played with the
theory. In the middle of the century, von Neumann was gppointed to the U.S. Atomic Energy
Commission: recognition of the burgeoning significance of his theory. And in two centuries and a half,
it became the basis of Government.

That was why Leon Cartwright, electronics repairman and human being with a conscience, had
become a Prestonite.

Sgndling, Cartwright pulled his ancient car to the curb. Ahead of him the Society building
gleamed dirty white in the May sun, a narrow three-gtory structure of wood, its Sngle sgn jutting up
above the laundry next door: PRESTON SOCIETY Main Offices a Rear.

This was the back entrance, the loading platform. Cartwright opened the back of the car and
began dragging cartons of mailing literature onto the sdewak. The people swvarming by ignored him;
afew yards up a fishmonger was unloading his truck in amilar fashion. Across the street a looming
hotel shielded a motley family of parasitic stores and dilgpidated business establishments: [oan shops,
cigar stores, girl houses, bars.

Ralling a carton onto his knees, Cartwright trundled it down the narrow walk and into the gloomy
gorage room of the building. A single atronic bulb glowed feebly in the dank darkness, supplies were
stacked on al sdes, towering columns of crates and wire-bound boxes. He found an empty spot, set
down his heavy load, and then passed through the hal and into the cramped little front office.

The office and its barren reception room were—as usua-empty. The front door of the building
was standing wide open. Cartwright picked up a hegp of mail; sitting down on the sagging couch, he
spread the mail out on the table and began going through it. There was nothing of importance: bills
for printing, freight, rent, overdue pendties for power and garbage collection, water and raw
supplies.

Opening a letter, he removed a five dollar bill and a long note in a shaky, old-woman's
handwriting. There were a few more microscopic contributions. Adding it up, he found that the
Society had taken in thirty dollars.

"They're getting restless” Rita O'Neill said, appearing in the doorway behind him. "Maybe we
should begin."

Cartwright 9ghed. The time had come. Pulling himsdf to his feet, he emptied an ashtray,
graightened a pile of dog-eared copies of Preston's Flame Disc, and rductantly followed the girl
down the narrow hall. Below the fly-specked photograph of John Preston, just to the left of the row
of scarf-hooks, he stepped forward and passed through the fase dot into the vague interior passage
that ran parald to the ordinary corridor.

At sght of him, the roomful of people ceased talking abruptly. All eyes were turned; an eager
hope mixed with fright shuddered around the room. Relieved, afew of the people edged toward him;
the murmur boiled up again and became a babble. Now they were al trying to get his attention. A
ring of excited, gesturing men and women, formed about him as he moved toward die center.

"Here we go," Bill Konklin said, relieved.

Besde him, Mary Uzich said eagerly, "Weve waited so long—we just can't wait any longerl”

Cartwright fdt in his pockets until he found his checklist. A bewildering variety of people
crowded anxioudy around him: Mexican laborers mute and frightened, clutching their belongings, a



11

hard-faced urban couple, ajet stoker, Japanese optica workmen, a red-lipped bed girl, the middle-
aged owner of aretail dry goods store that had gone quack, an agronomy student, a patent medicine
sdesman, a cook, a nurse, a carpenter. All of them were perspiring, shoving, listening, watching
intently.

These were people with skill in their hands—not their heads. Thelr abilities had come from years
of practice and work, from direct contact with objects. They could grow plants, sink foundations,
repair leaking pipes, maintain machinery, weave clothing, cook medls. According to the Classification
system they werefailures.

"I think everybody's here," Jereti said tensay. Cartwright took a deep breeth of prayer and raised
his voice so dl could hear. "I want to say something before you leave. The ship is ready to go; it's
been checked over by our friends at the field."

"That's correct,” Captain Groves corroborated;, he was an impressive, stern-faced Negro in
leather jacket, gloves, and boots.

Cartwright rattled his scrap of crumpled metdfoil. "Waell, this is it. Anybody have any doubts?
Anybody want to back out?'

There was excitement and tension, but none of them stirred. Mary Uzich amiled at Cartwright and
then up a the young man beside her; Konklin put his arm around her and pulled her close.

"Thisis what weve worked for,” Cartwright continued. "This is the moment our money and time
have gone to. | wish John Preston were here; heéld be glad to see this. He knew it would come, some
day. He knew thered be a ship heading out past the colony planets, beyond the regions controlled
by the Directorate. In his heart he was certain that men would seek new frontiers . . . and freedom."
He examined his watch. "Good-bye and good luck—you're on your way. Keep tight hold of your
charms and let Groves do the steering.”

One by one they gathered their meager possessions and shuffled out of the room. Cartwright
shook hands with them, mumbled words of hope and comfort. When the last of them had gone he
stood for a moment, silent and thoughtful, in the now deserted room.

"I'm glad that's over," Ritadeclared, rdlaxing. "I was afraid some of them would back out.”

"The unknown is aterrible place. There are monsters out there. And in one of his books Preston
describes weird caling voices" Cartwright poured himsdf a cup of black coffee from the dlex.
"Well, we have our part here. | don't know which isworse."

"I never redly bdieved it," Rita said, smoothing her black hair with an unconscious push of her
dim, competent fingers. "Y ou can change the universe. . . theré's nothing you can't do.”

"There's plenty | can't do," Cartwright disagreed dryly. "I'll try a few things, sart some activity
here and there, put an end to something ese. But they'll get me, before long.”

Ritawas gppdled. "How—can you say that?'

"I'm being redidic." His voice was hard, dmost savage. "Assassins have killed every unk the
bottle ever twitched. How long do you think it'll take them to get the Challenge Convention set up?
The checks and balances of this system work to check us and baance them. As far as they're
concerned, | broke the rules by just wanting to play. Anything that happens to me from now on ismy
own fault."”

"Do they know about the ship?'

"I doubt it." Morbidly, he added, "I hope not."

"You can lagt thet long, until the ship is safe. Ian't that the—" Rita broke off, turning in fear.

From outside the building came the sound of jets. A ship was setting down on the roof, a sudden
metdlic whirr like that of a sed insect. There was a saggering thump, then voices and quick
movements from the floors above, as the roof trap was yanked open.
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Rita saw the look on her uncles face, the momentary terror gleaming out, the brief flash of
awareness. Then the benign weariness and quietude filmed over, and he smiled hdtingly at her.
"They're here" he observed, in afaint, dmost inaudible voice.

Heavy military boots showed in the corridor. The green-uniformed Directorate guards fanned out
around the meeting chamber; after them came a cam-faced Directorate officid with a locked
briefcase gripped.

"You're Leon Cartwright?' the officid inquired. Lesafing through the notebook he sad, "Give me
your papers. Y ou have them with you?'

Cartwright did his plastic tube from his ingde coat pocket, unsnapped the sedl, and spread out
the thin metal-foil. One by one he lad them on the table. "Birth-certificate. School and training
records. Psych-analyss. Medica certificate. Crimind record. Status permit. Statement of fedty
history. Last fedty rdease. All the rest.” He pushed the hegp toward the officid and then removed
his coat and rolled up hisdeeve.

The officid glanced briefly at the papers and then compared the identification tabs with the
markings seared deep in the flesh of Cartwright's forearm. "WEell have to examine fingerprints and
brain pattern later. Actudly, thisis superfluous; | know you're Leon Cartwright." He pushed back the
papers. "I'm Mgor Shaeffer, from the Directorate teep Corps. There are other teeps nearby. There
was a power shift this morning, alittle after nine”

"l seg" Cartwright said, rolling his deeve down and putting on his coat again.

Magor Shaeffer touched the smooth edge of Cartwright's status permit. ™Y ou're not classified, are
you?'

"No."

"I suppose your p-card was collected by your protector-Hill. That's the usud system, isnt it?"

"That'sthe usud system," Cartwright said. "But I'm not under fief to any Hill. Asyoull see on my
paper, | was discharged earlier this year."

Shaeffer shrugged. "Then, of course, you put your power card up for sde on the blackmarket.”
He closed his notebook with a snagp. "Most twitches of the bottle bring up unclassfieds, snce they
outnumber classfieds by such a margin. But one way or another, classfieds manage to get hold of
the power cards."

Cartwright laid his power card on the table. "Therés mine."

Sheeffer was astounded. "Incredible” He rapidly scanned Cartwright's mind, a suspicious,
puzzled expresson on hisface. Y ou knew aready. Y ou knew thiswas coming.”

" es"

"Impossible. It just occurred—we came ingtantly. The news hasn't even reached Verrick; you're
the first person outsde the Corps to know." He moved close to Cartwright. "There's something
wrong here. How did you know it was coming?"

"That two-headed calf,” Cartwright said vaguely.

Theteep officid was logt in thought, till exploring Cartwright's mind. Abruptly he broke away. "It
doesn't matter. | suppose you have some ingde pipeline. | could find out; it's in your mind,
someplace deep down, carefully larded over.” He stuck out his hand. "Congratultions. If it'sdl right
with you, welll take up positions around here. In afew minutes Verrick will be informed. We want to
be ready,” He pushed Cartwright's p-card into his hand. "Hang onto this. It's your sole clam to your
new position.”
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"I guess" Cartwright said, beginning to breathe again, "l can count on you." He pocketed the
power card carefully.

"l guess you can." Sheeffer licked his lip reflectively. "It seems drange. . . . You're now our
superior and Verrick is nothing. It may be some time before we can make the psychological .change-
over. Some of the younger Corps members who don't remember any other Quizmaster . . ." He
shrugged. "l suggest you place yoursdlf in Corps hands for awhile. We can't stay here, and a lot of
people a Batavia have persond fedties to Verick, not to the postion. Well have to screen
everybody and systematicaly weed them out. Verrick has been using them to gain control over the
Hills"

"I'm not surprised.”

"Verick is shrewd." Shaeffer measured Cartwright criticaly. "During his Quizmagtership he was
chalenged repeatedly. There was aways somebody filtering in. We were kept busy, but | suppose
that's what we're for."

"I'm glad you came,”" Cartwright admitted. "When | heard the noise | thought it was—Verrick."

"It would have been, if we had notified him." There was grim amusement in Sheeffer's eyes. "If it
hadn't been for the older tegps, we probably would have notified him first and taken our time getting
here. Peter Wakeman made a big thing of it. Respongbility and duty, that sort of thing."

Cartwright made amenta note. He could have to look up Peter Wakeman.

"Aswe gpproached,” Shaeffer continued dowly, "our first group picked up the thoughts of alarge
group of people, apparently leaving here. Y our name wasin their minds, and this location.”

Cartwright became ingantly wary. "Oh?"

"They were moving away from us, so we couldnt caich much. Something about a ship.
Something to do with along flight"

"Y ou sound like a Government fortuneteller.”

"There was an intense field around them of excitement and fear."

"l cant tdl you anything,” Cartwright repeated, with emphasis. "I don't know anything about it."
Ironicaly, he added: " Some creditors, perhaps.”

In the courtyard outside the Society building Rita ONelll paced around in asmall, amless circle,
feding suddenly lost. The great moment had come and passed; now it was part of history.

Agang the Society building rose the smdl, barren crypt in which the remains of John Preston lay.
She could see his dark, ill-formed body suspended within the yellowed fly-specked plasti-cube,
hands folded over his bird-like chest, eyes shut, glasses eterndly superfluous. Small hands, crippled
with arthritis, a hunched-over near-sghted creature. The crypt was dusty; trash and debris were
littered around it. Stale rubbish the wind had blown there and left. Nobody came to see Preston's
remans. The crypt was a forgotten, londy monument, housing a dismd shape of clay, impotent,
discarded.

But hdf a mile awvay the fleet of archaic cars was unloading its passengers a the fidd. The
battered GM ore freighter was jammed tight on the launcher; the people were clumsily climbing the
narrow meta ramp into the unfamiliar hull.

The fanatics were on their way. They were setting out for deep pace to locate and clam the
mythica tenth planet of the Sol System, the legendary Flame Disc, John Preston's fabulous world,
beyond the known universe,
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THREE

BEFORE Cartwright reached the Directorate buildings at Batavia the word was out. He sat
fixedly watching the tv screen, as the high-speed intercon rocket hurtled across the South Pecific
sky. Below them were spread out blue ocean and endless black dots, conglomerations of metal and
plastic house-boats on which Agatic families lived, fragile plaiforms sretched from Hawaii to
Ceylon.

The tv screen was wild with excitement. Faces blinked on and off; scenes shifted with bewildering
rgpidity. The higtory of Verrick's ten years was shown: shots of the massive, thick-browed ex-
Quizmaster and resumes of what he had accomplished. There were vague reports on Cartwright.

He had to laugh, in a nervous aside that made the tegps start. Nothing was known about him, only
that he was somehow connected with the Preston Society. The newsmachines had dug up as much
as possble on the Society: it wasn't much. There were fragments of the story of John Preston
himsdf, the tiny frall man cregping from the Information Libraries to the observatories, writing his
books, collecting endless facts, arguing futildly with the pundits, losing his precarious classfication,
and findly snking down and dying in obscurity. The meager crypt was erected. The firs meeting of
the Society was held. The printing of Preston's half-crazed, haf-prophetic books was begun. . . .

Cartwright hoped that was dl they knew. He kept his menta fingers crossed and his eyes on the
tv screen.

He was now the supreme power of the nine-planet system. He was the Quizmaster, surrounded
by a telepathic Corps, with a vast amy and warfleet and police force at his disposad. He was
unopposed administrator of the random bottle structure, the vast pparatus of classfication, Quizzes,
lotteries, and training schools.

On the other hand, there were the five Hills, the industrid framework that supported the socid
and political system.

"How far did Verrick get?' he asked Mgor Shaeffer.

Shaeffer glanced into his mind to see what he wanted. "Oh, he did fairly well. By August he would
have diminated the random twitch and the whole M-Game structure.”

"Whereis Verrick now?'

"He left Batavia for the Farben Hill, where he's strongest. HEIl operate from there; we caught
some of his plans.”

"I can see your Corpsisgoing to be vauable"

"Up to apoint. Our job isto protect you: that's all we do. We're not spies or secret agents. We
merely guard your life"

"Whét's been the rétio in the pagt?'

"The Corps came into existence a hundred and sixty years ago. Since then weve protected fifty-
nine Quizmagters. Of that number weve been able to save eeven from the Challenge.”

"How long did they last?"

"Some a few minutes, some severd years. Verrick lasted about the longest, dthough there was
old McRae, back in '78, who ran his whole thirteen years. For him the Corps intercepted over three
hundred Challengers, but we couldn't have done it without McRag's help. He was a wily bastard.
Sometimes | think he was a teep.”

"A teepathic Corps” Cartwright mused, "which protects me. And public assassins to murder
me."

"Only one assassin a atime. Of course, you could be murdered by an amateur unsanctioned by
the Convention. Somebody with a persond grudge. But that's rare. He wouldn't get anything out of it
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except the loss of his p-card. Hed be politicaly neutrdized;, hed be bared from becoming
Quizmaster. And the bottle would have to be stepped ahead one twitch. A thoroughly unsatisfactory
event."

"Give me my length ratio."

"Average, two weeks."

Two weeks, and Verick was shrewd. The Chalenge Conventions wouldn't be sporadic affairs
put together by isolated individuds, hungry for power. Verrick would have everything organized.
Efficient, concerted machinery would be turning out one assassin after another, cregping and crawling
toward Batavia without end, until at last the goa was reached and Leon Cartwright was destroyed.

"In your mind,” Sheeffer said, "is an interesting vortex of the usud fear and a very unusud
syndrome | can't andyze. Something about a ship.”

"Y ou're permitted to scan whenever you fed like it?'

"I cant hep it. If | sat here mumbling and talking you couldn't help hearing me. When I'm with a
group their thoughts blur, like a party of people dl babbling a once. But ther€'s just you and me
here."

"The shipisonitsway," Cartwright said.

"It won't get far. Thefirgt planet it tries to squat, Mars or Jupiter or Ganymede—"

"The ship isgoing dl the way out. Were not setting up another squetters colony.”

"You're counting alot on that antiquated old ore-carrier.”

"Everything we have isthere”

"Y ou think you can hold on long enough?'

"l hope s0."

"So do I, Shaeffer sad dispassionatdy. "By the way." He gestured toward the blooming idand
coming into existence ahead and below. "When we land, there will be an agent of Verrick's waiting
for you."

Cartwright moaned sharply. "Already?'

"Not an assassn. There's been no Challenge Convention yet. This man is under fief to Verick, a
persona staff member named Herb Moore. He's been searched for weapons and passed. He just
wantsto tak to you."

"How do you know this?"

"Within the lagt few minutes I've been getting the Corps headquarters. It's al processed
information going around from one to the next. Were a chain, actualy. You have nothing to worry
about: at least two of uswill be with you when you tak to him."

"Suppose | don't want to talk to him?"

"That's your privilege."

Cartwright snapped off the tv set as the ship lowered over the magnetic grapples. "What do you
recommend?"’

"Tak to him. Hear what he hasto say. Itll give you more of an ideawhat you're up againg.”

Herbert Moore was a handsome blond-haired man in his early thirties. He arose gracefully as
Cartwright, Shaeffer, and two other Corpsmen entered the main lounge of the Directorate building.

"Greetings," Moore sad to Shaeffer in a bright voice.

Shaeffer pushed open the doors to the inner offices and stood aside as Cartwright entered. This
was the firg time the new Quizmaster had seen his inheritance. He stood in the doorway, his coat
over hisarm, completely entranced by the sight.
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"Thisis along jump from the Society building," he sad findly. Wandering dowly over, he touched
the polished mahogany surface of the desk. "It's a strange thing ... | had dl the abstract sgnificance
figured out in terms of power to do this, power to do that. | had it dl down in symbolized form, but
the sght of these carpets and this big desk—"

"This isn't your desk," Mgor Shaeffer told him. "This is your secretary's desk. Eleanor Stevens,
an ex-teep."

"Oh." Cartwright reddened. "Wdll, then where is she?'

"She left with Verick. An interesting Stuation.” Mgor Shaeffer dammed the door after them,
leaving Herb Moore in the plush lounge outside. " She was new in the Corps, she came after Verrick
was Quizmaster. She was just seventeen and Verrick was the only person she ever served. After a
couple of years she changed her oath from what we call a positiond oath to a persond oath. When
Verrick left, she packed up her stuff and trailed along.”

"Then Verrick has use of ateep.”

"She loses her supraobe, according to law. Interesting, that such persond loyalty could be built
up. As far as | know, theré's no sexud reationship. In fact she's been the mistress of Moore, the
young man waiting outside there."

Cartwright roamed around the luxurious office examining file cabinets, the massive ipvic s, the
chairs, the desk, the shifting random-paintings on the walls. "Wheré's my office?'

Shaeffer kicked open a heavy door. He and the two other Corpsmen followed Cartwright past a
series of check-points and thick protective stages into a blesk solid-rexeroid chamber. "Big, but not
aslugh,” Sheeffer said. "Verrick was aredist. When he came thiswas a sort of Arabian erotic house:
bed girls lying around on dl sdes, plenty of liquor to drink, couches, music and colors going
congtantly. Verrick ripped dl the bric-a-brac out, sent the girls to the Martian work-camps, tore
down the fixtures and gingerbread, and built this" Shaeffer rapped on the wall; it echoed dully. "A
good twenty feet of rexeroid. It's bomb-proof, bore-proof, shielded from radiation, has its own air-
pumping system, its own temperature and humidity controls, its own food supply.” He opened a
closet. "Look."

The closst wasasmdll arsend.

"Verick could handle every kind of gun known. Once a week we dl went out in the jungle and
shot up everything in sight. Nobody can get into this room except through the regular door. Or—"
He ran his hands over one of the wadls. "Verick never missed a trick. He designed this and
supervised every inch of it. When it was finished, dl the workmen were off to the camps, like
Pharaoh and histombs. During the find hours the Corps was excluded.”

"Why?"

"Verick had equipment ingtdled he didn't plan to use while Quizmaster. However, we teeped
some of the workmen as they were being loaded aboard transports. Teeps are away's curious when
someone tries to exclude them.” He did a section of wal asde. "This is Verick's specid passage.
Ogenghly, it leads out. Redligtically, it leadsin.”

Cartwright tried to ignore the chill perspiration coming out on his palms and armpits. The passage
opened up behind the big sted desk; it wasn't hard to picture the rexeroid wal diding back and the
assassin emerging directly behind the new Quizmegter. "What do you suggest? Should | have it
Sedled?’

"The strategy we've worked out doesn't involve this gpparatus. Well sow gas capsules under the
flooring, the length of the passage, and forget abouit it. The assassin will be dead before he reaches
thisinner lock." Sheeffer shrugged. "But thisisminor.”
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"I'll take your advice" Cartwright managed to say. "Is there anything else | ought to know at this
point?'

"Y ou ought to hear Moore. He's a top-flight biochemist, a geniusin his own way. He controls the
Farben research labs; thisis the first time he's been around here in years. We've been trying to scan
something on hiswork, but frankly, the information istoo technicd for us."

One of the other tegps, a smal dapper man with mustache and thinning hair, a shot glass in one
hand, spoke up. "It would be interesting to know how much of that stuff Moore deliberatdy
formulatesin technica jargon to throw us off."

"Thisis Peter Wakeman," Sheeffer said.

Cartwright and Wakeman shook hands. The teep's fingers were dainty and fragile; diffident
fingers with none of the strength Cartwright was used to finding in his unclassifieds. It was hard to
believe this was the man who headed the Corps, who had swung it away from Verrick at the critica
moment. "Thanks" Cartwright said.

"You're welcome. But it had nothing to do with you.”

The teep showed equd interest in the tal old man. "How does one get to be a Prestonite? |
haven't read any of the books; are there three?'

"Four."

"Preston was the odd-ball astronomer who got the observatories to waich for his planet—right?
They trained their telescopes and found nothing. Preston went out after it and findly died in his ship.
Yes, | once thumbed through Flame Disc. The man who owned it was a red crackpot; | tried to
teep him. All | got was a chaotic jumble of passon.”

"How do | tegp?' Cartwright asked tightly.

There was a time of absolute slence. The three tegps were al a work on him; he forced his
attention on the eaborate tv set in the corner and tried to ignore them.

"About the same," Wakeman said presently. " ou're oddly phased for this society. The M-game
places a great emphads on the Aristotelian Golden Mean. Y ou've got everything tied up in your ship.
Outhouse or paace, if your ship goes down that's the end of you."

"It won't go down," Cartwright told him harshly. The three tegps were amused. "In a universe of
chance, nobody can predict,” said Shaeffer dryly. "It probably will be destroyed. Yet, it might get
through.”

"After you've taked to Moore" Wakeman sad, "itll be interesting to see if you il predict
success."

Herb Moore did lithely to his feet as Cartwright and Wakeman entered the lounge.

"Sit down,” Cartwright said. "I'll talk to you here.”

Moore remained standing. "1 won't take up much of your time, Mr. Cartwright. | know you've got
plenty to do."

Wakeman grunted sourly.

"What do you want?" Cartwright demanded.

"Let's put it this way. Youre in, Verick is out. You hold the supreme pogtion in the system.
Right?'

"His drategy," Wakeman sad thoughtfully, "is to convince you you're an amateur. That much we
can get. He wants you to think you're a sort of janitor Stting in the boss chair while he's out closing
some big dedl.”
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Moore began pacing around, cheeks flushed with excitement, gesturing vividly, highly animated by
the flow of words beginning to pour out of his mouth. "Reese Verrick was Quizmadter ten years. He
was Chalenged dally and he met every Chdlenge. Essentidly, Verick is a skilled leader. He
operated this job with more knowledge and &bility than dl the Quizmasters before him put together.”

"Except McRag," Shaeffer pointed out, as he entered the lounge. "Don't forget him." He warmed
up quickly. "Good old McRae."

Cartwright felt Sck at his gomach. He threw himsef down in one of the soft chairs and lay
wearily back asit adjusted to his weight and posture. The argument continued without him; the rapid
words that flowed between the two tegps and Verick's bright young man were remote and
dreamlike. He tried to concentrate on the reasonings, but they didn't gppear to concern him.

In many ways Herb Moore was right. He had blundered into somebody dse's office, position,
and problems. He wondered vagudy where the ship was. Unless something had gone wrong it
would soon be heading out toward Mars and the asteroid bet. Hadn't customs falen behind
aready? He examined his watch. The ship was gaining velocity & this very moment.

Moore's sharp voice brought him back. He sat up straight and opened his eyes. "All right!"
Moore was saying excitedly. "The word's gone out on the ipvic. The Convention will probably be
held at the Westinghouse Hill; theré's more hotel space there.

"Yes," Wakeman was saying tightly. "That's the usuad place for the murderers to collect. There's
plenty of rooms at low rates."

Wakeman and Moore were discussing the Challenge Convention.

Cartwright got unsteedily to his feet. "I want to tak to Moore. You two clear out of here. Go
someplace else”

The teeps conferred slently, then moved toward the door. "Be careful,” Wakeman warned him.
"Youve had alot of emotiona shocks today. Y our thaamic index istoo high.”

Cartwright closed the door after them and turned to face Moore. "Now we can get this settled
once and for al.”

Moore amiled confidently. "Anything you say, Mr. Cartwright. Y ou're the boss."

"I'm not your boss."

"No, that's s0. A few of us stayed loyd to Reese. A few of usdidn't let him down."

"You mug think alot of him."

Moore's expression showed that he did. "Reese Verrick is a big man, Mr. Cartwright. He's done
alot of big things. He works on avast scde.” He glowed happily. "He's fully rationd."

"What do you want me to do? Give him back his podtion?' Cartwright heard his own voice
waver with emation. "I'm not giving this up. | don't care how irrationd thisis. I'm here and I'm staying
here. Y ou can't intimidate md Y ou can't laugh me out!"

His voice echoed; he was shouting. He forced himsdf to calm down. Herb Moore smiled brightly
and basked in his own warmth.

He's young enough to be my son, Cartwright found himsdlf thinking. He can't be over thirty, and
I'm sixty-three. He's just aboy, a child prodigy. Cartwright tried to keep his hands from shaking, but
he couldn't. He was excited, too excited. He could hardly spesk. He was al wrought up. And he
was afraid.

"You can't operate this"" Moore said quietly. "This isn't your line. What are you? | examined the
records. Y ou were born October 5, 2140, outside the Imperid Hill. You've lived there dl your life;
thisis the first time you've been on this sSide of Earth, let done on another planet. You had ten years
of nomina schooling in the charity department of the Imperid Hill. You never excdled in anything.
From high school on you dropped courses that dedlt with symbolization and took manua shop



19

courses. You took welding and eectronic repair, that sort of thing. You tried printing, for awhile.
After you got out of school you worked in aturret factory as amechanic. Y ou designed afew circuit
improvementsin plimp board design, but the Directorate regjected your patents astrivia."

"The improvements" Cartwright said with difficulty, "were incorporated in the bottle itsdlf, a year
later."

"From then on you were bitter. Y ou serviced the bottle at Geneva and saw your own designsin
operation. You tried over five thousand times to win a classfication, but you never had enough
theoretical knowledge. When you were forty-nine you gave up. When you were fifty you joined this
crackpot outfit, this Preston Society."

"l had been atending meetings Sx years.”

"There werent many members a the time, and you finaly were elected presdent of the Society.
You put dl your money and time into the crazy thing. It's become your driving conviction, your
mania" Moore beamed happily, asif cracking an intricate equation. "And now you hold this postion,
quizmaster, over awhole race, billions of people, endless quantities of men and materia, maybe the
sole civilization in the universe. And you see dl this only as ameans of expanding your Society.”

Cartwright choked futildly.

"What are you going to do?' Moore perssted. "Print a few trillion copies of Preston's tracts?
Didtribute immense 3-D pictures of him and spread them dl over the sysem? Supply Statues, vast
museums full of his cothing, fase teeth, shoes, fingernall parings, buttons, shrines for the faithful to
visit? You dready have one monument to go to: his worldly remains, in a broken-down wooden
building in the Imperid dums, his bones on exhibit, the remains of the saint, to be touched and
prayed over.

"Is that what you're planning: a new religion, a new god to worship? Are you going to organize
vast fleets of ships, send out endless armadas to search for his mydtic planet?" Moore saw
Cartwright flinch white; he plowed on, "Are we al going to gpend our time combing space for his
Flame Disc, or whatever he cdled it? Remember Robin Fitt, Quizmaster number thirty-four. He was
nineteen years old, a homaosexud, a psychatic. He lived with his mother and sster dl hislife. Heread
ancient books, painted pictures, wrote psychiatric stream-of-consciousness material.”

"Poetry.”

"He was Quizmagter one week; then the Chalenge got him—thank God. He was wandering
around the jungle back of these buildings, gathering wild flowers and writing sonnets. Y ou've read
about that. Maybe you were dive; you're certainly old enough.”

"| was thirteen when he was murdered.”

"Remember what he had planned for mankind? Think back. Why does the Chalenge-process
exist? The whole bottle system is to protect us; it elevates and deprives at random, chooses random
individuds a random intervals. Nobody can gain power and hold it; nobody knows whét his status
will be next year, next week. Nobody can plan to be a dictator: it comes and goes according to
subatomic random particles. The Chalenge protects us from something else. It protects us from
incompetents, from fools and madmen. Were completdy safe: no despots and no crackpots.”

"I'm not a crackpot,” Cartwright muttered hoarsdly. The sound of his own voice amazed him. It
was wesk and forlorn, without conviction. Moore's broad smile increased; there was no doubt in his
mind. "It'l take me awhileto adjust,” hefinished lamdly. "I need time.”

"Y ou think you can adjust?' Moore asked.

"yeg"

"I don't. Y ou have approximately twenty-four hours. That's about how long it takes to convene a
Challenge Convention and pick the first candidate. There should be alot to choose from.”
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Cartwright's thin body jerked. "Why?'

"Verick has put up a million gold dollars to the one who gets you. The offer is good until won,
until you're dead."

Cartwright heard the words, but they didn't register. He was vaguely aware that Wakeman had
come into the lounge and was moving up to Moore. The two of them waked away taking in low
tones. He hardly heard them.

Like afrigid nightmare, the phrase a million gold dollars dripped and leaked into his brain. Thered
be plenty of takers. With that much money an unk could buy a variety of classfications on the black
market. The best minds in the sysem would gamble their lives for that, in a society that was a
congtant gamble, an unceasing lottery.

Wakeman came over to him shaking his head. "What a hopped-up mind. There was alot of wild
stuff we couldn't catch. Something about bodies and bombs and assassins and randomness. He's
gone, now. We sent him off."

"What he said istrue," Cartwright gasped. "He'sright; | have no place here. | don't belong here.”

"His drategy isto make you think that."

"But it'struel”

Wakeman nodded reluctantly. "I know. That's why it's such a good strategy. We have a good
Srategy, too, | think. When the time comes, you'll know about it." He suddenly grabbed Cartwright
by the shoulder. "Better st down. Il pour you a drink; Verrick left some genuine Scotch around
here, a couple of full cases.

Cartwright shook his head mutely.

"Suit yoursdlf." Wakeman got out his pocket handkerchief and mopped his forehead. His hands
were shaking. "I think I'll have one, if you dont mind. After tegping that high-powered blur of
pathologica drive, | can use adrink, mysdf.”
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FOUR

TED BENTELEY sood by the kitchen door inhaing warm smdlls of cooking food. The Davis
house was pleasant and bright. Al Davis, minus his shoes, was Stting contentedly before the tv set in
the living room, gazing earnestly at the ads. His pretty brown-haired wife Laura was preparing
dinner.

"If that's protine," Benteley said to her, "it'sthe best job of adulteration I've smelled.”

"We never have protineg," Laura answered briskly. "Wetried it the first year we were married, but
you can tagte it no matter how they fix it up. It's terribly costly to buy natural foods, of course, but it's
worth it. Protineisfor the unks."

"If it waan't for protine,” Al said, overhearing her, "the unks would have starved to death back in
the twentieth century. You're dways passng out typicd layman-type misnformation. Allow me to
give you the straight dope.”

"Please do," Laurasaid.

"Protine isn't a naturd agee. It's a mutant that started out in culture tanks in the Middle East and
gradudly crept onto a variety of fresh-water surfaces.

"l know that. When | go into the bathroom in the morning don' | find the darn stuff growing al
over the wash basin and the pipes and in the tub and in the—fixture?"

"It dso grows over the Greet Lakes™" Al said scientificaly.

"Wadl, this isn't protine” Laura said to Ted. "This is a red beef roast, red spring potatoes and
green peas and whiterolls."

"Y ou two are living better than when | last saw you," Benteley said. "What happened?"

A complex look crossed Lauras dainty face. "Didn't you hear? Al jumped awhole class. He beat
the Government Quiz; he and | studied together every night after he got home from work."

"I never heard of anybody besating the Quizzes. Was it mentioned on tv?"

"Asamatter of fact it was"" Laura frowned resentfully. "That awful Sam Ogter taked about it the
whole length of a program. He's that rabble-rouser who has such a big following among the unks."

"I'm afraid | don't know him," Benteley admitted.

On the tv, glorious ads played back and forth like liquid fire. One after another they rose, hung for
an ingant, and then dropped away. Ads were the highest art-form; the finest credtive taent was at
work behind them. Ads combined color, baance, rhythm, and a restless aiveness that pulsed from
the screen and into the cozy Davis living room. From hidden hi-fi speskers mounted within the walls
random combinations of accompanying sound drifted.

"The Convention," Davis sad, indicating the screen. "They're advertising for gpplicants and giving
quite a bonus."

A vortex of foaming light and color-texture lgoping across the screen symbolized the Chalenge
Convention. The billowing mass broke gpart, held, and reformed in new combinations. A pattern of
unusudly excited spheres danced their way across, and the accompanying music rose to a fever
pitch.

"What's it saying?' Benteley asked.

"l can switch to the 1-Channdl, if you want. Then you'l have it draight.”

Laura hurried in with slver and china for the table. "Don't put that 1-Channel on; dl the unks
watch that. That's why they have it both ways, thisfor us and the litera for them.”

"You're wrong, honey,” Al sad serioudy. "The 1-Channd is for news and factud information.
The s-Channd isfor pleasure. | enjoy watching it this way, but—" He waved his hand and the circuit
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switched aoruptly. The vivid swirls of color and sound winked out. In their place the placid features
of the Westinghouse news announcer gppeared. "Here's the same thing."

Laura st the table and returned to the kitchen in aflurry of activity. The living room was friendly
and comfortable. One wall was transparent; below the house dtreiched out the city of Berlin
clustered around the Farben Hill, a vast towering center cone, black againgt the night sky. Bits of
cold light drifted and rushed in the gloom: surface cars dancing like yellow sparks in the chill night
shadows, disappearing into the vast cone like incandescent moths into the chimney of a cosmic lamp.

"How long have you been in fedty to Verrick?' Benteley asked Al Davis.

Al tore himsdf away from the tv screen; it was now describing new experiments in C-plus
reactors. "What's that, Ted? | guess about three or four years."

"You're satisfied?'

"Sure, why not?" Al gestured around the pleasant, well-furnished living room. "Who wouldn't be
satisfied?!

"I'm not talking about this. | had the same thing over at Oiseau-Lyre; most classified people have
set-upslike this. I'm talking about Verrick."

Al Davis struggled to catch Benteley's drift. "I never see Verrick. He's been a Batavia, up until
today."

"You knew I'd swornin to Verrick?"

"You told me this afternoon." Davis kindly face beamed up a Bentdley, rdlaxed and untroubled.
"l hope that means you'll be moving over here."

"Why?"

Davis blinked. "Well, because then well see more of you and Julie”

"l haven't been living with Julie for ax months™" Benteley said impatiently. "That's dl off. She's on
Jupiter as some sort of work-camp official.”

"Wadl, | didn't know. | haven't seen you for a couple of years. | was as surprised as hdll to see
your face on theipvic."

"I came over with Verick and his gaff." Benteley's voice hardened with irony. "When Oiseau-
Lyre released me | headed directly for Batavia. | wanted to get out of the Hill system once and for
al. | went straight to Reese Verick."

"You did the right thing."

"Verrick tricked me! He was quacked, out of the Directorate completely. | knew somebody was
bidding up the Hills, somebody with plenty of funds. | wanted nothing to do with it—and now look."
Benteley's resentment increased. "Ingtead of getting away from it, I'm where it's dirtiest. It's the last
place on Earth | wanted to be."

Indignation crept into Davis tolerant face. " Some of the nicest people | know are Verrick's serfs.”

"They're people who don't care how they make their money."

"You want to pendize Verrick because he's a success? He's made this Hill run. Is it his fault
nobody else can operate like he can? There's a natural selection and evolution. Those who can't
aurvivefdl by the way."

"Verrick fired our research labs”

"Our? Say, you're with Verrick, now." Davis indignation boiled over. "That's a hdl of a way to
talk! Verrick isyour protector and you're standing here—"

"All right, boys" Laura exclamed, cheeks flushed with domestic prowess. "Dinner's on the table,
and | want you to go get some chairs for us to st on. Al, you wash your hands before we est. And
put on your shoes."

"Sure, honey," Davis said obediently, getting to his feet
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"Can | help?' Benteley asked.

"Just find yoursdf a chair and St down. We have red coffee. Do you take cream? | can't
remember."

"Yes," Bentdey sad. "Thanks" He pulled up a couple of chairs and sat down moodily.

"Don't look so sad," Laurasaid to him. "See what you're getting to egt. Aren't you living with Julie
any more? I'll bet you eat out dl the time, at restaurants where they serve that awful protine stuff.”

Benteley toyed with his knife and fork. "Y ou have anice place here" he said presently.

"When | saw you lagt you wereliving in aHill dorm. But you werent married then.”

"Remember when you and | were living together?' Laura began cutting the twine that held the
rolled-roast together. "That wasn't more than amonth, as | remember.”.

"A little under a month," Benteley agreed, remembering back. He relaxed somewhat, thawed by
the smdl of hot food, the bright living room, the pretty womean dtting acrass from him.

"That's when you were till under fedlty to Oiseau-Lyre, before you lost your classfication.”

Al appeared, sat down, unfolded his napkin, and rubbed his hands together with anticipation. "It
sure smdls good,” he announced. "L et's get going; I'm starved.”

While they ae, the tv murmured and spilled out a flickering tide of light into the living room.
Benteley listened between conversations, his mind only haf on what Lauraand Al were saying.

"... Quizmagter Cartwright has announced the dismissa of two hundred Directorate employees,”
the announcer was saying. "The reason given isb.sr.”

"Bad security risk," Lauramurmured, Spping her coffee. "That's what they dways say."

The announcer continued:

... Convention plans are booming. Already, hundreds of thousands of gpplications are flooding
the Convention Board and the Westinghouse Hill office. Reese Verrick, the former Quizmagter, has
agreed to handle the multiplying technica details in order to set in motion what promises to be the
mogt exciting and spectacular event of the decade. . .

"You bet," Al sad. "Verick hasthat Hill under lock. Hell have this thing humming.”

"Is old Judge Waring Hill stting on the Board?' Laura asked him. "He must be a hundred years
old, by now."

"He's ill on the Board. He won't resgn, not until he's dead. That crusty old fossil! He ought to
get out of the way and let somebody younger take over."

"But he knows everything about the Chdlenge" Laura sad. "He's kept it al on a high mora
plane. | remember when | was alittle girl till in school; that Quizmaster was quacked, that funny one
who stuttered. And that good-looking young man got in, that black-haired assassn who made such a
wonderful Quizmaster. And old Judge Waring set up the Board and ruled over the Convention like
Jehovah in the old Chrigtian myths.”

"He has abeard," Benteley said.

"A long white beard."

The tv set had changed announcers. A view of the massve auditorium in which the Convention
was being formed swam into focus. Seets were dready set up, and the huge platform at which the
Board sat in judgment. People milled back and forth; the auditorium boomed and echoed with
sounds of furious activity and shouted ingtructions.

"Judt think," Laurasaid. "All that momentous business going on while we St here quietly eating our
dinner."

"It'salong way off," Al sad indifferently.
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. . . Reese Verick's offer of a million gold dollars has gdvanized the Convention proceedings.
Satidticians estimate a record number of applications—and they're ill pouring in. Everybody is
eager to try his hand at the most daring role in the system, the greatest risk and the highest stakes.
The eyes of sx hillion people on nine planets are turned on the Westinghouse Hill tonight. \WWho will
the first assassin be? Out of these many brilliant gpplicants, representing dl casses and Hills, who will
be the firgt to try his hand for the million gold dollars and the gpplause and acclamation of a whole
dvilization?

"How about you?' Laura said suddenly to Benteley. "Why don't you put in your gpplication? Y ou
don't have an assgnment, right now."

"It'sout of my line"

Laura laughed. "Make it your line! Al, don't we have that big tape they put out, al the successful
assassins of the padt, their lives and everything about them? Show it to Ted.”

"I've seen it," Bentdley said curtly.

"When you were a boy, didn't you dream of growing up to be a successful n?'

Lauras brown eyes were dim with nostalgia. "I remember how | hated being a girl because then |
couldn't be an assassin when | grew up. | bought alot of charms, but they didn't turn me into aboy."

Al Davis pushed his empty plate away with agratified belch. "Can | let out my bet?!

"Sure" Laurasad.

Al let out hisbet. "That was agood med, honey. | wouldn't mind egting like that every day."

"You do, practicaly.” Laurafinished her coffee and daintily touched her ngpkin to her lips. "More
coffee, Ted?'

... Experts predict the first assassn will have a saventy-thirty chance of destroying Quizmaster
Cartwright and winning the million dollar prize put up by Reese Verick, the previous Quizmeder,
quacked less than twenty-four hours ago by an unexpected twitch of the bottle. If the first assassin
fals, the dopesters have their money sixty-forty on the second assassin. According to their scratch
sheets Cartwright will have better control over his army and telepathic Corps after the initid two
days. For the assassin, speed rather than form will count high, especidly in the opening phase. During
the last Igp the Stuation will be tight because of . . .

"Theré's dready a lot of private betting,” Laura said. She leaned contentedly back, a cigarette
between her fingers, and smiled a Benteley. "It's good to have you come by again. Y ou think you'l
move your things here to Farben? Y ou could stay with us for awhile, until you find a decent place.”

"A lot of places that used to be good are being taken over by unks,” Al observed.

"They're moving everywhere" Laura agreed. "Ted, remember tha wonderful area near the
synthetics research lab? All those new housing units, those green and pink buildings? Unks are living
there, and naturdly it's dl run down and dirty and bad-samdling. It's a disgrace; why don't they Sgn
up for work-camps? That's where they belong, not loafing around here.”

Al yawned. "I'm deepy." He picked a date from the bowl in the center of the table. "A date.
What the hdll's a date?' He ate it dowly. "Too sweet. What planet's it from? Venus? It tastes like
one of those pulpy Venusian fruits.”

"It'sfrom AsaMinor," Laurasad.

"Here on Earth? Who muted it?'

"Nobody. It'sanaturd fruit. From apam tree.”

Al shook his head wonderingly. "The infinite diversity of God's cregtions.”

Laurawas shocked. " Suppose somebody a work heard you tak like thatl”

"Let them hear me." Al stretched and yawned again. "'l don't care."

"They might think you were a Christian."



25

Benteley got dowly to hisfeet. "Laura, | have to get going.”

Al rosein amazement. "Why?'

"I have to collect my things and get them over here from Oiseau-Lyre"

Al thumped him on the shoulder. "Farben'll trangport them. Y ou're one of Verrick's serfs now—
remember? Give the Hill traffic office acdl and they'll arrangeit. No charge.”

"I'd rather do it mysdlf," Benteley said.

"Why?' Lauraasked, surprised.

"Less things get broken,” Benteley answered obliquely. "I'll hire a taxi and load up over the
weekend. | don't think helll want me before Monday.”

"I don't know," Al said doubtfully. "You better get your tuff over here as soon as possble.
Sometimes Verrick wants a person right now, and when he wants you right now—"

The hdl with Verrick," Bentdey sad. "I'm taking my time."

Their dazed, shocked faces danced around him as he moved away from the table. His stomach
was full of warm well-cooked food, but his mind was thin and empty, a sharp acid rind over—what?
He didn't know.

"That'sno way to talk," Al said.

"That'stheway | fed."

"You know," Al sad, "I dont think you're being redidtic."

"Maybe not." Benteley found his coat. "Thanks for the med, Laura. It was terriffic.”

"Y ou don't sound convinced."

"I'm not," Bentdey answered. "You have a fine little place here. All the comforts and
conveniences. | hope you'l both be very happy. | hope your cooking keeps on convincing you, in
spite of me."

"It will," Laurasad.

The announcer was saying: "... more than ten thousand dreedy, from dl parts of Earth. Judge
Waring's announcement that the first assassin will be chosen at thissession . . "

"Tonight!" Al exclamed. He whistled appreciatively. "Verrick doesn't waste any time." He shook
his head, impressed. "That man redly moves, Ted. You have to hand it to him."

Benteley crouched down and snapped the tv set off. The rapid procession of sounds and images
faded out of existence and he rose to hisfeet. "You mind?' he said.

"What happened?' Laura fatered. "It went off!"

"l turned it off. I'm tired of hearing that goddamn racket. I'm tired of the Convention and
everything about it."

There was an uneasy, unnatura slence,

After a moment Al grinned uncertainly. "How about a shot of booze before you go? Itll relax
you."

"I'm relaxed," Bentdley said. He crossed over to the transparent wall and stood with his back to
Laura and Al, gazing gloomily out & the night and the endless winking procession of lights that
moved around Farben Hill. In his mind a smilar phantasmagoria of shapes and images swirled; he
could turn off the tv and opague the wall, but he couldn't hat the rgpid activity in his mind.

"Wdl," Laura sad findly, to no one in particular, "l guess we don't get to watch the Chdlenge
Convention."

"Youll seereview tapesthe rest of your life" Al sad genidly.

"l want to see it now!"

"It1l be awhile, anyhow," Al said, automaticaly seeking to smooth things out. "They're till testing
their equipment”
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Lauramade a short breathing sound and whirled the dinner table back into the kitchen.

Roaring water legped in the sink; dishes banged and scraped furioudly.

"She'smad,” Al observed.

"It'smy fault," Bentdley said, without conviction.

"Shell get over it. Y ou probably remember. Say, if you want to tell me what's wrong I'm dl ears.”

What am | supposed to say? Benteley thought futilely. "I went to Batavia expecting to get in on
something big," he said. "Something beyond people grabbing for power, struggling to get to the top
of the heap over each other's dead bodies. Instead | find myself back here—with that shrill thing
yelling at thetop of itslungs." He gestured &t the tv. "Those ads are like bright shiny sewer-bugs."

Al Davis solemnly extended a chubby finger. "Reese Verrick will be back in the number One spot
indde a week. His money picks the assassin. The assassn is under fedty to him. When he kills this
Cartwright person the spot returns to Verrick. You're just too damn impatient, that's all. Wait a
week, man. It'll be back the way it was—maybe better."

Laura appeared at the doorway. Her rage was gone; now her face was flooded with peevish
anxiety. "Al, couldn't we please get the Convention? | can hear the neighbors set and they're
choosing the assassin right now!

"I'll turnit on," Benteley said wearily. "I'm going, anyhow." He squatted down and snapped on the
power. The tv set warmed rapidly; as he made his way out onto the front porch, its tinny scream
rose in afrenzy behind him. The metdlic cheers of thousands rolled out after him, into the chill night
darkness.

"The assassin!" the tv set shrieked, as he plunged down the dark path, hands deep in his pockets.
"They're handing up his name right now—'ll have it for you in a second." The cheering rose to an
orgiadtic crescendo; like the rolling waves of the sea, it momentarily blotted the announcer out.
"Pdlig," the announcer's voice filtered through, rising above the tumult. "By popular acclamation—by
the wishes of aplanet! The assassin is—Keth Pdlig!"
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FIVE

THE burnished wisp of cold gray did slently in front of Ted Benteley. Its doors rolled back and a
dim shape stepped out into the chill night darkness.

"Who isit?' Bentdey demanded. The wind lashed through the moigt foliage growing againg the
Davis house. The sky was frigid; far off sounds of activity echoed hollowly, the Farben Hill factories
booming dully in the darkness.

"Where in God's name have you been?' agirl's clipped, anxious contrato came to him.

"Verrick sent for you an hour ago.”

"l wasright here," Benteley answered.

Eleanor Stevens emerged quickly from the shadows. ™Y ou should have stayed in touch when the
ship landed. Hes angry.” She glanced nervoudy around. "Where's Davis? Insde?’

"Of course" Anger roseindde Bentdey. "What's this dl about?'

"Don't get excited." The girl's voice was as taut as the frozen stars shining overhead. "Go back
indde and get Davis and hiswife. I'll wait for you in the car.”

Al Davis gaped a him in amazement as Benteley pushed open the front door and entered the
warm ydlow-bright living room. "Hewants us" Bentdey said. "Tel Laura; he wants her dong, too.”

Laura was dtting on the edge of the bed ungrgpping her sandds. She quickly smoothed her
dacks down over her ankles as Al entered the bedroom. "Come on, honey,” Al said to hiswife.

"Is something wrong?' Lauralegped quickly up. "What isit?"

The three of them moved out into the chill night darkness, in grestcoats and heavy workboots.
Eleanor started up the motor of the car and it purred forward restlessy. "In you go," Al murmured,
as he heped Laurafind a seat in the inky gloom. "How about alight?"

"You don't need alight to St down," Eleanor answered. She rolled the doors shut; the car glided
out onto the road and instantly gained speed. Dark houses and trees flashed past. Abruptly, with a
sckening whoosh, the car lifted up above the pavement. It skimmed briefly, then arched high over a
row of tenson lines. A few minutes later it was gaining dtitude over the vast sorawling mass of
buildings and streets that made up the parasitic clusters around the Farben Hill.

"What's this al about?' Benteley demanded. The car shuddered, as magnetic grapple-beams
caught it and lowered it toward the winking buildings below. "We have aright to know something.”

"Were going to have alittle party,” Eleanor said, with a smile that bardly moved her thin crimson
lips. She dlowed the car to stle into a concave lock and come findly to rest against a magnetic
disc. With a quick snap she cut the power and threw open the doors.

"Get out. We're here."

Their heds clattered in the deserted corridor, as Eleanor led them rapidly from one leved to the
next. A few dlent uniformed guards stood a regular intervas, their pudding faces deepy and
impassve, bulging rifles gripped loosdy.

Eleanor waved open a double-sealed door and nodded them briskly insde. A billow of fragrant
air lapped around them as they pushed uncertainly past her, ingde the chamber.

Reese Verick sood with his back to them. He was fumbling angrily with something, massive
ams moving in a dow grind of rage. "How the hel do you work this damn thing?" he bellowed
irritably. The protesting shrill of torn metd grated briefly. "Chrigt, | think | brokeit."

"Here," Herb Moore said, emerging from a deep low chair in the corner. "You have no manud
dexterity."

"You bet," Verrick growled. He turned, a huge hunched-over bear, his shaggy brows protruding
bone-hard, thick and beligerent. His blazing eyes bored a the three newcomers as they stood
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uneasly together. Eleanor Stevens unzipped her greatcoat and tossed it over the back of a luxurious
couch.

"Here they are," she said to Verrick. "They were dl together, enjoying themselves" She staked
over, long-legged in her velvet dacks and leether sandds and stood before the fire warming her
breasts and shoulders. In the flickering firdight her naked flesh glowed a degp luminous red.

Verrick turned without ceremony to Bentdey. "Always be where | can find you." He bit his
words out contemptuoudly. "I don't have any more tegps around to thought-wave people in. | have
to find them the hard way." He jerked his thumb a Eleanor. "She came aong, but minus ability."

Eleanor smiled bleskly and said nothing.

Verrick spun around and shouted a Moore, "Is that damn thing fixed or not?'

"It's amost ready."

Verrick grunted sourly. "Thisis a sort of ceebration,” he said to Bentdey, "dthough | don't know
what we've got to celebrate.”

Moore grolled over, confident and full of talk, a deek little modd of an interplan rocket in his
hands. "Weve got plenty to ceebrate. This is the first time a Quizmaster chose an assassin. Pdlig
isn't somebody chosen by a bunch of senile old fogies, Verrick has had him on tgp and this whole
thing worked out snce—"

"You tak too much," Verrick cut in. "You're too damn full of easy words. Haf of them don't
mean athing."

Moore laughed gaily. "That's what the Corps found out."

Bentdley moved uncomfortably away. Verrick was dightly drunk; he was as menacing and
ominous as a bear let out of its cage. But behind his clumsy movements was a dick-edged mind that
missed nothing.

The chamber was high-ceilinged, done in ancient wood panels, probably from some ancient
monagtery. The whole structure was much like a church, domed and ribbed, its upper limits
dissolving in amber gloom, thick beams charred and hard-smoked from countless fires roaring in the
stone fireplace below. Everything was massive and heavy. There were rich deep colors; the stones
themsalves were rubbed black with ingrained ash, the upright supports asthick astree-logs. Benteley
touched a dully-gleaming pand. The wood was corroded, but strangely smooth, as if a layer of
cloudy light had settled over it and worked its way into the materid.

"Thiswood," Verrick said, noticing Benteley, "is from a medievad bawdy house."

Laura was examining stone-weighted tapestries that hung dead and heavy over the lead-sedled
windows. On amantd over the huge fireplace were battered, dented cups. Bentdly gingerly took one
down. It was a ponderous lump in his hands, an ancient thick-rimmed cup, heavy and smple and
oblique, Medievd Saxon.

"Youll meet Pdlig in afew minutes” Verrick said to them. "Eleanor and Moore have dready met
him."

Moore laughed again, his offensve sharp bark, like a thin-toothed dog. "I've met him, dl right," he
sad.

"He's cute," Eleanor said toneledy.

"Pdlig is circulating around," Verrick continued. "Tak to him, stay with him. | want everybody to
see him. | only plan to send out one assassin.” He waved his hand impatiently. “Therés no point in
sending out an endless stream.”

Eleanor glanced a him sharply.
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"Let'slay it on the line and get it over with." Verrick strode to the closed double-doors at the end
of the room and waved them open. Sound, rolling volumes of light and the flickering movement of
many people billowed out. "Get in there" Verrick ordered. "I'll locate Pellig.”

"A drink, Sr or madam?"

Eleanor Stevens acepted a glass from the tray passed by a blank-faced MacMillan robot. "What
about you?' she said to Benteley. She nodded the robot back and took a second glass. "Try it. It's
smooth stuff. It's some kind of berry that grows on the sunward side of Callisto, in the cracks of a
certain kind of shale, one month out of the year. Verrick has a special work-camp to collect it."

Bentdey took the glass. "Thanks."

"And cheer up."

"What's this dl about?' Bentdey indicated the packed cavern of murmuring, laughing people.
They were dl well dressed, in avariety of color combinations; every top-level class was represented.
"l expect to hear music and see them start dancing.”

"There was dinner and dancing earlier. Good gridf, it's dmost two am. A lot has happened,
today. The twitch, the Chdlenge Convention, dl the excitement." Eleanor moved off, eyes intent on
something. "Here they come.”

A sudden rustle of nervous slence swept over the nearby people. Benteley turned and so did
everyone ese. They were dl watching nervoudy, avidly, as Reese Verrick gpproached. With him
was another man. The latter was a dender man in an ordinary gray-green suit, his ams loose a his
sdes, his face blank and expressionless. A taut ripple of sound swirled after him; there were hushed
exclamations and a burst of gppreciative tribute.

"That's him," Eleanor grated between her white teeth, eyes flashing. She grabbed fiercdy at
Bentdey'sarm. "That's Pdllig. Look at him."

Pdlig sad nothing. His hair was sraw-yelow, moist and limply combed. His fegtures were
uncertain, dmost nondescript. He was a colorless, slent person dmost lost from sight as the rolling
giant beside him propelled him among the dertly-waiching couples. After a moment the two of them
were swallowed up by satin dacks and floor length gowns, and the buzz of animated conversation
around Benteley resumed.

"They'll be over here later," Eleanor said. She shivered. "He gives me the cregps. Wel?' She
smiled up quickly at Bentdey, ill holding on tight to hisarm. "What do you think of him?*

"I didn't get any impression." Off in the distance Verrick was surrounded by a group of people.
Herb Moore's enthusiagiic voice lifted above the uniform blur of sound: he was expounding again.
Annoyed, Bentdey pulled afew steps away.

"Where are you going?' Eleanor asked.

"Home." The word dipped out involuntarily.

"Where do you mean?' Eleanor smiled wryly. "I can't teep you any more, darling. | gave dl that
up." She lifted her flaming crimson hair to show the two dead circles above her ears, lead-gray spots
that marred the smooth whiteness of her skin.

"l can't understand you," Benteley said. "An ability you were born with, a unique gift."

"You sound like Wakeman. If | had stayed with the Corps | would have had to use my ability
agang Reese. So what ese could | do but leave?' There was tight agony in her eyes. "You know,
itsredly gone. It'slike being blinded. | screamed and cried along time afterward. | couldn't faceiit. |
broke down completely.”

"How are you now?'
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She gestured shakily. "I'll live. Anyhow, | can't get it back. So forget it, darling. Drink your drink
and rdlax." She clinked glasses with him. "It's called methane gale. | suppose Calisto has a methane
amosphere.”

"Have you ever been to one of the colony planets?' Benteley asked. He Sipped at the amber
liquid; it was strong stuff. "Have you ever seen one of the work-camps, or one of the squatters
colonies after apolice patrol has finished with it?'

"No," Eleanor said amply. "I've never been off Earth. | was born in San Francisco nineteen years
ago. All tele-paths come from there, remember? During the Find War the big research ingdlations
a Livermore were hit by a Soviet missle. Those who survived were badly bathed. Were al
descendants of one family, Earl and Verna Phillips. The whole Corps is related. | was trained for it
dl thetime | was growing up: my destiny."

A vague blur of music had started up at one end of the chamber. A music robot, creating random
combinations of sound, harmonic colors and shades thet flitted agilely, too subtle to pin down. Some
couples started dancing listlessdy. A group of men had gathered together and were arguing in loud,
angry tones. Snatches of words carried to Benteley.

"Out of thelab in June, they say."

"Would you make a cat wear trousers? It's inhuman.”

"Plow into something at that velocity? Persondly, I'll stick to plain old sub-C."

Near the double doors a few people were seeking out their wraps and wandering away, dull-
faced, vacant-eyed, mouths dack with fatigue and boredom.

"It gets like this" Eleanor sad. "The women wander off to the powder room. The men dart
arguing some point.”

"What does Verrick do?'

"You're hearing it now."

Verrick's deep tones rolled out over everybody dse's; he was dominating the argument. People
nearby gradudly stopped talking and began filtering over to ligen. A tight knot of men formed, grim-
faced and serious, as Verrick and Moore waved louder and hotter.

"Our problems are of our own making," Verrick asserted. "They're not red, like problems of
supply and labor surplus.”

"How do you figure?' Moore demanded.

"This whole system is attificid. This M-game was invented by a couple of mathematicians during
the early phase of the Second World War."

"You mean discovered. They saw that socid Stuations are anadogues of drategy games, like
poker. A system that works in a poker game will work in asocid stuation, like business or war."

"What's the difference between a game of chance and a Srategy game?' Laura Davis asked, from
where she and Al stood.

Annoyed, Moore answered, "Everything. In a game of chance no conscious deception is
involved; in a poker game every player has a ddiberate drategy of bluff, fase leads, putting out
mideading verba reports and visua horse-play to confuse the other players as to his red postion
and intentions. He has a paitern of misrepresentation by which he trgps them into acting foolishly.”

"Y ou mean like saying he has a good hand when he haan't?"

Moore ignored her and turned back to Verrick. "You want to deny society operates like a
drategy game? Minimax was a brilliant hypothesis. It gave us a rationd scientific method to crack
any drategy and transform the drategy game into a chance game, where the regular datidtica
methods of the exact sciences function.”



31

"All the same," Verrick rumbled, "this damn bottle throws a man out for no reason and eevates
an ass, a crackpot, picked a random, without regard to his ability or class.”

"Sure" Moore exclamed, wildly excited. "Our whole system is built on Minimax. The bottle
forces everybody to play a Minimax game or be squashed; we're forced to give up deception and
adopt arationa procedure.”

"Therés nothing rationd in this random twitching,” Verrick answered angrily. "How can random
machinery be rationd?'

"The random factor is a function of an overdl rationad pattern. In the face of random twitches, no
one can have a drategy. It forces everybody to adopt a randomized method: best andyss of the
detigical posshbilities of certain events plus the pessmistic assumption thet any plans will be found
out in advance. Assuming you're found out in advance frees you of the danger of being discovered. If
you act randomly your opponent can find out nothing about you because even you don't know what
you're going to do."

"So were dl a bunch of superditious fools" Verrick complained. "Everybody's trying to read
sgns and harbingers. Everybody's trying to explain two-headed caves and flocks of white crows.
Were dl dependent on random chance; we're losing control because we can't plan.”

"How can you plan with tegps around? Teeps perfectly fulfill the pessmigtic expectaions of
Minimax: they find out every srategy. They discover you as soon as you begin playing.”

Verick pointed to his great barrd chest. "There are no Sssy-kissng charms hanging around my
neck. No rose petas and ox dung and boiled owl spit. | play a game of skill, not chance and maybe
not strategy, when you pin me down. | never did go by alot of theoretical abstractions. | go by rule
of thumb." He displayed histhumb. "I do what each Stuation demands. That's kill. I've got it."

"Skill is a function of chance. It's an intuitive best-use of chance Stuations. You're so god damn
old you've been in enough situations to know in advance the pragmatic—"

"What about Pellig? That's Srategy, isnt it?"

"Strategy involves deception and with Pellig nobody is going to be decelved.”

"Absurd," Verick growled. "Y ou've been knocking yoursdlf out keeping the Corps from knowing
about Pdllig.”

"That was your idea" Moore flushed angrily. "l sad then and | say now: let them al know
because there's nothing they can do. If | had my way 1'd announce it over tv tomorrow."

"You god damn fool," Verrick ragped. "Y ou certainly wouldl™

"Pdlig is unbeatable” Moore was furious & being humiliaied in front of everybody. "Weve
combined the essence of Minimax. Taking the bottle twitch as my starting point, I've evolved a—"

"Shut up, Moore" Verrick muttered, turning his back. "You tak too much." He moved a few
seps away; people hurriedly stepped aside for him. "This random stuff has got to go. You can't plan
anything with it hanging over your head.”

"That's why we have it!" Moore shouted after him.

"Then drop it. Get rid of it."

"Minimax isn't something you turn on and off. It'slike gravity; it'salaw, a pragmétic law."

Bentdley had moved over to listen. "You believe in naturd law?' he demanded. "An 8-8 like
you?'

"Who's this felow?' Moore snarled, glaring furioudy at Bentdley. "What's the idea of butting into
our conversation?'

Verrick swelled another foot taller. "This is Ted Benteley. Class 8-8, same as you. We just now
took him on."
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Moore blanched. "8-8' We don't need any more 889" His face glowed an ugly ydlow.
"Benteley? Y ou're someone Oiseau-Lyre tossed out. A derdlict.”

"That'sright," Benteley said evenly, "And | came directly here"

"Why?"

"I'm interested in what you're doing.”

"What I'm doing is none of your business!™

"All right," Verrick said hoarsdly to Moore. "Shut up or get out of here. Benteley's working with
you from now on, whether you like it or not.”

"Nobody gets into the project but mel" Hatred, fear, and professonal jedlousy blazed on
Mooresface. If he can't hang on at athird-rate Hill like Oiseau-Lyre, he isn't good enough to—"

"Well see" Benteley said coally. "I'm itching to get my hands on your notes and papers. I'll enjoy
going over your work. It sounds like just what | want."

"I want adrink," Verrick muttered. "I've got too much to do, to stand here talking."

Moore shot Benteley a last glance of resentment and then hurried off after Verrick. Ther voices
trailed off as adoor was dammed. The crowd of people shifted and began to

murmur weerily and bresk apart.

With a shade of bitterness Eleanor said, "Well, there goes our host. Quite a party, wasn't it?"
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SIX

BENTELEY'S head had begun to ache. The congtant din of voices mixed with the flash of bright
clothing and the movement of bodies. The floor was littered with squashed cigarette butts and debris;
the whole chamber had a disheveled cadt, asiif it were dowly sttling on its Sde. His eyes hurt from
the glare of the overhead lights that wavered and atered shape and vaue each moment. A man
pushing by jabbed him hard in the ribs. Leaning againgt the wall, a cigarette dangling between her
lips, ayoung woman was removing her sandds and gratefully rubbing her red-nailed toes.

"What do you want?" Eleanor asked him.

"l want to leave."

Eleanor led him expertly through the drifting groups of people toward one of the exits. Sipping her
drink as she waked she said, "All this may seem pointless, but actudly it serves afunction. Verick is
ableto—"

Herb Moore blocked their way. His face was flushed dark and unhedthy red. With him was the
pde, slent Keith Pelig. "Here you are”” Moore muttered thickly, teetering ungteadily, his glass
doshing over. He focused on Bentdley and harshly announced, "You wanted to get in on it." He
dammed Pdlig on the back. "This is the greatest event in the world. This is the most important
person dive. Feast your eyes, Benteley."

Pdlig sad nothing. He gazed impassvely a Bentdey and Eleanor, his thin body relaxed and
supple. There was dmost no color to him. His eyes, his hair, his skin, even his nalls, were bleached
and tranducent. He had a washed, hygienic appearance. He was odorless, colorless, tagteless, an
empty cipher.

Benteley put out his hand. "Hello, Pdllig. Shake."

Pdllig shook. His hand was cool and faintly moist with no life or strength.

"What do you think of him?' Moore demanded aggressively. "Isn't he something? Isn't he the
greatest discovery since the whed?

"Wherés Verrick?' Eleanor said. "Pdllig isn't supposed to be out of his sight.”

Moore flushed darker. "That's alaugh! Who—"

"Y ou've had too much to drink." Eleanor peered sharply around. "Damn Reese; he's probably ill
arguing with somebody."

Bentdey gazed a Pdlig with dulled fascination. There was something repelent about the listless,
dender shape, a sexless juicdess hermaphrodite qudity. Pelig didn't even have a glass in his hand.
He had nothing.

"You're not drinking," Benteley's voice rolled out.

Pelig shook his head.

"Why not? Have some methane gale." Bentdey fumbled a glass from the tray of a passng
MacMillan robot; three crashed to the floor, spiffing and splintering under the robot's gliding treads.
It ingtantly halted and began an intricate cleaning and sweeping operation.

"Here" Bentdey thrust the glass a Pdlig. "Eat, drink, and be merry. Tomorrow somebody,
certainly not you, will die”

"Cut it," Eleanor grated in his ear.

"Pdlig," Bentdey sad, "how does it fed to be a professond killer? You don't look like a
professond killer. Y ou don't look like anything a dl. Not even aman. Certainly not a human being.”

The remaining people had begun to collect around. Eleanor tugged furioudy at his arm. "Ted, for
Christ's sake! Verrick's coming!”
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"Let go." Benteley yanked loose. "That's my deeve” He brushed his deeve with numb fingers.
"That's about al | have left; leave me that much." He focused on the vacant face of Keth Pdlig.
There was a congant roaring in his brain; his nose and throat stung. "Pellig, how's it fed to murder a
man you never saw? A man who never did anything' to you? A harmless crackpot, accidentdly in the
way of alot of big people. A temporary bottle-neck—"

"What do you mean?' Moore interrupted in a dangerous mumble of confused resentment. "You
mean to imply there's something wrong with Pdllig?' He snickered grotesquely. "My pd Pdlig.”

Verrick gppeared from the side room, pushing people out of his way. "Moore, take him out of
here. | told you to go upstairs." He waved the group of people brusquely toward the double doors.
"The party's over. Get going. You'll be contacted when you're needed.”

The people began separating and moving reluctantly toward the exits. Robots found coats and
wraps for them. In small groups they lingered here and there, talking together, wetching Verrick and
Pdlig curioudy.

Verrick took hold of Pelig. "Get out of here. Go on updtairs. Chrig, it's late” He Started for the
wide gaircase, hunched over, his shaggy head turned to one sde. "Well, in spite of everything, weve
accomplished alot today. I'm going to bed.”

Bdancing himsdf carefully, Bentdley said clearly after him, "Look here, Verrick. | have an idea
Why don't you murder Cartwright yoursaf? Eliminate the middle-man. It's more scientific.”

Verick snorted with unexpected laughter and kept on going, without dowing or looking back.
"I'll talk to you tomorrow," he said over his shoulder. "Go home and get some deep.”

"I'm not going home," Benteley said stubbornly. "1 came here to learn what the Strategy is, and I'm
daying until | learn it.”

At the first step Verrick hated and turned. There was a queer ook on his massive hard-ridged
features. "What's that?'

"You heard me" Bentdley said. He closed his eyes and stood with his feet gpart, baancing
himsdf as the room tilted and shifted. When he looked again, Verrick had gone up the stairs and
Eleanor Stevens was pulling franticaly a hisarm.

"You damn fool!" she dhrilled. "What's the matter?'

"He's a creep,” Moore said unsteadily. He moved Pellig toward the gairs. "Better get him out of
here, Eleanor. Hell start chewing up the carpet pretty soon."

Benteley was baffled. He opened his mouth numbly but no sound came. "He's gone," he managed
to say findly. "They're dl gone. Verick and Moore and that thing of wax." Eleanor led him out into a
sde room and closed the door after them. The room was smdl and in haf-shadow, its edges merged
in hazy darkness. She shakily lit a cigarette and stood puffing furioudy, smoke streaming from her
dilated nogtrils. "Benteley, you're alundtic.”

"I'm drunk. This Calistan beetle-juice. Is it true a thousand daves are sweseting and dying in a
methane atmosphere o Verrick can have his whiskey?'

"Sit down.” She pushed him down in a chair and paced in a jerky little circle directly in front of
him, taut as a marionette on awire. "Everything's going to pieces. Moore is so damn proud of Pdlig
he can't sop showing him off. Verrick can't adjust to being quacked; he thinks he still has his tegps
to hold him together. Oh, God." She spun on her hedl and buried her face bitterly in her hands.

Benteley gazed up a her without comprehension until she had hold of hersdf again and was
dabbing miserably at her swollen eyes. "Can | do something?' he asked hopefully.

Eleanor found a decanter of cold water on a low table in the shadows. She emptied a shallow
glazed-china dish of petite hard candies over one of the chairs and filled the dish with water. Very
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rgpidly she doused her face, hands and arms, then yanked down an embroidered cloth from the
window case and dried hersdlf.

"Come on, Bentdey," she muttered. "Let's get out of here" She started blindly from the room,
and Benteley struggled to hisfeet and after her. Her small bare-breasted shape glided like a phantom
between the gloomy objects that made up Verrick's possessons, huge ponderous statues and glass
cases, up short dark-carpeted stairs and around corners where immobile robot servants stood
waiting dlently for indructions.

They came out on a deserted floor, draped in shadows and dust-thick darkness. Eleanor waited
for him to catch up with her. "I'm going to bed," she said bluntly. ™Y ou can come if you want, or you
can go home."

"My home's gone. | have no home." He followed after her, down a corridor past a series of haf-
closed doors. Lights showed here and there. He heard voices. He thought he recognized some of
them. Men's voices mixed with deepy, haf-swvalowed women's murmur. Abruptly Eleanor vanished
and hewas aone.

He fet his way through a haze of remote movement and wavering shapes. Once he crashed
violently againg something. A hail of shaitered objects cascaded down around him. Stunned, he
blundered off away again and stood foolishly.

"What are you doing here?' a hard voice demanded. It was Herb Moore, someplace close by.
His face flickered and rose, illuminated like a spectre's, without sound or support. Y ou don't belong
herel” The voice mushroomed until it and the flushed, puffy face filled his vison. "Get the hell out of
herel Go where you belong, you third-rate derelict. Class 8-8? Don't make me laugh. Who sad
you—"

Bentdey smashed Moore. The face crumpled and spurted liquid and fragments, utterly destroyed.
Something dammed into him and he was bowled over. Choked and imprisoned by a ralling,
dobbering mass, he fought hisway upward, struggling to catch hold of something solid.

"Pipe down," Eleanor whispered urgently. "Both of you, for God's sake! Be quiet”

Benteley became inert. Beside him Moore puffed and panted and wiped at his bleeding face. "I'll
kill you, you creep bastard." Sobbing with pain and rage he bellowed, ™Y oull be sorry you hit mel”

The next thing he knew he was ditting on something low, bending down and fumbling for his
shoes. His coat was lying on the floor in front of him. Then his shoes lay lifeless, separated from esch
other by an expanse of luxurious carpet. There was no sound; the room was utterly slent and cold.
A dim lamp flickered off in a distant corner.

"Lock the door,"” Eleanor's voice came, from nearby. "I think Moore's gone off his rocker or
something. He's out there in the hal shambling around like a berserker.”

Benteley found the door and locked its old-fashioned manua bolt. Eleanor was standing in the
center of the room, one leg pulled up, foot thrust behind her, carefully unlacing the thongs of her
sandals. As Benteley watched in dazed slence, awed and astonished, she kicked off her sanddls,
unzipped her dacks, and stepped from them. For a moment bare ankles gleamed in the lamplight.
Pde, shimmering caves, the Sght danced in front of him until overcome, he closed his eyestight. The
dim lines, small-boned, delicate perfectly smooth legs, dl the way up to her knees, at which point her
undergarment began . . .

Then he was sumbling his way down, and she was reaching up for him. Moist arms, quivering
breasts and dark red nipples full and solid under him. She gasped and shuddered and locked her
ams around him. The roaring in his head boiled up and over; he closed his eyes and peacefully
alowed himsdlf to snk down into the torrent.
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Much later he awoke. The room was deathly cold. Nothing stirred. There was no sound, no life.
He struggled siffly up, bewildered, his mind broken in vague fragments. Through the open window
gray early-morning light filtered, and a cold ominous wind whipped icily around him. He backed
away, hated, tried to collect himsdif.

Figures lay sprawled out, mixed with disordered clothing and covers, in heaps here and there. He
stumbled between outstretched limbs, half-covered arms, stark-white legs that shocked and horrified
him. He distinguished Eleanor, lying againgt the wall, on her Sde, one arm thrugt out, thin fingers
curled, legs drawn up under her, breathing restlesdy between hdf-parted lips. He wandered on—
and stopped dead.

The gray light filtered over another face and figure, his old friend Al Davis, peaceful and content in
the arms of his soundly deeping wife. The two of them were pressed tight together, both oblivious to
everything dse.

A little further on were more persons, some of them snoring dully, one girring into fitful
wakefulness. Another groaned and groped feebly for some covering. His foot crushed a glass,
splinters and a pool of dark liquid leaked out. Another face ahead was familiar. Who was it? A man,
dark-haired, good features. . .

It was his own facel

He stumbled againg a door and found himsdlf in aydlow-lit hal. Terror seized him and he began
running blindly. Slently, his bare feet carried him down vast carpeted corridors, endless and
deserted, past stone-gray windows, up noisaess flights of steps that never seemed to 'end. He
blundered wildly around a corner and found himself caught in an dcove, a full-length mirror risng up
ahead of him, blocking hisway.

A wavering figure hovered within the mirror. An empty, lifeless insect-thing caught momentarily,
suspended in the yellowed, watery depths. He gazed mutdly &t it, at the waxen hair, the vapid mouth
and lips, the colorless eyes. Arms limp and boneless at its Sdes, a spineless, bleached thing that
blinked vacantly back at him, without sound or motion.

He screamed—and the image winked out. He plunged on dong the gray-lit corridors, feet barely
skimming the dust-thick carpets. He fet nothing under him. He was rising, carried upward by his
gredt terror, a screaming, streaking thing that hurtled toward the high-domed roof above.

Arms out, he shot soundlesdy, through wals and panels, in and out of empty rooms, down
deserted passages, a blinded, terrorized thing that flashed and whedled desperately, beat againgt
lead-seded windows in desperate, futile efforts to escape.

With aviolent crash he struck stunningly againgt a brick fireplace. Broken, cracked, he fluttered
helplesdy down to the soft dust-heavy carpet. For a moment he lay bewildered, and then he was
sumbling on, hurrying franticaly, mindlesdy, hurrying anywhere, hands in front of his face, eyes
closed, mouth open.

There were sounds ahead. A glowing ydlow light filtered through a half-opened doorway. In a
room a handful of men were gtting around a table spilled over with tapes and reports. An atronic
bulb burned in the center, awarm, unwavering miniature sun that pulled him hypnoticaly. Surrounded
with coffee cups were writers, the men murmuring and poring over their work. There was one huge
heavy-set man with massve, doping shoulders.

"Verick!" he shouted a the man. His voice came out thin and tiny, a feeble, fluttering insect-
voice. "Verick, hdp me!”

Reese Verrick glanced up angrily. "What do you want? I'm busy. This has to be done before we
can begin moving."
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"Verick!" he screamed, pulsng with terror and mindless panic. "Who am 12"

"Youre Keith Pdlig,” Verrick answered irritably, wiping his forehead with one immense paw and
pushing his tapes away. "Y ou're the assassin picked by the Convention. Y ou have to be ready to go
to work in less than two hours. You have ajob to do.”
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SEVEN

ELEANOR STEVENS appeared from the gray-shadowed hal. "Verrick, this isn't Keith Pellig.
Get Moore down here and make him talk. He's getting back at Benteley; they had afight.”

Verrick's eyes widened. "This is Benteley? That goddam Moore! He has no sense; thisll foul up
things."

Benteley was beginning to get back some sanity. "Can this be fixed?' he muttered.

"He was out cold," Eleanor said in athin clipped voice. She had pulled on her dacks and sandds
and thrown a greatcoat over her shoulders. Her face was colorless;, her deep red hair was stringy
and vapid. "He can't go through with it in a conscious condition. Get one of the lab doctors in here to
black him. And don't try to utilize this. Put him back before you say anything to him. He can't teke it
now, you understand?’

Moore appeared, shaken and afraid. "There's no harm done. | jJumped the gun alittle, that's al.”
He caught hold of Bentdey'sarm. "Come aong. Well get this straightened around right away.”

Benteley pulled loose. He retrested from Moore and examined his aien hands and face.
"Verrick," hisvoice sad, thin and empty. "Hdp me"

"Well fix it up,” Verrick sad gruffly. "It1l be dl right. Heré's the doctor now.”

Both Verrick and the doctor had hold of him. Herb Moore fluttered a few paces off, afraid to
come near Verick. At the desk Eleanor wearily lit a cigarette and stood smoking, as the doctor
inserted the needle in Bentdley's arm and squashed the bulb. As darkness dissolved him, he heard
Verrick's heavy voice dim and recede.

"You should have killed him or let him done not this kind of duff. You think hes going to
forget.this?'

Moore answered something, but Benteley didn't hear. The darkness had become complete, and
hewasinit.

A long way off Eleanor Stevens was saying, "You know, Reese doesn't redly understand what
Pdlig is. Have you noticed that?'

"He doesn't understand any kind of theory." Moore's voice, sullen and resentful.

"He doesn't have to understand theory. Why should he, when he can hire infinite numbers of
bright young men to understand it for him?"

"l suppose you mean me."

"Why are you with Reese? Y ou don't like him. Y ou don't get dong with him."

"Verrick has money to invest in my kind of work. If he didn't back it, I'd be out of luck.”

"When it'sdl over, Reese gets the output.”

"That's not important. Look, | took MacMillan's papers, dl that basic stuff he did on robots.
What ever came of that? Just these witless hulks, glorified vacuum cleaners, stoves, dumbwaiters.
MacMillan had the wrong idea. All he wanted was something big and strong to lift things, so the unks
could lie down and deep. So there wouldn't be any more unk servants and laborers. MacMillan was
pro-unk. He probably bought his classification on the black market.”

There was the sound of movement: People dtirring, getting up and waking, the clink of aglass.

"Scotch and water," Eleanor said.

There was the sound of dtting down. A man sghed gratefully. "I'm tired. What a night. I'm going
to turn in early. A whole day gone to waste."

"It was your fault."

"Hell keep. HEl be there for good old Keith Pellig.”

"Y ou're not going to go over the implementation, not in your condition.”
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Moorée's voice was full of outrage. "He's mine, isn't he?'

"He belongs to the world,” Eleanor said icily. ™Y ou're so wrapped up in your verba chess-games,
you can't see the danger you're putting us in. Every hour that crackpot has gives him a better chance
of survivd. If you hadn't gone berserk and turned everything on its head to pay off a persond
grudge, Cartwright might already be dead."

It was evening.

Bentdey tirred. He sat up a little, surprised to find himself strong and clear-headed. The room
was in semi-darkness. A sngle light gleamed, a tiny glowing dot thet he identified as Eleanor's
cigarette. Moore sat beside her, legs crossed, awhiskey glass in his hand, face moody and remote.
Eleanor stood up quickly and turned on atable lamp. "Ted?'

"What timeisit?' Bentdley demanded.

"Eight-thirty." She came over to the bed, hands in her pockets. "How are you feding?"

He swung his legs shakily onto the floor. They had wrapped him in a sandard nightrobe; his
clothes were nowhere in sght. "I'm hungry,” he said. Suddenly he denched his fists and struck wildly
a hisface.

"It'syou,” Eleanor said, matter-of-fact.

Bentdey's legs wobbled under him as he stood unsteedily. "I'm glad of that. It redly happened?

"It happened.” She reached around to find her cigarette. "It'll happen again, too. But next time
you'll be prepared. Y ou, and twenty-three other bright young men."

"Where are my clothes?"

"Why?"

"I'm getting out of here.”

Moore got up quickly. "You can't walk out; face facts. You discovered what Pellig is—you think
Verrick would turn you loose?"

"Y ou're violaing the Chdlenge Convention rules" Benteley found his clothes in a Sde closet and
spread them out on the bed. "You can only send one assassin a atime. Thisthing of yoursis rigged
S0 it looks like one, but—"

"Not so fast,” Moore said. "Y ou haven't got it quite doped out.”

Benteley unfastened his nightrobe and tossed it away. "This Pellig is nothing but a synthetic.”

"Right."

"Pdlig isavehide. You're going to dam a dozen high-grade minds into it and head it for Batavia
Cartwright will be dead, youll incinerate the Pellig-thing, and nobodyll know. Youll pay off your
minds and send them back to their workbenches. Like me."

Moore was amused. "1 wish we could do that. As a matter of fact, we gave it atry. We jammed
three personditiesinto Pdllig at once. The results were chaos. Each took off in a different direction.”

"Does Pdlig have any persondity?' Bentdey asked, as he dressed. "What happens when dl the
minds are out?'

"Pellig becomes what we cdl, vegetable. He doesn't die, but he devolves to a primitive level of
exisence. The body processes continue; it'sakind of twilight deep.”

"What kept him going last night at the party?'

"A bureaucrat from my lab. A negative type like what you saw; the persondity comes across
about the same. Pellig is agood medium: not too much digtortion or refraction.”

Bentdley veered away from the memory as he sad, "When | wasiniit, | thought Pellig was there
with me."

"| felt the same way," Eleanor agreed cdmly. "Thefirst time |l tried it | fdt asif there was a snake
in my dacks. It'san illuson. When did you fird fed it?"
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"When | looked in the mirror."

"Try not looking in the mirror. How do you think 7 felt? At least youre a mde. It was alittle too
tough on me; | don't think Moore should try women operators. Too high ashock vaue."

"Y ou don't jam them in without warning, do you?'

"Weve built up atrained crew," Moore said. "Over the last few months weve tried out dozens of
people. Most of them crack. A couple of hours and they get a weird sort of claustrophobia. They
want to get away from it, like Eleanor says, as if it's something dimy and dirty close to them." He
shrugged. "I don't fed that way. | think he's beautiful .

"How many have you got?' Benteley asked.

"Weve got a couple dozen who can sand it. Your friend Davis is one. He has the right
persondity: placid, cadm, easy-going."

Benteley tightened. "So thisis his new classfication. That he beat the Quiz a.”

"Everybody goes up a notch for this. Bought off the black market, of course. You're in on it,
according to Verrick. It'snot as risky as it sounds. If something goes creeper, if they start popping at
Pdllig, whoever'sin there a the moment will be withdrawvn."

"So that's the method,” Bentdley said, half to himsdlf. "Successve.”

"Let's see them prove a Chdlenge violation,” Moore said spiritedly. "Weve had our legd saff
going over dl the wherefores and aforesaids. There's nothing they can get us on. The law specifies
one assassn a atime, chosen by public Convention. Keith Pellig was chosen by public Convention,
and there won't be more than one of him."

"| don't see what purpose it serves."

"You will,” Eleanor said. "Moore has along story that goes with it."

"After I've egten,”" Bentdley said.

The three of them walked dowly aong the thick-carpeted hall toward the dining room. Benteley
froze at the doorway; there was Pellig dtting placidly at Verick's table, a plate of ved cutlets and
meashed potatoes in front of him, aglass of weater at his pae, bloodless lips.

"What'swrong?' Eleanor asked.

"Who'sin it?'

Eleanor shrugged indifferently. "One of the lab technicians. We keep somebody in it dl the time;
the more familiar we are with it the better chance well have."

Benteley moved toward the far end from Pdllig. Its waxen palor made him uncomfortable; it was
like someinsect newly out of its shell, not yet hardened and dried by the sun.

And then it came back to him.

"Ligen," he said huskily. "There's something more.”

Moore and Eleanor Stevens glanced sharply at each other. "Take it easy, Bentdey," Moore sad.

"The flying. | left the ground. And | wasnt just running.” His voice rose fearfully. "Something
happened to me. On and on, like aghost. Until the fireplace.” He rubbed his forehead, but there was
no bump, no scar.

Of course not. It was another body.

"Explain," he demanded hoarsdy. "What happened to me?"

"Something to do with the lighter weight,” Moore said. The body's more efficient than a natura

human body."
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Bentdey's face must have showed his disbdief, because Eleanor put in, "Pdlig may have
accepted a drug-cocktail before you entered the body. They were passing them out; | saw some of
the women take them."

Verrick's gruff voice interrupted them. "Moore, you're good at abstract questions.” He pushed a
heap of metafoil across to Moore's place. "I've been studying our confidentid report-tapes on this
crackpot Cartwright. There's nothing to him of importance, but I'm worried.”

"Why?' Moore asked, as hetook his set.

"Firg of al, he had his p-card. That's unusua, for an unk. The chance of any one p-card coming
up in aperson'slifetimeis so microscopicaly smal, so utterly worthless—"

"Therés dways the Satigtica possibility.”

Verick snorted scornfully. "The bottle is the biggest racket ever thought up. The damn thing's a
lottery and everybody dive holds a ticket. Why keep a card that gives you one chance in six hillion,
a chance that'll never come? The unks are smart enough to peddle their cards, if they're not taken
from them by their Hills. What's a card worth these days?"

"About two bucks. Used to be more."

"All right. But this Cartwright keeps his. And that isn't dl.” A cunning look spread over Verick's
massive face. "According to my reports, Cartwright purchased—not sold— at least haf a dozen p-
cards within the last month.”

Moore sat up sraight. "Redly?’

"Maybe" Eleanor sad thoughtfully, "Cartwright finaly found a charm that works."

Verrick roared like agored ox. "Quack that talk! Those damn fool miserable charms." He jabbed
afuriousfinger at the girl's bare breasts. "What's that, you have one of those little bags of eye of newt
hanging there? Take it off and throw it away. It'sawagte of time."

Eleanor smiled gently; everybody was used to Verick's eccentricity, his disbelief in good-luck
charms.

"What s2?' Moore demanded. "Y ou have more information?”

"The day the bottle twitched, there was a meeting of the Preston Society.” Verrick's knuckles
were white. "Maybe he's got what | was after. What everybody's after—a way to besat the bottle. A
dope-sheet to plot out its future moves. If | thought Cartwright was ditting there that day waiting for
notification to come. . ."

"What would you do?" Eleanor asked.

Verick was dlent. A drange twisted grimace knifed over his fegtures, an agonized gir thet
aurprised Bentdey and made the others hdt rigid. Abruptly, Verrick turned his attention to his plate
of food, and the others quickly did the same.

When they were through egting, Verrick pushed back his coffee cup and lit acigar. "Now ligen,”
he said to Benteley. "Y ou said you wanted to know our strategy; here it is. Once ateep locks minds
with the assassin he has him. The Corps never lets the assassn bresk off; he's passed from one to
the next dl aong the multiple rings. They know exactly what he's going to do as soon as he thinks of
it. No strategy works; he's tegped constantly, right up to the moment they get bored and pop out his
gizzard."

"That's why teeps forced us to take up Minimax," Moore put in. "You cant have a Srategy
agang telepaths. you have to act randomly. You have to not know what you're going to do next.
You have to shut your eyes and run blindly. The problem is. how can you randomize your drategy,
yet move purposefully toward your god?'

"Assasansin the pagt," Verick continued, "tried to find ways of making random decisons. Plimp
helped them. Essentidly, plimp is assassin-practice. The pocket boards turn up random combinations
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by which any complexity of decisons can be made. The assassin threw on his board, read the
number, and acted according to a prearranged agreement. The tegp wouldn't know in advance what
the board was going to show, any more than the nwould.

"But that wasn't good enough. The assassn played this damn M-game but he ill logt. He lost
because the tegps were playing it, too, and there were eighty of them and only one of him. He got
Sueezed out datigticaly, except once in a long while. Assassins have occasondly got in. DeFafla
made it by opening Gibbon's Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire a random and making some
kind of complicated utilization of the materia presented.”

"Pdlig is obvioudy the answer," Moore burg in. "We have twenty-four different minds. Therell
be no contact between them. Each of the twenty-four sitsin a different cube here a Farben. Each is
hooked to the implementation machinery. At random intervas we switch in a different mind-picked
a random. Each mind has a fully developed strategy. But nobody knows which mind is coming up
next, or when. Nobody knows which strategy, which pattern of action, is about to start. The tegps
won't know from one minute to the next what the Fellig body is going to do."

Bentdley fet a chill of admiration for this ruthless, super-logical technician. "Not bad," he
admitted.

"You see" Moore sad proudly, "Pellig is Heisenberg's random particle. The tegps can trace his
peth: directly to Cartwright. But not his velocity. Where Keith Pellig will be dong thet path at a given
moment nobody knows."
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EIGHT

ELEANOR STEVENS apartment was a series of attractive roomsin the classified living quarters
of the Farben Hill. Benteley gazed around appreciatively, as Eleanor closed the door and moved
around turning on lights and straightening things.

"l just moved in," she explained. "It'samess”

"Where's Moore?'

"Somewhere in the building, | suppose.”

"| thought you were living with him."

"Not now." Eleanor lowered the tranducent filter over the view-wal of the gpartment. The night
sky with its cold host of gars, the glittering sparks and shapes that made up the Hill, dimmed and
faded. Eleanor glanced a him sdeways, alittle embarrassed, and said, "To tell you the truth, I'm not
living with anybody right now.”

"I'm sorry," Bentdley said awkwardly. "I didn't know."

Eleanor shrugged and smiled bright-eyed, red lips twitching. "It's a heck of athing, isn't it? After |
lived with Moore, | lived with one of the other research technicians, a friend of his, and then
somebody in the planning board. | was ateep, remember? A lot of non-tegps won't live with a teep,
and | never got along with the Corps."

"That's over with now."

"It sure is" She drolled around the room, hands deep in her pockets, suddenly solemn and
thoughtful.

"l guess I've wasted my life. | never saw anything in being teepathic; it meant | had to be trained
for the Corps or submit to a remova probe. | signed up to keep out of the work-camps . . . | don't
have a classfication. Did you know that? If Verrick drops me, that's the end. | can't go back to the
Corpsand | can't redly do anything to beat the Quiz." She glanced appedingly at Benteley. "Do you
think differently about me because I'm unattached?’

"Not at dl."

"l fed s0 damn funny, loose like this" She gestured tensdly. "I'm completely cut off. On my own.
This is a terrible orded for me, Ted. | had to go with Verrick; he's the only man I've ever fet
completdy safe with. But it cut me off from my family." She gazed up a him patheticdly. "I hate
being aone. | get so frightened.”

"Don't get frightened. Spit in their eye."

Eleanor shuddered. "I couldnt do that. How can you live like that? Y ou've got to have people
you can depend on, somebody strong, somebody to take care of you. This is a big frigid world,
completdy bleak and hostile and empty of warmth. Y ou know what hgppens to you if you let go and
fal?'

"I know." He nodded. "They pack them off by the million."

"I'd stay with the Corps, | guess. But | hate the Corps. Prying, listening, aways knowing whet's
going on in your mind. You dont redly live, not as a separate individua. You're a sort of collective
organism. You can't redly love, you cant redly hate. All you have is your job. Even that isn't yours.
Y ou share it with eighty other people, people like Wakeman.”

"Y ou want to be done but you're afraid," Bentdley said.

"l want to be me! | don't want to be done. | hate waking up in the morning and finding nobody
besde me. | hate coming home to an empty gpartment. Dinner alone, cooking and keeping the place
fixed up for mysdlf. Turning on the lights a night, pulling down the shades. Watching tv. Jugt Stting.
Thinking."
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"I'm not going to get used to it!" She brightened. "Of course, I've done better than some." She
tossed her flame-red mane of hair and her eyes clouded, green and luxurious and cunning. "I've lived
with alot of men, since | was sixteen. | can't remember how many; | meet them the way | met you,
a work or a parties, sometimes tirough friends. We live together awhile, and then we quarrd.
Something aways goes wrong; it never lasts.” Her terror shivered back, violent and overwheming.
"They leavel They stay around awhile and then they take off, they let me down. Or they . . . throw
me out."

"It happens," Bentdey said. He hardly heard her; he was thinking his own thoughts.

"I'll find the one, someday,” Eleanor said fervently. "Won't 1?7 And I'm only nineteen. Haven't |
done al right for nineteen? That's not very long. And Verrick's my protector: | can dways depend on
him."

Benteley roused himsdf. "' Are you asking me to live with you?'

Eleanor blushed. "Well, would you mind?'

Hedidn't answer.

"What's the matter?' she asked quickly, hurt-eyed and urgent.

"Nothing to do with you." Benteley turned his back to her and wandered over to the tranducent
view-wall. He restored it to trangparency. "The Hill looks pretty a night,” he said, gazing moodily
out. "Y ou wouldn't know, to look at it now, what it redly is"

"Forget the Hill!" Eleanor sngpped the gray mist back. "It isnt me? Then it's Verrick. | know—it's
Reese Verrick. Oh, God. You were so eeger that day, when you came bursting into the office with
your briefcase clutched like a chaedtity bdt." She smiled a little. "You were so excited. Like a
Chrigtian findly getting into heaven. Y ou had waited so long . . . you expected so much. There was
something terribly appealing about you. | hoped to see you around.”

"I wanted to get out of the Hill system. | wanted to get to something better. To the Directorate.”

"The Directoratel” Eleanor laughed. "What's that? An abstraction! What do you think makes up
the Directorate?' She breathed rapidly, eyes wide, pulse throbbing. "It's people who are red, not
ingtitutions and offices. How can you be loya to a—thing? New men comein, the old ones die, faces
change. Does your loydty remain? Why? To what? Superdtition! You're loyd to a word, a name.
Not to aliving entity of flesh and blood."

"Theré's more than that," Benteley said. "It isn't just offices and desks. It represents something.”

"What does it represent?”

"It stands above dl of us It's bigger than any man or any group of men. Ye, in a way it's
everybody."

"It's nobody. When you have a friend he's a particular person, not a class or a work-group, isn't
he? You don't have class 4-7 as your friend, do you? When you go to bed with a woman, it's a
paticular woman, isnt it? Everything dse in the universe has collgpsed . . . shifting, random,
purposdless gray smoke you can't put your hands on. The only thing thet's left is people; your family,
your friends, your mistress, your protector. Y ou can touch them, be closeto them . . . breathing /ife
that's warm and solid. Perspiration, skin and hair, sdliva, breath, bodies. Taste, touch, smell, colors.
Good God, there has to be something you can grab hold of! What is there, beyond people? What is
there you can depend on besides your protector?”

"Depend on yoursdf."

"Reese takes care of me! He's big and strong.”

"He'syour father," Bentdey said. "And | hate fathers."

"Y ou're—psychotic. There's something wrong with you."
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"I know," Benteley agreed. "I'm a sck man. And the more | see, the Sicker | get. I'm so sick |
think everybody eseis sick and I'm the only hedlthy person. That's pretty bad off, isn't it?"

"Yes" Eleanor sad breathlesdy.

"I'd like to pull this whole thing down with a big loud crash. But | don't have to; it's collgpsing by
itsdlf. Everything is thin and empty and metdlic. Games, lotteries—a bright kid'stoy! All that holds it
together is the oath. Pogtions for sde, cynicism, luxury and poverty, indifference . . . noisy tv sets
ghrilling away. A man goes out to murder another man and everybody claps their hands and watches.
What do we bdieve in? What do we have? Brilliant criminals working for powerful criminas. Loyalty
we swear away to plastic busts.”

"The bugt is a symbol. And it's not for sde. That's one thing you can't buy and sdll.” Her green
eyes flashed triumphantly. "You know that, Ted. It's the most precious thing we have. Loydty
between us, between protector and serf, between a man and his mistress.”

"Maybe," Bentdey said dowly, "a person should beloyd to anided.”

"An ided what?'

Benteley's mind refused to turn out an answer. The wheds, the gears and rods, were stuck.
Unfamiliar, incomprehensible thoughts were crowding in, unwanted and unasked-for, throwing the
mechanism into grinding uncertainty. Where had the torrent come from? He didn't know. "That's all
we have left," he said findly. "Our oaths. Our loydty. That's the cement that keeps this whole thing
from collgpsing. And what's it worth? How good isit? Not much good. It's crumbling away while we
stand here."

Eleanor gasped. "It isnt!"

"IsMooreloyd to Verrick?'

"No! That'swhy | left him. Him and his theories. That's dl he's loyd to, them and Herb Moore."
Her good-luck charms danced furioudy. "I loathe that!"

"Verick isnt loyd," Bentdey sad carefully. He tried to measure the girl's reaction; her face was
stunned and colorless. "It isn't Moore; don't blame him. He's out for what he can get. So is
everybody dse. So is Reese Verick. Any one of them would throw away his oath to get hold of a
little more loat, a little more pull. It's one big scramble for the top. They're dl struggling to get up
there-and nothing is going to stand in their way. When dl the cards are turned up, you'll see how little
loydty counts."

"Verrick would never bresk his oath! He wouldn't let down the people depending on him!™"

"He dready has. He broke a mora code when he let me swear on. You were mixed up with it;
you knew. | took my Oath in good faith."

"Oh, God," Eleanor said wearily. "Youll never forget that, will you? You're angry because you
think you were made afool of."

"It's more than that; don't kid yoursdf. It's the whole wesk miserable structure showing through.
Youll find out, someday. | know now; I'm al prepared; What else can you expect in a society of
games and quizzes and nation?'

"Don't blame Verick. The Chdlenge was set up years ago when the whole bottle system, the
whole M-game, was worked out and set into motion.”

"Verrick's not even playing the M-game square. He's trying to best it with this Pellig strategy.”

"It work, won't it?"

"Probably."

"Waéll, then what are you complaining about? Isn't that what's important?’ Eleanor grabbed his
am fiercely. "Come on, forget it. Y ou worry too damn much. Moore talks too much and you worry
too much. Enjoy yourself—tomorrow's the big day.”
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She poured drinks and brought Benteley his. He sat Spping moodily, Eleanor beside him on the
couch. In the haf-light of the gpartment the girl's crimson hair glowed and sparkled. She had drawn
her legs up under her, Above each ear the lead-gray spot had faded dightly; but they were till there.
Leaning against Benteley, her eyes closed, glass cupped in her red-tipped fingers, she said softly,” |
want you to tel me. Are you going dong with us?"

Bentdley was slent amoment. "Yes" he sad findly.

Eleanor sghed. "Thank God. I'm so glad.”

Benteley leaned over and st down his glass on the low table. "I swore on; | took an oath to
Verrick. | don't have any choice, unless | want to break my oath and run out on him."

"It's been done."

"I've never broken my oath. | got fed up with Oiseau-Lyre years ago but | never tried to get
away. | could have, I'd take the risk of being caught and killed. | accept the law that gives a
protector the power of life and death over escaped sexrfs. But | don't think an oath should be broken,
by ether the serf or the protector.”

"| thought you said it was crumbling.”

"Itis. But | don't want to help it dong.”

Eleanor set her glass down and reached up to put her smooth bare arms around his neck. "What
kind of alife have you had? What have you done? Have you lived with very many women?'

"A few."

"What were they like?"

Bentdley shrugged. "Various kinds."

"Were they nice?"

"l guess s0."

"Who wasthe lagt”?"

Benteley thought back. "A few months ago. A dass 7-9 girl named Julie.”

Eleanor's green eyes were fixed on him intently. "Tdl me what shewaslike."

"Smal. Pretty."

"Very much like me?'

"Your har is nicer." He touched the girl's soft, flame-red hair. "You have very nice hair. And
eyes." Hetook her tight againgt him and held her for along time. ™Y ou're very nice."

The girl's smdl fig was clutched around the charms tha rested between her breadts. "It's dl
coming out right. Luck, very good luck." She dretched up to kiss him on the mouth; her warm,
intense face vibrated againg his for amoment and then she sank back down with asgh. "It's going to
be good, al of usworking here together, being together.”

Benteley sad nothing.

After atime Eleanor detached hersdf from him and lit a cigareite. She sat gazing serioudy & him,
ams folded, chin up, eyes large and solemn. "Y ou're going along way, Ted. Verrick thinks alot of
you. | was s0 afraid when you did that, last night. When you said those things. But he liked it. He
respects you; he thinks you have something on the bal. And he'sright! Theré's something unique and
strong insde you." She added patheticdly, "Gally, | wish | could teep you. But it's gone, it's redly
gone."

" wonder if Verrick knows how much you gave up.”

"Verrick has more important things to think about.” Her voice caught with sudden excitement.

"Tomorrow maybe well be back in! Things will be the way they were before, the way you wanted
them to be. Won't that be wonderful ?*

"l guess s0."
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Eleanor put down her cigarette and leaned over quickly to kiss him. "And you redly will be adong
with us? Youll redly help operate Pdlig?”

Benteley nodded faintly. "Yes™"

"Then everything's perfect.” She gazed up hungrily into his face, green eyes hot and excited in the
semi-gloom. Her breath came quick and harsh, sweet-scented in his face. "Are these rooms dl right?
Are they large enough? Do you have many things to bring?"

"Not many," Bentdey said. A dull, heavy weight seemed to hang over him, alistless torpor. "This
isfine"

With a contented sigh, Eleanor did away from him and with a single lithe motion swept up her
glass. She snapped off the lamp and lay back happily againg him. The only light was the glow of her
cigarette resting in the little copper ashtray. The deep low color of burning .flame radiated from the
girl's hair and lips. The nipples of her breasts seemed darkly luminous in the twilight. After a time
Benteley turned to her, stirred by the steady lights of her body.

They lay stiated and languid, among their crumpled clothes, bodies seaming moistly with fulfilled
love. Eleanor stretched her bare arm to collect what remained of her cigarette. She brought it to her
lips, close to Benteley's face, and bresthed the oddly sweet scent of sexua satisfaction into his eyes,
and nose, and mouth.

"Ted," she whigpered presently, "I'm enough for you, aren't 17" She pulled hersdf up atrifle, a
flow of muscles and flesh. "'l know I'm sort of . . . smdl."

"Yourefing" he sad vagudy.

"There isn't anybody you remember you'd rather be with?' When there was no answer, she went
on, "I mean, perhaps I'm not really much good &t it, am 17"

"Sure. You're swdl." His voice was empty, tondess. He lay againg her inert and lifdess. "Just
right.”

"Then what's wrong?"

"Nothing," Bentdley said. He struggled to his feet and moved dully away from her. "I'm just tired.
| think I'll turnin." His voice gained sudden harshness. "As you. said, tomorrow should be a big day."
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NINE

LEON CARTWRIGHT was edting breskfast with Rita ONelll and Peter Wakeman when the
ipvic relay operator notified him that a closed-circuit transmission from the ship had been picked up.

"Sorry," Captain Groves said, as each faced the other across hillions of miles of space. "l seeit's
morning there. Y ou're till wearing your old blue dressing gown."

Cartwright's face was pa e and haggard. And the image was bad; extreme distance made it waver
and fade. "Where exactly are you?' he asked, in adow, hestant voice.

"Forty astronomica units out,” Groves answered. Cartwright's gppearance was a shock to him,
but he was not certain how much was due to the digtortions of long-distance relay transmission.
"Well sart moving out into uncharted space, soon. I've dready switched over from the officid
navigation charts to Preston's materid."

The ship had gone perhagps hafway. Flame Disc held an orbit of twice the radius vector of
Pluto—assuming that it exised. The orbit of the ninth planet marked the limit of charted exploration;
beyond it lay an infinite waste about which little was known and much had been conjectured. In a
short while the ship would pass the find sgnd buoys and leave the finite, familiar universe behind.

"A number of the group want to go back,” Groves said. "They redlize they're leaving the known
sysem. Thisisther last chance to jump ship; if they don't do it now, they're stuck to the end.”

"How many would jump if they could?’

"Perhaps ten. Or more.”

"Can you go on without them?"

"Well have more food-stuffs and supplies. Konklin and his girl Mary are staying. The old
carpenter, Jereti. The Japanese optical workers, our jet stoker ... | think we can makeit.”

"Let them jump, then, if it won't jeopardize the ship.”

"When you and | talked before,” Groves said, "I didn't have a chance to congratulate you.”

Cartwright's distorted image roused itself wearily. "Congratulate me? All right. Thanks."

"l wish | could shake your hand, Leon." Groves held his big dark hand up to the ipvic screen;
Cartwright did the same, and their fingers appeared to touch. "Of course, you people there on Earth
areused toit, by thistime."

A muscle in Cartwright's cheek twitched spasmodicdly. "I have trouble believing it, mysdf. It
seems like akind of nightmare | can't wake up from.”

"Nightmare! Y ou mean the assassin?'

"That's right." Cartwright grimaced. "He's supposed to be on his way. I'm sitting here waiting for
him to show up.”

When he had concluded the transmission, Groves cdled Konklin and Mary into the control
bubble and briefed them in a few unemotiond words. " Cartwright agreesto let them jump ship. That
takes care of them; at dinner I'll make the announcement.”

He indicated a did that had glowed into life. "See that rusty needle start moving? That's the first
time thisindicator has reacted in the whole existence of the ship.”

"It means nothing to me," Konklin sad.

"That irregular pattern is arobot signd; | could dick it over to aud and you'd probably recognize
it. That marks the find limit of charted space. No ships go beyond this distance except scientific
expeditions making abstract tests."”

"When we clam the Disc,” Mary sad, eyes wide, "that marker will be pulled down."
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"The expedition of '89 found nothing," Konklin pointed out uneasly. "And they had dl Preston's
data, everything he did.”

"Maybe what Preston saw was an extralarge space serpent,” Mary suggested haf-humoroudy,
haf-wanly. "Maybeitll devour us, like in the Sories people tdll.”

Groves eyed her sonily. "I'll handle the navigation. Y ou two go and supervise the loading of the
lifeboat, S0 we can get the jumpers off. Y ou're deeping down in the hold, aren't you?"

"Down with everybody ese" Konklin said.

"When the lifeboat's gone you can probably clam one of the cabins. Most of them will be
empty—take any one you want." Sourly, Groves added: "Most of the ship will be empty, I'm afraid.”

The hold had been the infirmary. The two of them carefully swept and cleaned every surface inch.
Mary washed the wadls and celling, mopped the floor and paingakingly dusted the vent grills.
"Therés not so much metdlic grit in here” she said hopefully to Konklin, as she lugged waste debris
to the disposal dot.

"Thiswasfor the crew.”

"If the ship lands al right, perhaps we could use this for our permanent living quarters. It's better
than | had back on Earth." Throwing hersdf wearily down on the little iron cot, she did off her
sanddls. "Y ou have acigarette? Mine are gone."

Konklin moodily gave her his pack. "That's the works."

Lighting up gratefully, Mary leaned back and closed her eyes. "It's peaceful, here. Nobody
standing out in the corridors shouting.”

"Too quiet. | keep thinking of what's outsde. No-man's land. Between systems. God, the cold!
It'sal around us, out there. Coldness, silence, death . . . if not worse."

"Don't think about it. We should keep busy.”

"When it comes down to it were not such fanatics after dl. It seemed like a good ideg, a tenth
planet for everybody to migrate to. But now that were redly out here—"

Troubled, Mary asked: "Are you mad a me?"

"I'm mad at dl of us. Haf the group has dready jumped. I'm mad because Groves is dtting up
there in the control bubble trying to plot a course on the basis of a madman's mystic guess instead of
accurate scientific data. I'm mad because this ship is a brokendown old ore-carrier, about to burst
gpart." He finished, "I'm mad because we've passed the last marker and nobody comes this way but
visionaries and crackpots.”

"Which arewe?' Mary asked, inasmdl voice.

"Well find out, one of these days."

Mary reached up shyly and took hold of his hand. "Even if we don't get there, thiswill be anfully
nice."

"This? Thislittle cell? Like amonk's cdll?

"| think s0." She gazed up a him earnestly. "This is what | wanted, before. When | was moving
around aimlesdy, looking everywhere. Going from one person to the next. | didn't want to be a bed
girl ... butl didnt redly know what | wanted. Now | think I've found it. Maybe | shouldn' tell
you—you'l be mad again. | have acharm | made up to bring you to me. Janet Sibley helped me with
it; she'sgood at fixing them. | wanted you to love me very much.”

Konklin smiled and leaned down to kiss her.

Abruptly, soundlesdy, the girl winked out of exisence. A sheet of glaring white flame filled the
room around him; there was nothing dse, only the cold glittering fire that billowed everywhere, a
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universe of shimmering incandescence that ate away al shapes and being, that left nothing but its own
of.

He pulled back, sumbled, and fdl into the lgpping sea of light. He wept, cried piteoudly, tried to
cregp away, scrabbled and clutched and moaned. He groped futilely for something, anything to hang
onto, but there was only the limitless expanse of dazzling phosphorescence.

And then the voice began.

It started deep indgde him and bloomed to the surface in avast rush. The sheer force of it stunned
him. He sank down, babbled crazed nonsense, lay in afoetal hegp, bewildered and helpless, blasted
to limp, inert protoplasm. The voice thundered in him and around him, aworld of sound and fire that
consumed him completely. He seemed a wad of shriveled-up debris, a seared ruin, cast out by the
raging inferno of living energy.

"Earth ship,” thevoice sad. "Where are you going? Why are you here?"

The sound thrilled through Konklin, as he lay hdpless, sorawled in the lake of foaming light. The
voice ebbed and flowed like the fire itsdf, a pulsng mass of raw energy that lashed a him
relentlesdy, within and without.

"This is beyond your system” the voice echoed through his crushed brain. "You have gone
outside. Do you understand that? This is the middle space, the emptiness between your system
and mine. Why have you come so far? What is it you are after?"

In the control bubble, Groves struggled desperately againgt the current of fury that washed over
his body and mind. He crashed blindly againgt the navigation table; instruments and charts rained
down and danced around him like hot sparks. The voice continued harshly, without pause, a burning
arrogance roaring in it, avast contempt for the beingsit spoke to.

"Fragile Earthmen, venturing out here, go back to your own system! Go back to your little
orderly universe, your strict civilization. Stay away from the regions you do not know! Stay
away from darkness and monsters!"

Groves sumbled againgt the hatch. Groping feebly, he managed to cregp from the bubble into the
corridor. The voice came again, a saggering crash of pure force that impaed him againg the
battered hull of the ship.

"I see you seek the tenth planet of your system, the legendary Flame Disc. Why do you seek
it? What do you want with it?"

Groves drieked in terror. He knew, now, what thiswas. The Voices—prophesied in Preston's
book. Desperate hope plucked at Groves. The Voices that led . . . He opened his mouth to speak,
but the booming roar cut him savagely off.

"Flame Disc is our world. Carried by us across space to this system. Set in motion here, to
circle your sun for eternity. You have no right to it. What is your purpose? We are curious."

Groves tried to direct his thoughts outward. In a brief wheding instant of time he tried to project
al hishopes, plans, dl the needs of the race, mankind's vast yearnings ...

"Perhaps," the voice answered. "We will consider and analyze your verbalized thoughts . . .
and your submarginal impulses. We must be careful. We could incinerate your ship, if we
cared to." There was a momentary pause, and then the voice continued reflectively, "Not for the
present, at least. We must take time."

Groves found the ipvic transmission room. He stumbled to the transmitter; it was a vague shape
dancing beyond the rim of white fire. His fingers flung on the power: closed circuits locked
autometicaly in place.
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"Cartwright," he gasped. Across the void the beamed sgnd speared its way to the Directorate
monitor a Pluto and from there to Uranus. From planet to planet the thin sgnd cut, relayed directly
to the office & Batavia

"Flame Disc was placed within your system for a reason,” the great voice continued. It
paused, asif consulting with invisble companions. "Contact between our races might bring us to
a new level of cultural integration,” it went on presently. "But we must—"

Groves huddled over the tranamitter. The image was too remote; his blinded eyes failed to catch
it. He prayed feverishly that the signal was getting across, that back at Batavia Cartwright was seeing
what he saw, hearing the vast booming voice he heard, underganding the terrifying, yet incredibly
hopeful words.

"We must study you,” the voice continued. "We must know more about you. We do not
decide quickly. As your ship is guided toward Flame Disc we will reach a decision. We will
decide whether to destroy you—or to lead you to safety on Flame Disc, to a successful
conclusion of your expedition."

Reese Verrick accepted the ipvic technician's hurried call. "Come dong," he snapped to Herb
Moore. "The bug on Cartwright's ship. A transmisson's coming across to Batavia, something
important.”

Seated before the vid-tap the ipvic technicians had set up for Farben, Verrick and Moore gazed
with incredulous amazement a the scene. Groves, a miniature figure, logt in ralling flame, was
dwarfed to the Size of a helplessinsect by the surge of pure energy that played around him. From the
aud spesker above the screen the booming voice, distorted and dimmed by millions of miles of
space, thundered out.

". .. our warning. If you attempt to ignore our friendly efforts to guide your ship, if you try
to navigate on your own, then we cannot promise . . ."

"What isit?' Verick croaked, blank-faced and dazed. "Is this rigged? Are they glimmed on the
bug, trying to dazzle us with this set-up?' He began to tremble. "Or is this redly-"

"Shut up," Moore grated. He peered hastily around. "Y ou have a tape running on this?"

Verrick nodded, dack-jawed. "What have we got in on, in God's name? There's those legends
and rumors of fabulous beings out there, but | never believed them. | never thought it could redly be
truel”

Moore examined the vid and aud tape recorders and then turned briskly to Verrick. "You think
this is a supernatural manifestation, do you?"

"It's from another civilization." Verrick quavered with ave and terror. "This is incredible. Weve
made contact with another race.”

"Incredible is right," Moore said tartly. As soon as the transmission ceased, and the screen had
faded into black slence, he snatched up the tapes and hurried them out of the Farben buildings to the
Public Informetion Library.

Within an hour the andyss was in, from the main Quiz research organs in Geneva Moore
grabbed the report up and carried it to Reese Verrick.

"Look at this" He dammed the report down in the middle of Verrick's desk. " Somebody's being
taken, but I'm not sure who."

Verrick blinked in confusion. "What isit? What'sit say? |s that voice—"
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"That was John Preston.” There was a peculiar expresson on Moore's face. "He once recorded
part of his Unicorn; the Information Library has it dl down on aud, dong with vid shots for us to
compare. Thereis absolutely no doubt of it."

Verrick gaped foolishly. "I don't understand. Explain it to me."

"John Preston is out there. He's been waiting for that ship and now he's made contact with it. Hell
lead it to the Disc.”

"But Preston died a hundred and fifty years ago!"

Moore laughed sharply. "Don't kid yourself. Get that crypt open as soon as possible and youll
understand. John Preston is still alive."
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TEN

THE MacMillan robot moved languidly up and down the aide collecting tickets. Overheed, the
midsummer sun beat down and was reflected from the gleaming slver hull of the deek intercon
rocket liner. Below, the vast blue of the Pacific Ocean lay sprawled out, an eterna surface of color
and light.

"It redly looks nice" the straw-haired young man said to the pretty girl in the seat next to him.
"The ocean, | mean. The way it mixes with the sky. Earth is about the most beautiful planet in the
system.”

The girl lowered her portable tv-lenses, blinked in the sudden glare of naturd sunlight, and
glanced in confusion out the window. "Yes, it's nice” she admitted shyly.

She was a very young girl, not over eighteen a the most. Her breasts were smdl and up-tilted;
her hair was curly and short, a halo of dark orange—the latest color style-around her dim neck and
findy-cut features. She blushed and returned hadtily to her tv-lenses.

Beside her, the harmless, pae-eyed young man got out his package of cigarettes, took one, and
then politely offered her the gold-encased pack.

"Thanks," she said nervoudy, in a throaty quaver, as her long crimson-tipped fingernails grappled
with the cigarette. "Thanks" she said again, as he gpplied his gold cigarette lighter in her behdf.

"How far are you going?" the young man inquired presently.

"To Peking. | have a job a the Soong Hill-I think. | mean, | got a notice for an interview." She
fluttered with her miniature purse. I have it somewhere. Maybe you can look & it and tel me what it
means, | don't understand dl those legal phrases they use." She added quickly, "Of course, when |
get to Batavia, then Walter can . . ."

"Your classfied?"

The girl's blush deepened. "Yes, class 11-76. It isn't much, but it helps.” Hurriedly, she brushed
ashes from her silk embroidered neck scarf and right breest. "'l just got my classfication last month.”
After a hestation, she asked: "Are you classified? | know some people are touchy, especidly those
who aren't . . ."

The young man indicated his deeve. "Class 56-3."

"You sound so ... cynicd.”

The young man laughed histhin colorless laugh. "Maybe | am.” He eyed the girl benignly. "What's
your name?"

"Margaret Lloyd." She lowered her eyes shyly.

"My namés Kath Pdlig," the young man said, and his voice was even thinner and drier than
before.

The girl thought about it a moment. "Keith Palig?' For an ingant her smooth forehead wrinkled
unnaturdly. "I think I've heard that name, haven't 17"

"You may have" There was ironic amusement in the tondess voice. "It isn't important, though.
Don't worry about it."

"It dways bothers me when | don't remember things." Now that she knew the young man's name,
it was permissible to speak openly. "1 wouldn't have got my classification except that I'm living with a
very important person. He's meeting me at Batavia" Pride mixed with modesty showed on her
guildessface. "Walter fixed things up for me. Otherwise | never would have madeit.”

"Good for him," Keith Pdllig said.

The MacMillan robot did up besde them and extended its grapple. Margaret Lloyd quickly
passed over her ticket and Keith Pellig did the same.
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"Greetings, brother,” Pdlig said crypticaly to the robot, as his ticket stub was punched and
returned.

After the robot was gone Margaret LIoyd said to him, "Where are you going?'

"Batavia."

"On business?'

"I'd cdl it busness"" Pdlig smiled humorlesdy. "When I've been there awhile, | may sart cdling it
pleasure. My attitude varies."

"You tak so strangely,” the girl said, puzzled and more than somewhat awed by the complexities
of an older man.

"I'm a strange person. Sometimes | hardly know what I'm going to do or say next. Sometimes |
seem a dranger to mysaf. Sometimes what | do surprises me and | can't understand why | do it."
Pellig stubbed out his cigarette and lit another; the ironic smile had Ieft his face and he scowled dark
and troubled. His words dowed down until they came out painfully, intensdly. "It's a greet life, if you
don't wesken."

"What does that mean? | never heard that before."

"A phrase from an old manuscript.” Pellig peered past her, out the wide window at the ocean
below, "Wl be there, soon. Come upgtairs to the bar and I'll buy you adrink.”

Margaret Lloyd fluttered with fear and excitement. "Is it al right?" She was terribly flattered. "I
mean, Snce I'm living with Wdter and—"

"It'sdl right,” Pellig sad, getting to his feet and moving moodily down the aide, his hands degp in
his pockets. "I'll even buy you two drinks. Assuming | till know who you are, after we get up there”

Peter Wakeman gulped down a glass of tomato juice, shuddered, and pushed the andys's across
the bregkfast table to Cartwright. "It redly is Preston. It's no supernatura being from another
system.”

Cartwright's numb fingers played amlesdy with his coffee cup. "'l can't bdieveit.”

Rita O'Nelll touched his arm. "That's what he meant in the book. He planned to be there to guide
us. TheVoices"

Wakeman was deep in thought. "What interests me is something dse. A few minutes before our
cal reached the Information Library, another call was received for an identicd analyss.”

Cartwright sat up with ajerk. "What does it mean?”'

"I don't know. They clam aud and vid tapes were shot to them for andyds, subgtantidly the same
materia we sent over. But they don't know who it was from.”

"Cant you tdl anything?' Rita ONelll asked uneesily.

"Firg of dl, they actudly know who sent in the prior informationa request. But they're not telling.
That gives me plenty to think about right there. I'm toying with the idea of sending a few Corpsmen
over to scan the officids who had access to the face-to-face request.”

Cartwright waved his hand impatiently. "Forget that. We have more important things to worry
about. Any news on Pdlig?'

Wakeman looked surprised. "Only that he's supposed to have left the Farben Hill."

Cartwright's face twitched. ™Y ou haven't been able to make contact?'

Rita's hand gripped soothingly around his. "They'll make contact when he enters the protected
zone. He's il outside”

"For God's s&ke, can't you go out and get him? Are you just going to St there and wait for him?"

Cartwright shook his head wearily. "Sony, Wakeman. | know we've gone over this a thousand
times."
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Wakeman was embarrassed, but not for himsadf so much. He was embarrassed for Leon
Cartwright. In the few days since Cartwright had become Quizmaster there had been a corrosive
changein him.

Cartwright sat twitching and fumbling a his coffee cup, a hunched, aged, and very frightened man.
His face was dark and lined with fatigue. His pae blue eyes glinted with apprehenson. Again and
again he started to speak, then changed his mind and descended into a cloud of silence.

"Cartwright,” Wakeman said softly, "you're in bad shape."

Cartwright glared at him. "A man's coming here to kill me, publicly and in broad daylight, with the
whole-hearted gpprova of the system. Everybody in the world's Stting and cheering him, propped
up in front of their tv sets, watching and waiting for the results. The winner of this. . . nationa sport.
How the hdl am | supposed to fed?"

"It's only one man," Wakeman said quietly. "He has no more power than you. In fact, you've got
the whole Corps behind you, and dl the resources of the Directorate.”

"If we get him, therell be another. An endless stream of them.”

"Each Quizmagter has had to face this" Wakeman raised an eyebrow. "I thought al you wanted
was to day dive until your ship was safe.”

Cartwright's gray, exhausted face was answer enough. "I want to stay dive. Is there anything
wrong with that?' Cartwright pulled himsdlf up and forced his hands to stay quiet. "But you're right,
of course" He amiled shakily, haf-gpologeticdly. "Try to see my Sde of it. Y ou've been deding with
these assassins dl your life. To me it's a new thing; I've been a trivid, anonymous entity, completely
out of the public eye. Now I'm chained here under a ten billion watt searchlight. A perfect target—"
His voice rose. "And they're trying to kill me! What in the name of God is this strategy of yours?
What are you going to do?"

Hé's pitifully scared, Wakeman thought to himsdf. He's fdling apart. He doesn't care a damn
about his ship. Yet that's why he's herein the first place.

In Wakeman's mind, Shaeffer's answering thoughts came. Shaeffer was at his desk on the other
dde of the Directorate building, acting as the nexus between Wakeman and the Corps. "Thisis the
time to get him over there. Although | dont redly think Pellig is very close. But in view of Verick's
sponsorship we should leave awide margin for error.”

"True," Wakeman thought back. "Interesting: a any other time Cartwright would be overwhelmed
to learn that John Preston is dive. Now he pays only passing attention. And he can assume his ship
has reached its destination.”

"Y ou assume there is a Hame Disc?'

"Evidently. But that's no concern of ours.” Dryly, Wakeman thought, "And apparently no concern
of Cartwright's. He managed to get himsdf in as Quizmaste—as a function of damming the ship dl
the way out to Flame Disc. But now that he's actudly face to face with the Stuation he seesit as a
death trap."

Wakeman turned to Cartwright and spoke to him aoud.

"All right, Leon. Get ready: were taking you out of here. We have plenty of time. No report on
Pdlig yet."

Cartwright blinked and then eyed him suspicioudy. "Out where? | thought the protective chamber
Verrick fixed up—"

"Verick assumes youll use that; hell try there fird. Were taking you off Earth entirdly. The
Corps has aranged a retreat on Luna. It's registered as a conventiona psycho-hedth resort.
Actudly, it's somewhat more eaborate than Verick's indalations here at Batavia. While the Corps
battlesit out with Pellig, you'll be 239,000 miles away."
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Cartwright gazed hlplesdy at Rita O'Nelll. "What should | do? Should | go?'

"Here a Batavia," Wakeman said, "a hundred ships land every hour. Thousands of people pour in
and out of the Idands; this is the most populated spot in the universe. Chrig, this is the functiond
center of the nine-planet system. But on Luna, a human being literdly stands out. Our resort is set
goat from the others, our front-organization bought land in an undesirable section. Youll be
surrounded by thousands of miles of bleak, airless space. If Keith Pellig should manage to trace you
to Luna and comes walking dong in his bulky Farley suit, geiger counter, radar cone and popper and
helmet, | think well spot him.”

Wakeman was trying to joke, but Cartwright didn't smile. "In other words you can't defend me
here."

Wakeman sighed. "We can defend you better if you're on Luna. It's nice, there. We have it fixed
up attractively. You can swim, play games, bask in the sun, relax, even deep. We can put you in
sugpended animation until this blows over."

"l might never wake up again,” Cartwright said cunningly.

It was like taking to a child. Frightened, helpless, the old man had ceased to reason. He had
plunged al the way down to stubborn, archaic, infantile thalamic processes. Wakeman wished like
hell it was late enough in the day for a drink. He got to his feet and examined his watch. "Miss
ONell will be coming dong with you." He made his voice patient but firm. "So will 1. Any time you
want to come back to Earth, you can. But | suggest you see our lay-out there; make up your own
mind after you've seen it.”

Cartwright hedtated in an agony of doubt. "You say Verick doesn't know about it? You're
positive?'

"Better tdl him we're sure,”" Shaeffer's thoughts came to Wakeman. "He needs certitude. No use
handing him abunch of datidics a atimelike this

"Were postive" Wakeman said doud, and it was a coldblooded lie. To Shaeffer he dlently
thought, "I hope were doing the right thing. Verrick probably knows. But it doesn't matter; if
everything goes right Pdllig will never get out of Batavia.™

"And if he does?" the thought came back wryly.

"He cant. It's your job to sop him. I'm not redly worried, but I'd fed better if Verrick's Hills
didn't hold the land on three sdes of our resort.”

The lounge of the intercon liner was swank and glittering with chrome. Keith Pdllig stood by Miss
Lloyd as she seeted hersdf awkwardly in one of the deep thick-plush chairs and folded her nervous
hands together on the surface of the null-legged plastic table. Pdllig then sat down opposite her.

"What's the matter?' the girl asked. "Is anything wrong?'

"No." Pdlig moodily examined the menu. "What do you want to drink? Make it snappy; were
amost there."

Miss Lloyd recoiled and her cheeks burned. The nice-looking man was grim-faced and sullen;
she repressed a sudden desire to legp up and hurry downdtairs to her seat. He was acting badly,
insulting and nasty . . . but the needling fear tha it was something she had done dissolved her
resentment and made her fearful ingtead. "What Hill are you under fief to?" she asked timidly.

There was no answer.

The MacMillan waiter glided up. "What did you wish, Sr or madam?'
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Within the Pellig body, Ted Benteley was deep in stormy thought. He ordered bourbon and water
for himsdf and a Tom Coallins for Margaret Lloyd. He scarcely noticed the two glasses the
MacMillan did before them; he paid the chit automaticaly and began to sip.

Miss Lloyd was babbling youthful nonsense; she was excited with anticipation, her eyes shone,
white teeth sparkled, orange hair glowed like a candle flame. It was wasted on the man opposite her.
Benteley alowed the Pellig fingers to take the bourbon and water back to the table; he fooled with
the glass and continued reflecting.

While he was reflecting, the mechanism switched. Silently, ingtantly, he was back at the Farben
labs.

It was a shock. He closed his eyes and hung on tight to the circular meta band that enclosed his
body, a combination support and focus. On his ipvic-engineered vidscreen the scene he had just Ieft
glimmered brightly. The body cast a microwave sheet that bounced at close range and was relayed
by ipvic dong the control channe to Farben in the form of a visud image. A miniature Margaret
Lloyd was seated across from a miniature Keith Pdllig, in a microscopic lounge. Tiny sounds filtered
from the aud end of the system, as Miss Lloyd bubbled away.

"Who'sin it?' Bentdley demanded shakily. Herb Moore shoved him back down as he started to
climb from the protective ring of metd. "Dont move! Unless you want haf your psyche danmed
over there and half |eft here”

"l wasjudt init. It won't hit me again for awhile."

"Y ou might be next. Sit il until your focus-system is disconnected and you're out of the circuit.”

At this moment a red button three rows down and four to the right was illuminated. On the screen
the operator had dready taken over; there was no time lag. He had, Benteley noted, in his first
moment of shock spilled his glass of bourbon.

Miss Lloyd's chatter paused momentarily. "Are you dl right?' she asked the Pellig body. "You
look so sort of—pae.”

"I'm okay," the Pdllig body muttered.

"He's doing fine" Moore said to Benteley. "That's your friend Al Davis."

Bentley alowed the pogtion of the luminous button to impress itsdf on his mind. "Which one
represents you?"

Moore ignored the question. "The switch will ignite your indicator a split-second before you're
actudly arced across. If you keep your eyes open you'll have warning. If you turn away you may find
yoursdf standing under apalm tree facing fully armed tegps.”

"Or dead," Benteley said. "In this game of musica chairs who gets left sanding up?'

"The body's not going to be blasted. It's going to reach Cartwright and destroy him."

"Your lab is dready congtructing a second android,” Benteley contradicted. "When this one is
demolished, you'l have it ready to be named by the Chalenge Convention.”

"Assuming something goes wrong, the operator will be jerked back here before the body
perishes. You can caculate the odds against your being in the body at that particular moment. One
out of twenty-four, times the forty percent chance of losing the body at dl."

"Will you redly be hooked into thisrig?"

"I'll be hooked in exactly like you."

As Moore moved restlessly toward the exit lock of the cube, Bentdey demanded, "What
happensto my red body while I'm over?'

"As so0n as you're arced out this Stuff goes into action.” Moore indicated the machinery that filled
the metad chamber. "All this keeps the body functioning: supplies air, tests blood pressure, heart rate,
carries off wastes, feeds, supplies water—whatever is needed.”
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The exit lock dammed. Benteley was done in the machinery-crammed cubicle.

On the screen Al Davis was buying the girl a second drink. Neither he nor Miss Lloyd had much
to say: the sound coming over the aud was a blur of crowd noise and clink of glasses. Benteley
caught a glimpse through the microscopic window of the liner and his heart condricted. The ship was
getting near the sprawling Indonesian Empire, the largest functioning aggregate of human beingsin the
nine-planet system.

It wasn't hard to picture the tegps checking the mechanics of their interception network. A vison
of thefirst contact: ateep lounging at the transport field, or pounding atyper as some minor officid in
the ticket office. Or a femde tegp hanging around with the usud squad of bed girls that met the
incoming ships. Or ateep child being tugged adong by its parents. Or aterribly old man, a veteran of
some roger-war, dtting feebly in the shade with a blanket over his knees.

Anybody. Anywhere. What looked like alipgtick, afluff of candy, a mirror, a newspaper, a coin,
ahandkerchief. The variety of modern high-quality weagpons was infinite.

On the screen the passengers of the trangport were getting fussly to their feet and preparing to
land. There was dways this moment of suspense and tension as the deek liner set itsdf down; then
the Sgh of relief as the reactors clicked off and the landing locks rumbled open.

Keith Pdlig got dumdly to his feet and made vague motions toward Margaret Lloyd. The two of
them joined the dowly-moving crowd that pushed down the ramp to the passenger leve. Davis was
doing fairly well; once he sumbled, but that was dl. Benteley glanced up tautly at the detaled
schemdic of the Directoratés Batavia buildings. The landing field was linked directly to the main
building grounds; the podition of Pellig was dready indicated on the schematics by a moving pin of
color.

There it was—but no pin showed the postion of the tegp network. Without effort Benteley could
caculate how soon the first contact between Pdlig, the artificid android, and the teep network,
would occur. In minutes, it could be figured on one hand.

Wakeman arranged for the C-plus rocket to be brought up to the surface from its storage locker.
He poured himsdlf a drink of Scotch, gulped it hadtily, and then conferred with Shaeffer. "In haf an
hour Bataviawill be a cul-de-sac for Pdlig. Bait but no quarry.”

Sheeffer's hurried response came back to him. "We now have an inferentid report on Pellig. He
boarded a regular non-stop intercon liner at Bremen. Passage to Java. He's on his way someplace
between here and Europe.”

"Y ou don't know which ship?'

"He has a non-specific commute ticket. But we can assume he's dready taken off."

Wakeman hurried updtairs to Cartwright's private quarters. Cartwright was listlessly packing his
things with the ad of two MacMillan robots and Rita O'Nelll. Rita was pde and tense, but
composed. She was going through aud reference tapes with a high-speed scanner, sorting those
worth keeping. Wakeman found himsdf amiling a the dim, efficient figure with a lucky cat's foot
dangling between her breasts as she worked.

"Keep hold of that," Wakeman said to Rita, indicating the cat's foot.

She glanced quickly up. "Any news?'

"Pdlig will be showing up any minute. Trangports land al the time; we have somebody there to
check them in. Our own ship is dmost ready.” He indicated Cartwright's unpacked things. "Do you
want me to help you pack?"

Cartwright roused himsdlf. "Look, | don't want to get caught out in space. I—don't want to."
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Wakeman was astonished at the words, and at the thoughts he caught behind them. A naked fear
trickled piteoudy through the old man's mind, up from the degpest levels. "We won't get caught in
goace" Wakeman sad rapidly; there waan't much time for any more shilly-shdlying. "The ship is the
new experimenta C-plus, the firg off the assembly-line. Well be there dmost ingtantly. Nobody can
Stop a C-plus onceit'sin motion."

Cartwright's gray lips twitched. "Is it a good thing to bresk up the Corps? Y ou said some will be
here and some will go with us. And | know you can't scan over that greet a distance. Wouldn't it
be—"

"Goddam it," Rita ONelll sad explosvely. She threw down her armload of tapes. "Stop doing
what you're doing! It's not like you!™

Cartwright grunted miserably and began pawing a his hegp of shirts. "I'll do what you say,
Weakeman. | trust you." He went on clumsily packing, but from his terrified and bewildered mind
lesked the growing tendrils of his primitive, atavistic longing-fear. It swelled and became stronger
each moment: the overpowering urge to hurry into the reinforced inner office Verrick had
congtructed, and to lock himsdf in. Wakeman flinched as the raw primd panic hit him, the frantic
desre to claw away back into the womb. He deliberately turned his mind from Cartwright's to Rita
O'Nsdill's.

As he did so, Wakeman got a further shock. A thin icy column of hate radiated from the girl's
mind directly a him. He quickly began untangling it, surprised and taken aback by its suddenness: it
hadn't been there before.

Rita saw the expresson on his face, and her thoughts changed. Quick, canny, she had sensed his
awareness, she was thinking now of the aud tape humming through her ears as she operated the
scanner. She passed it on to him; he was deafened by a furious roar of voices, speeches, lectures,
parts of Preston's books, arguments, comments. . .

"What isit?' he sad to her. "What's wrong?'

Rita said nothing, but her lips pressed together until they were white. Abruptly she turned and
hurried out of the room.

"l cantell youwhat itis" Cartwright said hoarsely. He dammed his battered suitcases and locked
them. " She blames you for this"

"For what?'

Cartwright caught up his two eroded suitcases and moved dowly toward the hal door. "You
know, I'm her uncle. She's dways seen me a the head of things, in authority, giving orders and
making plans. Now I'm mixed up in something | don't understand.” His voice died into a troubled
murmur. "Situations | can't contral. | have to rely on you." He moved wanly aside to let Wakeman
open the door. "I suppose I've changed, since | came here. She's disgppointed . . . and she blames
you for it."

"Oh," Wakeman said. He moved after Cartwright, aware of two things. that he didn't understand
people as well as he thought; and that findly Cartwright had made up his mind to do as the Corps
suggested.

The C-plus ship was up-ended on the emergency platform in the center of the main building. As
soon as Cartwright and his niece and the group of Corpsmen had entered, the hull locks did
smoothly into place and seded themselves tight. The roof of the building rolled back and the bright
noon-day sky blazed down.

"Thisisasmal ship," Cartwright observed. He had turned pae and sickly; his hands shook as he
srapped himsdf to his seat. "Interesting design.”
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Wakeman quickly fastened Ritds bdt for her and then his own. She said nothing to him; the
pencil of hodility had mdted a little. "We may black-out during the flight. The ship is robot-
operated.” Wakeman settled down in his seat and thought the go-ahead signa to the intricate
mechanism beneath them. The sengtive relays responded, the machinery shifted, and, someplace
close by, high-powered reactors screamed dhrilly into life.

With the ship responsive to his thoughts, Wakeman enjoyed the luxury of imagining a vast ded
and plagtic extenson of his own smal body. He rdaxed and drank in the clean, deek purr of the
drive as it warmed. It was a beautiful ship: the firg actudly made from the origind modd and
designs.

"You know how | fed," Rita ONelll said to him abruptly, shettering his temporary pleasure. Y ou
were scanning me."

"I know how you fdt. | don't think you il fed that way."

"Perhaps not; | don't know. It'sirrational to blame you. Y ou're doing your job the best you can.”

"l think," Wakeman said, "I'm doing the right thing. | think I've got this under control.” He waited
amoment. "WdI? The ship's ready to take off."

Cartwright managed to nod. "I'm ready.”

Wakeman conddered briefly. "Any Sgn?' he thought to Shaeffer.

"Another passenger transport coming in,” the rapid thought came back. "Entering scanning range
any moment."

Pellig would arrive at Batavia; that was certain. He would search for Cartwright; that was aso
certain. The unknown was Pdllig's detection and degth. It could be assumed that if he escaped the
teep net, he would locate the Lunar resort. And if he located theresort . . .

"Theré's no protection on Luna" Wakeman thought to Sheeffer. "Were giving up al postive
defense once we take him there.”

"That's right,” Shaeffer agreed. "But | think well get Pdlig here a Batavia Once we make
contact, that's it."

Wakeman decided. "All right. Well take the chance; the odds are good enough." He gave the
menta signd and the ship moved into position for the take-off. Automatic grapples lined it up with its
degtination, the pae dead eye hanging dully in the noon-day sky. Wakeman closed his eyes and
forced relaxation on his body-muscles.

The ship moved. Firs, there was the regular turbine thrugt, then the furious lash of energy as the
C-plus drive swung into life, sparked by the routine release of power.

For amoment the ship hovered over the Directorate buildings, glowing and shimmering. Then the
C-plus drive caught, and in an ingant the ship hurtled from the surface in a flash of blinding speed
that rolled black waves of unconsciousness over the people within.

Asthe darkness relentlessly collected Peter Wakeman, avague blur of satisfaction drifted through
his dwindling mind. Keath Pellig would find nothing & Batavia, nothing but his own death. The Corps
Strategy was working out.

In the moment Wakeman's Sgnd sent the glowing C-plus ship awvay from Batavia, the regular
intercon liner rumbled to adow hdt a the space field and did back its locks.

With a group of busnessmen and commuters, Keaith Pellig stepped eagerly down the metd ramp
and emerged in the sunlight, blinking and peering excitedly around him, at his firs view of the
Directorate buildings, the endless hurrying people and traffic—and the waiting network of teeps.



61

ELEVEN

AT FHVE-THIRTY A.M. the heavy congtruction rocket settled down in the center of what had
once been London. In front of it and behind it thin razor-sharp transports hissed to smooth landings
and disgorged parties of armed guards. They quickly fanned out and took up positions to intercept
stray Directorate police patrols.

Within a few moments the dilgpidated old building that was the offices of the Preston Society had
been surrounded.

Reese Verrick, in a heavy wool greatcoat and boots, stepped out and followed his construction
workers down the Sdewdk and around the side of the building. The air was chill and thin; buildings
and dreets were moist with night dampness, gray slent structures with no sign of life.

"This is the place" the foreman sad to Verick. "They own this old barn." He indicated the
courtyard, strewn with rubble and waste. "The monument is there.”

Verrick paced ahead of the foreman, up the debris-littered path to the courtyard. The workmen
were akeady tearing down the sted and plastic monument. The yellowed plagtic cube which was
John Preston's crypt had been yanked down and was resting on the frozen concrete among bits of
trash and paper that had accumulated through the months. Within the tranducent crypt the dried-up
shape had shifted dightly to one sde; the face was obscured by one pipe-stem arm flung across the
glasses and nose.

"So that's John Preston,” Verrick said thoughtfully.

The foreman squatted down and began examining the seams of the crypt. "It's a vacuum-sed, of
course. If we open it hereit'll pulverize to dust particles.

Verrick hestated. "All right,” he agreed reluctantly. "Take the whole works to the labs. Well open
it there."

The work crews who had entered the building appeared with armloads of pamphlets, tapes,
records, furniture, light fixtures, dothing, endless boxes of raw paper and printing supplies. "The
whole place is a storeroom,” one of them said to the foreman. "They have junk hegped to the ceiling.
There seemsto be afdse wal and some kind of sub-surface meeting chamber. We're prying the wall
out and getting in there.”

This was the datternly run-down headquarters from which the Society had operated. Verrick
wandered into the building and found himsdf in the front office. The work crews were collecting
everything in sght; only the bare water-sained wadls, peding and dirty, remained. The front office led
onto ayelow hal. Verrick headed down it, past a dusty fly-specked photograph of John Preston il
hanging among some rusty scaf hooks. "Don't forget this"" he said to his foreman. "This picture
here."

Beyond the picture a section of wall had been torn away. A crude fase passage ran pardld to the
hal; workmen were swarming around, hunting within the passage for additional conceded entrances.
"We suppose there's some kind of emergency exit,” the foreman explained. "We're looking for it,
now."

Verrick folded his ams and studied the photograph of John Preston. Preston had been a smdll
man, like most cranks. He was atiny withered leaf of a cresture with prominent wrinkled ears pulled
forward by his heavy hornrimmed glasses. There was a wild tangle of dark gray hair, rough and
uncut and uncombed, and small, amost feminine lips. His stubbled chin was not prominent, but hard
with determination. He had a crooked, lumpish nose, a jutting Adam's gpple and unsightly neck
protruded from his food-stained shirt.
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It was Preston's eyes that attracted Verrick: harsh, blazing, two uncompromising sted-sharp orbs
that smoldered behind his thick lenses. Preston glared out, furious with wrath, like an ancient
prophet. One crabbed hand was up, fingers twisted with arthritis. It was dmost a gesture of
defiance, but more of pointing. The eyes glowered fiercely a Verrick; their diveness sartled him.
Even behind the dugt-thick glass of the photograph, the eyes were hot with fire and life and feverish
excitement. Preston had been a bird-like cripple, a bent-over half-bund scholar, astronomer and
linguig . . . And what else?

"We located the escape passage,” Verrick's foreman said to him. "It leads to a cheap public sub-
surface garage. They probably came and went in ordinary cars. This building seems to have been
their only headquarters. They had some kind of clubs spread around Earth, but those met in private
gpartments and didn't number over two or three members apiece.”

"Is everything loaded?' Verrick demanded.

"All ready to go: the crypt, the stuff we found in the building, and sngp-modes of the layout here,
for future reference.”

Verick followed his foreman back to the congtruction ship. A few moments later they were on
their way back to Farben.

Herb Moore appeared immediately, as the yelowed cube was being lowered to a lab work-
table. "Thisishiscrypt?' he demanded.

"| thought you were hooked into that Pellig machinery,” Verrick said, taking off his greetcoat.

Moore ignored him and began rubbing dirt from the trand ucent shield that covered John Preston's
withered body. "Get this suff off," he ordered his technicians.

"It'sold," one of them protested. "We have to work carefully or itll turn to powder."

Moore grabbed a cutting tool and began severing the shied from its base. "Powder, hdl. He
probably built this thing to last amillion years™

The shidd split, brittle and dry with age, Moore clawed it away and dropped it to splinter against
the floor. From the opened cube a cloud of stale musty air billowed out; swirls of dust danced in the
faces of Moore and his assstants and made them cough and pull back. Around the worktable
vidcameras ground away, taking a permanent record of the procedure and materias examined.

Moore impatiently sgndled. Two MacMillans lifted the wizened body from the hollow cube and
held it suspended at eye-level on their surface of magnetic force. Moore poked at the face of the
body with a pointed probe; suddenly he grabbed the right arm and yanked. The arm came off
without resistance and Moore stood holding it foolishly.

The body was a plastic dummy.

"See?" he shouted. "Imitation!" He threw the arm down violently; one of the MacMillans caught it
before it reached the floor. Where the arm had been attached a hollow tear gaped. The body itsdlf
was hollow. Metal ribs supported it, careful struts placed by a master builder.

Moore waked al around it, face dark and brooding, saying nothing to Verrick until he had
examined it from dl sdes. Findly he took hold of the hair and tugged. The skull-covering came off,
leaving a dully-gleaming metd hemisphere. Moore tossed the wig to one of the robots and then
turned his back on the exhibit.

"It looks exactly like the photograph,” Verrick said admiringly.

Moore laughed. "Naturaly! The dummy was made first and then photographed. But it's probably
about the way Preston looked." His eyes flickered. "Looks, | mean."

Eleanor Stevens detached hersdf from the watching group and approached the dummy
cautioudy. "But is this anything new? Your work goes much farther than this. Presumably Preston
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adapted the MacMillan papers the way you did. He built asynthetic of himself the way you built
Pdlig.”

"What we heard," Moore said, "was Preston's actud voice. It was not a voca medium artificidly
congtructed. No two voices have the same tape-pattern. Even if he's modeled a synthetic after his
own body—"

"You think he's il divein his own body?' Eleanor demanded. "That isn't possble!”

Moore didn't answer. He was staring moodily at the dummy of John Preston; he had picked up
the am again and was mechanicdly pulling loose the atificid fingers one by one. The look on his
face was nothing Eleanor had ever seen before.

"My synthetic,” Moore said very faintly, "will live ayear. Then it deteriorates. That's aslong asit's
good for."

"Hdl!" Verick grunted, "if we haven't destroyed Cartwright in a year it wont make any
difference!”

"Are you sure a synthetic couldn't be built so accurately that the aud and vidtapes would—"
Eleanor began, but Moore cut her off.

"l cant doit," he stated flatly. There was a strange note in his voice. "If it can be done, | sure as
hell don't understand how." Abruptly he shook himself and hurried to the door of the lab. "Pdlig
should be entering the teep defense network. | want to be integrated in the apparatus when that
happens.”

Verrick and Eleanor Stevens followed quickly after him, the dummy of John Preston forgotten.

"This should be interesting,” Verrick sad briefly, as he hurried toward his office. Anticipation
gleamed from his heavy face as he rapidly snapped on the screen the ipvic technicians had set up for
him. With Eleanor standing nervoudy behind him, Verrick prepared himsdf for the sght of Keth
Pellig as he stepped from the intercon transport, onto the field at Batavia

Keith Pellig took a deep breeth of warm fresh ar and then glanced around him.

Fluttering excitedly, Margaret Lloyd rushed down the ramp after him. "'l want you to meet Walter,
Mr. Pellig. He's around somewhere. Oh, dear! All these people. . ."

The fiedd was crowded. Commuters were getting off trangports, hordes of Directorate
bureaucrats were lined up for trangportation home. Milling groups of passengers waiting fussily for
interplan ships. There were stacks of luggage and hard-working MacMillans everywhere, and a
congtant din of noise and furious activity, the voices and the roar of ships, public loudspeskers, the
rumble of surface cars and busses.

Al Davis noted dl this, as he halted the Pellig body and waited warily for Miss Lloyd to catch up
with him. The more people the better: the ocean of sound obscured his own mental persondlity.

"There heis" Margaret LIoyd gasped, breasts quivering, bright-eyed and entranced by the sights.
She began waving franticaly. "Look, he sees usl He's coming this way!"

A thinfaced man in his middle forties was solemnly edging through the throngs of taking,
laughing, perspiring people. He looked patient and bored, a typicd classfied officid of the
Directorate, part of its vast army of desk men.

He waved to Miss LIoyd and caled something, but his words were lost in the genera uproar.

"We can have dinner someplace” Miss Lloyd said to Pdlig. "Do you know a place? Walter will
know a place; he knows just about everything. He's been here a long time and he's redly got to
where he—" Her voice momentarily faded, as agiant truck rumbled by.



64

Davis wasnt ligening. He had to keep moving; he had to get rid of the chattering girl and her
middle-aged companion and start toward the Directorate buildings. Down his deeve and into his
right hand poured the dender wire that fed his thumb-gun. The firs sght of Cartwright, the first
moment the Quizmaster gppeared in front of him—a quick movement of his hand, thumb raised, the
tide of pure energy released . . .

At that moment he caught sight of the expression on Walter's face.

Al Davis blindly moved the Pdllig body through the milling people, toward the street and the lines
of surface cars. Walter was a teep, of course. The moment of recognition was evident as he caught
Davis thoughts and his brief runthrough of his program of assassnation. A group of people
separated and the Pdlig body sprawled clumsly againg a railing. With one bound Davis carried it
over the ralling and onto the Sdewalk.

He glanced around . . . and felt panic. Behind him, Walter had kept on coming.

Davis gtarted down the sdewak. He had to keep moving. He came to an intersection and
hurried to the other side. Surface cars honked and roared around him; he ignored them and raced
on.

The full impact was just beginning to hit him. Any of them might be tesps. The word passed on,
scanned from one mind to the next. The teep network was a connected ring; he had run up againgt
the first gtation and that was the trigger. There was no use trying to outrun Walter; the next teep
would rise up ahead of him and intercept him.

He halted, then ducked into a store. He was surounded by fabrics and materias, a dazzling
display of colors and textures on al sdes of him. A few well-dressed women were examining and
languidly buying. He sped past a counter toward arear door.

At the door a derk cut him off, a fat man in a blue suit, pudding face flushed with indignation.
"Say, you can't come back herel Who the hdll are you?' Hisfat body wedged itself in the way.

Davis mind raced franticdly. He dimly sensed rather than saw the group of figures quietly entering
the swank entrance behind him. He ducked down and then hurtled himsdlf past the astonished clerk,
down an aide between counters. He bowled over aterrified old woman and emerged beside a vast
display rack that maesticaly revolved to reved its anatomy. What next? They were at both doors;
he had trgpped himsdf. He thought frantically, desperately. What next?

While he was trying to decide, asllent whoosh picked him up and dammed him violently againgt
the protective ring that circled his body. He was back at Farben.

Before his eyes a miniature Pellig raced and darted on the microscopic screen. The next operator
was aready working to solve the problem of escape, but Davis wasn't interested. He sagged limply
in his chair and alowed the complex wiring atached to his body—his real body—to drain off the
bursts of adrendin that choked his chest and heart.

Anather red button, not his own, was illuminated. He could ignore the shrill sounds scratching at
his ears, somebody el se had to work out the answer, for awhile. Davis tried to reach his hand up to
the good-luck charm ingde his shirt, but the protective ring sopped him. It didnt matter: he was
aready sfe.

On the screen Keith Pellig burned through the plate-plastic window of the luxurious clothing store
and floundered out onto the street. People screamed in horror; there was pandemonium and
confugon.

The fat red-faced clerk stood as if turned to sone. While everyone else raced around franticaly,
he stood motionless, his lips twitching, his body jerking in convulsive spasms. Sdiva dribbled from
his thick mouth. His eyesrolled inward. Suddenly he collgpsed in a blubbery heap.
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The scene shifted, as Pdllig escaped from the pack of people clustered around the front of the
gore. The cerk was lost from sght. Al Davis was puzzled. Had Pellig destroyed the clerk? Pellig
was speeding lithdy down the sdewalk; his body was built for rgpid motion. He turned a corne,
hesitated, and then disappeared into a public theeter.

The theater was dark. Pellig blundered in confusion: a bad strategy, Davis redized. The darkness
wouldn't affect the tegps, who depended not on sight but on telepathic contact. The operator's mind
was as obviousin darkness as in broad daylight; and the movements of the body were impeded.

The operator now redlized his mistake and sought an exit. But already vague shapes were moving
in on him. The quedioning figures were only patly visble Pdlig hedtated, then dashed into a
lavatory. A woman followed him to the door and hated briefly. In that interva Pellig burned his way
through the wdl of the lavatory with his thumb-gun and emerged in the aley behind the theeter.

The body stood consdering, trying to make up its mind. The vast shape of the Directorate
building loomed ahead, a golden tower that caught the mid-day sunlight and sparkled it back. Pellig
took a deep shuddering breath and started toward it at arelaxed trot . . .

And the red button twitched.

The body stumbled. The new operator, dazed with surprise, fought for control. The body
smashed into a hegp of garbage, struggled up, and then loped on. Nobody followed. There were no
vishble pursuers. The body reached a busy street, glanced around, and then hailed a robot-operated
public taxi.

A moment later the cab roared off, in the direction of the Directorate tower. Other cars and
people flitted past, as it gained speed. In the back, Pellig relaxed againgt the soft seat cushions, face
placid. This operator was learning confidence fast. He nonchaantly lit a cigarette and examined the
passing streets. He cleaned his nals, reached down to touch a burned spot on histrouser leg, tried to
interest the robot driver in conversation, then settled comfortably back.

Something strange was happening. Davis turned his eyes to the location schematics, which
showed the space-reationship of the body to the Directorate offices. The body had gone too far.
Incredibly, the teep network had failed to stop it.

Why?

Sweat sood out on Davis pdms and armpits. A dazzling nausea licked through him. Maybe it
was going to work. Maybe the body would actudly get through.

Cdmly, confidently, lounging in the back seat of the public taxi, Keith Pdlig sped toward the
Directorate offices, his thumb-gun resting loosdly in his lap.

Magor Shaeffer stood in front of his desk and bellowed with fright.

"It's not possible” drummed the disorganized thoughts of the Corpsman nearest him. "It isn't,
isn't, isn't possible.

"There must be areason,” Shaeffer managed to think back.

"We logt him." Incredulous, fearful, the thoughts dinned back and forth through the web-strands
of the network. "Shaeffer, we lost him! Water Remington picked him up as he stepped off the ship.
He had him. He caught the whole syndrome. The assassn's thumb-gun, his fear, his Srategy, his
personality-characteristics. And then—"

"You let him get awvay."

"Sheeffer, he disappeared.” A running stream of disbdief. "Suddenly he was gone. He vanished
inthinair. | tdl you, we did not lose him. At the second station he ceased to exis."

"How?"
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"I don't know." There was numb misery in the man. "Remington passed him to Allison a the
clothing store. The impressions came clear as glass; no doubt of it. The assassin began to run through
the store. Allison kept lock eadly; his thoughts stood out the way an assassin's thoughts do, that
highly-colored etched intentness.”

"He must have raised ashield.”

"There was no diminution. The entire persondity was cut off ingtantly—not merely the thoughts.”

Sheeffer's mind dived crazily. "It's never happened to us before.” He cursed in aloud, wild voice
that shook the objects on his desk. "And Wakeman's on Luna We can't teep him; I'll have to use the
regular ipvic."

"Tel him something's terribly wrong. Tell him the assassin disappeared into thin air.”

Sheeffer hurried to the transmission room. As he was jerking the closed-circuit to the Lunar resort
into life, anew flurry of excited thoughts chilled him.

"I've picked him up!" An eager Corpswoman, relayed by the network from one to another. "I've
got him!"

"Where are you?' A variety of ingstent demands came from up and down the network. There
were quick, urgent calls as the frantic tegps collected for action, "Where is he?"

"Theeter. Near the clothing store.” Rapid, digointed ingructions. "He's heading into the men's
room. Only afew feet from me; shal | goin? | can easly—" The thought broke off.

Shaeffer squalled a shattering blast of despair and rage down the network. "Go on!"

Silence. And then . . . the mind screamed.

Sheeffer clgpped his hands futilely to his head and closed his eyes. Gradudly the storm died
down. All up and down the network the violence rolled and lgpped. Mind after mind was smashed,
short-circuited, blacked-out by the overload. Shattering pain lashed through the entire web of
telepaths, back to the origind mind. Threein arow.

"Where is he?' Shaeffer shouted. "What happened?’ The next station responded faintly. "She lost
him. She's dropped from the network. Deed, | think. Burned-out.” Bewilderment. "I'm in the area
but | can't catch the mind she was scanning. The mind she was scanning is gonel”

Shaeffer managed to raise Peter Wakeman on the ipvic vidscreen. "Peter," he croaked adoud,
"we're beaten."

"What do you mean? Cartwright isn't even therel"

"We picked up the assassin and then lost him. We picked him up again later on, a few minutes
later—in another location. Peter, he got past three stations. And he's ill moving. How he-"

"Ligen to me" Wakeman interrupted. "Once you get hold of his mind, stay with him. Close ranks,
follow him until the next station takes over. Maybe you're too far apart. Maybe—"

"I've got him," athought came to Shaeffer. "He's near me. I'll find him; heé's close by."

The network yammered excitement and suspense.

"I'm getting something srange” Doubt mixed with curiosty, and was followed by Sartled
dishdlif.

"There must be more than one assassin. But that's not possble” Growing excitement. "I can
actudly see him. Pellig just got out of a cab—he's walking aong the street ahead of me. He's going
to enter the Directorate building by the man entrance; it's dl there in his mind. I'll kill him. He's
stopping for a streetlight. Now he's thinking of crossing the street and going—"

Nothing.

Shaeffer waited. And Hill nothing came. "Did you kill him?* he demanded. "I's he dead?'

"He's gonel" The thought came, hystericd and giggling. "He's ganding in front of me and a the
same time he's gone. He's here and he isn't here. Who are you? Who do you want to see? Mr.
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Cartwright isn't here just now. What's your name? Areyou thesameman | . . . or isthere. . . that
we havent out thisisgoing out isout . . ."

The damaged teep dribbled off into infantile mutterings, and Shaeffer dropped him from the
network. It didnt make sense. It wasn't possible. Keith Pellig was il there, stlanding face to face
with a Corpsman, in easy killing-distance— yet Keith Pellig had vanished from the face of the Earth!

At the viewing screen rigged up for monitoring the progress of the assassin, Verick turned to
Eleanor Stevens. "We were wrong. It's working better than we had caculated. Why?'

"Suppose you were taking to me" Eleanor sad tightly. "Carrying on a conversation. And |
vanished completely. Instead of me atotaly different person appeared.”

"A different person physicdly,” Verrick agreed. "Yes."

"Not even awoman. A young man or an old man. Some utterly different body who continued the
conversation asif nothing had happened.”

"l se" Verick sad avidly.

"Teegps depend on telepathic rapport,” Eleanor explained. "Not visua image. Each person's mind
has a unique taste. The tegp hands on by mental contact, and if that's broken—" The girl's face was
stricken.

"Reese, | think you're driving them insane."

Verrick got up and moved away from the screen. ™Y ou watch for awhile.”

"No," Eleanor shuddered. "I don't want to seeit."

A buzzer sounded on Verrick's desk. "List of flights out of Batavia," a monitor told him. "Totd
count of time and degtination for the last hour. Specid emphasis on unique flights."

"All right,” Verrick nodded vaguely, accepting the metd-foil sheet and dropping it with the litter
heaped on his desk. "God," he said hoarsdly to Eleanor. "It won't be long.”

Cdmly, his handsin his pockets, Keith Pellig was gtriding up the wide marble sairs, into the main
entrance of the centrd Directorate building at Batavia, directly toward Leon Cartwright's suite of
inner offices.
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TWELVE

PETER WAKEMAN had made a mistake.

He st for along time letting the redization of his mistake seep over him. With shaking fingers he
got afifth of Scotch from his luggage and poured himself a drink. There was a scum of dead dried-
up protine in the glass. He threw the whole thing in a digposd dot and sat Spping from the awkward
bottle. Then he got to hisfeet and entered the lift to the top floor of the resort.

Corpsmen, dressed in bright vacation colors, were relaxing and enjoying themsdves around and
in a vagt tank of sparkling blue water. Above them a dome of transparent plastic kept the fresh
soring-scented air in, and the blesk void of the Lunar landscape out. Laughter, the splash of lithe
bodies, the flutter of color and texture and bare flesh, blurred past him as he crossed the deck.

Rita ONelll had dimbed from the water and was sunbathing drowslly a little way beyond the
mam group of people. Her deek naked body gleamed moidtly in the hot light that filtered down
through the lens of the protective baloon. When she saw Wakeman she sat up quickly, black hair
cascading in a glittering tide of motion down her tanned shoulders and back.

"Iseverything dl right?' she asked.

Wakeman threw himsdf down in a deck char. A MacMillan agpproached him and he
automaticaly took an old-fashioned from its tray. "I was taking with Sheeffer," he sad, "back a
Batavia."

Rita took a brush and began stroking out her heavy cloud of hair. A shower of sparkling drops
steamed from the sun-baked deck around her. "What did he have to say?' she asked, as casualy as
she could. Her eyes were large and dark and serious.

Wakeman spped his drink amlessy and dlowed the bright warmth of the overhead sun to [ull
him to haf-dumber. Not far off, the crowd of frolicking bathers splashed and laughed and played
games in the chlorine-impregnated water. A huge shimmering water-bal lifted itsdf up and hung like
aliving sphere before it plunged down in the grip of a flashing white-toothed Corpsman. Againg her
towd Rita's body was a dazzling shape of brown and black, supple lines of flesh moulded firm and
ripe in the vigor of youth.

"They can't gop him,"” Wakeman said. In his somach the whiskey had formed a congealed lump
that settled cold and hard into hisloins. "Hell be here, not long from now. | had it caculated wrong."

Rita's black eyes widened. She momentarily stopped brushing, then started again, dowly and
methodicaly. She shook her hair back and climbed to her feet. "Does he know Leon is here?'

"Not yet. But it's only a question of time."

"And we can't defend him here?’

"We can try. Maybe | can find out what went wrong. Maybe | can get more information on Keith
Pdlig.”

"Will you take Leon someplace dse?'

"It'snot worth it. Thisis as good aplace as any. At least there aren't many minds to blur scanning,
here" Wakeman got 4iffly to his feet and pushed away his hadf-finished drink. He fdt old; and his
bones ached. "I'm going downstairs and go over the tapes we scanned on Herb Moore, particularly
the ones we got the day he came to talk to Cartwright. Maybe | can put something together."

Rita dipped on arobe and tied the sash around her dim waist. She dug her feet into ankle-length
boots and fished together her brush and sun-glasses and lotion. "How much time do we have before
he gets here?'

"We should start getting ready. Things are moving fast. Too fast for anyone's good. It dl seemsto
be. .. fdling goart."
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"l hope you can do something." Ritas voice was cam, emotionless. "Leon's resting. | made him
lie down; the doctor gave him a shot of something to make him deep.”

Wakeman lingered. "I did what | thought was right. | must have left something out. It's clear we're
fighting something much more complex and cunning than we redized."

"You should have let him run it," Rita said. "You took the initigtive out of his hands. You're like
Verrick and the rest of them. Y ou never believed he could manage. Y ou treated him like a child until
he gave up and believed it himsdlf."

"Il sop Pdlig,” Wakeman said quietly. "I'll correct things. Il find out whét it is and stop him
someplace, before he gets to your uncle. It's not Verrick who's running things. Verrick could never
work anything out this clever. It must be Moore."

"It'stoo bad," Ritasaid, "that Moore isn't on our Sde."

"I'll stop him," Wakeman repested. " Some way, somehow."

"Between drinks, maybe." Rita hdted for a moment to tie the laces on her boots, and then she
disappeared down a descent ramp toward Cartwright's private quarters. She didn't look back.

Keith Pdlig cdimbed the wide marble sars of the Directorate building with confidence. He
waked swiftly, kesping up with the fast-moving crowd of classfied bureaucrats pushing good-
naturedly into the eevators and passages and offices. In the main lobby Pellig hated a moment to get
his bearings.

With athunderous din, darm bells went off throughout the building.

The good-natured milling of officids and vidtors aoruptly cessed. Faces logt their friendly
monotony; in an ingtant the easy-going crowd was transformed into a suspicious, fearful mass. From
conced ed speakers harsh mechanica voices dinned:

"Clear the building! Everyone mug leave the building!" The voices dvilled in a desfening
cacophony. "The nisin the building! Everyone must leavel"

Pdlig logt himsdf in the swirling waves of men and women pouring around with ominous grimness.
He edged, darted, pushed his way into the interior of the mass, toward the labyrinth of passages that
led from the central |obby.

There was a scream. Someone had recognized him. There was rapid firing, a blackened, burned-
out patch of charred bodies, as guns were fired in crazed panic. Pellig escgped and continued circling
warily, kegping in constant motion.

"The assassn is in the main lobby!" the mechanicad voices blared. "Concentrate on the main
[obby!™

‘There heid" aman shouted. Otherstook up the roar. "That's him, there!"

On the roof of the building the first wing of military trangports was settling down. Green-clad
soldiers poured out and began descending in lifts. Heavy wegpons and equipment appeared,
dragged to lifts or grappled over the Sde to the ground levdl.

At his screen, Reese Verrick pulled away briefly and said to Eleanor Stevens, "They're moving in
non-teeps. Does that mean—"

"It means the Corps has been knocked out,” Eleanor answered. "They're through. Finished.”

"Then they'll track Pellig visualy. That'll cut down the vaue of our machinery.”

"The assassin is in the lobby!" the mechanicd voices roared aove the din. Down corridors
MacMillan heavy-duty weapons rolled, guns brisiling like quills. Soldiers threw plagtic cable spun
from hand-projectors in an intricate web across the mouths of corridors. The milling, excited officids
were herded toward the main entrance of the building. Outsde, soldiers were seiting up a ring of
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ded, adrde of men and guns. As the officids poured from the building they were examined visudly
one by one and then passed on.

But Pellig wasn't coming out. He started back once—and at that moment the red button jumped,
and Pdlig changed his mind.

The next operator was eager and ready. He had everything worked out the moment he entered
the synthetic body. Down a sde corridor he sprinted, directly a a clumsy MacMillan gun trying to
wedge itsdf in the passage. As the locks of the gun did down, Pellig squeezed through. The locks
dammed vicioudy after him and the passage was sedled off.

"The assassin has |eft the lobby!" the mechanical voices squdled. "Remove tha MacMillan
weapon!”

The gun was hastily collected and propelled protesting and whirring to a storage locker. Troops
poured after Pellig as he raced down deserted office corridors, cleared of officials and workers,
yellow-lit passages that echoed with distant clangs.

Pelig thumb-burned his way through a wal and into the main reception lounge. The lounge was
empty and slent. It wasfilled with chairs, vid and aud tapes, lush carpets and walls—but no people.

At his screen, Bentdley gtarted with recognition. This was the lounge where he had waited to see
Reese Verrick . . .

The synthetic body skimmed from office to office, a weaving, darting thing thet burned a path
ahead of it without visble emotion or expresson. Once it raced through a room of ill-working
officids. Screaming men and women scrambled wildly for escape. Desks were hadtily abandoned in
the frantic rush to exits. Pdllig ignored the terrified workers and skimmed on, his feet barely touched
the floor. At a checkpoint he seemed amost to rise and hurtle through the air, a blank-faced moist-
haired Mercury.

The last commercid office fdl behind. Pellig emerged before the vast seded tank that was the
Quizmagter's inner fortress. He recoiled as his thumb-gun showered harmlesdy againg the thick
rexeroid surface. Pellig stumbled away, momentarily bewildered.

"The assasdn is a the inner officel” mechanica voices dinned above and around him, up and
down corridors, in rooms throughout the eaborate building. " Surround and destroy him!*

Pdllig raced in an uncertain circle—and again the red button twitched.

The new operator staggered, crashed against a desk, pulled the synthetic body quickly to its fedt,
and then proceeded to systematicaly burn hisway around the Sde of the rexeroid tank.

In his office, Verrick rubbed his hands with satisfaction. "Now it won't be long. Is that Moore
operding it?'

"No," Eleanor said, examining the break-down of the indicator board. "It's one of his staff."

The synthetic body emitted a supersonic blast. A section of the rexeroid tank did away, and the
conceded passage lay open. The body hurried up the passage without hesitation.

Under its feet gas capsules popped and burst uselessy. The body did not bregthe.

Verrick laughed like an excited child. "See? They can't Sop him. He's in." He legped up and
down and pounded hisfigs againgt his knees. "Now hell kill him. Now!"

But the rexeroid tank, the massve inner fortress with its armory of guns and ipvic equipment, was
empty.

Verrick squedled a high-pitched frenzied curse. "He's not therel He's gonel" His massve face
melted with disgppointment. "They got the son of abitch out!"

At his own screen, Herb Moore jerked controls with convulsive dismay. Lights, indicators,
meters and dids, flowed wildly. Meanwhile, the Pellig body stood rooted to the spot, one foot into
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the deserted chamber. There was the heavy desk Cartwright should have been gtting a. All that was
left were files, warning gpparatus, equipment and machinery. But Cartwright wasn't there,

"Keegp him looking!" Verrick shouted. " Cartwright must be around someplace!”

The sound of Verrick's voice grated in Moore's aud phones. His mind worked rapidly. On the
screen, his technician had started the body into uncertain activity. The schematic showed Pdllig's pin
at the very core of the Directorate; the assassin had arrived but there was no quarry.

"It wasatrgp!" Verrick shouted in Moore's ear. "A decoy! Now they're going to destroy him!"

On dl ddes of the demolished fortress-cube, troops and wesgpons were in motion. Vast
Directorate resources responding to Shaeffer's hurried instructions.

"The assassin is a the inner cube!™ mechanica speakers shrieked triumphantly. "Close in and kill
him!"

"Get the assassin!”

""Shoot him down and grind him underfoot! "

Eleanor leaned close to Verick's hunched, massive shoulder. "They ddiberately let him get in.
L ook—they're coming for him."

"Kegp him moving!" Verrick shouted. "For God's sake they'll burn him to particles if he Smply
stands there!'

Down the wrecked corridor Pellig had cut, the snouts of guns poked inquigitively. Slow-rumbling
equipment was solemnly organizing in a pattern of deeth, taking their time: there was no hurry.

Pdlig floundered in confusion. He raced back down the passage and out of the cube, then sped
from door to door like a trgpped animd. Once he hdted to burn down a MacMillan gun that had
ventured too close and was cdumsly teking am. The gun dissolved and Pdlig sprinted past its
smoking ruin. But behind it the corridor was jammed with troops and wegpons. He gave up and
scurried back.

Herb Moore snapped an angry sentenceto Verrick. "They took Cartwright out of Batavia."

"Look for him."

"He's not there. It's a wadte of time." Moore thought quickly. "Transfer me your analyss of ship-
movements from Batavia Especidly in the last hour.”

"BUE-"

"We know he was there up to an hour ago. Hurry!"

The metdfail rolled from its dot by Moore's hand. He snatched it up and scanned the entries and
andyticd data. "He'son Luna," Moore said. "They took him off in their C-plus ship.”

"Y ou don't know," Verrick retorted angrily. "He may be in a sub-surface shelter of some kind."

Moore ignored him and dammed home a switch. Buttons legped with excitement; Moore's body
sagged limply againg its protective ring.

At his own screen Ted Bentdey saw the Pelig body jump and diffen. A tremor crossed its
features, a subtle dteration of the vapid face. A new operator had entered it; above Benteley the red
button had moved on.

The new operator wasted no time. He burned down a handful of troops and then a section of
wadl. The stedl and pladtic fused together and bubbled away in molten fumes. Through the rent the
gynthetic body skimmed, a blank-faced projectile plunging in an arcing trgectory. A moment later it
emerged from the building and, gill gaining velocity, hurtled sraight upward & the dull disc of the
moon asit hung in the early-afternoon sky.

Below Pdlig the Earth fell away. He was moving out into free space.

Bentdey sat pardyzed at his screen. Suddenly everything made sense. As he watched the body
race through darkening skies that lost their blue color and gained pinpoints of unwinking stars, he
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understood what had happened to him. It had been no dream. The body was a miniature ship,
equipped in Moore's reactor labs. And—he redlized with a rush of admiration—the body needed no
ar. And it didn't respond to extreme temperature. The body was capable of interplanetary flight.

Peter Wakeman recaived the ipvic cal from Shaeffer within a few seconds of the time Pdllig left
Earth. "He's gone," Shaeffer muttered. "He took off like a meteor out into space.”

"Heading where?' Wakeman demanded.

"Toward Luna" Shaeffer's face suddenly collapsed. "We gave up. We cdled in regular troops.
The Corps couldn't do athing.”

"Then | can expect him any time?"

"Any time" Shaeffer said .wearily. "He's on hisway."

Wakeman broke the connection and returned to his tapes and reports. His desk was a littered
chaos of cigarette buitts, coffee cups, and a till unfinished fifth of Scotch. Now there was no doubt:
Keith Pdlig was not a human being. He was clearly a robot combined with high-velocity reactor
equipment, designed in Moore's experimentd |abs. But that didn't explain the shifting persondity that
had demoradized the Corpsmen. Unless. . .

Some kind of multiple mind came and went. Pelig was a fractured persondity artificidly
segmented into unattached complexes, each with its own drives, characteristics and Srategy.
Shaeffer had been right to call in regular non-telepathic troops.

Weakeman lit acigarette and amlesdy spun his good luck charm until it tugged loose from his hand
and banged into the tapes stacked on hiswork-desk. He almost had it. If he had more time, afew
days to work the thing out . . . He got up suddenly and headed for a supply locker. "Here's the
Stuation,” he thought to the Corpsmen scattered around the levels of the resort. "The assassin has
survived our Batavia network. He's on hisway to Luna"

His announcement provoked horror and dismay. There was a quick scramble from sun decks and
bathing poals, bedrooms and lounges and cocktail bars.

"l want every Corpsman in a Parley suit,” Wakeman continued. "This didn't work at Batavia, but |
want you to set up a make-shift network. The assassin has to be intercepted outside the balloon." He
radiated what he had learned about Pellig and what he believed. The answering thoughts came back
indantly.

"A robot?’

"A multiple-persondity synthetic?'

"Then we can't go by mind-touch. Well have to lock on physical-visud appearance.”

"You can catch murder-thoughts," Wakeman disagreed, as he. buckled on his Parley suit. "But
don't expect continuity. The thought-processes will cut off without warning. Be prepared for the
impact; that's what destroyed the Corps a Batavia."

"Does each separate complex bring anew strategy?'

"Apparently.”

This brought amazement and admiration. "Fantastic! A brilliant contributionl”

"Find him," Wakeman thought grimly, "and kill him on the spot. As soon as you catch the murder-
thought, burn him to ash. Don't wait for anything.”

Wakeman grabbed up the fifth of Scotch and poured himself one last good drink from what had
been Reese Verick's private stock. He locked his Farley helmet in place and snapped on the air-
temp feed lines. He collected a hand popper and hurried to one of the exit sphincters of the resort
balloon.
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The arid, barren expanse of waste was a shock. He stood fumbling with his humidity and gravity
control, adjusting to the sight of an infinity of dead matter.

The moon was a ravaged, blasted plain. There were gaping craters where the origina meteors
had smashed away the life of the satdlite. Nothing stirred, no wind or dust tremor or flutter of life.
Wherever Wakeman looked there was only the pocked expanse of rubble, hegped debris littered
across the bone-harsh cliffs and cracks. The face of the moon had dried up and split. The skin, the
flesh, had been eroded away by millenniums of ruthless aorasion. Only the skull was I€ft, vacant eye
sockets and gaping mouth. As Wakeman stepped gingerly forward, he was tramping over the
features of a death's-head.

Behind him the resort glowed and twinkled, a luminous baloon of warmth and comfort and
relaxation.

While Wakeman was hurrying across the deserted landscape, a reattled thought hammered
jubilantly in his brain. "Peter, I've spotted him! He landed just now a quarter mile from me!"

Wakeman began to run awkwardly over the rubbled stone, one hand on his popper. "Keep close
to him," he thought back. "And keep him away from the balloon."

The Corpsman was excited and incredulous. "He landed like a meteor. | was dready a mile
outside the balloon when your orders came. | saw aflash; | went to investigate.”

"How far from the baloon are you?'

"About three miles"

Three miles. Keith Pdlig was that close to his prey. Wakeman cut his gravity-pressure to
minimum and rushed forward wildly. With great legps and bounds he covered the distance toward
his fdlow Corpsman; behind him the glowing bdloon of light dwindled and fdl away. Panting,
gasping for breath, he fled toward the n.

He stumbled over a crack and pitched head-first on his face. As he struggled up the shrill hiss of
escagping ar whined in his ears. With one hand he dragged out the emergency repair pack; and with
the other he fumbled for his popper. It was gone. He had lost it, dropped it somewhere among the
ancient hegps of debris around him.

The ar was going fast. He forgot the gun and concentrated on patching his Farley suit. The plastic
goo hardened ingantly, and the terrifying hiss cut off. As he began searching franticaly among the
boulders and dust, a new gtring of thoughts struck excitedly at him.

"He's moving! He's heading toward the balloon. He's located the resort.”

Wakeman cursed, and gave up looking for the popper. He set off at a bounding trot toward the
Corpsman. A high ridge rose ahead of him; he sprinted up it and haf-did, haf-rolled down the far
sde. A vast bowl stretched out ahead of him. Craters and ugly gaping wounds leered in the skull-
face. The Corpsman's thoughts came to him strongly, now. He was close by.

And for the firgt time, he caught the thoughts of the n.

Wakeman stopped rigid. "That's not Pellig!" he radiated back wildly. "That's Herb Moore!™

Moore's mind pulsed with frenzied activity. Unaware that he was being tegped, he had let down
al bariers. His eager, high-powered thoughts and drives poured out in a ceasdess flood-tide that
mounted to fever pitch as he spotted the glowing balloon that encased the Directorate's vacation
resort.

Wakeman stood frozen, concentrating on the stream of mental energy lapping a him. It was al
there, the whole story. Moore's super-charged mind contained every fragment of it, dl the missing
pieces he had held back before.
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Pdllig condgted of a variety of human minds, atering persondities hooked to an intricate switch-
mechanism, coming and going a random, in chance formation, without pettern, Minimax,
randomness, adeep blur of M-gametheory . . .

ltwasalie.

Wakeman recoiled. Under the thick layer of game-theory was another level, a submargind
syndrome of hate and desire and terrible fear: jealousy of Benteley, a ceasdess terror of death,
involved schemes and plans, a complicated gestdt of need and god-oriented drive actudized in an
overpowering dedge-hammer of ambition. Moore was a driven man, dominated by the torment of
dissatisfaction. And his dissatisfaction culminated in ruthless webs of Strategy.

The twitch of the Pellig machinery wasn't random. Moore had complete control. He could
switch operators into the body a any time; and pull them out a any time. He could set up any
combination he pleased. He was free to hook and unhook himself a will. And. . .

Moorée's thoughts suddenly focused. He had spotted the Corpsman trailing him. The Pellig body
shot quickly upward, poised, and then rained a thin stream of lethd death down on the scurrying
telepath.

The man's mind shrieked once, and then his physica being dissolved in a hegp of incinerated ash.
The sckening moment of a tegp's deeth rolled over Wakeman. Peter fdt the lingering, tenacious and
completely futile struggle of the mind to keep itsdlf collected, to retain persondity and awareness
after the body was gone.

"Peter . . ." Like a cloud of volaile gas the Corpsman's mind hung together, then dowly,
inexorably, began to scatter. Its weak thoughts faded. "Oh, God . . ." The man's consciousness, his
being dissolved into random particles of free energy. The mind ceased to be a unit. The gedtdt that
had been the man relaxed—and the man was dead.

Wakeman cursed hislost gun. He cursed himsdlf and Cartwright and everybody in the system. He
threw himsdlf behind a bleak boulder and lay crouched, as Pdlig drifted dowly down and landed
lightly on the dead surface of the moon. Pellig glanced around, seemed satisfied, and began his
cautious prowl toward the luminous baloon three miles digtant.

"Get him!" Wakeman radiated desperately. "He's dmost at the resort!”

There was no response. No other Corpsmen were close enough to pick up and relay his
thoughts. With the degth of the closest Corpsman, the jury-rigged network had shattered. Pellig was
walking camly through an undefended gash.

Wakeman legped to his feet. He lugged an immense boulder waist-high and staggered to the top
of theinclined rise. Below him Keith Pdllig walked bland-faced, dmost smiling. He appeared to be a
gentle straw-haired youth, without guile or cunning. Wakeman managed to raise the rock above his
heed; the weak Lunar gravity was on his Sde. He swayed, lifted it high—and hurled it bouncing and
crashing onto the swift-walking synthetic.

There was one gartled glance as Pdllig saw the rock coming. He scrambled easly away, a vast
soring that carried him yards from the path of the lumbering boulder. From his mind came a blast of
fear and surprise, afrantic panic. He sumbled, raised his thumb-gun toward Wakeman . . .

And then Herb Moore was gone.

The Pdlig body dtered subtly. Wakeman's blood froze a the uncanny sight. Here, on the
desolate surface of the moon, a man was changing before his eyes. The features shifted, melted
momentarily, then reformed. It wasn't the same. It wasn't the same face . . . because it wasn't the
same man. Moore was gone and a new operator had taken over. Behind the pae blue eyes a
different persondlity peered out.



75

The new operator wavered. He fought briefly for control, then managed to right the body as the
rock bounced harmlesdy away. Surpriss, momentary confusion, radiated to Wakeman as he
struggled for another boulder.

"Wakeman!" the thoughts came. " Peter Wakeman!"

Wakeman dropped his boulder and straightened up. The new operator had recognized him. It
was a familiar thought-pattern; Wakeman probed quickly and deeply. For a moment he couldn't
place the persondity; it was familiar but obscured by the immediacy of the Stuation. It was larded
over with wary fear and antagonism. But he knew it, dl right. There was no doulbt.

It was Ted Benteley.
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THIRTEEN

OUT IN dead space, beyond the known system, the cresking GM ore-carrier lumbered
hestantly dong. In the control bubble Groves sat ligening intently, his dark face rapt.

"The Flame Disc is Hill far away,” the vagt presence murmured in his mind. "Don't lose contact
with my own ship."

"Y ou're John Preston,” Groves said softly.

"I am very old," the voicereplied. "1 have been here along time."

"A century and ahdf," Groves said. "It's hard to believe."

"I have waited here. | knew you would be coming. My ship will hover nearby; you will probably
pick up its mass from time to time. If everything goes correctly I'll be able to guide you to the actud
landing on the Disc."

"Will you be there?" Groves asked. "Will you meet us?'

There was no answer. The voice had faded; he was aone.

Groves got ungteadily to his feet and cdled Konklin. A moment later both Konklin and Mary
Uzich hurried into the control bubble. Jereti loped afew paces behind. "Y ou heard him," Groves sad
thickly.

"It was Preston,” Mary whispered.

"He must be old as hdll,” Konklin said. "A little old man, waiting out here in space for usto come,
waiting dl theseyears. . ."

"I think welll get there," Groves said. "Even if they managed to kill Cartwright, well il reach the
Disc."

"What did Cartwright say?" Jereti asked Groves. "Did it perk him up to hear about Preston?’

Groves heditated. " Cartwright was preoccupied.”

"But surdly he—"

"He's about to be murdered!” Groves savagely flicked on the manud controls. "He hasn't got time
to think about anything else."

Nobody said anything for awhile. Findly Konklin asked, "Has there been any late news?"

"| cant raise Batavia. Military black-out has completely screened out the ipvic lines. | picked up
emergency troop movements from the inner planets toward Earth. Directorate wings heading home.”

"What's that mean?' Jereti asked.

"Pdlig has reached Batavia And something has gone wrong. Cartwright must have his back to
the wall. Somehow, the teep Corps must have failed.”

Wakeman shouted franticaly. "Benteley! Listen to me! Moore has it rigged; you're being tricked.
It's not random."”

It was hopeless. No sound carried. Without atmosphere his voice died in his helmet. Benteley's
thoughts radiated to him clear and digtinct; but there was no way Wakeman could communicate
back. He was boxed-in, baffled. The figure of Keith Pellig and the mind of Ted Benteley were only a
few yards from him—and there was no way he could make contact.

Bentdey's thoughts were mixed. It's Peter Wakeman, he was thinking. The teep | met in the
lounge. He redized that he was in danger; he was aware of the nearby luminous resort balloon.
Wakeman caught an image of Cartwright: the job of killing. And beneeth that, Benteley's deep
averson and doubt, his distrust of Verrick and his didike of Herb Moore. Benteley was undecided.
For an ingant the thumb-gun wavered.



77

Wakeman scrambled down the ridge onto the leve plain. With frantic haste he sketched vast
crude letters in the ancient dust: "MOORE TRICKED YOU. NOT RANDOM."

Bentdey saw the words, and the vapid face of Keth Pdlig hardened. Bentdey's thoughts
congealed. What the hell? He was thinking. Then he redlized that Wakeman was teeping him, thet a
one-sded conversation was going on with himsdf as transmitter and the telepath as recaiver. "Go on,
Wakeman," Benteley radiated harshly. "What do you mean, tricked?’

In Benteley's mind, there was ironic amusement. He was seeing a teepath, an advanced mutant
human, sketching clumsy figures in the dust like some primitive reduced to the most prima means of
communication. Wakeman wrote desperatdly: "MOORE WILL KILL YOU AND CARTWRIGHT
TOGETHER."

Benteley's mind radiated amazement. "What do you mean?' Then suspicion. "Thisis some kind of
srategy. There must be other teeps coming.” His thumb-gun came quickly up. . .

"BOMB." Wakeman, panting for breath, sought a new surface on which to write. But he had
written enough. Bentdley was filling in the details himsdf. A phantasmagoria of comprehension: vivid
glimpses of his fight with Moore, his sexud rdations with Moorés misress, Eleanor Stevens,
Moores jedousy of him. It flashed through Bentdley's mind in bewildering processon, and he
lowered the thumb-gun.

"They're seeing this" Benteley thought. "All the operators at their screens. And Moore; he's seeing
it, too."

Sengng indant danger, Wakeman legped up and ran cdumsly at the Pdlig figure. Gesturing
excitedly, trying to shout across the arless void, he got within two feet before Bentdley hdted him
with an ominous wave of his thumb-gun.

"Stay awvay from me" Bentdey thought grimly. "I'm ill not sure of you. You're working for
Cartwright."

Wakeman scraiched franticdly: "PELLIG SET TO DETONATE WHEN CLOSE TO
CARTWRIGHT. MOORE WILL SWITCH YOU IN BODY AT MOMENT."

"Does Verrick know?' Benteley demanded.

"YES"

"Eleanor Stevens?'

"YES"

Bentdley's mind flashed anguish. "How do | know thisistrue? Proveit!"

"EXAMINE YOUR BODY. LOCATE POWER LEADS. TRACE CIRCUIT TO BOMB."

Benteley's fingers flew as he ripped at the synthetic chest. His mind flashed technicd data as he
found the main wiring that interlaced the body beneeth the artificid layer of skin. He tore loose a
whole section of materid and probed deep in the humming circuit of the synthetic body, as
Wakeman crouched a few feet away, heart frozen in his chest, clutching futilely for the good luck
charm he had dropped in his office and never retrieved.

Bentdley was wavering. The last clinging migt of loydty to Verrick was rapidly fading. In its place
hatred and disgust was forming. "So that's the way it's worked," he thought findly. An embryonic
drategy flashed through his mind. "All right, Wakeman." His mind hardened. "I'm taking the body
back. All the way to Farben."

Wakeman sagged. "Thank God," he said out loud.

Bentdley legped into activity. Redization that Moore was watching made his fingers a blur of
motion as he ingpected the reactor and jet controls, and then, without a sound, flashed the synthetic
robot and ship up into the black sky, toward Earth.
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The body had moved amost a quarter mile before Herb Moore sent the selector mechanism
twitching. Shatteringly, without warning, Ted Bentdley found himsdf Stting in his chair at Farben,
surrounded by his protective ring.

On the miniature screen before him, the Pellig body hurtled back downward toward the moon-
face in a wide arc. It located the suddenly scampering figure of Peter Wakeman and directed its
thumb-gun. Wakeman saw what was coming. He stopped running and stood, oddly cam and
dignified, as the synthetic body dropped low, spun, and then incinerated him. Moore was in control
agan.

Bentdley struggled up from his protective ring. He tore loose the wires than ran under his skin, his
tongue, into his armpits and ears. In an ingant he was a the door of the cubicle, reaching for the
heavy sted handle.

The door was sedled.

He had expected it. Back at the humming banks of machinery, he tore loose a handful of reays.
A flashing pop as the main power cables shorted, sending up acrid fumes and throwing the metersto
a dead hdt. The door fel open, its lock inoperative. Benteley raced down the hal toward Moore's
centra lab. On the way he crashed into a lounging Hill guard. Bentdey knocked him down and
grabbed the man's Popper. He turned the corner and plunged into the lab.

Moore lay limp and motionless within his own protective ring. Around him a group of his
technicians were working on the second synthetic body, dready partly ‘assembled in the fluid baths
suspended over the work-tables. None of the technicians was armed.

Circling the lab was a honeycomb of chambers, samdl cubicles in which men sat a screens, eyes
fixed intently, bodies supported by identica equipment. A momentary vison of mirror duplications of
his own cube, the other operators, and then Bentedley broke away. He waved the fluttering
technicians back and glanced briefly into Moores screen. The body hadn't reached the resort
baloon; hewasin time.

Bentdley killed the limp, unprotesting body of Herb Moore,

The effect on the Pellig body was ingtantaneous. It gave a convulsve legp tha carried it in a
spinning trgectory off the Lunar surface. The body whirled and darted grotesquely, a crazed thing
dancing a furious rhythm of death. Somewhere dong the line, as the body swooped and soared, it
managed to pull itself out and level off. Moore led the body upward, arced it in a vast sweeping
circle, and then shot off for deep space.

On the screen, the Lunar surface receded. It dwindled and became a ball. Then a dot. Then it
was gone.

The lab doors burst open. Verrick and Eleanor Stevens entered quickly. "What did you do?"
Verrick demanded hoarsdly. "He's gone crazy; he's heading away from . . ." He saw the lifeless body
of Herb Moore. "So that'sit," he said softly.

Bentdley got out of the [db—fast. Verrick didn't try to stop him; he sood amlessy fumbling at
Moore's corpse, his massive face dack and vacant, numbed with shock.

Down the descent ramp Bentdey raced. Reaching the ground, he plunged out onto the dark late-
evening street As a group of Farben personnd streamed hesitantly out after him, he entered the
illuminated taxi yard and hailed one of the parked urbtrans ships.

"Where to, Sr or madam?' the MacMillan driver asked, as it did back its doors and gunned its
turbines.
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"To Bremen," Bentdley gasped. He snapped his seat-straps in place and quickly dotted his neck
againg the take-off impact. "And make it fast."

The MacMillan's metdlic voice sounded in agreement as it operated its jet portions. The smal
high-speed ship which was its mechanica body shot swiftly into the sky, and Farben fell behind.

"Set me down a the big interplan fidd,” Bentdley ordered. "Do you know any interplan flight
schedules?!

"No, but | can hook you up to an information circuit.”

"Forget it," Benteley said. He wondered briefly how much of his conversation with Wakeman had
been picked up by the baance of the Corps. Whether he liked it or not, Luna was the only place he
stood a chance of safety. All nine planets were now Hill-operated degth traps: Verrick would never
rest until he had paid him back. But there was no tdling what reception he would get from the
Directorate. He might be shot on sight as one of Verrick's agents. On the other hand, he might be
regarded as Cartwright's savior.

Where was the synthetic body going?

"Here's the fidd, Sr or madam,” the driver said to him. The taxi was settling down at the public
parking lot.

The fidd was manned by Hill personnd. Bentdey could see intercon liners and interplan
transports resting here and there, and greet hordes of people. Among the people Hill guards moved
around keeping order. Suddenly Benteley changed his mind.

"Don't set down. Head back up.”

"You nameit, Sir or madam." The ship obediently rose.

"lan't there amilitary field around someplace?’

"The Directorate maintains a smal military repair fiedd a Navik. You want to go there? It's
forbidden for non-military shipsto set down in that area. I'll have to drop you over the sde”

"Fine" Bentdey sad. "That sounds like exactly what | want."

Leon Cartwright was fully awake when the Corpsman came running to his quarters. "How far
away is he?' Cart-wright asked. Even with the injection of sodium pentathol he had dept only a few
hours.

"Pretty close, | suppose.”

"Peter Wakeman is dead,” the Corpsman said.

Cartwright got quickly to hisfeet. "Who killed him?'

"The assassin.”

"Then he's here." Cartwright yanked out his hand wegpon. "What kind of defense can we put up?
How did he find me? What happened to the network at Batavia?'

Rita O'Nelll entered the room, white-faced and quiet. "The Corps broke down completdly. Pellig
forced hisway directly to the inner fortress and found you were gone."

Cartwright glanced briefly at her, then back at the Corpsman. "What happened to your people?’

"Our drategy faled,” the Corpsman sad smply. "Verrick had some kind of deception. | think
Wakeman had it andyzed before he died.”

Ritareacted. "Wakeman's dead?’

"Pdlig got him," Cartwright said curtly. "That cuts us off from the Corps. Werre completdy on our
own." He turned to the Corpsman. "What's the exact dtuation? Have you definitely located the
n?'
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"Our emergency network has collgpsed. When Wakeman was killed, we totdly lost lock with
Pellig. We have no ideawhere he is. We haven't made any contact whatsoever."

"If Pellig has got this far," Cartwright said thoughtfully, "we don't have much chance of stopping
him."

"Wakeman was handling it," Ritablazed savagely. "Y ou can do much better.”

"Why?"

"Because—" She shrugged impatiently. "Wakeman was nothing compared to you. He was a
nonentity. A little bureaucrat.”

Cartwright showed her his gun. "Remember this? | had this popper in the back seet of the car for
years. | never had to useit. It was till there; | sent ateam to get it for me.” He ran his hand down the
familiar metd tube. "Sentimentd attachment, | suppose.”

"You're going to defend yourself with that thing?" Ritas black eyes smoldered furioudy. "That's dl
you're going to do?"

"Right now I'm hungry,” Cartwright said mildly. "Whet time is it? We might as well have dinner
while were waiting."

"Thisisn't the time—" Rita began, but at that moment the Corpsman cut her off.

"Mr. Cartwright,” he interrupted, "a ship from Earth is landing. Just a moment." His attention
turned inward and then he continued, "Mgor Shaeffer is aboard with the remaining Corpsmen.
And—" He broke off. "Theré's more. He wants to see you immediately."

"Fing" Cartwright said. "Where is he?'

"Hell meet you here. HE's coming up the ramp right now."

Cartwright fumbled in his coat pocket for his crumpled pack of cigarettes. "Strange," he said to
Rita "Wakeman dead, after dl his careful planning.”

"I'm not sorry for Wakeman. | only wish you'd do something instead of just standing there.”

"Wadl," Cartwright said, "I can't go anywhere. And welve tried everything we know. Therés not a
hell of alot left, when you get down toit. | can't help thinking if one man is redly determined to kill
another, there's not much that can be done to stop him. Y ou can ddlay him, you can make it hard for
him, you can do alot of intricate things that take up alot of time and energy, but sooner or later he
shows up."

"I think I liked you better when you were afraid,” Ritasaid hitterly. "At least | understood that.”

"Don't you undergtand this?'

"You were afraid of death. Now you're not human—you have no emotions. Maybe you're dead.
Y ou might aswdll be dead."

"I'll make a concession,” Cartwright said. "I'll Sit facing the door.” He settled gingerly on the edge
of atable, his popper in his pam, a digpassionate expression on his face. "What does Pdllig look
like?' he asked the Corpsman.

"Young. Thin. Blond. No specid characterigtics.

"What kind of weapon is he usng?'

"He has a thumb-gun. That's a heat beam principle. Of course he may have something more we
don't know about."

" want to recognize Pdlig when | see him," Cartwright explained to Rita. "He may be the next
person through that door."

The next person through the door was Mgjor Shaeffer.

"l brought this man with me," Shaeffer explained to Cartwright, as he entered the room. "1 think
you'll want to tak to him."
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A dark, neetly-dressed classfied man in his early thirties had entered dightly behind Sheeffer. He
and Cartwright shook hands as Shaeffer briefly introduced them.

"Thisis Ted Bentdey," Sheeffer sad. "A saf of Reese Verrick's.

"You'e a little premature" Cartwright said. "You can go downramp to the pool and the game
room and the bar. The assassin ought to be showing up any time, now; it won't be long."

Bentdley laughed, sharply and tensely. He was more rumpled and on edge than they had first
reglized.

"Sheeffer isincorrect,” he said. "I'm not under oath to Verrick any longer. | left him."

"Y ou broke your oath?' Cartwright asked.

"He broke his oath to me. | |€ft in a considerable hurry. | came here directly from Farben. There
were complications.”

"Hekilled Herb Moore," Shaeffer said.

"Not exactly," Benteley corrected. "I killed his body."

Rita's breath caught sharply. "What happened?’

Benteley explained the stuation. When he was perhaps hdf through, Cartwright interrupted with a
question. "Where's Pellig? The last we heard he was around here, somewhere, not more than a few
miles from the resort."

"The Pellig body is on its way toward deep space," Bentdley said. "Moore isn't interested in you;
he's got his own problems. When he redized he was stuck in the synthetic body, he left Luna and
headed straight out.”

"Headed where?' Cartwright asked.

"I don't know."

"It doesn't matter,” Rita said impatiently. "He's not after you; that's what's important. Maybe he
went insane. Maybe he's lost control of the body."

"It's possble" Benteley admitted. "It was an event he didn't expect; he had just smashed your
teep net." He explained how Moore destroyed Peter Wakeman.

"We know that," Cartwright said. "What kind of velocity isthe synthetic capable of 7!

"C-plus," Bentdley answered. "Aren't you satisfied Moore is moving away from here?"

Cartwright licked hislips. "l know where he's going."

There was a quick murmur and then Sheeffer said, "Of course” He rapidly scanned Cartwright's
mind. "He has to find some way to Say dive. Bentdey gave me alot of involuntary materid on the
way here; | can congruct most of the missng parts. Moore will undoubtedly find Preston with the
information he has."

Benteley was astounded. "Preston! Is he alive?"

"That explains the prior informationd request,” Cartwright said. "Verrick must have tapped the
closed-circuit ipvic beam from the ship." His cigarette came to an end; he dropped it, ground it out
wrathfully, and lit another. "I should have paid more attention when Wakeman brought it up.”

"What could you have done?' Shaeffer asked.

"Our ship is close to Preston's ship. Moore wouldn't be interested in it, though.” Cartwright shook
his head irritably. "Is there any way we can set up a screen to follow Moore?”

"I suppose s0," Bentdley said. "lpvic arranged a congtant visua beam from the body back to
Farben. We could cut into it; it's sill being rddayed. | know the frequency of the channd.” A thought
gruck him. "Harry Tate's under fief to Verrick."

"Everybody seemsto be under fief to Verrick," Cartwright said. "Isthere anybody at ipvic we can
work with?'
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"Put pressure on Tate. If you cut him off from Verrick, hell cooperate. He isn't keen on this Stuff,
according to what Eleanor Stevenstold me."

Sheeffer looked into his mind with interest. "She told you a lot. Since she left us and went to
Farben she's been useful.”

"Yes, I'd like to keep some kind of a visud check on the Pdllig body." Cartwright fumbled with
his popper and findly did it into a half-unpacked suitcase on the floor. "We're better off now, of
course. Thanks, Bentdley." He nodded vagudy to Benteley. " So things have changed. Pdlig won't be
coming here. We don't have to worry about that, any more.”

Rita was eying Bentdey intently. "You didn't break your oath? You don't condgder that you're a
fdon?'

"l told you," Benteley said, returning her hard stare. "Verrick broke his oath to me. He released
me by betraying me."

There was an uncomfortable slence. "Wdl," Cartwright said, "1 till want something to eat. Let's
have lunch or dinner or something, and you can explain the rest to us.” He moved toward the door,
the ghost of a rdieved amile on his tired face. "We have time, now. My fird assassn is a closed
book. We don't have any reason to hurry."
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FOURTEEN

ASTHEY ate, Benteley put hisfedingsinto words. "I killed Moore because | had no choice. Ina
few seconds he would have turned Pellig over to a technician and returned to his own body at
Farben. Pellig would have gone on and detonated againgt you; some of Moore's staff are that loya."

"How close would the body have had to be?' Cartwright asked.

"The body got within less than three miles of you. Two miles closer and Verrick would now
dominate the known system.”

"No actual contact was necessary?’

"I hed time for only a quick look at the wiring, but a standard proximity mechanism tuned to your
brain pattern was wired into the circuit. And then there's the power of the bomb itsdlf. The law
specifies no wegpon a man can't carry in one hand. The bomb was a regulaion H-grenade from the
last war."

"The bomb is" Cartwright reminded him.

"Everything depended on Pdllig?’ Rita asked.

"There was a second synthetic body. It's about half complete. Nobody at Farben expected total
disorganization of the Corps, they got more than they hoped for. But Moore is out of the picture.
The second body will never go into operation; only Moore can bring it to its find stages. He kept
everybody else down to lower levels—and Verrick knows that."

"What happens when Moore reaches Preston?' Rita de-manded. "Then Moore will be back in
the picture again.”

"I didn't know about Preston,” Benteley admitted. "l destroyed Moore's body so he couldn't
leave the synthetic. If Preston is going to help him hell have to work fast. The synthetic won't last long
in deep space.”

"Why didn't you want him to kill me?" Cartwright inquired.

"I didn't careif hekilled you. | wasn't thinking about you."

"That's not precisely true," Sheeffer said. "The thought was there, as a corollary. When you made
your psychologica break, you automaticaly switched againgt Verrick's strategy. You acted as an
impeding agent semi-voluntarily.”

Benteley wasn't lisening. "'l was tricked from the beginning," he said. "All of them were mixed up
init; Verick, Moore, Eleanor Stevens. From the moment | set foot in the lounge, Wakeman tried to
warn me; he did what he could. | came to the Directorate to get away from rottenness. | wound up
doing its work; Verrick gave me orders and | followed them. But what are you supposed to do in a
society that's corrupt? Are you supposed to obey corrupt laws? Isit a crime to bresk alaw that's a
rotten law, or an oath that's rotten?"

"Itsacrime” Cartwright admitted dowly. "But it may be the right thing to do."

"In asociety of criminas,” Shaeffer offered, "the innocent man goesto jail.”

"Who decides when the society is made up of criminds?' Bentdey demanded. "How do you
know when your society has gone wrong? How do you know when it's right to stop obeying the
laws?'

"Youjug know," Rita ONelll sad fiercely.

"You've got a built-in mechanism?' Benteley asked the woman. "That's greet; | wish | had. | wish
everybody had . . . It must be ahdl of ahandy thing. Therés six hillion of usliving in this system, and
most of us think the system works just fine. Am | supposed to go againgt everybody around me?
They're dl obeying the laws™" He was thinking of Al and Laura Davis. "They're happy, contented,
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satisfied; they-have good jobs, they eat well; they have a nice place to live. Eleanor Stevens said |
had a sck mind. How do | know I'm not asick misfit? A quas-psychotic?

"You haveto havefath in yoursdf," Rita ONelll said.

"Everybody has that. That's a dime a dozen. | stood the rottenness as long as | could and then |
rebelled. Maybe they're right; maybe | am afdon. | think Verrick broke hisoathtome.. . . | think |
was released. But maybe I'm wrong.”

"If youre wrong," Shaeffer pointed out, "you can be shot on sight.”

"l know. But . . ." Benteley struggled up the words. "In away that isn't important. | never kept an
oath because | was afraid of breaking it. | kept it because | didn't think it should be broken. But |
can only go so far. A point came when this whole thing sickened me so much | couldn't work with it
any more. | can't and to get it on my hands! Even if it means being hunted down and shot.”

"That may happen,” Cartwright said. "Y ou say Verrick knew about the bomb?"

"That'sright."

Cartwright reflected. "A protector isn't supposed to send a classified sarf to his desth. That's
reserved for unks. He's supposed to protect his classics, not destroy them. Judge Waring would
know, | supposg; it takes an expert. You didn't know Verrick had been quacked when you took
your oath?'

"No. But they knew."

Cartwright rubbed his grizzled jaw with the back of his hand. "Well, maybe you have a case.
Maybe not. Youre an interesting person, Benteley. What are you going to do, now that you've
tossed off the rules? Are you going to take afedty oath again?'

"l don't think s0," Benteley said.

"Why not?'

"A man shouldn't become another man's sarf.”

"l don't mean that." Cartwright picked his words carefully. "What about a positiond oath?

"l don't know." Benteley shook his head wesarily. "I'm tired. Maybe later on."

Rita O'Neill spoke up. "Y ou should join my uncle's staff. Y ou should swear onto him."

They were dl looking at him. Bentdley said nothing for a while. "The Corps takes a postiond
oath, doesn't it?" he asked presently.

That'sright,” Shaeffer said. "That's the oath Peter Wakeman thought so much of "

"If you're interested,” Cartwright said, his shrewd old eyes on Benteley, "I'll svear you on to
me—as Quizmaster— with a pogtiona oath.”

"I never got my p-card back from Verrick," Benteley said.

A fleeting, potent expression crossed Cartwright's face. "Oh? Well, that can be repaired.” He
reached in his coat and got out a small carefully-wrapped package. With dow, ddiberate fingers he
unwrapped the package and laid the contents on the table.

There were a dozen power cards.

Cartwright sorted through them, selected one, examined it intently, then replaced the othersin the
package and wrapped them up tight. He restored them to his pocket and passed the single p-card to
Benteley. "Two dollars does it. And you can keep it; | won't collect it back. You should have one;
everybody ought to have an even chance in the great game."

Benteley got dowly to hisfeet. He dug in hiswallet and presently tossed two paper dollars down.
He pocketed the p-card and stood waiting as Cartwright rose. "Thisfeds familiar,” Bentdley said.

"You know," Cartwright said, "l haven't any idea how the oath goes. Somebody'll have to help
me out."
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"I know it," Bentdey sad. With Rita ONell and Sheeffer watching dlently, he recited the
positiona oath to Quizmaster Cartwright and then abruptly took his seet. His coffee was cold but he
drank it anyhow. He bardly tasted it; he was deep in thought.

"Now you're part of us officidly,” Rita ONelll said.

Benteley grunted.

The woman's eyes were dark and intense. "Y ou saved my uncleslife. You saved dl our lives, the
body would have blown this resort to fragments.”

"Leave him done" Sheeffer said to her warningly.

Ritaignored him. Leaning toward Bentdley, her srong face avid, she continued, ™Y ou should have
killed Verrick while you were at it. Y ou could have. He was there, too."

Bentdey threw down his fork. "I'm through esting." He got to his fest and left the table. "If
nobody minds, I'll be outsde waking around.”

He strode out of the dining room and into the corridor. A few Directorate officids stood here and
there talking softly. Benteley wandered amlesdy around, his mind in turmoil.

After awhile Rita O'Nelll gppeared at the doorway. She stood watching him, her arms folded
tautly. "I'm sorry," she said presently.

"It'sdl right."

She came up besde him, breathing rapidly, red lips haf-parted. "I shouldn't have sad that.
Y ou've done enough." She put her quick, feverish fingers on Benteley's arm. "Thanks."

Benteley pulled away. "I broke my oath to Verrick; let's face it. But that's dl | can do. | killed
Moore—he was as soulless as he is bodyless. He's nothing but a caculating intellect, not a man. But
I'm not going to touch Reese Verrick.”

Ritas black eyes blazed. "Common sense ought to tell you better than that. Y ou're so noble and
full of ethicd Don't you know what Verrick would do to you if he caught you?'

"Y ou don't know when to stop. | swore on to your uncle; isn't that enough? On paper I'm afelon;
| broke alaw. But | don't consder mysdlf acrimina.” He faced her defiantly. "Understand?"

Ritaretreated. "I don't consder you afelon, ether.” She hestated uncertainly. "Will you try to tell
him whét to do?'

"Cartwright? Of course not."

"Youll let him run things himsdf? Wakeman wouldnt let him. He has to run things you can't
interfere.”

"l never told anybody what to do in my life. All | want to do is—" Benteley shrugged angrily,
unhappily. "l don't know. Be another Al Davis, | suppose. Have my house and a good job. Mind my
own busness.” Hisvoicerose in despair. "But goddam it, not in this system. | want to be an Al Davis
in some world where | can obey the laws, not bresk them. | want to obey the laws! | want to
respect them. | want to respect the people around me.”

Rita was slent a moment. "You respect my uncle. You will, if you don't now." She broke off,
embarrassed. "Don't you respect me?”

"Sure," Benteley said.

"Do you mean it?"

Benteley grinned crookedly. "Of course. Infact . . ."

At the end of the hal Magor Shaeffer appeared. He shouted a Bentdey, fant and shrill.
"Bentdey, run!"

Benteley sood pardyzed. Then he jerked away from Rita O'Neill. "Get in there with your uncle.”
He yanked out his popper.

"But what-"
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Benteley turned and raced down the corridor to the descent ramp. Corpsmen and Directorate
officids scurried everywhere. He reached the ground level and ran desperately toward the balloon-
wadl.

It wastoo late.

A dumsy figure in a hdf-removed Parley suit blocked his way. Eleanor Stevens, red hair flaming,
face pae, gagping for breath, hurried up beside him. "Get out of here" she panted. In the heavy
unfamiliar suit, she sumbled over a supply-carrier and hdf-fel againg the wal. "Ted," she walled.
"Dont try to fight him; just run. If he getsyou—"

"I know," Bentdley sad. "Hell kill me."

At the entrance-sphincter of the balloon, a single high-velocity Hill transport had landed on the
aid surface. Passengers were climbing out; a smdl knot of bulky figures was moving cautioudy
toward the resort.

Reese Verick had arrived.
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FIFTEEN

LEON CARTWRIGHT moved toward the entrance-sphincter. "You had better disappear for
awhile" he said to Benteley, "I'll talk to Verrick."

Shaeffer gave rapid ingructions, a group of Corpsmen came hurrying up, accompanied by a
handful of Directorate officids. "It isn't redly worth it," Sheeffer said to Cartwright. "He might as well
say here. He can't leave the resort and Verrick knows he's here. We might as well get this thrashed
out."

"Verrick can just walk in here?' Bentdley asked heplesdly.

"Of course" Cartwright answered. "This is a public resort. HE's not an assassin; he's an ordinary
citizen."

"Do you mind being present?’ Shaeffer asked Benteley. "It may be—difficult.”

"Il say," Benteley said.

Verick and his smal group pushed dowly through the wide entrance-gohincter. Removing their
uits, they glanced cautioudy around.

"Hello, Verrick," Cartwright said. The two of them shook hands. "Come on insde and have a cup
of coffee. We were eating.”

"Thanks" Verick answered. "Yes, if you don't mind." He looked haggard, but cam. His voice
was low; he followed Cartwright obediently up the corridor toward the dining-room. "You know,
don't you, that Pellig has &ft?!

"l know," Cartwright said. "He's heading out toward John Preston’s ship.”

The others followed after the two of them asthey entered the dining-room and seated themselves.
MacMillans had cleared the table; they rapidly reset cups and saucers. Benteley seated himsdlf
besde Rita ONelll at the far end of the table from Verrick. Verrick saw him, but he gave no sgn
beyond a momentary flicker of recognition. Shaeffer, the other Corpsmen and Directorate officids,
took seats in the background and listened and watched respectfully.

"I suppose hell find it," Verrick murmured. "When | left Farben, he was dready thirty-nine
astronomica units out; | checked with the ipvic monitor. Thanks" He accepted black coffee and
spped it with relief. "A hdl of alot has happened, today.”

"What would Moore do if he got hold of Preston's materid?' Cartwright asked. ™Y ou know him
better than | do."

"It's hard to say. Moore was dways alone wolf. He wasin it for himsdf . . . | provided him with
materials and he worked away on his projects. He's brilliant.”

"| got that impression. Didn't he engineer the whole Pdllig project?’

"It was dl hisidea. | went out and hired him; | knew he was good. | didn't try to tell him what to
do."

Eleanor Stevens had come quietly into the dining-room. She stood, nervous and uncertain, her
smdl thin hands clasped tightly together. After amoment of anxious indecison she dipped into a seat
in the dim recesses of the room and watched wide-eyed, a demure and terrified shape haf-lost in the
shadows.

"l wondered where you went,” Verrick said to her. "You beat me here by—" He examined his
watch.

"Only afew minutes.”

"Will Moore go back to you if he gets what he wants?" Cartwright asked.

"I doubt it. There wouldn't be any red reason.”

"His oath?'
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"He never worried about that sort of thing." Verrick's deep-set eyes strayed vaguely. "It seemsto
be the fashion among the bright young men. | suppose oaths don't seem as important as they did,
once."

Benteley said nothing. Under his fingers his hand-wegpon was cold and moist with perspiration.
His coffee cooled beside him, untouched. Rita O'Neill smoked convulsively, subbed her cigarette
out, lit another and then stubbed out thet.

"Areyou going to cal asecond Chdlenge Convention?' Cartwright asked Verrick.

"Oh, | don't know. Not for awhile" Verrick made an intricate pyramid with his massive hands,
sudied it, then dissolved it back into individud fingers. He gazed absently around the dining-room. "I
don't remember this place. It's Directorate property, isn't it?"

Sheeffer ansvered. "We dways arrange something in advance. Youll recal the interplan gation
we fixed for you outsde Mars. That was congtructed during Robinson's reign.”

"Robinson.” Verrick mused cloudily. "I remember him. God, that was ten years ago. Has it redly
been that long?'

"Why did you come here?' Rita O'Neill's voice cracked out.

Verrick's shaggy eyebrows pulled together in aweary frown. He didn't know Rita, obvioudy. He
turned to Cartwright for an explanation. "My niece" Cartwright said. He introduced them; Rita
glared down at her coffee cup and said nothing. Her lips turned white and she clenched her figts until
Verick forgot her and went back to pyramiding his fingers and brooding.

"Of course” Verick sad findly, "I don't know what Benteley has told you. | suppose you
understand my set-up, by now."

"What Bentley didn't tell me ordly, Shaeffer scanned,” Cartwright answered.

Verrick muttered obscurdly. "Then you know dl | have to say by way of explanation,” he finished.
He raised his massve head. "Can | take that for granted?”

"Yes" Cartwright said, nodding. "Of course.

"l don' intend to bring in anything to do with Herb Moore. As far as I'm concerned that's over
and finished." Verrick struggled with his pocket and findly brought out a massve Hopper popper,
which he propped upright againg his water glass and ngpkin ring. "I can't very well kill Bentdley here
a the table. I'll wait until later on." A thought struck him. "I don't have to kill him here at the resort.
He can go back with me and I'll kill him adong the way, somewhere.”

Sheeffer and Cartwright exchanged glances. Verrick took no interest; he gazed down broodingly
at his popper and paw-like hands.

"That redly doesn't matter,” Cartwright sad. "But we should clear up one thing. Bentey is
presently under oath to me, as Quizmaster. He took a positiond oath.”

"But he can't," Verrick said. "He broke his oath to me; that negates his freedom to swear on."

"Well," Cartwright said, "I don't consider that he broke his oath to you.”

"Y ou betrayed him," Shaeffer explained to Verrick.

Verrick reflected at length. "I'm not conscious of any betrayd. | performed the duties and
obligations due from my end."

"That's not even remotely true," Shaeffer contradicted.

There was a moment of slence.

Verrick grunted, retrieved his popper, examined it, and then shoved it back in his coat pocket.
"Well have to get advice on this" he murmured. "Let'stry to get Judge Waring up here.”

"Fine," Cartwright agreed. "That's satisfactory. Do you want to stay here during the interval ?"

"Thanks" Verrick sad appreciatively. "I'm tired as hdll. What | need is a good long res." He
gazed around him. "This looks like just the place.”
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Judge Fdix Waring was a grouchy, hunched-over old gnome in a moth-eaten black suit and old-
fashioned hat, a heavy legd binder under hisarm. He was the highest ranking jurist in the system; and
he had along white beard.

"I know who you are," he muttered curtly, glancing a Cartwright. "And you, too." He nodded
briefly a Verrick. "You and your million gold dollars. That Pellig of yours was a fizzle, wasn't he?'
He cackled glesfully. "I never liked the looks of him. | knew he was no good. He didnt have a
muscle on him."

It was "morning” in the resort.

The ship that had brought Judge Waring had quietly disgorged MacMillan newsmachines, Hill
officids, and more Directorate bureaucrats. Ipvic technicians came in their own ship; a steedy stream
of workmen moved through the sphincters into the baloon. Signdmen with tangled reds of
communication wiring thrown over their shoulders wandered everywhere, stringing up ipvic tv
equipment. Toward the middle of the day the resort became a hive of noisy, determined activity.
Moation was everywhere, figures coming and going with serious expressons.

"How'sthis?' aDirectorate officid was saying to one of the ipvic men.

"Not big enough. What about that place over there?'

"That's the main game room."

"Thet'll be fine" Equipment was waved toward the entrance arch. "The acoustics will be blurred
but that's okay, isn't it?"

"Not on your life. We want no boom; use something smaller.”

"Don't gep through the bdloon,” a soldier warned a work-crew setting up transmission
equipment.

"It's pretty tough,” atechnician said. "This place was made to handle tourists and drunks."

The centrad game room had rapidly filled with men and women in bright-colored vacation clothes.
They scampered and played and amused themsdves as the technicians and work-crews laid out
tables and machinery. MacMillans were everywhere, getting underfoot and blundering among the
game-players.

Bentdey sood off in a corner watching gloomily. The laughing, gaily-clad men and women
sprinted back and forth; shuffleboard was a popular sport, as well as softbal and soccer. No purdy
intellectua games were permitted. This was a psych resort: the games were thergpeutic. A few feet
from Bentdey a purple-haired young girl was determinedly hunched over a three-dimensiond color
board, forming el aborate combinations of shapes, tones, and textures, with sharp little quivers of her
hands.

"It'snice, here" RitaO'Nelll said in hisear.

Benteley nodded.

"We dill have some time, before they begin." Rita meditatively tossed a garishly-painted disc into
the middle of aflock of robot ducks. One duck dutifully fell dead, and a score rang itself up on the
marker. "You want to play something? Exercise and enjoy yoursdf? I'm dying to try some of these
things out."

The two of them edged through the people and into the sde gym, Rita leading the way.
Directorate soldiers had stripped off their green uniforms and were tilting with magnetic fidds,
pressure beams, artificia high-grav steps, a variety of muscle-building equipment. In the center of the
room an interested group was watching a Corpsman wrestle a MacMillan robot.

"Very hedthful,” Bentdey sad grimly.
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"Oh, this is a wonderful place. Don't you think Leon has put on weight? He looks a lot better
since the Pdllig business ended.”

"Hell probably live to be an old man,” Benteley agreed.

Rita flushed. "There's no need for that. You can't realy be loyd to anybody, can you? You're
only thinking of yoursdf."

Benteley moved on; after a moment Rita followed. "Is Judge Waring going to make his decison
with dl these enthusiasts running around?' Benteley demanded. He had come to a raised web on
which tanned figures were stretching out in the sun. "Everybody seems to be having awonderful time,
Even the MacMillans are enjoying themsdves. The menaceis past. The N has departed.”

Rita happily took off her clothes, gave diem to amechanica attendant, and tossed hersdlf into one
of the quavering webs. Low-grav counterfields released her body; she spun dizzily into the depths of
the web and &fter a time emerged, bresthless and flushed, clutching wildly for something to hang
onto.

Benteley pulled her to a tanding postion. "Take it easy.”

"| forgot about the low grav." Laughing and excited, she pulled away from him and amed hersdf
for a deeper section of the webs.. "Come on, it'sfun! | never redlized, before.”

"I'll wetch," Bentley said gloomily.

The woman's lithe body disgppeared for a time. The web vibrated and bounced; eventudly she
emerged to the surface and lay stretched languidly out, the artificid sun gleaming from her perspiring
back and shoulders. Closing her eyes, she yawned gratefully.

"It'sgood to rest,” she murmured drowsly.

"Thisisthe placefor it," Benteley pargphrased Verick. "If you have nothing €se on your mind."

There was no answer. Ritawas adeep.

Benteley stood with his hands in his pockets, surrounded by a blur of joyful color and mation.
Laughing people romped by him; ceaseless games were started and restarted. In a corner Leon
Cartwright was taking with a barrel-chested grim-faced man. Harry Tate, president of the Inter-Plan
Visud Indugtries Corporation, was congratulating Cartwright on his successful bout with his first
assassin. Bentdey gazed a the two of them until they separated. Findly he turned away from the
webs—and found himsdf facing Eleanor Stevens.

"Who is she?' Eleanor asked in a bright, clipped voice.

"Cartwright's niece."

"Have you known her very long?'

"l just met her."

"She's pretty. She's older than |, isn't she?' Eleanor's smdll face was frigid as meta; she smiled up
a him likeamerry tin doll. "She must be thirty, a least.”

"Not quite," Benteley said.

Eleanor shrugged. "It doesn't matter." She started away suddenly; after a moment Benteley warily
followed. "Want a drink?" she said over her shoulder. "It's so damn hot in here. All the ydlling gives
me a headache."

"No thanks," Benteley said, as Eleanor hagtily scooped a martini from awall-tray. "l want to stay
sober."

Eleanor drolled dong, turning the tal glass this way and that between her thin fingers. "They're
about to start. They're going to let that stupid old goat decide.”

"I know," Bentdley said listlesdy.

"He hardly knows what's going on. Verick pulled the wool over his eyes a the Convention; hell
do it again. Has there been any news about Moore?!
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"lpvic has their screen set up here, for Cartwright's use. Verrick doesn't care; he didn't interfere.”

"What does it show?'

"I don't know. | haven't bothered to look." Benteley came to a hdt. Through a half-open door he
had caught a glimpse of atable and chairs, ashtrays, recording instruments. "Is that-"

"That's the room they set up." Suddenly Eleanor gave acry of terror. "Ted, please get me out of
here!”

Reese Verrick had moved past the door of the room.

"He knows," Eleanor said icily, as she pushed amlessy among the laughing people. "I came to
warn you—remember? Ted, he knows."

"Too bad," Bentdey sad vagudly.

"Don't you care?!

"I'm sorry," Benteley said. "There's nothing | can do to Reese Verrick. If there was, | suppose I'd
doit. Maybe not."

"You can kill him!" Her voice was shrill with hysteria "Y ou have agun. You can kill him before he
kills both of ud"

"No," Bentdley said. "I'm not going to kill Reese Verick. That's out. I'll wait and see what
happens. In any case, I'm finished with that."

"And. .. with me?'

"Y ou knew about the bomb."

Eleanor shuddered. "What could | do?" She hurried after him, frantic with gpprehension, "Ted, |
couldn't stop it, could I?*

"Y ou knew that night when we were together. When you talked meinto it."

"Yed" Eleanor did defiantly in front of him, blocking his way. "That's right." Her green eyes
glittered wildly. "I knew. But | meant everything | said to you. | meant it dl, Ted."

"Chrigt," Bentdey muttered. He turned away, disgusted.

"Listen to me." She caught imploringly at his arm. "Reese knew, too. Everybody knew. It couldn't
be heped—sornebody had to be in it, didn't they? Answer mel" She sumbled after him. "Answer
mel" she screamed.

Bentdley stepped back, as a grumbling white-bearded little old man pushed angrily past him
toward the antechamber. He disgppeared inside the room and dropped his heavy book on the table
with athump. He blew bis nose, moved critically around examining the chairs, and findly took a seet
a the head of the table. Reese Verrick, sanding glumly at the windows, exchanged a few words
with him. A moment later Leon Cartwright followed after Judge Waring.

Benteley's heart resumed besting, dowly and reluctantly. The sesson was reedy to begin.
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SIXTEEN

THERE were five people in the room.

Judge Waring sat a one end of the table, surrounded by his law books and tapes. Leon
Cartwright faced the massive, ponderous figure of Reese Verrick, separated by two hegped ashtrays
and an ugly pitcher of ice water. Benteley and Mgor Shaeffer sat across from each other a the low
end of the table. The fina chair was empty; Odter, the ipvic technicians, the Directorate officids, the
Hill brass, had been barred. They were in the game room and the gym and basking around the pool.
Through the heavy wood door of the ante-chamber filtered the faint vibrations of men and women at
play.

"No smoking,” Judge Waring muttered. He glared suspicioudy from Verrick to Cartwright and
back to Verrick. "Is the recording business going?'

"Yes" Shaeffer said.

The recording robot crept agilely dong the table and took up a postion in front of Reese Verrick.
"Thanks," Verrick said, as he collected his papers and prepared to begin.

"Isthisthe fdlow?' Waring asked, indicating Benteley.

"He'sthe one | camefor,” Verrick said, with abrief glance a Benteley. "But he's not the only one.
They're dl bresking ther oaths, turning didoyd and betraying me" His voice tralled off vagudly.
"Certainly not like the old days" He roused himsdf and quietly ddivered his satement. "Benteley
was dropped by Oiseau-Lyre. He was a derdlict classfied without a position. He came to me a
Batavia looking for an 8-8 pogition; that's his class. Things were bad for me, at that time. | didn't
know what lay ahead; | was thinking | might have to lay off some of my own gaff. Anyhow, | took
him on, in spite of my own uncertainty. | took him into my household, gave him an gpartment a
Farben."

Shaeffer shot a quick glance at Cartwright; he was ahead of Verrick's spoken words.

"Everything was in disorder, but | gave Bentdey what he wanted. | put him on my biochemist
research gaff. | gave him a woman to deep with, fed him, and took care of him. | brought him into
my biggest project.” Verrick raised his voice a trifle. "He was given a responsble pogtion in the
project, & his own insstence. He stated he wanted to get in on policy-leve. | trusted him and gave
him what he asked for. At the crucid moment he betrayed me. He killed his immediate superior,
dropped his work, and fled. He was too cowardly to go on, so he broke his oath. The critica
project collapsed because of him. He came here aboard a Directorate ship and tried to swear on to
the Quizmaster."

Verrick was dlent. He had finished.

Benteley heard the words with a kind of dull growing surprise. Was that what had happened?
Waring was looking a him curioudy, waiting for him to soesk. Bentdley shrugged; he had nothing to
say. It was out of his hands entirely.

Cartwright spoke up. "What was Benteley's job in this project?’

Verrick hestated. "He was doing substantialy the same work as the other class 8-8 people.”

"Wasthere any difference?’

Verrick was slent amoment. "Not that | can recall.”

"That'salie" Shaeffer said to Judge Waring. "He knows of adifference.”

Verrick nodded reluctantly. "There was one difference,” he admitted. "Benteley asked for and got
theinitid postion. He would have taken the project to itsfind stage. He was trusted completely.”

"What was that stage?" Judge Waring asked.

"Benteley's death,” Cartwright answered.
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Verick didn't contradict him. He examined his papers moodily until findly Judge Waring asked,
"Isthat true?"

Verrick nodded.

"Did Benteley know?" Judge Waring demanded.

"Not at fird. It waan't possible to make the information, available to him immediady; he had just
arived on the staff. He betrayed me when he found out." Verrick's heavy hands gripped his papers
convulsvely. "He destroyed the project. They dl pulled out; they dl let me down."

"Who else betrayed you?' Shaeffer asked curioudly.

Verrick's strong jaw moved. "Eleanor Stevens. Herb Moore.”

"Oh," Sheeffer said. "l thought M oore was the man Benteley killed."

Verrick nodded. "Moore was his immediate superior. He was in charge of the project.”

"If Benteley killed Moore, and Moore had betrayed you . . ." Shaeffer turend to Judge Waring.
"It sounds asiif Benteley was acting asaloyd saf.”

Verrick snorted. "Moore betrayed me afterwards. After Benteley—" He broke off.

"Go on," Sheeffer said.

"After Bentdley killed him," Verrick said woodenly, and with difficulty.

"What'sthat?' Judge Waring asked testily. "'l don't understand.”

"Tdl him what the project was," Sheeffer suggested mildly. "Then hell understand.”

Verick studied the table in front of him. He dog-eared a paper and finaly spoke. "1 have nothing
more to say." He got dowly to his feet. "I withdraw the materid relaing to Moorée's death. That
redly in't rlevant.”

"What do you stand on?" Cartwright asked.

"Benteley pulled out and dropped his work. He left the job | assigned him, the job he took on
when he swore on to me."

"Yes" Verick agreed. "But he should have stayed. It was hisjob."

Cartwright dso rose. "I have nothing else to say," he said to Judge Waring. "1 swore Benteley on
because | consdered him legitimately free of his prior oath to Verrick. | consdered the oath broken
by Verrick. Benteley was sent to his death without knowledge. A protector isn't supposed to send a
classfied saf to involuntary death. If the sarf has a classfication, he must get that serf's written
agreement.”

Judge Waring's beard bobbed up and down. "A classified serf must agree. A protector can only
destroy his classified serf on an involuntary basis if the serf has broken his oath. In bresking his oath,
the sexf forfats his rights but remains his protector's property.” Judge Waring gathered up his law
books and tapes. "The case here rests on one point. If the protector in question broke his side of the
oath fird, the saf in question was legdly within his rights to drop his work and leave. But if the
protector did not break his side of the oath prior to the serf's departure, then the serf is afelon and
lidble to the death pendty.”

Cartwright moved toward the door. Verick followed after him, his heavy face dark and
brooding, hands shoved deep in his pockets. "That's it, then,” Cartwright said. "Wl wait for your
decison.”

Bentdley was with Rita O'Nelll when the decison came. Shaeffer gpproached him briefly. "I've
been scanning old Judge Waring," he said. "He's findly made up his mind."

It was "evening" in the resort. Benteley and Rita were dtting in one of the smdl sde-bars of the
resort, two vague shapes in the dim color-twisting shadows that hung around their table. A single
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auminum candle sputtered between them. Directorate officias were gtting here and there in the
room, murmuring, gazing vacantly ahead, Spping ther drinks. A MacMillan moved slently around.
"Wd|?' Bentdey sad. "What isit?"

"It's in your favor," Sheeffer said. "Hell announce it in a few minutes. Cartwright told me to let
you know as soon as possible.”

"Then Verrick has no clam over me" Benteley said wonderingly. "I'm safe.”

"That's right." Shaeffer moved away from the table. "Congratulations” He disgppeared through
the entrance and was gone.

Rita put her hand on Bentdley's. "Thank heavens.”

Benteley fet no emotion, only an empty sort of daze. "l guess that settles it,” he murmured. He
absently watched a flow of color move up the side of the wall, hover againgt the ceiling and then re-
descend like a fluid spider. It dissolved back into basic swirls and dabs, then formed once more and
started its dow crawl back up.

"We should celebrate,” Rita said.

"Yes, I'm where | wanted to be" Benteley dpped the remains of his drink. "Working for the
Directorate. Swvorn in to the Quizmaster. Thisiswhat | set out for, that day. It ssemslike along time
ago. Well, I'vefindly arrived."

He gazed down at his glass and was silent.

"How do you fed?'

"Not much different.”

Rita tore gpart a match folder and fed the fragments to the metdlic candle. Y ou're not satisfied,
areyou?'

"I'm asfar from satisfaction asit's humanly possbleto be"

"Why?" she asked softly.

"I havent redly done anything. | thought it was the Hills, but Wakeman was right. It isn't the
Hills—it's the whole society. The stench is everywhere. Getting away from the Hill system doesn't
help me or anybody e He pushed his drink angrily away. "l could smply hold my nose and
pretend it isn't there. But that isn't enough. Something has to be done about it. The whole wesk,
bright thing has to be pulled down. It's rotten, corrupt . . . it'sready to fal on its face. But something
hasto go up in its place; something has to be built. Tearing down isn't enough. I've got to help build
up the new. It hasto be different for other people. I'd like to do something thet redly dtersthings. |
have to do something that dtersthings"

"Maybe you can."

Bentdley looked ahead into the future, from where he was dtting. "How? Wher€ll the chance
come from? I'm gill aserf. I'm ill tied down and under oath.”

"You're young. Were both young. Weve got a lot of years ahead of us to do things and plan
things" Ritalifted her glass. "Weve awhole lifetime to dter the course of the universe”

Benteley amiled. "Okay. Ill drink to that." He raised his own glass and touched hers with a clear
cink. "But not too much." His amile ebbed away. "Verick is ill hanging around. I'll wait until he
leaves to do my drinking."

Rita finished feeding bits of paper to the white-hot candle flame. "What would happen if he killed
you?"'

"They'd shoot him."

"What would happen if he killed my uncle?'

"They'd take away his power card. HEd never be Quizmaster.”

"He won't be Quizmagter anyhow,” Ritasaid quietly.
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"What's on your mind?' Benteley roused himsdf. "What are you thinking?'

"I don't believe hell go back empty-handed. He can't stop at this point.” She glanced up at him,
dark-eyed and serious. "It's not over, Ted. He hasto kill somebody."

Bentdley sarted to answer. At that moment a dim shadow fell over the table. He glanced up, one
hand in his pocket, againgt the cold hed of hisgun.

"Hdlo," Eleanor Stevens sad. "Mind if | join you?'

She sat down quietly facing them, hands folded camly in front of her, afixed, mechanica amile on
her lips. Her green eyes flashed brightly at Benteley and then at Rita. In the half-shadows of the bar
her hair glowed a deep rust red, soft and heavy againgt her bare neck and shoulders.

"Who are you?' Ritasaid.

Green eyes dancing, Eleanor leaned forward to light her cigarette from the candle. "Just a name.
Not redly aperson, any more. Isn't that right, Ted?'

"You better get out of here" Bentdey said. "I don't think Verrick wants you with us"

"l haven't seen Verrick since | got here. Except a a disance. Maybe I'll leave him. Maybe I'll just
walk off; everybody €l se ssemsto be doing it."

"Be careful,” Bentdey sad.

"Caeful? About what?' Eleanor blew a cloud of gray smoke around Bentdey and Rita "I
couldnt help hearing what you were saying. You're right.” Her eyes were fixed intently on Rita; she
gpoke rapidly in asharp, brittle voice. "Verrick istrying to decide. He wants you, Ted, but hell settle
for Cartwright if he can't get you. He's down in his quarters trying to make up his mind. He used to
have Moore around to arrange things in a neat mathematica equation. Assgn an arbitrary vaue of
plus 50 for killing Bentdey. But minus 100 for being shot in retribution. Assgn an arbitrary vaue of
plus 40 for killing Cartwright. But aminus 50 for losing his power card. Both ways he loses.”

"That'sright," Benteley said warily. "He loses both ways."

"Here's another,” Eleanor said brightly. "I thought this one up mysdlf." She nodded merrily to Rita
"1 mean, you thought it up. But | made up the equation. Assign an arbitrary vaue of plus 40 for killing
Cartwright. And then try this: assign a minus 100 by Cartwright for being killed. That takes care of
that part; that's for Reese. Then theré's my own, but that's not much.”

"I don't understand what you're talking about,” Rita sad indifferently.

"l do," Benteley sad. "Look out!"”

Eleanor had dready moved. On her feet like aslent cat, she grabbed up the duminum candie and
ground the tube of bubbling flame into Ritals face.

Bentdley dammed the candle away; with atinny grumbleit rolled from the table and clanked onto
the floor. Soundlessly, Eleanor dipped around the table to Rita O'Nelll. Rita sat pawing helplesdy at
her eyes. Her black hair and skin were smoking and charred; the acrid odor of seared flesh filled the
murky air of the bar. Eleanor yanked the woman's hand away. Something glittered between the girl's
fingers, ajagged scarf-pin that came swiftly up a Ritas eyes. Benteley hurled the girl away; she clung
to him desperately, clawing and stabbing blindly until he shook her loose. Green eyes wild and
glazed, she spun away and vanished into the black shadows of the room.

Benteley turned quickly to Rita ONeill. "I'm dl right," Rita said between clenched teeth. "Thanks.
The candle went out and she didn't get me with the pin. Better try to catch her."

People on dl sides were legping up and hurrying over. Eleanor had aready disappeared from the
bar, out into the corridor. A MacMillan medicd attendant wheded efficiently from its emergency
locker, into the bar and over to the table. Rapidly, it cleared the people back, Benteley adong with
the others.
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"Go on," Ritasad patiently, her hands over her face, ebows resting againgt the table. "Y ou know
where she's going. Try to stop her. Y ou know what hell do to her.”

Benteley left the bar. The corridor was deserted. He began to run toward the descent lift. A
moment later he emerged on the ground level of the resort. A few people stood around here and
there. At the far end of the corridor he glimpsed a flash of green and red; he raced forward. He
turned a corner—and stopped dead.

Eleanor Stevens stood facing Reese Verrick. "Ligen to me" she was saying. "Don't you
understand? It's the only way." Her voice rose in ghrill panic. "Reese, for God's sake believe me.
Take me back! I'm sorry. | won't do it again. | left you but | won't do it again. I'm bringing you this,
aen't1?'

Verick saw Benteley. He amiled dightly and reached out to take firm hold of Eleanor's wrist with
hisiron-hard fingers. "We're back together. All three of us."

"Youve got it wrong," Bentdey said to him. "She didnt mean to betray you. She's completdy
loyd to you."

"I don't think s0," Verrick said. "She isn't worth anything. She's treacherous, childish. She's no
good."

"Then let her go."

Verrick conddered. "No," he said findly. "I'm not going to let her go.”

"Rees2l" the girl walled. "l told you what they said! | told you how you can do it. Don't you
understand? Y ou can do it, now. | made it possible. Take me back, please take me back!"

"Yes" Verick admitted, "I can doit. But | had aready worked it out.”

Benteley stepped in fast. But this time not fast enough.

"Ted!" Eleanor screamed. "Help me!”

Verrick swept her up and lugged her in three giant strides to a supply-sphincter. Beyond the
trangparent balloon the dead, bleak surface of the moon stretched out. Verrick lifted the screaming,
struggling girl high and with one quick shove, threw her sprawling through the sphincter, outside the
balloon.

Benteley stood pardyzed, as Verrick stepped away from the sphincter. The girl sumbled and fell
into the rubble and hegps of frigid rock, arms flailing, her breeth a frozen doud hanging from her
mouth and nose. She tried to drag hersdlf to her feet; her body half-turned toward the baloon, face
digtorted, eyes bulging. For one pleading instant she crept like a mashed insect toward Benteley,
hands groping, dutching futildly.

Then her chest and viscerd cavity burst. Bentdey closed his eyes as an expanding mass of
rupturing, lashing organs burst into the arless void of the Lunar surface, a sickening exploson of
organic parts that immediately solidified to brittle crystds. It was over. The girl was dead.

Numbed, Benteley plucked out his hand wegpon. People were racing up the corridor; an
emergency darm was walling unhappily up and down. Verick sood unmoving, without any
particular expresson.

Shaeffer knocked Benteley's popper from his numb hand. "No good—she's dead. She's dead!”

Benteley nodded. "Yes, | know." Shaeffer bent to pick up the gun. "I'll keep this."

"He's going to get away with it," Benteley said.

"It'slegd," Shaeffer agreed. " She wasn't classfied.”

Bentdley moved away. Vagudy, he made his way back to the ramp in the direction of the
infirmary. Images of the dead girl drifted around him, mixed with the burning face of Rita O'Nelll and
the cold dead horror of the moon's surface. He ssumbled onto the ascent ramp and started dully up.
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Footsteps and hoarse, heavy breathing sounded behind him. The ramp shuddered under a
ponderous weight. Verrick had followed.

"Wait a minute, Bentdey," he sad. "I'll come dong with you. | have an arrangement | want to
discuss with Cartwright, a business transaction | think hell be interested in."

Verick wated until Judge Waring, muttering and fumbling with his char, had findly seated
himsdlf. Across from him Cartwright sat straight and white-faced, till coming out of shock.

"How's your niece?' Verrick asked.

"Shell bedl right,” Cartwright said. "Thanks to Benteley."

"Yes" Verick agreed. "I dways thought Benteley had something. | knew he could act when it
was necessary. It was her face Eleanor struck for?”

"They can fix her up with artigraft. It didn't get to her eyes, mostly her skin and hair. It was her
eyesthe girl was after.”

Bentdey couldn't stop looking a Reese Verrick. Verick seemed cdm and collected. His
breathing had returned to normd; his face had a gray, mottled look but his hands had stopped
trembling. It was as if he were recovering his strength from an orgy of sexud passon, a pasm of
total release, brief and overwheming.

"What do you want?' Cartwright asked him. He turned to Judge Waring. "I don't know what this
isabout.”

"No," Judge Waring agreed crosdly. "What isthis, Reese? What have you got on your mind?"

"l want you to be here," Verrick said to him. "I have a proposa to offer Cartwright. | want you to
hear it out and see that it'slegd.” He got out his massive popper and placed it on the table in front of
him. "We've come to a dead end. | think nobody will disagree. You can't kill me, Leon. I'm not an
assassin; it would be murder and you'd be liable. I'm here as aguest.”

"You're perfectly welcome," Cartwright said tonelesdy, not taking his eyes from Verrick.

"I came here to kill Bentdey, but | can't. Stdemate. Stdlemate on dl sdes: you can't kill me, |
cant kill Benteley, and | can't kill you."

Slence.

"Or can 17" Verrick said thoughtfully. He examined his popper. "1 think maybe | will."

Judge Waring spoke up disgustedly. "You'll be out of the M-game the rest of your life. That's a
supid thing to do. Whet'll it get you?"

"Pleasure. Satisfaction.”

"Will it be any satisfaction to lose your p-card?" Judge Waring demanded.

"No," Verrick admitted. "But | have my three Hills. That won't be affected.”

Cartwright didnt stir. He nodded dightly, following Verrick's line of reasoning. "At least you'd
come out of thisaive. You'd be that much ahead of me, wouldn't you?"

"That's right,” Verrick agreed. "1 wouldn't be Quizmaster, but neither would you. They'd have to
twitch the bottle again.”

Shaeffer entered the room. He glanced at Judge Waring and took a seet. "Leon,” he said to
Cartwright, "this is a bluff on his part. The girl took him the idea before he killed her. He doean't
intend to kill you. He wants to scare you—" Shaeffer's cold eyesflickered. "Interesting.”

"l know," Cartwright said. "He's going to give me achoice: Degth or an arrangement. What'sthe
arrangement; Reese?"

Verrick dug into his pocket and got out his power card. "A swap," he said. "Y our card for mine."

"That'll make you Quizmagter,” Cartwright observed.
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"And youll be dive Youll come out of this with your life. Il come out of it with the
Quizmagtership. The staemate is broken.”

"Then you'll have Bentdey," Cartwright said.

"That'sright,” Verrick answered.

Cartwright turned to Sheeffer. "Will he kill meif | refuse?’

Sheeffer was dlent for a long time. "Yes"" he sad at lagt. "Héll kill you. He won't leave here
without killing you or getting Benteley back. If you don't trade, hdll pop you and give up his card. If
you trade, helll have Bentdey again. Either way he gets one of you. He knows he can't get both.”

"Which would he prefer?' Cartwright asked, interested.

"Held prefer to have Benteley. He's reached the point where he respects you; dmost admires
you. And he has to have Benteley under control again.”

Cartwright searched his pockets until he found his nest little package of power cards. He sorted
through them dowly. "Isthislegd?' he said to Judge Waring.

"You can trade" Waring said gruffly. "People buy and sdl them dl thetime.”

Bentdey hdf-rose. Heplesdy, he gestured. " Cartwright, are you redly—"

"Sit down and keep 4iill," Judge Waring snapped sharply. "Y ou have no say in this”

Cartwright found the correct card, checked it with his other papers, and then laid it down on
the'table.

"Therdsmine."

"You're willing to trade?' Verrick demanded.

"That'sright."

"You understand what it means? You're legdly giving up your postion. With your card goes
everything."

"l know," Cartwright said. "l understand the law."

Verick turned around and faced Bentdey. The two of them gazed at each other a moment,
neither of them speaking. Then Verrick grunted. "It'saded,” he said.

"Wait," Bentdley said thickly. "For God's sake, Cartwright. You can't jus—" He broke off
futildy. ™Y ou know what hell do to me, don't you?'

Cartwright ignored him; he was returning the little package of p-cards to his coat pocket. "Go
ahead,” he said mildly to Verrick. "Let's get it over with so | can go downgtairs and see how Ritais.”

"Fine" Verrick said. He reached forward and picked up Cartwright's power card. "Now I'm
Quizmaster.”

Cartwright's hand came out of his pocket. With his small, antiquated popper he shot Reese
Verrick directly in the heart. Still clutching the power card, Verrick did forward and lay with his face
againg the table, eyes wide, mouth dack with wonder.

"Isit legd?" Cartwright asked the old Judge.

"Yes" Waring admitted admiringly. "Absolutdy." He nodded solemnly. "Of course, you lose that
packet of cards you hold."

"I redize that," Cartwright said. He tossed them to the Judge. "I like it here at the resort. Thisis
the fird time I've ever been in amodern leisure resort. | ook forward to sunning myself and teking it
easy. I'm an old man and I'm tired."

Benteley sagged. "He's dead. It's over."

"Oh, yes'" Cartwright agreed. "It's completely over." He got to his feet. "Now we can go
downgtairs and see how Ritais.”
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SEVENTEEN

RITA ONEILL was on her feet, when Bentdey and Cartwright entered the infirmary. "I'm al
right," she said huskily. "What happened?’

"Verrick's dead,” Benteley said.

"Yes, were dl finished,"” Cartwright added. He went up to his niece and kissed the pde
trangparent halo of bandage that covered the woman'sface. "Y ou've lost some of your hair.”

"It1l grow back," Rita sad. "Is he redly dead?' She sat down shakily on a glisgening medica
table. "Y ou killed him and came out with your own life?"

"I came out with everything but my power card,” Cartwright said. He explained what had
happened.

"Now there's no Quizmaster. The bottle will have to be twitched ahead. Itll take a day or s0 to
st the mechanism forward.” He grinned wryly. "I should know; 1've worked on it often enough.”

"It'shard to bdieve," Ritasad. "It ssems asif there's dways been a Reese Verick."

"It'strue, though." Cartwright searched his pockets and brought out a dog-eared black notebook.
He made a check mark and then closed it. "Everything but Herb Moore. We 4ill have that to worry
about. The ship hasn't yet landed, and the Pellig body is somewhere in the area, somewhere within a
few hundred thousand miles of Flame Disc." He hestated, then continued, "As a matter of fact, the
ipvic monitor says Moore reached Preston's ship and entered it.”

There was an uneasy Slence.

"Could he destroy our ship?' Rita asked.

"Eadly," Benteley said. "He could probably wreck agood part of the Disc at the sametime.”

"Maybe John Preston will do something to him," Rita suggested hopefully. But there was no
conviction in her voice.

"Part of this depends on the next Quizmaster,” Benteley pointed out. "Some kind of a work-crew
should go out and try to round up Moore. The body will be deteriorating; we might be able to
destroy him some way."

"Not after he reaches Preston,” Cartwright said gloomily.

"l think we should gpproach the next Quizmaster on it," Benteley perssted. "Moore will be a
menace to the system.”

"Very esdly.”

"Y ou think the next Quizmaster would agree?”’

"| think s0," Cartwright said, "since you're the next Quizmaster. That is, assuming you've dill got
the power card | gave you."

Benteley had the card. Unbelievingly, he got it out and examined it. The card dipped from his
trembling fingers, he pounced on it and swept it jerkily up. ™Y ou expect me to believe this?'

"No, not for another twenty-four hours.”

Benteley turned the card over and studied every part of it. The p-card looked like any other; the
same shape and size and color and texture. "Where the hell did you get it?"

"The origina owner thought five dollars was a good price for it, condgdering market conditions. |
forget his name.”

"Y ou've been carrying this around?'

"I've been carrying a whole packet of them around,” Cartwright answered. "I took a loss on that
one, but | wanted to make sure you accepted it. And | wanted to be sure it was a legd, binding
transaction. Not aloan but aregular sale, the kind that goes on constantly.”
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"Give me awhile to adjust." Bentedley managed to get the p-card back in his pocket. "Is this redly
on the leve?'

"Yes" Cartwright said. "And don't loseit."

"Then you've worked out a system of prediction. The thing everyone has been looking for. That's
how you got to be Quizmaster.”

"No," Cartwright answered. "1 can't predict the bottle twitches any better than the next person. |
have no formula.

"But you had this card! Y ou know what's coming upl”

"What | did," Cartwright admitted, "was tamper with the bottle machinery. During my lifetime I've
had access to Geneva athousand times. | threw abiasonit. | can't predict what it's going to do, so |
did the next best thing. | set up the numbers of the power cards | had been able to buy, in such a
way that they conditute the next nine twitches. If you think a minute, | got to be Quizmaster on my
own power card, not one | bought. | should have worked that out better; that gives me away, if
anybody stops long enough to andyzeit."

"How long ago did you begin to work on this?' Benteley asked.

"When | was a young man. Like everybody ese | wanted a fool-proof system by which | could
predict the twitches. | studied dl the papers on bottle construction, Heisenberg's Principle, everything
related to randomness and prediction, cause and effect. | got in as a genera repairman of eectronic
equipment. When | was in my late thirties | worked on the bottle a Geneva, down in the basic
controls. By that time | redlized | couldn't predict it. Nobody could. The Uncertainty Principle is on
the levd; the movement of subatomic particles on which the twitches are based is beyond human
cdculation.”

"Was that ethical?' Benteley asked. "That kicks over the board, doesn't it?"

"l played the game for years" Cartwright said. "Mogt people go on playing the game dl their
lives. Then | began to redize the rules were set up so | couldn't win. Who wants to play that kind of
game? We're betting againg the house, and the house dwayswins."

"That's true," Bentdey agreed. After a time he sad, "No, there's no point in playing a rigged
game. But what's your answer? What do you do when you discover the rules are fixed so you can't
win?'

"You dowhat | did: you draw up new rules and play by them. Rules by which al the players have
the same odds. And the M-game doesn't give those odds. The M-game, the whole classification
system, is stacked againgt us. So | said to mysdlf, what sort of rules would be better? | sat down and
worked them out. From then on | played according to them, as if they were dready in operation.”
He added, "And | joined the Preston Society."

"Why?"

"Because Preston saw through the rules, too. He wanted what | wanted, a game in which
everybody stood a chance of winning. Not that | expect everybody to carry off the same sSize pot at
the end of the game. | don't intend to divide the winnings evenly. But | think everybody ought to have
his chance at those winnings."

"Then you knew you were Quizmagter even before they came to notify you.”

"I knew weeks in advance. | had set a bias on the bottle the last time | was cdled to repair it.
Every time | worked on the mechanism | threw more and more bias on it. The lagt time | was able to
get complete control. At this moment it doesn't operate randomly at al. | have it sacked years ahead
... But that won't be necessary, now. | didn't have anybody to take over, in those days.”

"What are you going to do now?"' Benteley asked. "Y ou can't hold power again.”
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"I told you: I'm going to retire. Rita and | never redly stopped work long enough to enjoy
oursalves. I'm going to spend the rest of my days sunning myself in some modern leisure resort, like
this one. I'm looking forward to deeping, contemplating, printing leeflets.”

"What kind of |eaflets?"

"On the Care and Maintenance of Electronic Equipment,” Cartwright said. "My specidty.”

Rita spoke up. ™Y ou have about twenty-four hours, Ted. Then you're Quizmagter. Y ou're where
my uncle was, afew days ago. You'l be waiting for them to come and notify you. That was quite a
moment, when we heard them landing on the roof. And Mgor Sheeffer came clumping in with his
briefcase."

"Shaeffer knows," Cartwright said. "He and | worked it out before | gave you the card.”

"Then the Corps will respect the twitch?'

"The Corps will respect you" Cartwright answered quietly. "It's going to be a big job. Things are
happening. The stars are opening up like roses. The Disc is out there . . . a hdf-way point. The
whole systlem will be changing.”

"You think you can handle it?' Rita asked Benteley.

"l think s0," Benteley said thoughtfully. "I wanted to get where | could make changes; here | am.”
Suddenly he laughed. "I'm probably the first person who was ever under oath to himsdf. I'm both
protector and sexf a the same time. | have the power of life and deeth over mysdlf.”

"Maybe," Cartwright said, impressed, "that might catch on. It sounds like a good kind of oath, to
me. You take full responsbility for protection and for carrying out the work. You have nobody to
answer to but your own—conscience. Is that the right word?”

Magor Shaeffer hurried into the room. "That's the right word, according to the history tapes. |
have some information. Theipvic monitor'sin with afind report on Moore."

It took a moment. Then Cartwright responded. "Find?"

"The ipvic people followed the synthetic body to the point it entered Preston's ship; you knew
that. The body entered the ship, spoke to Preston, and began investigating the machinery that
maintains Preston. At that point the image cut off."

"Cut off? Why?'

"According to the repair technicians, the synthetic body detonated itsef. Moore, the ship, John
Preston and his machinery, were blow to ash. A direct visua image has dready been picked up by
innerplan astronomers.”

"Did some kind of field trigger the bomb?' Benteley asked. "It was critica as hell.”

"The ipvic image showed Moore ddiberately opening the synthetic's chest and shorting the bomb-
leads." Shaeffer shrugged. "It would be interesting to find out why. | think we better send out a crew
to see what can be put back together. I'm not redly going to deep easily until | know the whole
story."

"l agree," Benteley sad fedingly.

Cartwright got out his black notebook. With alook of bewilderment on his seamed, aged face, he
checked off the last item and restored it to his pocket. "Wadll, that takes care of that. We can pick
over the ash later; right now we have other things to think about." He examined his heavy pocket
watch. "The ship should be landing, soon. If nothing has gone wrong, Groves will presently be setting
down on Flame Disc."
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The Disc was big. Brake-jets screamed dhrilly againgt the rising tug of gravity. Bits of metd paint
flaked down aound Groves, an indicator smashed and somewhere within the hull a feed-line
snapped.

"We're about to collapse,” Konklin grated.

Groves reached up and twisted off the overhead light. The control bubble faded into darkness.

"What the hdl?' Konklin began. And then he saw it

From the viewscreen a soft light radiated, a pae, cold fire that glittered in amoist sheen over the
figures of Groves and Konklin and the control machinery. No stars, no black emptiness of space
were vishle the immense face of the planet had slently expanded until it filled everything. Hame Disc
lay directly below. Thelong flight was over.

"It's eerie” Konklin muttered.

"That's what Preston saw."

"What isit? Some kind of agae?"

"Not thisfar out. Probably radioactive mineras.”

"Whereis Preston?' Konklin demanded. "I thought his ship was going to guide us dl the way."

Groves hedtated, then answered reluctantly. "My meters picked up a thermonuclear explosion
about three hours ago. Distance from us, perhaps ten thousand miles. Since the explosion Preston's
ship hasn't registered on my gravity indicators. Of course, with the Disc S0 close atiny mass like that
might not-"

Jereti came hurrying into the control bubble. He saw the screen and halted. "Good God. That's
it

"That's our new home," Konklin said. "Big, isn't it?"

"What makes that funny light? It's like a seance in here. You're sure that's a planet? Maybe it
redlly is a gpace serpent. | don't think I'd like to live around a space serpent, no matter how big it is”

Konklin left the bubble and hurried down the vibrating thundering corridor. The slent green glow
seemed to follow him as he descended a ramp and came out on the main level At the door of his
cabin, he hated and ood a moment listening.

Down in the cargo hold meager possessons were being assembled. Pots and pans, bedding,
food, clothing, were being gathered up and collected. A murmur of excited, subdued voices filtered
up over the din of the brake-jets. Gardener, the jet stoker, was starting to give out Dodds pressure
suitsand helmets.

Konklin pushed open the cabin door and entered.

Mary glanced quickly up. "Are we there?"

"Not quite. All ready to step out on our new world?’

Mary indicated their hegp of possessons. "I'm packing.”

Konklin laughed. "You and everybody ese. Put that stuff back where it was, we're going to live
here until we get the subsurface domes set up.”

"Oh,” Mary said. Abashed, she began carrying things back to drawers and cupboards and
sorage lockers. "Aren't we even going to set up some sort of—colony?"

"Sure we are." Konklin dapped the bulkhead above his Shoulder. "And this is it-Mary lingered
with an armload of clothes.

"Bill, itll be nice, won't it? | mean, itll be hard at first but later on it won't be so bad. Well be
living mostly underground, the way they do on Uranus and Neptune. That's pretty nice, isn't it?"

"Well make out dl right." Konklin gently took the clothes from her arms. "Let's get down to the
cargo hold and find oursalves Dodds suits. Gardner's giving them out.”
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Janet Shley gregted them, nervous and fluttering with excitement "l cant get into ming" she
gasped. "It'stoo small!”

Konklin helped her zap the heavy materid. "Remember for God's sake, when you're outside be
careful and don't trip. These are the old type suits. You can puncture them on sharp rocks and be
dead in a second.”

"Who gets to step out firgdt?' Mary asked, as she dowly zipped up her bulky suit "Captain
Groves?'

"Whoever's closest to the hatch.”

"Maybe itll be me" Jereti said, coming into the hold and grabbing up his suit. "Maybe I'll be the
first human being to sat foot on Hame Disc.”

They were dill fagtening their suits and talking together in smdl nervous groups when the landing
grens dhrieked into life. "Grab hold!" Konklin shouted above the wailing din. "Hang onto something
and get your suits going!"

The ship struck with a roar that tossed them about like dry leaves. Supplies and possessions
pitched everywhere, as the hull twisted and bucked violently. The brake-jets moaned and fought to
dow the rocking ship as it plowed hideoudy into the ice-hard surface of the planet The lights
flickered and faded out In the blackness the thunder of the jets and the ear-splitting squed of meta
againgt rock deafened the scattered passengers into parayss.

Konklin was thrown againgt a hegp of bedding. Pots and pans rained down on him; in the gloom
he fought his way up until his fingers closed around a hull support. "Mary!" he shouted. "Where are
you?'

In the darkness nearby he felt her moving. "I'm here)" she answered faintly. "I think my helmet's
cracked; it'slesking air."

Konklin caught hold of her. "You're dl right." The ship was ill moving, an inferno of sound and
protesting metd that gradudly dowed to a rductant, uneven hdt. The lights flickered, came on for a
brief moment, and then again faded out. Somewhere moisture dripped dow and steady. Down the
corridor afire crackled among hegps of suppliesthat had tumbled from alocker.

"Get that fire out,” Groves ordered.

With an extinguisher Jereti made his way ungeedily into the corridor. "I guess werre there" he
sad shakily, as he covered the fire. His voice vibrated thinly in their helmet phones.

Somebody lit aflashlight "The hull must have sood up,” Konldin said. "'l don't hear any important
lesks."

"Let'sget out," Mary sad intensdy. "Let's seeit.”

Groves was dready a the hatch. He stood waiting stonily until everybody was around him and
then he began unseding the heavy locks by hand. "The power is dead," he explained. "Leads
snapped someplace.”

The hatch did back. Air whooshed out and Groves moved forward, wide-eyed and immediately
dlent. The others crowded onto the ramp after him; for a moment they stood awed and hesitant.
Then as a group they descended.

Haf-way down Mary stumbled and Jereti halted to caich hold of her. One of the Japanese
optica workers touched the surface first. Agilely, he did over the sde and dropped to the hard-
frozen rock, face excited and eager within his bulging hemet. Grinning up a them, he waved them
on.

"It's okay," he shouted. "No mongtersin sght.”

Mary held back. "Look," she whispered. "Look &t it glow."
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The planet was a angle plain of green light. Wherever they |ooked there was the faint, unwinking
sheen of color, soft and unfocused, on the rocks and boulders, on the ground itself. In the dim green
phosphorescence the group of men and women were strange opaque shapes, black columns of
metal and plagtic stepping awvkwardly and hesitantly down.

"It's been here dl thistime," Jereti said wonderingly. "And nobody to look at it." He kicked at the
frozen rock. "We're the firg to set foot here.”

"Maybe not," Groves said thoughtfully. "As we landed | saw something. | tried to come as close
as possible without hitting it." He undipped his heavy-duty shoulder wegpon. "Preston thought the
Disc might be agtray from another system.”

It was a building, a structure of some kind, resting on the smooth surface ahead. It was a sphere
of some dull metd, without festures or ornaments. Green crystds of frozen gas drifted and blew
around them as they apprehensively approached the sphere.

"How the hell do we get init?" Konklin demanded.

Groves lifted his wegpon. "I dont see any other way," his voice came in their phones. He
queezed the trigger and moved the muzzle in adow circle. "This materid looks like dainless sed.
Thisthing may be man-made.”

Through the szzling, dripping rent, Konklin and Groves crawled. A dull throbbing reached their
ears as they climbed down to the floor of the globe. They were in a single chamber of whirring
machinery. Air shrieked out past them as they stood peering around.

"Plug it up,” Groves said.

Together they managed to get a patch over the lesk then-weapon had cut. Then they turned to
examine the humming bank of mechinery and wiring.

"Wedcome" adry, dusty voice sad mildly.

They spun quickly, the weapon high.

"Don't be afrad,”" the old man continued. "I'm only another human being like yoursdf."

Konklin and Groves stood rooted to the metd floor. "Good God," Groves said thickly. "But |
thought-"

"1," the old man said, "am John Preston.”

A shudder rolled up Konklin's spine. His teeth began to chatter. "You sad his ship was
destroyed. Look a him; he must be amillion years old. And he'sin that solution.”

Asif in agreement, the paper-thin lips moved, and from the mechanica speakers the dry whisper
sounded again. "l am very old," Preston said. "I am amost completdly deaf and paralyzed." The
mouth twisted in a haf-smile. "I have arthritis, as you probably know. And some place dong the line
| lost my glasses. So | can't redlly make you out too clearly.”

"Thisisyour ship?' Konklin demanded. "Y ou landed here ahead of us?'

The ancient head, within its supporting hoop, nodded.

"He'swatching us" Groves sad. "It's frightening. It's not naturd.”

"How long have you been here?' Konklin asked the ancient withered creature suspended in its
nourishing bath.

"You will have to excuse me," Preston answered. "1 can't come down and shake hands with you.”

Konklin blinked. "I guess he didn't hear me" he said uneeslly.

"We represent the Preston Society,” Groves said awvkwardly. "Were following your work. Are
you—"
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"It has been along wait," the old man interrupted him. "It's been many weary years. Many, many
long days aone.”

"Something'swrong!" Konklin snapped fearfully. " Something's the matter with him!™

"He's deaf and blind."

Konklin moved toward the banks of machinery. "Thisisn't a ship. It's something else, smilar to a
ship but not aship. | think—"

"I want to tell you about Flame Disc," John Preston's dry, harsh words interrupted him. "That's
what I'm interested in. That's what | consider important.”

"So do we," Groves said, baffled and confused.

Konklin was feverishly examining the smooth inner surface of the sphere. "This has no drive jetd
It can't go anywhere! It has some sort of anti-grav shidd, like amarker buoy." He legped away from
the machinery. "Groves, this is a buoy. I'm beginning to get it."

"You must hear me out,” Preston was saying. 'l have to tell you about the Disc.”

"There must be more of these buoys™ Konklin said. "This one must have drifted down here;
pulled down by the intense gravity. There must be thousands of them, dl exactly dike."

It came dowly to Groves. "We came in contact with a series of buoys, not a ship. Each one
directed us to the next. We followed atrail of buoysdl the way here, step by step.”

"Do whatever you want," the dry, inexorable voice broke in. "But listen to what | have to say.”

"Shut up!" Konklin shouted.

"l have to remain here" Preston said, dowly and painfully, picking his words with infinite care. "l
don't dare leave. If I-"

"Preston,” Konklin shouted wildly. "What's the sum of two and two?"'

"I know nothing about you," the relentless whisper continued.

"Repest after me!" Konklin shouted. "Mary had alittle lamb, its fleece was white as snow!"

"Stop it," Groves snarled, on the verge of hysteria. "Have you gone crazy?'

"The search has been long,” Preston's withered whisper rasped on monotonoudy. "And it has
brought me nothing. Nothing at dl."

Konklin sagged. He moved away, back toward the rent they had cut. "It's not dive. That isn't a
nourishing bath. That's some kind of volatile substance on which avid image is being projected. Vid
and aud tapes synchronized to form areplica. He's been dead a hundred and fifty years."

There was slence, except for the dry, whispering voice of Preston and it went on and on.

Konklin tore away the patch and scrambled out of the sphere. "Come on," he sgndled to the
others. "Comeonin."

"We got most of that on our phones,” Jereti said, as he struggled into the sphere. "What wasiit dll
about? What the hell was that Mary had alittle lamb?’

He saw the replica of John Preston and his voice stopped. The others scrambled in after him,
excited and breathless. One by one they came to a halt asthey saw the old man, and heard the faint,
dry words whispering through the thinning air of the sphere.

"Sedl it up," Groves ordered, when the last of the Japanese optica workerswasin.

"Isit—" Mary began doubtfully. "But why's he talking like that? Just sort of . . . reciting.”

Konldin put his stiff pressure-glove on the girl's shoulder. "It's only an image. He left hundreds of
them, maybe thousands, scattered through space, al around here. To attract ships and lead them to
the Disc."

"Then he's dead!"
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"He died along time ago," Konldin sad. "You can tdl by looking a him that he died a very old
man. Probably a few years after he found the Disc. He knew ships would be coming out in this
direction, someday. He wanted to bring one of them here, to hisworld."

"l guess he didn't know there would be a Society,” Mary said sadly. "He didn't redize anybody
would actualy be looking for the Disc."

"No," Konldin agreed. "But he knew there would be ships heading out this way."

"It'ssort of . . . disgppointing.”

"No," Groves corrected. "l don't think so. Don't fed bad about it. It's only the physica part of
John Preston that's dead, and that part isn't redly very important.”

"l guess 0," Mary said. She brightened. "It's sort of wonderful, too. In a way, it's sort of a
miracle.

"Shut up and lisen,” Konklin said softly.

They dl became dlent and listened.

"It isn't senseless drive,” the withered image of the old man was saying. Its blind eyes gazed out
over the group of people, not seeing them, not hearing them, not aware of their presence. It was
spesking, ingtead, to listeners far off, watchers far away. "It isn't a brute ingtinct that keeps us restless
and dissatidfied. I'll tdl youwhat it is. it'sthe highest god of man—the need to grow and advance. . .
to find new things . . . to expand. To spread out, reach aress, experiences, comprehend and live in
an evolving fashion. To push adde routine and repetition, to bresk out of mindless monotony and
thrust forward. To keep movingon . .."

THE END
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