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THE GATE

At one-thirty in the morning the vibrations sounded up from the cdllar again. Salsbury dipped out of bed
and pulled on jeans, then went down the stairs through the darkened house. The dog followed, staying
closeto hisheds.

With the cdllar lights out, the circlewas easily visible, but alighter shade now. And for thefirst time, dim
and indistinct, there were shadowy figures—wrong figures. The legs were too thin, the skull narrow, and
half again aslarge as ahu-man skull. It was obvious that the shadowy fig-ures were not men.

Abruptly the blue glow grew lighter and there was aclick, asharp snapping sound. The ringing ceased
and the blue light disappeared . . . leav-ing behind it the circle which now was clear asawindow . . .

A window that did not look out onto this planet!
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CHAPTER1

The Puppet came awake benesath budding apple trees, lying prone in a patch of twisted weeds and dry
brown grass. He was a big man, wel over sx feet and consider-ably more than two hundred pounds,
though none of the weight seemed to be fat. When he was dill, his body was a chisded hulk of rugged
muscles, asif a crude but heroic-minded sculpture had hacked out his uneven ver-son of Ulysses. When
he moved jus the dightet, the sharp edges meted away, and the chisded look gave way to the deek,
oiled smoothness of a cat. The muscles no longer jutted, but rippled. He had the look of a trained fighter,
amercenary.

He was dressed in a black suit of tough nylon that looked vagudly like leather and fitted as well as a
scuba quit bought a gze too smdl. There was a black hood thet fitted over his head, holding his
white-blond hair back from his forehead. He carried a pack on his back, but hardly seemed aware of the
added weight. He gave the impression that, had the pack been a two ton Buick, he would 4ill only
dightly fed its weight.

He rolled onto his back and looked up through the nearly bare branches to the dully gleaming stars
that managed to cut through the soft haze of the early soring fog. His head ached, and one place behind
his right ear throbbed as if a amdl man were insgde methodicaly kick-ing his way out. There was a
curious feding of déja vu, of having been to this place before, but he could not placeit. And how hed he
gotten here? Where was "here’'? Why?

Moving carefully so he would not excite the little man in his head, he sat up and looked around him.
In front and to both sides, the skeletd branches of unadorned trees scratched at the sky and rattled bony
fingersa him, as if they were threatening him. There was nothing there to tdl him anything. He came to
his feet, somewhat wobbly. The little man in his head protested the change of postion by kicking with
both feet. He fdt hairline cracks beginning to spread outwards across his skull from his right temple. In a
moment, his head would split like a mush melon, and it would be dl over. He turned to look behind,
expecting more trees, and he saw the house.

It was an old place, perhaps constructed in the late 1880's or early 1890's. There were many gables,
a bay window, porches around dl sides. Despite its age, it had been maintained in excdlent condition.
Even in the dim, fog-filtered moonlight, he could see the new paint, heavy storm doors, the manicured
look of the shrubbery. The moment he set eyes on the house, the strange throbbing ceased in his head.
The unessy dizziness disspated; he fdt whole. Thiswas the Sght that keyed him. For a mo-ment, he had
been only a confused man, wondering about his circumstance. Now he was a full-fledged Pup-pet . . .
moving according to program.

At the 9ght of the house, he dropped once again to the grass, as if seeking concedment, though the
night and fog and the dark clothes he wore should have been insur-ance enough againgt discovery. After
taking time to study the structure and the surrounding landscape, he came to his feet again, crouching like
an animd on the prowl. There were no lights on in the house; its occu-pants were adeep. Exactly as had
been planned.

He didn't stop to wonder who had planned it this way, or what else there was to this operation.
Presently, there was no part of his mind able to experience curiosty or doubt. He only knew that this
much was good.

Sill hunched like an ape, he loped from the shdlter of the gpple trees and up the long, doping lavn
toward the back of the house which was open to him from this sde. Once, he dmod fdl on the dewy
grass but regained his balance as swiftly as a tightrope walker would recover from a dide on a banana
ped. Through dl of this, he moved with uncanny slence, without even the quick rush of his breath to
disturb the peaceful night,



Seconds after leaving the trees, he did againg the ralling of the back porch and knelt in the shadows,
breething heavily. When there was no outcry, he moved dong the railing, found the steps, moved quietly
up them and across the porch to the door.

The storm door was a solid duminum piece that fitted its molding snugly. The glass had not yet been
replaced with screens, which made entering the place much more difficult. Though not anywhere near
impossble. Nothing was imposshble for him. He had been programmed to meet any contingency.
Kneding, he removed his ruck-sack from his back, took out what he needed, replaced it He took the
amdl, brass-like coin he had gotten from the pack, hdd it fla againg the glass of the sorm door. There
was afant buzzing sound like a swarm of angry bees hovering out above the orchard. He moved the coin
upwards, dong the edge of the glass, leaving emptiness behind as the glass powdered and drifted slently
down onto his feet. When he had created a hole large enough to reach through, he unlocked the door
from indde, sivung it open.

The heavy wooden door beyond had only one win-dow, a amdl ovd three quarters of the way up.
He used the coin to dissolve this, reached through, searching for the lock. His fingers just barely touched
it, but he man-aged to throw it open. With his hand on the outer knob, he swung the porta inward,
ganing access to the dark-ened kitchen.

The interior of the house had been ripped apart a one time, for though the shel was Victorian, the
guts were supermodern. The kitchen was large, ringed with dark wood cupboards and shelves. In the
center of the red stone floor was a heavy dab of wood thet served as a table and cookery work area. In
it were built a snk, disposd, and an oven with dl its fixtures gleaming in the thin light that came through
the two ary windows.

The Puppet took dl thisin without redly examining anything. His perceptions were sharp, quick, like
those of awild animd. He moved from the kitchen into a taste-fully decorated dining area; from there into
aliving room where the furniture done would have bought hdf a dozen Adan families out of poverty.
When he found the steps and started up them, his breething quickened, though he did not know or care
why.

At the top of the carpeted stairs, he dung to the shad-ows dong the left wall, saying away from the
windows on the other sde—an act of indinct more than planning. He breathed through his mouth to cut
down on the noise his lungs made. Ten feet from the head of the dtairs, he stopped, scanned ahead.
When he found the door he wanted, he moved farther aong the corridor. When he reached the proper
door, he leaned againd it, putting his ear to the wood. For a moment, there was no sound. Then he
detected the heavy exhdations of a deeper. Sedthily, he reached out, took the cool brass doorknob in
his hand, turned it,

He opened the door, waked into the room and crossed swiftly to the bed where the man laid with his
back to the wadl, facing the open room just as any man who must be careful learns to deep. The Puppet
judged the posi-tion of the body, then brought his hand up, pam flat-tened for the blow. Before he could
swing, however, there was an exdamation from the degping man. He started to St up, turned and dived
for a cubbyhole in the headboard.

The Puppet corrected his am, swvung his diffened hand, fdt the blow connect solidy with the
sranger's neck. The man grunted, crashed into the headboard he had been trying to reach, bounced
back onto the mattress and was Hill.

Without wasting any time in sdlf-congratulations, the Puppet found the switch on the reading lamp
built into the back of the bed. The fixture dropped a puddle of light onto the center of the rumpled
bedclothes. He hefted the unconscious man around until his face was in the middle of the puddlie. A
broad forehead framed with sparse, black hair. Eyes set deep and close together. A heavy, broken nose,
broken more than once; thick lips, a brutish chin, a scar dong the left jawline. It was the right man,
though the Puppet did not even know his name.

Tuming from the unconscious stranger, he dipped the pack off his back and set it down on an easy
char on the other side of the room. His fingers moved nimbly as he unstrapped its flgp and peered indde,
removed a pigol and a dip of anmunition. He took out a pair of gray gloves, dipped them on, then
loaded the weapon. It was a very authentic weapon, one that fitted the decade of the 1970's; one that



could even be traced to its origind place of purchase, though the records of its owner were lost. When
he was done, he would wipe dl surfaces dean of prints, even though his own prints were not on file
any-where in the world and never would be. If the surfaces were smeared, the police would assume a
known crimind had been responsible, a man hiding his traces carefully. Another fdse trail, of course, just
like the gun. He flicked off the safety and turned. He was only hdfway around when the dam of the other
man's pistol boomed through the room and the hot sting of the bullet bit into histhigh.

The dug did not hit bone, though it tore a chunk of flesh out of hisleg big enough tofill the pam of his
hand. He was spun back againgt the easy chair, fdl over the am and struck the floor hard with the sde
of his head. He fdt the pain of the wound pounding up through his entire body. It shook hisframe as if he
had been grasped in two gigantic hands which were intent upon rending him into little bits and pieces.
With one hand, he reached down and fdt the wound. His hand came away dick with heavy, rich blood.
For a moment, he fdt as if he would pass out. There were dancing, whirling lights in his head. As each
one burgt, a pitch spot replaced it. In a moment, there would be totdl dark-ness—and then, surdly, death.

He heard feet on the floor, moving quickly toward the chair. He dready had the picture. At the
moment, the chair hid him from the stranger, but it would be a usdless barrier in seconds. The man would
come around it, level his gun at the Puppet's head, and camly fill his skull with lead. That might actudly
be nice, part of the Puppet's mind decided. Nice sharp bulletsin the brain would shuff out dl the agony of
the leg wound. Two dugs lodged in the frontd |obe, fragments radiating in dl di-rections, would put an
end to the pounding ache, bring him soft rdlaxing darkness.

With an effort, he roused himsdlf, expelled the longing for rest. He had not been sent here to fail. Too
much de-pended upon his fulfilling the obligations set upon him. He was lying flat on his back, the wind
knocked out of him, a fis-gzed chunk torn from his leg. His Stuation was not pretty. The only thing he
had going for him was his gloved right hand which ill clutched the loaded pis-tol. He tried bringing it
around, redlizing for the firgt time how heavy it was. Perhaps, with a heavy-duty winch, he could lift it. Or
if he had seven or eght strong amsto lend a hand. But he only had two hands, his own. He brought his
left hand over, clamped the pigtol in both pams. Yes, that made it easier. Now it was only about as bad
asripping an oak tree loose of its root system and turning it around for replanting.

He had the gun dmogt in position when the stranger appeared over the am of the chair. It wasn't
exactly where he wanted it, but he pulled the trigger anyway. It took a little over two thousand years to
accomplish that, and he watched the stars dying ingde his head while he waited. Then there was a flash
of light, a booming, and along scream that ended in agurgle.

Abruptly, the gun's weight doubled, tripled, and he could no longer hold it. It fdl out of his hands and
landed on the carpet next to his head. He gritted his teeth and waited for the stranger to take his turn in
the shooting match. While he was waiting, he passed out.

He was in a dark forest, running toward a patch of gray light. Behind, a pack of wild dogs,
davering and keening, were gaining on him. One of the dogs had already attached itself to his leg
and was dowly devour-ing him. Then, a dozen yards from the gray light, he tripped and fell. The
moaning pack drew closer, howling with sudden excitement.

The Puppet woke and batted at the dog, but only dapped his hand on a bloody, pulsng wound in his
own leg. For atime, he could not think where he was. Then the programming took over, and he did not
even care where he was, did not care about anything but the next step of the plan. He had not been
killed. The room was quiet He could remember an ugly scream just as he passed out, one which was not
hisown. He did not scream. Was the stranger dead, as intended?

The thing to do was get up and find out. The only trouble was that his left leg had grown roots into
the floorboards. He grabbed an am of the easy chair, braced his other hand on the floor, Smultaneoudy
pulled and pushed himsdf toward a standing pogtion. But the leg held tight to the carpet. For a brief
ingant, he considered the expediency of taking the disintegrator coin out of his pock and dicng the limb
off. It would save alot of trou-ble. Asif in response, the leg gave a little and started to rise. He got his
good foot under himsdf and, shakily, pushed erect, holding onto the chair until the knuckles of that hand
were a bloodless white.

It took only a moment to discover he had completed the next stage of the plan, perhaps a bit more



messily than anticipated. The stranger lay in the center of the floor, one haf of hisface set a dl the wrong
angles from the other hdf. There was a bullet hole under his jaw.

The Puppet let go of the chair. The room tilted, threatened to turn upside-down. He got hold of it and
throttled it into passvity, then staggered to the corpse. It was surdly a corpse, consdering the wound, but
he had to make certain. He placed a hand againg its chest, could fed no heartbeat. The back of his
hands againg the nos-rils could not detect even the dightest trace of respiration. He turned away and
wobbled back to the easy chair, laid the pigol hdf under it, where it could eesly be seen, closed the
rucksack and strapped that on his back. Hatingly, he wiped dl the shiny surfacesin that hdf of the room,
setting the fase trall. Then, hands dill gloved, he closed the door to the bedroom and tottered down the
hdl to the steps. He sat down heavily on the fird riser and looked at hisleg wound.

The dght of it did nothing for his confidence. The hole was dark with clotted blood. The ragged flesh
around the edges had a curled and blackened look that made him think of charred paper. He probed the
hole with his fingers, found the blunt end of the bullet. When he touched it, pain shot up his leg, making
him double over and bite hislips. He let go of the wound, took a medkit out of his rucksack, lad that out
on the steps. He opened it, withdrew the amdl mechanicad surgeon-hound, pressed the sucking mouth of
it againg the wound, and activated it.

Thetiny robot whirred, launched forward into the bloody flesh, found the bullet, began working at it
with microminiaure blades, then sucked on it, grasped it, and did backwards out of the wound, the job
finished.

There was arush of blood.

Pain fountained up, drowning him.

Thistime when he woke, he felt much better. The bleeding had stopped, and the hedling had aready
begun. He knew, somehow, that the wound was not as danger-ous to him as it would have been to the
granger he had killed. In three days, his leg would be knit. There would be no trace of the wound, no
limp. For the moment there was dill pain, though it was bearable and growing smaler dl the time.

The Puppet packed up the medkit and dipped it into his pack. Cautioudy, he grabbed the raling and
pulled himsdf up. Hopping on his good leg, he went down-stairs. By the time he reached the back porch,
he was able to drag the wounded leg, usng it for minimum sup-port while his good leg did most of the
work. He lurched down the dope, into the orchard, came out of the far end of the trees to a high bank
that looked down on a smdl, winding creek. Waking dong the bank, he found the place where ranwater
hed cut a path into the steep shdf. He worked his way hdfway down the thirty-foot drop, then started
across the face of the embankment, grasping a roots and stones until he came to the mouth of the cave.
Usng hisarms to gain leverage, he lifted hisright leg in, dragged the Ieft over the lip. For atime, he lad in
the mouth of the cave, pulling huge lungfuls of ar deep into his chest, oitting it out in shuddering
exhaations.

When he fdt he could move again, he crawled further into the cave until he came to the luggage that
was sup-posed to be waiting for hm. He did not know how this had been arranged or for what purpose,
but he accepted it without question. There were three trunks of equa sze, equd coloring, dl plain and
unadorned. He leaned againg one of these and stared out of the cave at the amdl patch of foggy sky that
was vishle Now, soon, he would fal adeep. He could not have remained awake had he wanted to. For
two weeks, he would rest in a coma-tose state. His metabolism would drop to such a point that dmost
no air, water, or caoric intake would be nec-essary. He would waken five pounds lighter, thirsty, but
reedy for the next stage of the operation.

At the moment, though, he could not remember what that stage was. Or who he was. All he could
remember was a corpse lying on a bedroom floor, its face dl con-fused, a little tunnd drilled through its
jaw.
Suddenly, he knew he was going to be sick. He crawled back to the mouth of the cave and hung his
head over the lip. When he was done, he dragged himsdf back to the luggage and tried to find the
answers to some questions which had just begun to plague him.

Instead, he fdl adeep.



CHAPTER 2

Two weeks later, he rose out of deepest blackness through blending shades of purple and blue. As he
as-cended like a diver from the ocean bottom, he kept searching for something that had been logt, though
the loss was indefinable, illusve. As the blue became nearly white, he remembered that there should be a
Fourth of July rocket sparking in hisleg, sending pinwhed burdts of color shooting upwards into his head.
Someone had solen the rocket, or perhaps it had burned out. He was trying to think what should be
done about it when the soft whitenessin his skull turned into little, busy fingers that pried open his eydids.

He looked up at ajumble of rocks and earth and was seized with panic that he had been prematurely
interred. He came quickly to his feet, bashed his head solidly againgt the low calling, and sat down again .
..Acave...Thenitdl came back: the Victorian house, break-ing in, killing . . . It was two weeks |ater,
and he was ready for the next step of the plan. Very good.

He examined hisleg. There was afant blue-brown discoloration where a gaping, pulsng hole should
have been. Nothing more. He flexed his thigh muscles, expecting an eruption of agony. There was none.
Everything checked out perfectly. Except . . .

Except that he had killed a man he did not even know. Except thet he did not know who he was. Or
where he was from. Or what he might do next. For a moment, he fdt depressed, confused. But that same
messured, computer-like eficdency that had guided him that night two weeks earlier seemed to rise and
beat back anything resembling human emotions. He began to lose the de-pression, confusion, fear.

Then he remembered the three trunks. He turned, looked behind where they rested againg the red
wal of the cave. They were made of burnished blue-gray metd, not unlike duminum in appearance. The
lids were fitted with hinges of the same metd. There were no locks, no places for keyholes.

He crawled back to them and looked them over. There were no initids on them, no shipping tags. He
tried the lids without success. For amoment he sat there, feding the incomprehension creeping back, the
doors of doubt opening in hismind. But that strange, iron part of him clamped down on those sensations
and returned him to cool reason. He went to the rucksack, opened it, and looked for clues there. He
found the coin that had disn-tegrated the glass, the medkit, and three separately wrapped packages.
brown paper hed shut with rubber bands. He laid the coin and medkit aside and opened the fird of these
parcels. Insde was a bundle of crackling, green fifty dollar bills

Suddenly, the iron part of him unwrapped dl three packages and began counting. Two of the
packages con-tained fifties, the other contained hundreds. Thirty thou-sand dollars in dl. For atime, he
sat, contemplating the money, amiling. But because there was nathing for the programmed part of him to
do, the doubts and emotions began surfacing again. Had he been paid thirty thousand to kill the stranger?
Was he a hired gun, an assassin? No, he could not very wel be a professond killer, for he did not have
the somach for it. He could remember having been ill two weeks ago after killing the stranger. He had
vomited just before going to deep.

Seep...

Had he redly dept two weeks? He remembered some-thing, scrambled back to the mouth of the
cave. The wil-low trees had bright, green tender leaves. When he had gone to deep, they were merdy
studded with buds.

But in two weeks he should have starved, or died of thirst! And what about the leg? Did the average
men hed that swiftly, without complications? Of course not. The more he dlowed his mind to ramble
through this disorder, the more frightening the mysteries became. And the more plentiful. He redized now
that he was being used, that the programmed part of him was operat-ing on some sort of quasi-hypnatic
orders. But who was usng hm? And why? And who was he?



“Victor Sdsbury,” a crisp, even voice said from some-where close by in the cave. “It is time for your
firg briefing.”

Then, in an indtant, there was no question of overcom-ing the iron program. It dapped down on him,
squeezed the aware part of hismind back into the far reaches of his brain. He turned, positioned himsdf
before the middle of the three trunks where, he somehow knew, an 810-40.04 computer was housed.

“Victor Sasbury,” the computer said. “ Remember.”

And he did. He was Victor Sdsbury. Twenty-eight years old. Both parents dead, killed in car crash
when he wasin gxth grade. Hometown: Harrisburg, Pennsylva-nia He was an artis—commercid trying
to make it as creative. He was moving to Oak Grove to find a place to rent and make a studio.
Thousands of mgor and minor memories poured into his consciousness. Memories of childhood, of lifein
the orphanage, of his art schooling, his association with a Harrisburg agency. Now, he had an identity.
Somehow, the aware part of him fdlt, it was not genuine. As if he had been told his padt, rather than
hav-ing experienced it himsdif.

“Do not fight the programming,” the computer said to the tiny part of hismind that held emotions.

But | have killed a man!

“He would have died a month later anyway,” the com-puter explained in its authoritative tones. “And
his deasth would have been much more horrible than anything you could possibly have done to him two
weeks ago.”

How do you know that?

But the 810-40.04 ignored the second question. On the top of the trunk, two sguares of the
burnished metd began to glow softly, a sweet ydlow. Without under-standing how he knew to do this,
Victor Sashury reached out and placed one pam flat one each of the glowing spots. Indantly, the next
step of the operation was flashed into his brain and printed there for eternity. When the squares ceased to
shine, he rose, went to the farthest trunk just as it popped open a a command from the computer. He
took out a suit of conventiond clothes, dressed, and |eft the cave. He had orders to follow.



CHAPTER3

He spent most of that moring up the street from the Oak Grove Greyhound Station—a ponderous
aduminum and glass and concrete structure whose architecture sug-gested modern gothic—waiting for the
bus from Harris-burg so that, when he walked into Wilmar Redlty to pro-ceed with the plan, he could
sy it was by this means he had arrived. He was kept company by a drunk, asmdl boy with fire red har,
and three persgstent pigeons who were absolutely postive he mugt be concedling some de-lightful morsdl
inhis suit pockets. He ignored them dl, answered the boy or the drunk with clipped, terse replies when
slence could no longer be excused. They soon grew wary of him, hisisolation, his even, hard eyes. Even
the pigeons seemed to start avoiding him.

When the bus arrived, dispersed its passengers, and cir-cled the block, heading back for Harrisburg,
he got up, moving like a cat, and walked down the street toward the Wilmar Redty Agency.

He stepped through the plate glass door which shut behind, and rdished the cool breath of
ar-conditioning. Outside, the heat had been nearly intolerable. The place was one huge room amost
large enough to hold go-cart racesin. It had been partitioned dong the rear into five office cubicles, each
without a calling or door so that one got the ludicrous impresson of looking into the toilet galsin alow
class men's gymnasum. The greatest part of the room was an unpartitioned lounge with ashtrays and
disolay boards of Wilmar properties. A receptionist was set before the five cubicles, sarvicing each. The
mao-ment he stepped in, she amiled a plagtic smile “Can | hep you?’

“I'd like to inquire about a house,” he said.

“Renting or buying?’

“It depends on what | like” But thet was a lie, of course. He knew exactly which house. He had,
after dl, killed to obtain it.

“Why don't you look around?’ she said. “Someone will be with you in a moment.” Glittering plastic
teeth shone so hrightly that they amost made him squint.

He scanned severd digplay boards, found the Jacobi house on the third. He had never seen it from
the front (dl actions on tha night two weeks ago had been ini-tisted from the rear), but he knew it
immediately. His mind kept wanting to return to Harold Jacobi, the man he had killed. He had learned the
name from the hypnoatic briefing with the computer. But the iron programmed part of him forced down
any such foolishness.

“Is that something like what you had in mind?’ a gen-tle voice next to hisright shoulder asked.

He turned, smiled automaticaly, and said, “Yes”

The trapped portion of hismind, the humane part that kept trying to assert itsdf, reacted much more
violently. That part had been expecting ajolly, hard-sdll jackass in loud clothes and squesking shoes and
was presented in-stead with this sunning, lithe, five-foot-five-inch blonde with a dark tan and a long fdl
of coarse, bright hair. She made the lovely receptionist look like the boy on the corner. Her face was the
sort of creamy perfection that made Hollywood starlets scream and break mirrors in frugtration. She had
dolen her eyes from alarge cat. The figure under the face came from somewhere in mythology, though it
was not quite obvious whether it was Diana, Venus, or Helen.

She smiled, though it was a dightly unsure amile. Flainly, she expected a greater reaction from men
then the iron Victor Sasbury was giving her. “Were you rent-ing or buying? she asked, flashing even,
white teeth.

“That depends on the property, Miss—’

“Oh, sorry. Lynda Harvey. Just Lynda, please” But even as she said it, she wondered whether he
would un-bend enough to cdl her by her firg name. He gave her the chills so formd, cold, like a hollow
mean. She had watched the pulse in his throat when he had turned to look a her—a standard way of



judging a man's reaction to he—and had seen no change. That was highly un-usud!

“Victor Sdsbury,” he replied.

Very well, if he was going to be so busnedike . . . “The Jacobi estate cdls for a sde, no renting
pro-vison.” Even the factud statements sounded melow, full, sensuous coming from her honeyed lips.
He did not seem to notice. Strange, he did not look queer.

“What's the asking price?’

“Forty-two thousand.”

He did not wince at the price tag as she had expected. Instead, he nodded sharply and said: “Fine.
Let'stake alook at it.” He had considered taking it without being given a tour. But considering the odd
circumgtances around Harold Jacobi's death, he thought that might be unwise. The iron Victor was
irritated with the facade he had to erect, but knew it was necessary to arouse as few suspicions as
possible.

She arranged for one of the other sdlesmen to take a cdl she was expecting, left a memo with the
receptionist, grabbed a big straw purse from the desk in her cubby-hole office, and came briskly across
the floor to where he waited by the front door. “Y our car or mine?’ she asked.

“l came by bus”

“Mines right behind the place. Come on.” She sad it in the tone of a woman used to leading men
around a bit. Not domineering, but efficient and brisk.

Her machine was a copper colored Porsche with a white canvas top. Together, they put the top
down. Two blocks from the Wilmar Redty Agency, he relaxed, un-cramping his long legs as best he
could. She was a good driver; she accelerated samoothly, cornered sharply on the edge between too dow
and too fast. Her maneuvers were swift and clean, and she did not let other drivers bother her. Soon,
they were off on a pleasant country lane fringed on both sides by trees so that, for a great ded of the
drive, they were swathed in cooling shadows. He did not notice the scenery. He stared ahead, only
anxious to get the play-acting done.

“It'salovdy old place,” she sad.

“Yes. So the picture would indicate”

She looked over a him, then back to the road. He was the firsd manin along time who had unsettled
her. There was something creepy about him, yet something attrac-tive she could not define.

“You haven't asked the standard question,” she said.

“What's that?’

“What awoman isdoing as ared estate agent.”

“l suppose awoman could do aswdl asaman,” iron Victor said, gill saring ahead.

She had been expecting alead-in to conversation. With this cool, dmost unconscious rebuttd, she bit
her lip, cursed him slently, and drove on.

Severd minutes later, she pulled the Porsche off the lane, brought it rgpidly up along, curved drive
toward the front of the Jacobi house. She stopped before the front steps thet led to a glassed-in front
porch.

“Do you know the history of the house?’ she asked. “To some people, it might make a difference
about buying or not buying.” Despite the fact that he angered her, she could not be less than honest with
him.

The sunlight broke through the windscreen and caught her yelow hair, sparkled in it, made her green
eyes grow larger. For a moment, he was unsettled. The hidden, confused part of hm swam upward,
shoved out the iron Victor. He said, “1 heard someone was killed here. Could you . . . tdl me about it?’

They Ieft the car, walked into the porch, to the front door. “It wasn't a big surprise to the town,” she
sad as she unlocked the door and pushed it inward.

“A murder wasn't surprisng?’

They moved into the entrance foyer, a charming nook. The soft Victor, sruggling for control of the
body he shared with hisiron counterpart, suddenly fdt a deep sdf-loathing as he tried to imagine the kind
of man with this sort of taste, the kind of man he had murdered. The carpet was green, dark and rich like
oak leaves. The walls were buff, with a dark wood closet on one sde and an origind Spanish all on the



other.

“This murder wasn't surprising. Harold Jacobi lived here in Oak Grove, but made his living off some
crooked little Sddinesin Harrisburg.”

“Oh?’" Iron Victor was getting the upper hand again.

“Yes, Harrishurg is big enough for smal time crooks. Three hundred thousand with suburbs is big
enough to breed high priced cal girls, numbers, some discreet big money card games. Nothing to get the
Federal Govern-ment on dear Harold's tail, but sufficient to make enemies among the competition.”

They waked into the living room, which was every bit as tasteful as the foyer. Again, guilt unbaanced
hismind enough to alow soft Victor a moment in control. “He must have been a sendtive man, though.”

“Harold Jacobi was about as sengtive as a cow flop!”

With his programmed sdf momentarily repressed, he was able to laugh. “I take it he made a pass at
you.”

“No. Not overtly. He was my unde, you see. It's em-barrassing to have such an unde. He was
aways trying to do things for me. All the passes were covert. Just Dear Uncle Harold wanting to help his
niece. Except that his hand was dways draying to my knee. Thingslike that.

Anyway, he l&ft this house to me, so | should show some respect. If he just hadn't been such a bore
of aman!”

“But the decorations are so well done.”

She grinned asif a a private joke. “He had the Fabu-lous Bureau do it.”

“Fabulous Bureau?’

“You should have heard of them. They're from Harrisburg. A new interior decorating firm. Two nice
young boys. Very dear boys, if you know what | mean. They came out here in a mauve Cadillac and
spent a month of eight-hour days, flitting about like birds. They ate mogt of their lunches in the restaurant
where | eat That's how | came to know them, though it wasn't my feminine charm that won them. Just a
mutud interest in art. Despite what you might think of their sort, youll have to admit the Fabulous Bureau
fdlows did a fabulous job, eh?’

The unprogrammed Victor could not resist tdlling her, as the computer had informed him, that he was
an artist. She was impressed, as he had hoped. He was afraid she would ask him to draw something on
the spot, the diché request made of dl artists. Somehow, he fdt that if he tried to draw a person, it would
look like atree. A tree would look vagudy like a person; a house like a barn, a barn like an automoabile,
and automobile like God-knew-what.

Then, as hisquilt lessened over the murder of Harold Jacobi, he fdt the stedy, cool ater-ego surging
upward. Everything shimmered. He moved, again, like a robot.

They toured the house with little conversation, though she tried to initiate some severa times and
seemed puz-zled that, when he was so close to coming out of his shdll, he had suddenly drawn back into
it. The drive back to town, to arrange financding terms, was gilted and uncom-fortable as far as Lynda
was concerned. Iron Victor Sals-bury only stared sraight ahead.

The vice-president of the mgor loca bank was hesi-tant about giving a mortgage to an artist without
afull-time job. He softened considerably when Salsbury produced thirty thousand in cash, proceeded to
pay twenty thousand on the house, and deposited five thou-sand in savings and four thousand in
checking. His gold-plated, slver-dollar heart thumped dmost audibly at the Sght of so much money, and
he concluded ther confer-ence with alecture on the dangers of carrying so much money around on one's
person.

At his request, Lynda helped him buy a car, adightly used MGB-GT, bright ydlow with a black top.
The programmed Victor Sasbury did not care what sort of vehicde he had; the other part of him liked the
honeybee bug. He wrote out a check for the ful amount, waited while the suspicious sdlesman checked it
with the bank, came back dl smiles and closed out the dedl.

After that, Lynda returned to her agency, and he went to buy groceries. A complete, standard list of
purchases was programmed into his mind, and he chose the aticles like an automaton, moving
mechanicdly up and down the aildes. It was a quarter until Sx in the evening when he reached the Jacobi
house, now the Salsbury residence. He put the groceries away, made a supper of eggs, ham and toast.



He opened a cold beer automaticdly, asif this was the thing to do, part of the front he had to put up. The
average man would St down on his porch with a beer of a soring evening. To preserve the illuson of
naturalness, so did he. The view from the stoop was a bresth-taking panorama of green Pennsylvanian
hills Deep insde his mind, the soft Victor appreciated that scene and said, softly to himsdf, “Wdl, let's
see what happens next.”



CHAPTER4

What happened next was that he acquired the quickest drunk in the history of beer drinking. As he
watched the sun disappear and leave bloody streaks behind it in the sky, his eyes began to fed funny, as
if they were coated with fuzz. His head was doing an apache dance with the rest of his body for a
partner. Warily, he rose, staggered indde, up the steps, which were ridiculoudy difficult to negotiste. He
gtarted for the master bedroom, but the soft Victor had visons of a head whose two haves were out of
kilter, and he meandered back towards the hal to a guest room. The bed had a cover, but no sheets. He
found sheetsin alinen closet, brought them back, but could not manage to get them on the mattress. The
damn thing kept changing Sze and jumping around. FAndly he gave it up and crawled under the spread.
He remem-bered that he had his clothes on, then decided that would make up for having no sheets. In
the back of hismind, he made a note to try to discover the reason for his high sus-ceptibility to acohal.
Then he passed out.

He had a nice dream that got bad. Very bad.

He was standing in a field of clover. The sun was streaming through trees at the side of the
field and throwing shadows and strips of brilliance across him. It was late afternoon, and already
the cooler air of evening had drifted in. A darkly tanned blonde with thick, long hair was walking
across the field toward him. Her eyes were clover green and transparent so that he seemed to be
looking through them, miles and miles and miles into some other worldly landscape. She held out
her arms to him. As he took her into his embrace, she grew suddenly stiff and began talking in an
even voice, cool, dispassion-ate, the voice of iron Victor.

He woke, smacking his lips and wondering what had died insde his mouth. He tried to spit the little
animd out, found it was his tongue, decided to save it. His ears were ringing. He yawned, trying to pop
them. But the ringing continued. The phone would not be hooked up until tomorrow, and he had set no
dam. Y the longer he lisgened the more certain he was that the whining sound was redl, not imagined.
He pushed to the sde of the bed and looked down at his feet, alittle surprised that he had not even taken
off his shoes, but not too con-cerned abot it.

He stood up and immediatdy wished he hadn't. He was apparently some creature God had designed
for hori-zontd existence. As soon as he was verticd, his eyes bugged out a foot, his head swdled to four
times its norma Sze, and his ssomach turned ingde out and died. He decided that the worst that could
happen had dready happened. With that in mind he went through the door into the hdlway, leaned
agang the wdl and listened to the noise.

It was coming from the lower part of the house. He went down the steps, wondering why, if they
were going to put an escadator in, they didn't make it a good one. The steps went back and forth as wel
as up and down, and it took one along time to reach the living room floor. When he got there, he found
the noise was coming from a lower point yet. He found the cdlar door, opened it. The ringing sound
washed over him, twice as loud now, the sound of heavy machinery masked by the eectronic hum. He
burped, squinted into the gloom, flicked on the lights, and carefully descended the cellar Sairs.

Standing in the center of the cdlar, the noise around him &kin to that in a lathe shop, he tried to locate
the exact source of the sound. At last, he zeroed in on a sec-tion of wal to his right. When he placed his
hands on it, he could fed afar-away vibration. He thought he de-tected a change in the coloration of the
wadl here, but could not be certain. On impulse, he flicked off the light.

Immediately, a glowing blue circle, Sx feet in diame-ter, appeared on the wall.

He redized, then, that soft Victor had been in control of this body ever since he had awakened.
Now, the iron part of hm surged up, radiating fear, and struggled for the reins. Soft Victor shrank into
the recesses of hismind.



He looked at the circle, evenly cdculaing now, dill fearful. The edges of the mark were as perfectly
defined asif it had been the terminus of a high intengty flashlight beam. But nothing of that sort was being
played on the wal from anywhere in the room. If anything, the light was coming from the other side.

Then, while he watched it, the circle dimmed, faded, and was gone. So was the ringing. He waited
another fifteen minutes, wondering what he was to do. The pro-gram seemed to be faling him. Though,
whatever was happening, he was sure to be involved in it soon. After dl, he had not acquired this
particular house merdy to livein. He had only to wait, and he would discover what was going to happen.

As he cimbed the stairs again, the iron Victor dipped out of dominance and released contral to its
ater-ego. Wearier than ever, he returned to bed, fdl quickly into deep after undressing this time.
Unfortunatdy, he had the same dream. The one that began nicdly and ended badly. At least it was about
Lynda

The next morning was no fun. The thing that had died in his mouth the previous night had begun to
rot. And even though it was his tongue, he was sore put to retain it rather than throw it away. While he
was degping, some-one had laid his head open with a mdlet, and he needed most of the morning to push
his brains back ingde.

By noon, as the iron portion of him dightly asserted it-salf—though not with its previous intensty—he
was fed-ing wdl enough to go back to the cave to retrieve the trunks. They were dl there, three neat
strong, closed pieces without locks or keyholes. “Wdl,” Sdsbury said to the computer, “everything went
farly wel.”

There was no answer.

He detailed his transactions with the house, car, and groceries. The 810-40.04 just stood there,
looking like nathing more than a common inanimete clothes trunk.

“What about the noisein the cdlar?” Sdsbury asked. “And the light circle on the wall?’

But there was no reply. He kicked it solidly, then wished he hadn't. The blow sent shock waves up
hisleg, deep throbbings of pain, while the trunk did not even sport asmdl dent. He searched through the
quiet, iron part of hismind for clues, but that programmed section seemed to be growing more hazy, less
well defined with every passng moment, and he learned nothing useful. He shrugged, decided he might as
wel move things into the house and wait for the pint-sized mechanicd brain to get over its sulking.

He grabbed the firg trunk, tested it for weight. Sud-denly, it was floating severd inches off the floor,
doing some absurd Indian fakir'strick. A handle did out of the end, gppearing magicdly from the smooth
metd. He grabbed that, tugged hard. A little too hard. The trunk moved as if it weighed dl of three
ounces. It knocked him down, sailed over him, and came to rest a the mouth of the cave, tilted asif it
would dide down the embank-ment and into the creek, but il floating.

He got up, pushed it asde getly this time, and moved out the opening onto the narrow ledge,
grasping roots and rocks with one hand, towing the trunk with the other. Five minutes later, it was in the
house, upgtairs in the room he had dept in. He pressed it to the floor, where it remained when he let go.
Smart piece of luggage. A suitcase with a built-in porter beats the hdl out of tipping.

He brought the second in without problems, went back for the 810-40.04. “I'll leave you here, |
guess,” he said.

Nothing.

“l mean, if you won't talk—"

Nothing.

He wished he could tap the programmed part, wished he would start moving again with the swiftness
and pur-pose of yesterday. At leadt, then, he would find out what was going to happen. Vadllating like
this, confused, he fdt he could eedly go out of his mind. But the computer knew that he had a high
curiogty index and would not leave it in the cave for fear of missng something. The computer knew
evarything there was to know about him. Everything . . .

“Damn you!” Salsbury snapped at the computer, tug-ging on its proffered handle. It floated up to
meet him. He walked toward the opening, dragging it behind. When he was nearly to the entrance, he
heard the scrab-bling noise outside, the sound of stones fdling down the embankment. Iron Victor,

though dying, flushed terror through Salsbury's body.



He pushed the trunk behind, to the floor, to get it out of his way, then went on dl fours againg the
cave wal. Quite chillingly, he wondered if his usefulness to the plan were up; perhaps another mysery
figurein black scuba suit would kill him. Was that why the midget com-puter was no longer taking? Was
he to become another Harold Jacobi?

Nice thought.

And he didn't have a weapon with him.

The only thing good about the Stuation was that he had had the last traces of hangover frightened out
of him. He was clear-headed enough to know not to move. He tried to release control of his body and let
iron Victor command. But iron Victor was having none of that. He lay gill and waited.

For awnhile, dl was slent. Then stones rattled down the embankment again, louder than before. Then
athird time.

Some of his tensgon began to ebb. Surdy, if it was a black-garbed killer out there, he would not be
30 dumsy. It seemed more likely, on reflection, that it was nothing more than a child playing, a child who
did not even know he wasin the cave. In that case, it would be better to come into the open immediately
rather than wait to be discovered and give the impression he had been hiding here. Cautioudy, he moved
to the opening, trying to think whét to say.

But even that problem evaporated when he looked outside. The intruder was not a playful child nor a
black-hearted murderous villan. He was just an over-grown, black and tan mutt. The slly beast looked
forlorly at Salsbury, histongue ldlling. He had every right to that expression, for he had worked his way
aong the narrow ledge to the cave mouth, evidently following Sasbury'strail. Now he had logt his nerve.
He could not come farther, for the ledge disappeared for a space of three feet before continuing.
Sdshury could step across it, but the dog would have to jump. This beast was a lit-tle too smart or
cowardly to risk that. Yet he couldn't go back, for there was no room for him to turn around.

When Sasbury made a friendly advance, he found the dog in no mood for disagreement. He picked
him up, dung him under his arm, and used his free hand to reach the top of the embankment where he
deposited the mutt to the accompaniment of a great ded of whuffing, puffing, whining, and grateful
licking. He had gained a friend. He patted the dobbering anima on the head and returned for the
computer.

When he came topside again, the dog was waiting for him, followed him to the house. After Salsbury
put the computer upstairs with the other trunks, he went outside and found the dog waiting in front of the
gorm door, his head cocked curioudy to one side. It dawned on him then that he might have use for the
animd. It could warn himif another black figure came out of the orchard one night.

He spent the rest of the day learning about Intrepid (as he fittingly named the muitt), and sdtiating his
appetite. The mutt had a huge hunger. He was more than alittle affectionate and had a habit of whinnying
like a horse when he was excited, which sound he would augment with ralling, brown eyes. Sasbury aso
discovered the dog was housebroken, which was a decided blessng.

Now and then, Intrepid would stop his games and look drangdly at his new magter, as if unable to
find a scent for him. He would not growl or become anxious, merely look confused. Salsbury wondered
if the dog sensed the hallowness of his master as his master sensed it in his own psyche. He was not
redly a man, only a prop created by the 810-40.04.

That night, when he went to bed, Intrepid dept on a furry blue rug a the foot of the bed, his tall
curled dan-geroudy dose to his nose. Despite the new comradeship, despite the submergence of the iron
Victor Sasbury, he dreamed of Lynda again.

They were walking along a river, holding hands, mak-ing silent love talk with gestures and
smiles and coven looks that were not half so covert as they pretended. She turned to him, lips
parted and tongue flicking her teeth. He leaned to kiss her. Before their lips could meet, some idiot
dressed all in black ran up and shot her in the head.

He had the dream over and over asif it were on afilm loop. He was grateful when Intrepid woke
him.

It was the firg time he had heard the mutt bark. In-trepid spat the short, harsh sounds out of his
throat asif he were anxious to get rid of something distasteful. When Salsbury called his name—which he



was dready learning—he stopped barking and looked shamefaced. He did not bark again, but surdly did
manage a lot of whuffing and whinnying. By that time, Sdsbury redized what was upsetting the dog.
There was a throbbing of heavy, Snging machinery ringing upwards from the cellar.



CHAPTERS

Wednesday morning, iron Victor was merdly awhisper deep in hismind, a haunting presence that amost
seemed not to exis. Yet he was not normd. Despite the fact that he was not moving according to a
program, he fdt hollow, half-completed. He tried horang around with Intrepid for a while, but was
becoming bored with that, bored with waiting for something to happen, something to put meaning to the
killing of Harold Jacobi, the com-puter in the trunk, and the mysterious disant hum of machinery in his
cdlar every night. The day could have been atota bust had not Lynda Harvey pulled into the drive in her
copper Porsche.

He went down to greet her, cdled to her. She looked surprised a his convividity, but smiled. “I told
you Har-old Jacobi was my uncle” she said. “And | just about |eft everything in the house: Slverware,
dishes, sheets and towels. But there are some things in the attic, persond things, | suppose | should get
out of here now.” She cocked her head, her green eyesflat with reflected sun. “ Okay?’

“Sure” he said, ushering her into the house, redizing tha his actions were perhaps exaggerated
compared with hisformd iron Victor responses of two days earlier.

He offered to leave as she opened the firg of the two cardboard cartons in the dtic to sort out what
she would leave to be discarded and what she would retain, but she told him that was not necessary. She
would enjoy his company. That sounded stranger to her than it did to him, because she had been so0
irritated with im on Mon-day. Irritated, yes—but aso intrigued. There was no sense hiding that from
hersdf. Mr. Victor Sasbury was certainly an interesting man, big and handsome, suppos-edly a crestive
atig, with a persondity that suggested a past of much variety and perhaps illicitness In a way, she fdt
like a foolish schoolgirl for nurturing fantasies; but then she had to admit he helped them grow with his
drange manner.

As they talked now, gtting on the bare attic floor, she redlized he had changed snce she had seen
him. Those short bursts of warmth that had broken hisicy facade on Monday were now the dominant
trait of his persondity. Y et he was dill not like other, men. She could touch him with her mind, delve into
him, but only a short way. It seemed asif he was a man made of water, and that his outward appearance
was merdly the shimmering reflection of someone else.

When she could no longer pretend to be interested in the junk in the cartons, she was reluctant to
bring up the other maiter that had brought her here. This morning, when the banker, Halowdl, had told
her what he had discovered, she had jumped a the chance to break the news to Sasbury. She had
wanted to see the blood drain out of his face, had wanted to see him on the spot and sammering. Now,
taking with him, her feminine inter-est had been stirred; now that he had opened himsdf to her on this
new friendly bags, to break this news was d-most too crud. But she had no choice. She had spent a
great dedl of time talking Halowdl into letting her ask Sasbury about the news dipping. She had to go
through with it now or look like an idiot in the banker's eyes. “Mr. Hdlowel asked me to give you this
and ask you what it's dl about,” she said, presenting him with the dipping as they descended from the
atic into the living room.

Victor looked at the heedline and fet darms banging in his head.

BODY IDENTIFIED ASTHAT OF LOCAL ARTIST
He licked hislips, knowing what was coming next.

The Harrisburg City Police today condusively identified a body discovered by River Rescue
Monday evening aong the Front Street fishing shelf. Anady-Ss of garments and dental records



show the de-ceased to be Victor L. Sadsbury, aloca commercid artist employed by ...

“There's some mistake,” he said, though he did not be-lieve there had been the dightest misteke at dl.
“I'm Vic-tor L. Sdsbury.”

“They say it was suicide” Lynda said. “He was feding degjected for weeks because of his inability to
I his cregtive work.”

“But | broke that barrier,” Sdsbury said lamdly. “I sold my creative work.”

“Mr. Hdlowd| isvery upset. It appears, to him, that he just made a twenty-two thousand dollar loan
to aman who is not who he daimsto be.”

“Nonsense,” he said. “Theré's been a mistake here. I'll go into the city tomorrow and sraighten it out.
You can tdl him that.”

She looked a him for a long moment. “You seemed to take that with less shock than | thought you
would. I mean, when you read about yoursdf being dead, it should shake you up consderably. Victor . .
. are you redly who you say you are?’

“Of course,” he said, and laughed to prove it. Though he saw the laugh did not sound right to her.
“I'm Victor Salsbury. Of course | am.”

He didn't deep wdl that night. He spent the night thinking about a body dredged out of a river and
tagged with his name. Was he redly Victor Salsbury, or was Victor Sasbury a decaying corpse? Did the
red Victor Sasbury (if that was, in fact, who the dead man was) redly kill himsdf, or did another
black-suited man come in the night and do the job for him?

None of these were degp-inducing thoughts.

At one-thirty in the morning, the vibrations echoed up from the cdlar again. He dipped out of bed,
pulled on a pair of jeans he had purchased in town (since the com-puter had only furnished him with a
dangle change of clothes). He stepped into his loafers, went into the hdl, and down the dairs to the
darkened living room. Intrepid followed, making god avful noises, hdf fdling down the steps, then
prancing excitedly to the cdllar door.

In the cdllar, with the lights out, they stood side-by-side, man and dog, equaly scared. The circle was
alighter shade of blue, but that was not what frightened them. Beyond the circle, dim and indistinct, were
gray, moving shadows. There were no fegtures to be seen, nothing he could reedily identify. There
seemed to be a conglomeration of wires, druts, and tubes upon which one of the moving forms was
perched. The other shadow stood beside this, legs quite skinny, feet abnormdly broad, perhaps a foot
wide. Tha and the shape of its head (narrow, hdf again as large as a human skull, with a high forehead)
told Salsbury that the things beyond the blue glow were not men.

Intrepid sensed it too. He bounced around, snarling, the fird ugly mood Salsbury had seen him in. He
threw himsdf againgt the blue spot, bounced off the wall a few times. When he was sure there was no
way to reach the gray forms, he contented himsdf with crouching againg Victor's leg, teeth bared and
eyes gleaming, soitting in-sults at the intruders.

Abruptly, the blue glow grew lighter, the shadows more distinct. There was a click, a sharp shapping
sound like a dry twig breaking underfoot. The ringing ceased and was replaced by ghodly slence. The
blue light dis-appeared dtogether, leaving the circle which gave as clear aview as any window.

But the window was nat looking out on Earth. Not on any Earth Victor had ever known.

The machine on the other Sde—apparently the one that had been establishing contact with this world,
the one projecting the blue light—was an intricate jumble of condensers, sensors, wires, trangstors.
There was a chair atop it where the dien sat. The second demon stood be-side the machine, looking
through the window.

They were both looking directly at Sasbury.

Ther heads were hairless, and, indeed, hinted at a rough gray cross-hatching of scaes. The bony
ridge of their foreheads shelved off as if on sudden impulse, leav-ing ther eyes sunk two inches back in
their heads. Their eyes.. . . fire legping, crimson flushing, rouge, cinnabar, scarlet . . .

Victor pulled his gaze from those burning eyes, quickly examined the rest of the face. For a nose,
there were five verticd dits arranged evenly above a sunken, pulsng hole that seemed to serve as a



mouth. All of this was on a withered, lesthery body whose muscles were drawn long and tight and
lacquered over with a hundred coatings of varnish to make them look brittle.

Unconscioudy, Victor backed againg an old work-bench. He wished iron Victor would surge up
and take command. But iron Victor was gone. There was no trace a dl of his dter ego. The
programming had—perhaps temporarily—come to an end. He was on his own.

Intrepid cringed againg his legs, trying to find some way of crawling up his pantlegs where he could
not see the demons and would not be tempted to look.

Sdshury looked to the steps, redlized belatedly that he would have to go right by the window where
the de-mons waited. Just as he fdt his spirits scrape the bottom of his splintered soul barrel, the shadow
mongter sanding beside the machine, the onein clear view, raised along, bony arm with Sx three-jointed
fingers on the end and made asiif to reach out and grasp him.

His horror did not motivate him to flight, but para-lyzed him completely. His vitd organs had turned
to cast iron. Someone had even pinned open his eydids so that he could not blink out the dien vison.

Then the lighted porta fluttered brighter, dimmer, and was suddenly gone as if some ddicate
eectronic link between dien world and basement wal had been severed. He stared supidly at the blank
tile which had been a window into hdl only moments ago. His feet grew lighter. His organs turned back
into flesh. Someone re-moved the pins from his eydids. Sill, he was emationdly incapable of acting. He
was gasping franticdly for breath.

Intrepid recovered faster, legped and dammed againg the wal. He took a second running lunge, hit
with hisfeet in aflying leap, fdl away and looked at Victor with gligening eyes that demanded his master
do something about the thingsin the wals.

Victor recovered hiswits under that gaze. He shrugged his shoulders a the dog, then crossed to the
steps, went up them two at a time. There was a tremen-dous thumping and scraping as Intrepid tried
desperately to keep up with his master. Sasbury went to the second floor bedroom where he had
stowed the three trunks. He opened the door a bit hard, sent it banging back againg the wal where it
shivered and quaked asif it were dive. He went to the computer trunk, gave it a solid kick. The ginging
pain leaped up hisleg, but he did not much care. He kicked it again. Intrepid had joined him by this time
and he set to sffling and whuffing, dancing around the computer trunk with a look of expectancy.

“Let's have abriefing,” Victor sad to the 810-40.04.

It wasn't in the mood for conversation.

“Come on, damnit!”

Nothing.

He remembered the tool bench in the cdlar and went back down. Intrepid followed to the head of
the gtairs and watched him descend, but did not follow. In the cdl-lar, Victor found the tools racked on a
pegboard wdl. He chose a medium weight crowbar and took it back to the bedroom, moving like a
caveman with his favorite stone axe.

He squared off before the computer trunk and bran-dished the weapon. “A briefing now, or | pry
you up good!” There was a great deal of adrendin pumping through his system, and dl his nerves seemed
to grate againg each other, dive, aware and excited. There was something going on that he did not
understand, some-thing involving shrunken, leathery lizardmen with suck-ing ed mouths. It was définitdly
going to get dangerous, for those were dangerous looking customers, those scay freaks. If he was
expected to play aroleinit, then he damn wel better be informed.

But the 810-40.04 was unresponsive.

He stepped forward, swung the bar, smashed it againg the top of the trunk. It bounced off, ringing
his am like a bdll. His bones screamed at him to stop acting like an idiot, to have more respect for the
fragile parts of him. He dropped the bar and massaged his am urtil it started to fed like flesh agan.
Caefully examining the top of the trunk, he could not find the smdlest dent or scratch where the bar
might have struck. Thus ended round one.

“I'm getting mad,” he told the computer. And he truly was. He redized, not without a Start, that this
was the most heated emotiona moment he had experienced since he had wakened in the orchard with
iron Victor in com-mand of his body. He fdt more humen than ever.



But the computer was inscrutable.

He picked up the crowbar again.

Intrepid snuffled and chortled like a mare in heet.

Victor kndt beside the trunk and examined the thin line where the lid met the body. Gently, he
inserted the thin edge of the crowbar tip into the crack, worked it in a bit, then brought his weight down
onit. For amoment, the increasing pressure seemed to have no effect what-soever on the box. Then the
bar dipped, popped out of the seam, and snapped a sharp blow aongside his head. He wobbled there
on his knees, managed to keep from passing out. He nibbed his head where the bar had struck, fdt an
egg dready beginning to rise. As soon as everything ceased spinning, he gritted his teeth and dipped the
pry bar into the seam again, wedging it even farther back before risng and gpplying his weight. He bore
down, grunting and swesting, putting every ounce of his strength into what he was doing. Just when he
thought the metd mugt surdly buckle, the frame most certainly give, just when he should have achieved
suc-cess, there was a blinding flash of blue-green light, and a fig full of needles thumped him solidly
across the head while a second fist grabbed a black curtain and pulled it down al around him.



CHAPTER 6

As he came up out of velvet blackness, trying to push the curtain aside, he discovered one of the
lizard-things was eating his head. He could fed its raspy tongue ddicatdly licking his face, savouring his
flavor preparatory to tek-ing the fird bite.

Victor shuddered, opened his eyes expecting a demon. Instead, Intrepid whuffed happily in his face
as if he had no idea how bad his doggy hditoss was and flicked his tongue over his master's face.
Sasbury shook his head to clear it, fdt around with his hands to seeif his body was Hill connected to that
head by a neck. Everything seemed in place, though he had a headache that was chewing up his brain.
He sat up, looked around, and red-ized that the shock transmitted up the crowbar had knocked him gx
feet away from the trunk. He got to his feet, swaying dightly, and walked to the door,

“Youvewon,” hetold the computer.

The computer said nothing.

Remembering something Lynda had discarded in the attic while routing through her unclés
possessions, he went up the narrow gairs, turned on the bare bulb and looked for it. He found it in the
second box: a .22 pisol and ammunition. It seemed to be in good repair, wel kept, perhaps a amdl
game hunting pistol. He took it and the ammunition into the living room, dragged a big easy chair into a
corner so his back was not to any windows, and loaded the wegpon. Intrepid sat & his sde, both
curi-ous, playful and tense,

From where Victor sat he could see the entrance to the cdlar. If a skinny, sucker-mouth man-lizard
0 much as stuck a head out of the cdlar door, he could blow it to bits with one shot wel placed. The
crestures did not look particularly sturdy.

But time crawled by with no mgor events, and his muscles began to uncramp, his nerves to loosen.
In haf an hour, he redlized he was hungry and made himsdf two sandwiches. He was about to open a
beer when he remembered his body's exaggerated reaction to the last one he had drunk. Beer was ouit.
He needed to stay clear and dert tonight. Eaing his sandwiches, he began to think. He had been reecting
on a gut levd up to this point, charging about like a wild boar with a peptic ulcer. He thought some
unpleasant things, like what if the lizard-things on the other sde of the porta were the ones who had
programmed him to kill Harold Jacobi? Perhaps he was their tool.

Such a thought was dmost unbearable. If only the 810-40.04 would come out of its funk, he might
have an answer that would make dl this seem rosy, though he doubted it.

Then he had a second bad thought. Suppose, in trying to open the computer, he had cracked a
casing, a power shdl? Suppose he had ruined the computer? Would a briefing ever come now? Or had
he supidly, in a mo-ment of fear and excitement, destroyed his only link with understanding?

He thought about those things until eéght in the morn-ing, showing not the faintest interest in deep. At
eight, he took hisgun up to the bathroom and took a shower. He firg posted Intrepid outside the door,
then locked the door behind him. He tilted the white clothes hamper againg the ingde knab, the lid
wedged to keep the knob from turning or the door from opening in the event someone or something
found away to by-pass the lock. He did not draw the shower curtain, and he kept his eyes on the door
for aggn of movement, his ears attuned to pick up the first sfflings and whinnyings from the dog.

At 9:15, he put his canine into the luggage shelf be-hind the front seat of his MGB-GT. Intrepid had
just enough room to turn around in and three windows to look out of. He seemed content. Sasoury
judged he would be in Harrisburg a little after ten. The firg thing on the agenda was to see if the police
would let im look at the body of Victor Sdsbury . . . or whoever was dead.



The desk sergeant was a dour-faced, yellow-toothed creature who sat behind a scarred and littered
desk, chewing a stub of a cigar that was not lit and shuffling papers back and forth to make himsdf ook
busy. He ran a heavy, thick-fingered hand through his thinning hair and reluctantly took the delicious cigar
morsd from his mouth before he spoke. “Y eah?’

“My name's Victor Sdsbury,” Sdsoury sad.

“S0?7" He blinked severa times, put the cigar back in his mouth.

“I'm the one you people think is dead.”

“What's that supposed to mean?’ He was immediatdy defensve. Salsbury redlized he had made two
mistakes, the firg of which was not beginning the conversation logicaly. A mind like that of Sergeant
Brower (that was the name on the plague on his desk) required tangible, Imple statements to work with;
phrases that could be turned over in hismind again and again for examination. Secondly, he had not been
sarvile enough with the good sergeant—especialy when usng the phrase “you people.”

He changed his tact. “I read in yesterday's Evening News, that the body taken from the river was
identified as Victor Salsbury. But, you see, | am Victor Sasbury.”

“Wait a minute” Brower said, paging an officer named Clinton from his desk intercom. Sasbury
stood there, fiddling with his hands and trying not to look guilty. Iron Victor would have handled this well,
without a nervous shiver of the smalest magnitude. But the unpro-grammed Victor that was now in
charge of his body could only think about having killed Harold Jacobi little more than two weeks ago and
how those uniformed men would love to learn the facts on that one.

Detective Clinton approached the desk from the right, then stopped ten feet awvay from Sdsbury as if
he had been hit on the head with an eight-pound dedge. Recov-ering severd long seconds later, he
finished the walk to the desk. He was a tdl, thin man with the features of a predatory bird. His eyes
shifted from Brower to Sals-bury; he pded agan.

“This fdlow's here about that unidentified siff case you were on,” Brower said. Little things like
mistaken identities for corpses or men coming back from the dead did not interest him. They were not
logicd thoughts, there was no use pursuing them. He turned back to his papers and began suffling them
assduoudy.

“I'm Detective Clinton,” the hawk man said.

“Victor Sdsbury,” Victor said, accepting the bony hand.

The detective's color drained completely, and he ceased trying to maintain his cool. “This way,
please” He led Sdsbury back to his office, waited for him to enter, followed, and closed the door behind
them. He di-rected Sasbury to a chair, sat in his own comfortable svivd mode behind his desk. “What
can | do for you?' he asked.

Victor could think of a dozen snappy regjoinders, but redized it was not the time or place for humor.
“I read the paper last night . . . saw that piece about the body identified as me”

He was quiet a moment, then amiled. “I'm sure there is a mistake, Mr. Salsbury. The names may be
the same, but the body was identified correctly.”

“There are not likdy to be two Victor L. Sasburys in a dty this Sze—both artists. Besides, you
recognized me out there.”

“There is a resemblance,” he said. “We found some pictures a the Sdsbury residence. You maich
pretty well.”

“Did the corpse?’

“Somewhat. It was, you haveto redize . . . decom-posed.”

“Why did you link the corpse to the name Sdsbury?’

“Your landlady—" He flushed. “His landlady, a Mrs—"

“Pritchard,” Victor said, gartling himsdf that he knew it.

Clinton was Startled too. “Yes. She reported that you had gone out for an evening and had been gone
ten days. You were four days overdue on your rent. She was araid something had happened. She
reported you missng.”

“|dentification on the body?” Victor asked.

“None. Except anote pinned to its shirt. It was ingde a plagtic window from a wadlet and didn't get



too wet.”

“The note said—7"’

“I'm cregtive, but they won't let me be. V.”

“Not even Sgned with aful name?’

“No. But it fits. Victor Sdsbury was a commercid ar-tist trying to work creetively but unable to build
arepu-tation.”

“But | am Sdsbury, and | left home for ten days with a batch of work which | sold in New York.”

Detective Clinton leaned forward in his chair. “But the dental charts matched,” he said. “There had
never been a record of Salsbury's fingerprints, but he had had regular dentd care.”

“Dr. Broderick,” Victor said.

Clinton looked even more unsettled. “We checked Broderick's records with x-rays of the corpse.
Perfect match, dmog.”

“Almog?’

“Dentd records never tdl everything. His childhood dentist was someone other than Broderick. In
compiling his records of Sasbury's teeth, Broderick could essly have overlooked something which
showed up in more thorough crime-lab x-rays.”

“l assure you | am Victor Sdsbury.”

Clinton shook his head, determined. “It would be ex-tremdy coincidentd to find two people whose
denta records matched that closdly. They are dmog as didinc-tive as fingerprints. The corpse was
Sdsoury.”

Victor gathered courage, cleared his throat. “X-ray my teeth right now. Compare them with the
others”

Clinton was reluctant, but there was little ese he could do. This Sdsbury looked like the Sasbury,
hed the same memories (dthough srangdy second-hand), the same &bilities He had probably just
finished twenty-foot stacks of forms and reports dosng out the case, but the case would not die yet.

They went to the labs where a gray-haired man named Maurie took the x-rays, compared them. This
Victor Sdsbury's dentdl charts were dmost a duplicate of Dr. Broderick's files.

Updairs, Clinton shook Victor's hand, looking very depressed a the prospect of re-opening the
investigation, and said, “Sorry to cause you dl this trouble, Mr. Sals-bury. But the resemblance was
amazing in so many ways. | wonder who in the hdl héell turn out to be?’

Victor shook Clinton's hand and I€ft the station. He could have told the detective who the corpse
was, even though the man would never discover it on his own. The corpse, mogt definitdy, was Victor
Sdsoury.

For awhile, he sat in the car, wondering if his secret masters, whoever had  hypno-programmed him
to kill Harold Jacobi, had dso killed the red Victor Sdsbury to solidify his cover. But that seemed
illogicd, for there was the fact of the suicide note and the overdose of barbit-uates Salsbury had taken
before throwing himsdf in the river in his meodramatic method of ending it dl. Some-how, Victor's
meagters had known that would happen, had known the real Salsbury's desth would be unclear enough to
dlow for the impaosition of an imposter.

But how did they know? They mus have known far in advance of the suicide, for they had fed the
red Sas-bury's past into him like applesauce on a spoon.

And why did he look like Victor Salsbury? Enormous coincidence? He thought not.

What did he think?

He didn't know. His mind was a caldron of doubt, bailing, spouting streamers of steam downwards
into his body.

He went to the apartment Salsbury had rented in the upstairs of Marjorie Dill's house. It was a place
of danted calings and dark paneled wadls. Mrs. Dill, a spry thread of a woman with har the color and
texture of sed wool, followed hm everywhere, dternatdy shocked, fright-ened, agpologetic, and
scornful. Yes, she had sold histhings. Y es, maybe she had moved a bit quickly. How-ever, there was the



back rent. And he was supposed to be dead. She was so sorry. But tha was rude of him, leaving
without word, making no arrangements about the rent.

He found three cartons of papers she had not thrown out, Mrs. Dill said they had a great many
drawings which she thought she might have framed and sold. After dl, he had no rdaives. Parents dead.
There had not been any-one to contact to dam the corpse. Of course she was sorry she had acted so
awiftly. He didn't think she was being mercenary, did he?

He loaded the drawings in the car and cautioned In-trepid not to bother them. He had to move the
dog in the front seat on the passengers sde and pack the boxes in the luggege area. He drove off with
Mrs. Dill looking after him, somewhat depressed that dl those salegble drawings had dipped through her
fingers, but happy that he had not thought to ask for the excess money she had obtained through the sale
of hisfurniture and drafting equipment.

He had lunch in a cluttered, noisy restaurant that, de-spite its lack of decor and atmosphere, served
an appetizing med. Later, confronted with Intrepid's sad, drooping face, he bought a can of chicken mesat
dog food and fed him too.

At ten minutes of five, he caled the advertisng agency he—or the red Salsbury—had worked for,
and tdked to Md Hemer, his boss. He ligened to the ranting and raving about his ten-day
disappearance, then in-formed them he did not want the job back. He lisened to Heimer's face fdl three
inches, then hung up.

He fdt no pleasure, particularly. It saddened him alit-tle to know that telling Hemer off was probably
the one thing the real Salsbury wanted to do more than anything esein the world.

There was one more errand he wished to make, and that required him to drive across the dty to an
at store his phony memory assured him he had visted many times before. As he drove, he lisened to
Intrepid ap-praise the passing cars. The little ones were usudly worth a tare that turned him around in
his seet. The good modes drew an easy, low suffle When a Cadillac or Corvette went by, the hound
bounced in his seat and whuffed a them. He was actudly a pretty far judge of qudity; except that he
saved his best reactions for beaten up pick-ups and little noisy motorbikes.

At the art store, Victor walked up and down the aides for more than two hours, choosng things
Pagtdls, illustration board, ails brushes, canvas, solvent, pencils. His fingers touched shelves, came
away with what they wanted. He knew, subconscioudy, exactly what was needed to start a studio from
scratch. Each item gave him a sharp hitter-sweet feding of déja vu. He aso bought a huge drafting table,
attachable light, sketch filing cabi-net, enlarger, portable photocopier, light tracer. He paid five hundred in
cash, wrote a check for the rest. The clerk had looked so nervous (possibly wondering if this was a
sadigt who piled up a purchase to be delivered and then paid with a phony check, dl for fun) Salsbury
could not bear paying him by check only.

At a quarter until nine, he stopped and ate a a ham-burger stand, two for him and two for Intrepid.
He could not find a water fountain, so he bought the dog a Coke as large as his own. The mutt was so
excited about the taste of it that he forgot his table manners and dopped the suff dl over the seat and
himsdf. Salsbury took it away, wiped the spilled portion up, and explained the importance of reservation.
When he let the dog drink again, he was much more careful.

By nine thirty, he was starting the hour drive back to Oak Grove.

He didn't know what kind of a night it was going to be.

It was going to be very bad.

A shower, tooth brushing, and flat tire saved hislife. The combination of the three served to keep him
up and awake much later than he intended.

The flat tire was firs. When he settled the car dong the curb, he took off his jacket and set about
changing the tire, only to discover, when he brought the jack down after dl his work, that the spare was
dsofla.

He remembered that a gas dation was somewhere ahead, though he could not think how far. He
took the spare off the car and set out ralling both of them, then hefted them, one am through each.



Fifteen minutes later, he fdt as if he would die; he was not much sur-prised to discover the prospect
ddighted him. His arms ached, and his shoulders were bent like plagtic left too long in the sun. He rested
for atime, hoping a car would come dong to give him allift. None did, and he went on. The third time he
stopped, he sat on the tires to catch his breasth and fel adeep. He woke ten minutes later when a truck
roared by, oblivious of his roadsde pres-ence. At lagt, he came to a dation tha was just dodng,
managed to persuade the owner (via afive dollar bill above and beyond the charges) to fix both tires and
drive im back to his MG.

At home a good ded later, he staggered through the living room and upstairs with only a night light for
aguide. The upgtairs hdl clock said it was ten minutes of one in the morning. He could not escape the
bathroom, for the cdl of nature was too strong. While there, he took a quick, warm shower because he
fdt greasy, and stopped on hisway out to brush teeth that looked de-pressingly yelow.

Without these three routines—the flat tire, the shower, and the tooth brushing—he would have been
adeep long ago and perhaps dead long before histime.

He flopped into bed, moaned as the mattress seemed to rise up and engulf him like some ameoboid
creature. The only thing in his awareness sphere was a tremendous pitch cloud settling down, down,
merafully down.

Then Intrepid was barking, snarling, making thick muttering sounds deep in his throat. Victor had left
the bedroom door open, and the dog had gone into the hal-way. Sdsbury turned over, determined not
to let a stupid hound interrupt his precious deep, lovely . . . black deep. But Intrepid kept it up. Fndly,
uncble to pretend he did not hear it, he got out of bed and padded into the hdl, thinking of dl sorts of
tortures that might be ap-plicable to a dog.

Intrepid was sanding at the head of the stairs, looking down and snarling bitterly. Salsoury politdly
asked him to be quiet. The hound looked a him with bared teeth, whined, turned to gaze back down the
steps.

Victor went back into his room, closed the door, started toward the fluffy bed. When he findly got
there, he lifted his cement legs onto the mattress, crawled for-ward on his sted knees, flopped onto his
somach, and dapped the pillow over his head, seeking slence. He brought it tight againg his ears with
both hands, sighed, and proceeded to summon that old, soft-hued dream land. But the barking was sharp
enough to penetrate the chicken feathers. He tossed the pillow to the floor and sat up. Damn dog! Damn,
damn mutt! What did he want from him? He had saved the muit from fdling off a diff, hadn't he? What
more could he want?

He shouted at Intrepid to shut up.

The dog meredly barked louder.

FHndly Sdsbury decided, buddy or no buddy, the beast had to go outsde for the night. He had
proved himsdf such a gentle, quiet companion before. This out-break was out of character but just as
intolerable asif it had been common. Victor got up, went into the hall.

Intrepid was dill at the head of the stairs, looking down, straining as if he would legp. Victor saw that
the hairs on the back of his mutt's neck were standing up, but that did not register with him as it should,
asit would have, had he not been so deepy. He could think only of bed, soft and cool. He trudged up to
the dog, bent to pick him up, and froze.

Evenin his condition, haf adeep and with every mus-cle longing for the touch of eiderdown, he could
see what the dog was barking a. Indiginctly . . .

In the shadows at the foot of the steps.

And it was coming up.

His mind was filled with visons of lizard-things with sucking mouths, eyes bright as hot coals. He was
riveted to the spot, waiting for the long cold hands to touch him, for the sweet warm horror to envelope
him.

Intrepid rubbed againg hisleg, seeking solace, won-dering why his master seemed so unmagterful in
this mo-ment of criss.

Then the thing below moved out of the shadows, shat-tering dl of his preconceived notions of the
neture of this nightmare. 1t was not alizard-thing, but a man. Merely a man.



No. Not merdly. There was something subtly wrong with this man. He was over six-fegt tdl, every hit
aslarge as Victor. He was dressed in brown dacks, a short-deeved white shirt, and loafers that seemed
S0 corny Vic-tor wondered if there were pennies in them. Yet he could not have passed for normd on
the street, mingling with other people. His face was srangdy like that of a manikin, smooth and waxy,
flavlessadmog to aflav. And hiseyes . . . They were blue, just as the cigarette and cologne ads sad a
hero's eyes had to be, but they were oddly flat and lusterless, as if they were not eyes at dl but painted
glass marbles that had been popped into his sock-ets. His face was handsome but expressionless. He did
not smile, frown, or in any way betray what was going on ingde his mind.

Sdshury was certain the stranger was coming to kiil him.

“Stop right where you are,” Victor said.

But he didn't stop, of course.

Instead, the intruder doubled his speed, came up the dairs fadt, faster than Victor had been
anticipating. Sasbury moved back to the hdl. He was the stranger's physcd equd, but there was
something about the looks of the other man that told him his muscles would do him not the least bit of
good. Besides, he was bone weary from lack of degp and from ceasdesdy working over the mysteries
of his existence, trying to come up with clues about himsdf. Any extended physicd match would only
prove that the intruder had more endurance than he did. He was dmogt to the bathroom at the end of the
hdl when he heard Intrepid's screech of sheer, unadulterated venom. He whirled to face the steps judt in
time to see the muit legp onto the man's throat and sSnk bared fangsin to the hilt.

The gtranger stopped, looked perplexed, though his broad festures moved as if they were nathing
more than interconnecting dabs of plastic, moving on springs and hinges and hydraulic ams. Then he
reached up, pulled the dog off, and threw him into the master bedroom, pulling that door shut. A second
later, Intrepid was 4ill game enough to dam againg the door from the other side, dl but frothing in his
fury. But for dl his heroic de-termination, he was effectivey out of the fight.

One thing bothered Sasbury. He could see the holes where his dog's teeth had sunk through the
waxy flesh, but he could not see asngle droplet of blood.

The stranger advanced as if nothing important had happened. Any norma man should be groveing on
the carpet, mortaly wounded, kicking like a trapped rat.

Sdshury redized too late that he had passed the door to his bedroom in his rush to get away from the
head of the stairs, and his pistol was now out of reach. The stran-ger was advancing too fast for him to
be able to run back to his room without being caught.

Behind him, there was a popping, bligering sound. He looked, saw the wdl to his left was pocked
deeply, black-ened and smoking dightly. There were chips of plaster scattered across the floor and a fine
pdl of dustinthe air, dowly settling toward the floor like fine snow. He turned back to the intruder, found
that the man was gill emo-tionless, a cigar store statue that could not possbly pos-sess humen fedings
behind that wooden face, that chis-eled rock expression of blandness.

He pointed the second finger of hisright hand a Salsbury. It was capped with something that looked
like bright, polished brass, though it was most certainly noth-ing so smple. While Sasbury was saring,
the stranger flicked the finger, discharging a smooth flow of golden light, dmogt invisble, like hundreds of
fine sequins catching the overhead lignt and reflecting it, refracting it. The beam missed him by inches,
smashed another holein the wall.

Sdsbury turned, legped three steps into the bathroom, dammed and locked the door before he
redized alock was not going to be of much vaue againg his enemy's firepower. In the next ingant, the
golden lignt struck the outer 9de of the door. The entire portal screeched, rat-tled on its hinges to
produce a sound like a sack of dry bones being shaken. The thick oak bulged inwards as if it were not
wood at dl but some sort of woodlike plastic. Then it splintered, though it did not break clear through. It
would require another shot, maybe two, to achieve that Then the porta would be in shards around
Sdshury's feet; he would have nowhere to hide from the sharp blade of pretty yet deadly luminescence.
He wondered, grotesquely, what the light weapon would do to humean flesh. Would it pock it as it had
the plaster? Leave smok-ing, discolored craters in his somach and chest? Or would it linter hisflesh as
it was now doing to the door, shatter him into thousands of separate divers?



Either way, it would kill him.

He shook his head, angry at himsdf for his terror over such a Smple thing as a vibrabeam. Then he
stopped, as-tounded, at the redization that he knew what sort of wesgpon this futuristic thing was. For a
moment, he a-mogt logt dl touch with redlity, trying to cope with this new aspect of his mind. But he
found that the thought had come from iron Victor, dl but gone from his psyche now. Iron Victor knew
thet was a vibrabeam, and it scared him dmost as much as it did soft Victor.

Sdshury looked around, deciding on a course of ac-tion. He stood on the toilet seat, unhooked the
gngle window on the outsde wall, and pushed on it. It stuck, made a protesting whine, then swung
outward without any screen to block it. He looked down, craning his neck to assess the bad news.
Instead, it was good news. Relatively . . . He did not have to legp two floors to the ground, for the
porch roof was only five feet away.

The second vibrabeam blast hit the door and blew the top of it to shreds, a howitzer driking a
nightgown. Twenty feet beyond, the intruder stood in the corridor, his firing am raised, brass-capped
finger pointing at the bottom half of the door. His blue eyes reflected the chanddier light, but there was no
depth to that reflec-tion. Just two blue pennies.

Sdshury grabbed the shower rod with both hands, walked hisfeet up the wall, and went through the
bathroom window feet fird because he did not want to turn his back completely on his enemy. For a
moment, he thought his hips were going to stick and deny him exit. He grunted, did a bump and grind,
and was sud-denly free. Next, his shoulders threatened more prob-lems, though he worked them swiftly
loose just as the bottom hdf of the bathroom door exploded in a shower of shavings and gticks which
rattled like locusts againg the tile.

The intruder with the magic finger was hdf a dozen feet beyond. He raised his weagpon toward
Sdsbury's head. The brass gleamed. Then Victor was through the window, dropping onto the porch
roof, dipping, fdling, raling panfully toward the edge.

He dug hisfingersinto the shingles, lost his hold when a fingernail ripped and sent wiry, burning pain
gabbing through his hand. He had visons of fdling fifteen feet to the ground, flat on his back on a raised
gonein the flag-stone walk, his spind column snapping like a pretzel. He flalled wildly, tried to forget the
aching fingernall, and managed to catch onto some of the ill-fitted shingles that offered support. He lay
there a second, sucking in and blowing out the cool evening air, blessng the roofer who had not dipped
shingle to shingle without a seam. A mo-ment later, he came onto his knees, aware of the fdly of saying
within view of the bathroom window. He rose, crouched, and went back across the roof, againg the wall
of the house,

He listened, heard what was I€ft of the door crash in-ward across the bathroom floor. Thankful that
porches ran dmost continudly around dl sdes of this old place, he turned toward the rear of the house
and ran lightly dong the roof. He came to the end of the side porch, looked at the three-foot gep
between this roof and the roof of the rear porch. He would not only have to leap, but lesp around a
corner. Hegtating, he looked back to the open bathroom window. The intruder's head was stuck out,
and he was trying to am his brass fingertip.

Sdshury leaped, landed on the next roof and sumbled across it as if he were leaning into a strong
wind, waving his arms and trying to keep from fdling.

His balance regained, he walked to the spouting at the edge of the shingles and looked onto the back
lawn. It was only fifteen feet, and doubtless iron Victor would have thought nothing of it, but it seemed a
mile now. He bit hislip and jumped.

He hit the dewy grass, rolled onto his sde like a skier taking a fdl, and came quickly into a crouch.
He listened for the sound of the intruder's feet on the roof above, but heard only a curious leaden slence
that made him think, for a moment, thet dl that had just happened was a nigntmare. Then, digantly,
Intrepid began barking again, dill shut in the master bedroom. Poor, noble dog, locked out of the fight.
But teeth and claws seemed use-less againg the sranger with the fla blue eyes. A sense of redity
returned to Salsbury. He was on his own.

Now what?

If he couldn't fight on a man-to-man basis, the only thing left was to run. He moved dowly around the



house, aying with the hedges, trying to be as much like a shadow as possible, which was a bit difficult
consdering that his feet were bare and gleamed whitdly. His pgamas, too, were a dazzling ydlow, not
exactly the thing for dedthy activities At the corner, just before he moved around the front of the
building, he thought he heard a tiny scraping sound, a shdlow, echoless cdlick. He stood very 4ill and
dert, trying to pick up something else.

The night was suddenly cold.
He thought, suddenly, if he was pretending to be a shadow, maybe the intruder was involved in the
same game.

But none of the other shadows moved—as far as he could tell.

Hve minutes passed without any further disruption of the ethered slence. Sdsbury was reminded of
the GT parked on the graveled drive, the spare set of keys taped under the hood where he had put them
a the suggedtion of the used car sdlesman. What he would do when he got away from the house, where
he would go, when he would return—al of these were questions he did not par-ticularly care about. All
he knew was that atdl, blank-faced killer was staking him, aman not the sort who givesin after an initid
falure

At last, unable to hold il any longer, he walked around into the shrubs at the front of the house. He
looked up into the glassed porch, but saw nothing be-yond the norma quota of sun furniture. The lavn
was empty, ralling serenely down to the GT at the foot of the wak. He examined the arrangement of the
car's hood latch in his mind so there would be no fumbling once he was exposed, out there where the
killer could spot him a a casud glance. When he was satisfied he had thought of everything, he stood,
haf bent to make himsdf as amdl a target as possible, ran to the car, and got the keys from under the
hood. He went around to the driver's door, his fingers shaking but generdly pleased at the way things
were going. He unlocked the door, started to open it— and happened to look indde.

The intruder was gtting in the passenger's seet, his brass-tipped finger pointed directly a Sdsbury . .

In a surprigngly short time, he had come from near ex-haugtion and thick mental weariness where
thoughts took forever to transverse his mind to full physca and mentd dert. It was as if he had been
trained to conscioudy draw upon his body's reserves of strength, as if he had been taught how to unlock
the storeroom doors of his adrena-lin supply. The moment he recognized the killer gtting in his car, the
storeroom turned into a fountain, pumping adrendin out his ears. His body seemed to move from one
plane of activity to a higher one where he lived faster and more completely. He jerked upright to shidd
hisface, heard the harsh, brittle shattering of glass and felt bright divers sting through his pgjama tops and
into his chest. Then he fdl and rolled to keep away from further blasts, came up againg the hedges and
onto his knees.

The killer was getting out of the car.

Sdshury did not know whether the stranger thought his little trick had worked or not, but he wasn't
waiting around to find out. Staying by the hedges, praying fer-vently the shadows made it difficult for the
killer to see him, he rounded the corner of the house and ran. He crossed the lawn, bare feet dipping
now and again in the spring dew, went into the orchard, pulled to a stop under the firgt of the trees, and
paused to catch his bregth.

When he looked back the way he had come, he saw the killer sanding behind the house, looking
down the darkened landscape toward the trees and, it seemed, di-rectly a Sdsbury himsdf. Abruptly,
Victor started to move again, for the lagt thing he saw was the killer darting after him at a brisk walk,
amog arun.

He ran forward through the trees, no longer certain where he was going or what he would do when
he got there. The ground underfoot was stonier than it had been, and he fdt the sharper pieces cutting
into him. The pain was a digant thing, however, something that nagged him like a forgotten errand or
resdud guilt. Much more immediate was his feer.

His breath came like liquid fire, burning his lungs, setting dl his ingdes ablaze. His somach was a
gowing cod. There was a bdlowsin his head that kept providing a draft for the internd flames. Tiny red
tongues burned in his feet, and the congtant dap of them againg the ground did not seem to help dampen



thefire

He burst through the end of the orchard dmog as if a gossamer net had been drung as a barrier,
stood at the bank that overlooked the winding creek, trying to think, desperately in search of some plan
that would salvage what seemed to be beyond reclamation: hislife.

He turned once, expecting the worst, expecting the killer to be looming over him, bringing up its brass
finger for the lagt flash, but he could see nathing in the darkness of the gpple trees. He held his bresth so
there would be no noise for the enemy to hear, picked up the crash of the other man's feet as he made his
way through the brush. He found he had to breathe again and that, no mat-ter how hard he tried, he
could not draw bregth quietly.

In desperation, he came up with a plan of sorts, the only thing that might work. He scrambled down
the em-bankment and worked hisway out on the ledge thet led to the cave where he had found the three
trunks and where he had dept for two weeks. Hafway dong it, he stopped and looked overhead. There
were rocks, roots, and branches of scrub brush to ding to. It didn't look like the easiest of plans, but it
was dl he had. He grabbed some protruding rocks and started dimbing up.

Three minutes later, gasping, his hands raw from the dimb, from skinning them on rocks, burning
them on branches, he was perched eight feet above the ledge, only afoot from his head to the top of the
embankment. If the killer did ether of two things, Salsbury's plan might work. If he did neither, Victor
knew his worries would be finished anyway, finished by a sharp, sparkling blade of ydlow light

If the killer followed Salsbury'strail perfectly in some mysterious fashion, he would go down the rain
cut and onto the ledge. In that case, Victor would drop on him from his higher perch, feet first. Hopefully,
both feet ploughing into the stranger's head would weigh any subsequent fight in Victor's favor—and just
might crush the man's skull sraight away. If, instead, the killer came to the embankment and searched
dong it, ganding near the edge, Victor could reach up with one hand, halding to the rocks with the other,
grab an ankle, and attempt to topple his adversary into the creek thirty feet below. There were a lot of
sharp, lovely rocksin that creek. And eveniif thefdl did not kill him, it should sure as hdl dow him down
some.

Victor waited.

In afew moments, he heard the stranger coming out of the trees onto the smoother surface near the
bank. He walked to the edge some ten feet to Victor's left and stood looking across the creek to the
black wood beyond. Even in the darkness, here away from any light source but the thin moon, his eyes
glowed dully.

Sdshury pressed hmsdf flat againg the diff, hoped he looked like a rock. The killer began walking
aong the embankment, examining the far shore of the creek where severd feet of mud would have left a
tral of his escgping prey. He stopped a foot to the right of Salsbury's posi-tion, meking it awkward for
the man to reach up and grab his ankles. But he would move away, Sdsbury red-ized, making contact
even more difficult. Tengng, hold-ing tightly to a branch with his left hand, Victor reached up quickly to
grasp the killer's ankle.

For amoment, dl seemed lost. His hand brushed the stranger's leg too lightly to gain a grip. The man
jerked in reflex but moved closer ingtead of father away. Sals-bury grabbed again, yanked, fdt the
mean's foot going out from under him. He risked a glance up, saw the killer flaling for balance. He pulled
harder, dmogt lost his own hold, and sent the man crashing over the sde into the water and rocks below.

Sdsbury wasted no time in launching himsdf up, pull-ing over the diff edge and kicking onto leve
land. He crawled back and looked into the creek. The killer was lying face down in the water, very 4ill.
Sdshury laughed; his throat was so dry that the laugh hurt, made ] him cough. He sat up, watched the
dranger for afew more moments, then started to get up with the idea of go-ing down and examining him
to seeif he could learn any-thing. Then he saw the killer was sarting to move. . .

His face had been under the water long enough to ensure his death, but here he was kicking again.
He ralled onto his back, hisflat blue eyes aring up at Victor with maevolent intent.

Sdsbury turned and ran back toward the house, his mind swelling like a baloon ready to burst. He
won-dered how long he could hold onto his sanity in this nightmarish scene where the pursuing monster
could not be killed. His only chance now was the gun, ill in his room, |oaded.



The back door was locked. He screamed at it, rattled it, then knew that was no good.

He started around toward the front of the house, remembering that the intruder must have come out
of the house that way to get in the car, then looked down toward the orchard.

Thekiller was coming.

Fast.

Sdshury had only seconds to spare.

The porch door was open, but the front door was locked.

He fancied he could hear the pounding feet of the killer dosing on him.

Grabbing a patio chair, he smashed the window in the door, reached through, unlocked it, and went
indde. He took the dtairs two at a time, though his legs were ready to buckle. He glanced down once,
saw his pgama top was a bright red and punctured with fragments of the car window. He had a moment
of dizziness, stopped to hold the ralling and shake away the vertigo that sought to dam him.

Then he heard the killer's feet on the front porch.

As he went by the master bedroom, Intrepid began barking again. Sdsbury caled out a word of
encourage-ment, went into the other room and picked the pistol and shdlls up from the nightstand. When
he came out into the corridor again, the stranger had just reached the top of the dairs.

He raised the pistal and fired twice. The boom of each discharge dammed againg the wadls and
echoed through the big house as if dl the doors were beng dammed s-multaneoudy. Two holes
appeared in the stranger's chest, and he fdl Sdeways againg the railing. His face was dill passive, asif he
were watching a boring mation picture or contemplating the lint in his navel.

Sowly, he raised hisfiring arm.

Sdshury emptied the other four dugs into him in quick succession. The impact knocked the stranger
back-wards. He rolled over and over to the bottom of the steps, Sx chunks of lead in him.

Sdshury went and looked down on him.

Sowly but surely, the killer started to get up.

“Dig, damn you!” Sasbury shouted hygtericdly.

The pistal clicked saverd times before he redlized there were no more bullets. By then, the killer was
dating back up the steps; he amed his brass finger a Sdsbury. A golden thread of light smashed the
raling, threw a cloud of wooden chipsinto the air.

Sdshury retreated through the corridor to a point where he could not be seen until the killer topped
the gairs again. He went down on one knee, fumbled shdlls out of the box and loaded the pigtol again.
When his tar-get lumbered off the last riser, he placed sx more chunks of metd in his chest.

With the same result as before: nathing.

No blood.

Jud little black tunnelsin hisflesh.

Thekiller was bringing up his vibrabeam.

Sdsbury rolled sdeways, dutching gun and ammuni-tion, through the open door of his bedroom, up
agang the three trunks there. He could hear the killer coming down the hdl, lurching somewhat but
advancing none-thdess. Franticadly, he loaded the pistal, closed the cham-ber just as the man stumbled
into the doorway. There was nowhere to go now. If these 9x did not bring him down, Sasbury was
dead.

Thekiller opened his mouth, said: “Gnnhunhgggog.”

He put three shots in the killer's face. For a moment, he thought he had won, for the man stopped,
was per-fectly dill, eyes hardly blue at dl, but more of a gray. Then, panfully, the aam with the brass
vibrabeam tube rose toward Sasbury.

A premature blast erupted from the end, struck the computer trunk, glanced off without damage.

Gritting his teeth, every cdl screaming to every other cdl in his body, Sasbury put the last three
bullets in the killer, dl in his chest again. When that was done, he threw the gun at the man, watched it
bounce off the im-passve face.

Inexorably, the firing arm continued to raise.

He was going to die. As surdy as he had killed Harold Jacobi. But this time, there was an assassin



who did not bleed, who was not human. And what would the thing do with him when he was dead? Stuff
him in some haole it would dig in the orchard? Let him rot out there to hdp grow the trees? He had a
picture in his mind of this thing, full of eighteen .22 dugs, face hdf destroyed, chest dmost one gaping
hole, dragging Victor Sdsbury to the orchard and putting imin a grave.

Screaming, mad now with terror, Salsbury leaped, crashed onto the killer, bore hm backwards. The
other man's skull struck the bedpost, opened in two before he went on to the floor. His head, laid open,
was modtly hol-low, except for several sets of wires and transisters. While Salshury pressed him down,
the last fase life leaked out of the robot and it was dill at last.

Robot. No blood. Wires in its face. Sdsbury struggled off the inanimate form, his head pumping up
and down on his neck like a wooden horse on a brass merry-go-round pole. Up. Down. Up—Down.
Pretty mugc. Up. Down. A computer in a trunk. And he had a dead man's past. Up. Down. Up.
Lizard-things lurked in the wals of his cdlar. Up. Down. Down. Up. Sucker mouths. Down. Up. Now a
robot with intent to kill. Up. Down. Round, round . . .

He found the master bedroom, opened the door, wel-comed Intrepid who bounded againgt him. His
didike for this room had faded now that he had become a vicim too—or intended victim. It put him in
sympathy with Ja-cobi. All he wanted was to degp now. He was 0 tired. If he could only make his head
stop going up and down. He clamped his hands on it and hit his tongue. Vagudy, he was aware that he
could hurt himsdf biting on his tongue, that the next step was to swdlow it. But his head did not go up
and down any longer. Just down and down and down, down, down . . .



CHAPTER 7

Once, he opened his eyes and saw a fant gray light seep-ing through the windows and across the floor,
playing like soft fingers on his eyes. He thought about getting up, serioudy thought about it. That seemed
like the proper thing to do. He got his hands under hmsdf and pushed, managed to raise his head a foot
off the floor. Then the little strength he had left was gone, carried away by the fingers of gray light. His
head fdl and he cracked his chin on the floor. There was no more light at all.

He was in a beautifully furnished room of pleasant and airy proportions, waiting for
something, though he could not remember what. He paced around, admiring the dec-orating job,
wondering if the Fabulous Bureau had done it, just generally passing time. When he touched the
top of a smooth and darkly finished writing desk, the thing opened like a mouth. There were little
sharp-edged teeth made of pipe. It sammed shut, trying to chomp off his hand. He retreated from
the desk and sat down in a com-fortable black chair, sucking the ends of his fingers which the
desk had barely nipped. Suddenly bars did out of the chair arms across his lap, locking him in.
Nothing, it seemed, was what it appeared to be. He screamed as the chair began to swallow him.

Someone told him to take it easy, that they were going to get help, get help very soon . . . now .

He smiled— or a least he tried to smile—and told them that was dl very nice and quite thoughtful of
them but that the char was swdlowing hm and could they please hurry. The black chair. The
comfortable one. DO SOMETHING! Then the swirling face that he could not see dearly and the
reassuring voice that accompanied it were gone. He was fading back into the room with the vicious chair
and the cannibdidtic desk.

He didn't want to be in this room. He looked for a way out, found a tall, white door set flush
with the walls. As he walked toward it, the desk to his right began flap-ping its wooden mouth and
growling angrily. The chair, taking up the chorus, began thumping around, rattling its sturdy
wooden legs against the floor and dowly converg-ing on him. The ends of the legs were carved
like animal paws, and Salsbury was certain he saw the toes wriggle. He hurried to the white door,
flung it open, and found there was no escape. The door was nothing more than another mouth. He
had opened it and stepped dightly into it. Beyond was a pink, wet throat, the heavy nodes of the
tonsls hanging like stalactites. The big, black teeth started coming down to cut him in half. Oddly
enough, he noticed that their biting match would be per-fect. Behind, the chair rattled closer,
snarling thickly. He screamed again.

Thistime when he woke from the room of living fur-niture, there were two voices. He recognized one
as the same that had gotten him to open his eyes earlier. It was 0ft, concerned, and sweet, the sort one
hears in televi-son commercids and over public address systems in some of the more pleasant arline
terminds. The new voice was gruff, older, definitdy mae. It was closer to Sasbury, a-most directly over
him.

Then he saw the face that matched the second voice heavy-jowled and wide-mouthed with a
ski-dope nose, two velvety black eyes, a heavy, bushy mustache the same gun-metd gray as the thinning
head of hair.

“| think it's chigfly exhaugtion,” the man said.

“Will he be dl right then?’ the woman asked.

“With some rest, yes”

“What about his. . . hischest?’

“Nothing deep here. | don't see how the deuce he got that. Doesn't make sense.”

“Youve seen the car?’

“Yes. That dill answers nothing.”



“Will it hurt when you take the divers out?’

“It won't hurt me ahit,” the man said. When she dapped him playfully, he said, “I've never seen you
30 o-licitous of anyone.” He chuckled deep in his throat. “Especidly a man.”

“You're an old goat,” she said.

“And you're a young lamb. About time you found yoursdf another pasture mate. One mariage
doesn't mean athing, dear. This one might not be anything like Henry.”

“Youreinsangd” she said. Then she said, “He isnt.”

The man chuckled again. “Widl, it won't hurt him. I'll just give him a sedative firs to make sure. A
mild one. He won't fed athing.”

“l don't want to have a sedative,” Sasbury said, ill dazed. His voice sounded as if he had the vocd
chords of afrog.

“What's that?" the man asked.

The woman's face appeared, atruly lovdy face that he had seen somewhere before . . . Catainly . . .
he just could not remember where. He could not remember much of anything, in fact.

“Vic,” she said, reaching a hand to touch his face.

“Shush,” the gruff man said. “He's ddlirious. Y ou can wait to talk to him.”

“If you give me a sedative,” Sdsbury said, “The door will svalow me up.”

“No it won't,” the gruff one answered. “1've muzzed the door.”

“The chair, then. The chair or the desk will eat me divel”

“Not much chance,” he said. “I've given both of those devils a very grict warning.”

Then there was a sudden sharpness in Sasbury's am, a coolness, a moment of exhilaraion, and
darkness. It was a quiet, empty darkness thistime, without any mystery room or cannibdidtic furniture or
other horrors. He sat-tled into it, pulled a flap of blackness across him like a blanket, and stopped
thinking.

When he woke much later, he was one big ssomach. There was no room in him for any sensation but
hunger. He blinked at the white ceiling until he was certain he was not dizzy, then took stock of his body,
lying there quietly letting the nerves Sgnd the brain, cautioudy in-terpreting the reports they made. There
was a dull ache in his jaw; he remembered cracking it againg the floor. His hands tingled as if he might
have scraped them. His chest fdt odd, as if it might be &fire, though the feding was not atogether
unpleasant. His feet were tender; he had a brief memory of running barefoot across sharp stones.

Then the whole fabric of his memory returned like a gunshot. He sat up in bed, trembling, expecting a
hot and golden beam of light to dice through him. Instead, he saw only Lynda Harvey.

She had been stting in the emerad colored chair to the left of the bed. She rose and came to him, put
her hands on his shoulders and pressed him down. He a-lowed himsdf to relax. The robot was dead. A
pile of de-brisin the other bedroom. He could afford to relax now, surdly.

“How do you fed?" she asked.

He stretched, consdered the question, said, “Not too bad, congdering.”

“Dont try to get up. I'm supposed to feed and water you the moment you come around.”

“I'm about to start gnawing on the furniture.”

“No need. I've got everything downgtairs that youll need. Give me a few minutes” She started for
the door.

“Wait.”

“Huh?’ She hdlf turned, gunning in profile.

“How did you find me? Who was that man poking a me? Wha—"

“Later. Let the cook do her job firs.” Then she was gone, trim legs flashing brown. He leaned into
the pil-low, amiling, and thought about her puttering around in his kitchen. He liked that thought very
much. But there were other thoughts which he was not too fond of at dl ...

He thought of the robot It had taken so long to kill Smply because it was so loaded with backup
creuits and secondary tubes to replace primaries when they were shattered by fragmenting dugs. He was
adso unsettled by the congderation that it was his dmost superhuman reflex pattern that had saved him
and that a norma man (like Harold Jacobi) would not have survived. So it seemed that the robot had



come to kill Jacobi, not Sasbury. Is that what the computer meant when it said Jacobi would have died
ina month anyway? But a month had not passed. Hardly a week, even. Oh, yes, two weeks of degp in
the cave. But that was dill more than a week shy of a month.

Weas that why the 810-40.04 was mantaining silence? Did it think the target date was Hill over a
week away? If so, Salshury hoped, if there were more to this operation, the damn machine broke slence
before any future en-counters with the enemy.

As there should mogt certainly be. Nasty encounters.

The lizard-things were not the type to give up easly. He had no doubt at dl that the robot had come
through the portd in the cdlar wall, through the blue circle of light, the window to another world.

But why hadn't one of the lizard-things come to do the job itsdf? Fear? That seemed unlikdy. The
lizards, he thought, would show little fear in a battle Stuation. They had the look of a race that had come
up too fast. Tech-nology had boomed, had grown like a nuclear mush-room, while their culturd and
socid development had progressed dowly from the caveman stage. They looked like savages—keenly
intdligent, clever savages. Savagery is only gpplicable in a socid sense; they looked as if kill-ing and
other assorted uglinesses were a very recent part of their heritage.

When would they send the next robot through the portal? Or make ther firg in-person vigt? He
thought a moment, redized dl the nights of the Snging noise and the arriva of the robot had been at
goproximately one-thirty in the morning. Whether that was the only time the portal could be opened or
the time most preferred, he did not know. But by one-thirty tomorrow morning, he better be prepared.

She came back into the room, carrying a tray which she dipped onto the night table. She sat on the
edge of the bed. “Toadt. Buttered, dthough the doctor said plain. Chicken soup with noodles, though the
doctor sad just broth.”

“You get akick out of disregarding doctor's orders?’

Sheignored him. “Also fruited jello, aglass of orange juice, cuts of bologna and cheese and tomato.
Coffee. Broth isfor sick little girls, not beefy gorilla types like you.”

He tasted the soup, said it was delicious. After she amiled, he said, “Now how did you find me?’

She hopped onto the bed, gtting in a yoga position, a ddightful expanse of brown legs showing. She
seemed unaware of her own attractiveness. “1 was handling the renta of a Barberry Road cottage out this
way. When | was done there, | decided to stop by since you were only five minutes out of my way. |
cdled you lagt evening,” and here she blushed, “but you weren't home yet | thought I'd stop by this
morming and see what you'd found about that dead men in Harrisburg.

“| parked out front behind your car, saw its door open and the cdling light on. | shut it, wondering
why you'd forget something like that and let your battery run down. Then | saw the smashed window. |
thought you'd had an accident, | came up and knocked on the porch door. You didn't answer, but |
could see the front door was open. | went to the front door, shouted for you, and was greeted by
Intrepid. He yipped like amad dog. Scared me & firgt. He kept sumbling up the stairs, then fdling down,
then sumbling back up until 1 understood he wanted me to fallow him, just like in Lassie movies. | found
you lying here on the floor.”

He finished the soup, started on the cold cuts and cheese. “The doctor. Who was he?’

“Jake West. He's been our family doctor for years. He's stopping by tomorrow to look you over,
chidly to find out what happened to you. After heleft, | found that your bathroom door—"

Hefound it abit hard to swdlow, washed the meat down with juice.

“What did happen?’ she asked, green eyes wide, lean-ing dightly forward toward him.

“I'd rather not say just yet. Maybe later. It's hard to believe anyway.”

He expected a typicd femde reaction: dy wheedling at fird, then cgoling and fencing to get him to
sall something, and when that did not work, a bit of conjecture with an attempt to get him to agree or
dis-agree. Maybe some indignation after that, then fury in hopes a woman's anger could break him. But
she smply shrugged, smiled and was perfectly willing to forget it— at least outwardly.

He was thankful for her reaction. How could he have gone about explaining this sort of thing? Lynda,
there was a robot here last night. He was sent by a bunch of lizard-things. Intdligent lizard-things, Lynda.
He came to kill me. Had a vibrabeam in hisfinger, for Christ's sake! Lynda, | killed Harold Jacobi.



“But | can tdl you something | found in Harrisburg,” he said.

She grinned, leaned forward again.

He went through the story, about the body being a mistake, about Mrs. Dill, about buying art
supplies.

“They came” she sad. “A dréfting table and every-thing. | had them pile it dl in the living room
because | didn't know where to tdl them to put everything. They brought it around two.”

“In the afternoon? Whet timeisit?’

“Nine o'clock in the evening,” she said. “You dept dl day.”

One-thirty was just four and a hdf hours away. He would have to get rid of her before that and plan
some-thing for the lizard-things and their robot zombies. W, he could let her stay another two hours
perhaps . . .

“Why did you go to dl thistrouble?’ he asked.

“l guess I'm just the motherly type. | takein logt kit-tens, tattered dogs, birds with broken wings—"

“Yourefishing”

“. .. and haf-crippled men with bloody chests,” she finished, blushing. “I'm sorry. You don't want to
tak about it, and | don't want to force you. Y ou know, of course, my curiogty is eating me dive, mating
up dtories far worse than the truth, mogt likely. But in your own good time.”

She was a magnificent woman, far more lovdy with her crooked front tooth (which he had just
noticed) than a hundred starlets with plagticized lips and atificid mouths behind them. She radiated an
earthy sensudity that dmost had an odor, a taste, atouch. She carried her-sdf so casudly yet codlly. He
found that he liked her far more than he had redlized; maybe it went beyond a mere liking.

“How is Henry these days?’ he asked.

The question had the effect of a pile driver coming down on top of her head. Her face grew
depressed, then savage. She fisted her little hands, then seemed to grow camer. “Why do you ask that?’

He fdt indantly crude. It was not the thing to do, dredge up old pains and make a friend relive them.
He redlized he was beginning to fed possessive towards her and that the question had been spawned by
jedousy. “I heard Dr. West mention him just before he put me to deep.”

“Let'ssay I'll tel you later, Vic. That makes us even.”

“I'm sorry,” he said. 1 should have known that was re-stricted grounds for conversation.”

“Oh, hell, now it sounds like a 'dark mysterious mess," which it redly isnt at dl.”

“Nice weather weve been having, huh?’

“l want to tdl you,” she said. “Does that make me an emotiond bore?’

“Do you spill your woes to everyone?’

“You're the fire.”

“Which doesn't mean you're working in an emotiond bore pattern.”

“Why should | want to tdl you, though? | mean, | don't redly know you. In fact, | didiked you at
fird. You were cold and uncommunicetive. Even when you started being friendly, | thought you seemed
sort of—"

“Y e’

“Wel, hollow. Like you were pretending to be some-one you redly weren't.”

The response shook him considerably, though he thought maybe he concedled his surprise. “Now?’

“Wdl, there's dill something odd about you. But you seem fuller, more of a person than before.”

Perhaps, Sdsbury thought, that was because he had recently gone through hdl and come back dive.
Trids made any man a more solid individud.

They looked a each other, fdt therr gazes dick and mesh. They each held a new understanding of
their friendship, one that either would make it strained or help it grow into more than friendship. Sowly,
hdtingly, she told him about Henry.

Henry March was brutishly handsome, rugged, with a muscular body he preened as a cat preened.
Dimplesin his cheeks. Sightly conceited, not boringly so. From a well-to-do family. Himsdf a graduate



of Princeton. A so-cid figure. To an eighteen-year-old girl who had been reading Hemingway since she
was thirteen, he seemed dmogt perfect. At firgt, the marriage was good: the joy of teking meds together,
of finding his dark hairs on the brush, the smdl of his cologne, the sound of dectric ra-zors at early hours,
the touch of warm flesh in the middle of the night, both waking with surprise at thelr separate but smilar
needs . . . Then something happened.

At firg, he began complaining of her coffee. Then her meds Then the acts of ther mogt private
sanctums. She began to wonder why she was no good in bed. Or a any-thing ese. Under his tongue,
ghe logt weight, began mix-ing hersdf extra drinks to be able to face hm when he came home from his
graduate classes.

There is a sort of man who can never face his own in-adequacies, who mug find a scapegoat. In
America, where success is considered the only essentid commodity of life, this man abounds. He drives
his women to de-spair, eventudly breaks them. The woman is his child-raiser, his maid, cook, and sex
machine. No thought is given to her, for she is merdly a thing, a necessary acqui-Stion on the road to
success. These are the most despicable criminds of contemporary society. They kill human dignity. But
fird they torture it.

Henry was one of these.

Rdatively few women escape them. The ones who do are usudly shocked into awareness when they
take an outsde job out of desperation to prove they are worth something. They find they are good
workers, earn pro-motions and praise. Suddenly they see through their

Henry and seek a quick divorce or enter into a knock-down, drag-out, teeth and nal, fig and feet
fight to bring redity back into their marriage. Or maybe they have an afar and find out they are good in
bed. Or findly something happens to show that hubby isn't per-fect either.

She came home from work early because the Dean of Ingruction (her boss) was ill and closed his
office. She found Henry in bed with the girl. A student. Sopho-more. In Henry's class. Buying her grade,
gpparently. When Henry, confused, amost incoherent, took the girl away, Lynda went into the bathroom
and vomited into the toilet.

“God, Vic,” Lyndasaid, teking a Sip of his coffee, re-placing the cup on his bed tray, “what was s0
bad was that when he returned he tried to act like he was ill on top. He bullied me, told me she was
better in bed than me. And she was a scrawny nothing! Her face wasn't even pretty. Tiny eyes, close-set.
No chin. And he was trying to make me think she was more desirable than me. He dmost succeeded.
He dmo4 redly did. He had me so twisted up that—"

Sill stting yoga fashion, she lowered her head onto her breasts, baled her fids a her sde, and cried
softly. He sat the tray aside, brought her to him, stroked her ydlow hair, murmured comforting things to
her. She had bottled this up, thinking it was over. She had only wanted out of the marriage, time to find
hersdf as a human being. The quickest way to do that was to deny that she had been—amost—turned
into an egoless, sdf-pitying wretch by aman unworthy of her pity, unwor-thy of her. Now she had been
forced to pull the cork and taste what was in the bottle. The fumes had made her nauseous.

He caressed her, trying to think how to cam a woman. When her crying softened, he raised her head
and kissed her. He found her lips were parted. There was a moment when the world was nothing more
then a tongue. Then they pulled apart, breathless, and engaged their eyes again. She came back after a
moment, more demanding now. His hand found the light, flicked it off. Somehow, he had a strength he
was unaware of.



CHAPTERS8

“Wasit dl very sordid?’ she asked.

“If you want to make it like that.”

“Quch. | guess| asked for that. Maybe he made meinto a masochist.”

“And I'm not going to lay here and build your confi-dence by ranting and raving about how good it
was, what a beautiful thing we have together.”

“Because that's not necessary?’ she asked. “Ummm. | guess then what I'm feding is maybe not so
glly”

“And what are you feding?’

She turned on her side, brought the long clean lines of her body againg him. What he fdt now was
not desire so much as awarm contentment at the touch of her, an ap-preciation of her line and form and
loveliness

“I'm feding that this somehow pieced us together. | can tdl a difference in you. In the way you trest
me. You are human, warm, open now. You were an enigma before. And | fed more complete than |
have snce the divorce. It isnt just sex. | could have plenty of that any time. We're like two pieces of a
doller hill thet has been torn in hdf somewhere dong the line. One piece ends up in the wallet of an old
menin New Jersey, the other in the walet of ayoung man in Milwaukee. One day both turn up in Miami
inarestaurant. The old man's hdf fdls out of hiswallet when he pays the cashier. The young man sees it,
takes out his own hdf, finds they match. Its so impossble you want to hold your breath for fear of
blowing the halves apart.”

She snuggled againgt him, her mouth againgt his neck. Her fingers traced patterns on his chest. The
grdl of her was warm and femining, musky, yet sweet. He could see why she had been attracted to him
from the first. She had married a man she thought she understood and found a demon in him. This time,
she would be drawn to a man more complicated, one she could not fathom, in the hope that a smple,
sncere man lay beneath the surface. Iron Victor would have presented the mystery she wanted to start
with. Soft Victor was the Smple, sncere man she sought

Suddenly hefdt like an ogre worse than any Henry March, for he was concedling so much from her
when she had leveled so totdly with him. “Come on,” he said, getting out of bed and dipping into a pair
of jeans, a T-shirt, loafers without benefit of socks. “There's some-thing | have to show you.”

“Your explanaion now?’

“Right.”

She dipped into his robe, which was enormous for her, followed him into the hdl, past Intrepid who
had been lying watching them. He remembered Intrepid had not been fed and watered, but found she
hed taken care of that after dll.

He took her to the bedroom where the robot lay, turned the thing over for her ingpection. He told her
the story, beginning with the morming he had awakened in the cave and set out to buy the Jacobi house,
omitting only the fact that he had killed Harold Jacobi, She sat very ill and quiet.

She accepted the story, despite its apparent absurdity. Partly, this was because she was reluctant to
consder her lover a madman, partly because there were the marks of the vibrabeam to prove what he
sad. There were a0 the festurdess, lockless trunks.

“It's now a quarter to one” he said. “Which means you will pack and leave before the shooting
garts.”

“Bull” she said shortly.

“You might get hurt” It was an inane statement, one of those lines from a book that are verbd
trandations of such visud obviousnesses that they cancel themsdlves out. Perhaps in a moment of stress,



dl men were reduced to the formula plotting of the fiction they read, mouthing inanities from other stories.

“And you might be hurt too. Y ou might need someone like you did last night.”

“Look, Lynda,” he said, ignoring the findity, “youll be in my way.”

“Bull.” She just wasn't playing the part of the fragile heroine the way she was supposed to. “Are you
throwing me out?’

“Of course not! But if you stay dl night, people will think—"

“You have no neighbors, and | could redly give a damn about whet they thought if you did. What
concern | have for the opinions of the generd populace could be placed in a Coke bottle without
obscuring the bottom.”

“That was a pretty heated ddlivery,” he said, grinning in spite of himsdif.

“l can Say then?’

“You can day.”

Her reaction, surprisngly, was like that of a smdl girl. She threw her arms around him, giggling. She
was an inHriguing, multileve woman, terribly adult one moment, ddightfully child-like the next. The result
was sort of addightful, playful schizophrenia.

“But now we have only hdf an hour to decide what to do.”

She wanted to stay. She had made that quite clear. There was no way he could persuade her that it
would be best dl around if she |€ft.

She wanted to stay. She most definitdy did.

Siill, she shuddered.

As they discussed what should be done, Sasbury bent to work on the hand of the robot,
disconnecting the vi-brabeam weagpon within the core of the plagtic finger. Lynda expressed amazement
that he knew the wegpon was detachable and knew how to go about detaching it. He was somewhat
surprised himsdf, but had learned to live with the often hidden tidbits of knowledge that now and agan
surfaced when they were needed. In ten min-utes, he had the vibratube in his hand, the smple stud-end
trigger ready againg his thumb.

In the end, after much planning and dternate planning, they decided not to go into the cdlar where,
perhaps, the robot would be able to solicit aid from the lizardy diens. Instead, they moved the furniture in
the living room to form a fortress of duffing, wood, and springs behind which they could hide and
observe the cdlar door. There was no way of being certain another robot would be sent, though the
lizard-things mugt surdly have known the firg faled. If they knew that, they would consder it an
enormous fluke, and would think it could never hap-pen twice.

Indeed, had he been Harold Jacobi, it never would have happened again, for he would have been
sone dead. But he was quicker than a man should be, cleverer, and now he had a vibrabeam tube
himsdf.

One-thirty came and went in slence. They did not speak for fear of missng some vitad sound from
below. Even a moment's distraction might meen the difference between success and failure—and falure
would, of course, mean death. There was no ringing noise, no thrumming moan. He remembered that the
porta had not required the strange vibrations to open itsdf ever since that night when full visud contact
had been made; that night the demons looked through the wal as if only a pane of glass separated them
from Salsbury.

At twenty minutes of two, ten minutes into their s-lent vigil, they heard soft footfals on the steps . . .
coming up ...

Linda was postioned beside him, shidded by a couch. He was a the end of the same piece of
furniture, looking through a crack between the sofa and the easy chair they had pulled next to it. She had
her head above the back of the sofa, watching the door. He put a hand on her skull and pushed her
down out of dght. She started to protest, then remembered the need for slence. Or perhaps she
re-membered what the vibrabeam had done to his bathroom door and suddenly had begun to extrapolate
onwhat it might do to flesh. She stayed down, safely behind him, waiting.



As he watched, the cdlar door swung eeslly into the living room. It shielded the bulk of the robot
from him, but he wasin no great hurry to make contact with it. Sdsbury knew he could take the machine
before it could reach ether of them; that redization made for a greet ded of confidence.

A moment later, the robot stepped from behind the door, very dert and cautious as if even its sted
and glass brain could know fear. It started dong the wal, Saying where the moonlight from the windows
did not touch. When he was but a few feet from the stairs that led to the second story, Salsbury thumbed
the stud on the vibra-beam tube. The cold waves of sound flashed out in a golden stream, struck the
mechine and made it bounce and buck as if a dedge hammer had been swung into its guts. It lurched,
turned, its blue eyes sparkling flatly in the darkness, seeking.

Risgng to stand beside him, Lynda grasped Sdsbury's am and sucked in her breath. The lack of any
emotion on the robot's face, the deadly blankness so like a psy-chotic's countenance, was enough to chill
anyone. It had nearly sent Salsbury dimbing the wals the firgt time he had been confronted with it.

The beam continued to play.

Victor fancied he could hear things bresking ingde the robot. Its entire body hummed with the impact
of the killing waves.

It sumbled toward them, rasing its firing arm, pointing the brass finger. Sasbury ducked, trying to
hold the vibrabeam on his opponent. But it wavered, swept across the gair ralling to the mechanica's ft.
The wood splintered, popped, danced into the air in hundreds of shards, rained down on Lynda and him
where they stood ten feet away.

The mechanicd’s own beam smashed into an easy chair, blew a doud of smouldering duffings into
the air. The littlest pieces, glowing orange, came down and sung their bare arams where they touched.
Lynda dapped at her robe and at Salsbury's clothes to keep them from catching fire,

Sdshury depressed the firing stud again. The robot backed, trying to avoid the weapon. But there
was no-where it could go. It came up againg the wall, shivering like a man |&ft in his underwear on the
tundra. Seconds later, it pitched forward, smashed onto its face. It tried to get up, managed to make it to
its knees, then crashed for-ward again, bouncing on the carpet. Its fingers groped a the nylon, trying to
find something to help pull it erect. The brass tip of the weapons finger was bright with reflected
moonlight. Then, at lag, it was lill.

“You got hm!” Lynda cried. She was reecting like the little girl again, exuberant despite the il
pervading ter-ror of the scene about her.

Sdshury stood, his knees cracking painfully, amed the vibrabeam at the robot's head and blew its
metd skull open, sailling its mechanics onto the rug.

It was over.

His entire body seem to expand, to swdl with triumph.

He turned to Lynda to say something . . . and caught the movement of the second killer out of the
corner of hiseye.



CHAPTER9

It had come up the cdlar sairs with the stedth of a cat, its movements further concealed by the activities
of the firg robot, the excitement of that fight. It was a mirror image of the first and exactly like the robot
of the previ-ous night. The lizard-things wasted no money on a vari-ety of molds. He only wished they
would have seen fit to endow the mechanicas with something other than those two blue penny eyes that
seemed to eat into everything they settled upon. Now, as they stood congratulating themsalves, it moved
through the cellar door, coming fast, legped the couch, came down heavily on cushions, bouncing, and
was amogt on top of them.

Victor raised his vibratube to fire, not very hopeful about getting a shot in. The mechanicd swvung its
am, cracked Salsbury's wrist a solid blow that rattled his teeth in his jaw like pearls on a dring, set every
bone between his hand and teeth vibrating like tuning forks. The tube sdled into the ar, acing
backwards out of reach, tumning lazlly over and over to clater in a dark corner some-where . . .
completely beyond reach.

Lynda screamed.

Victor grabbed her, pushed her backward, turned in time to fed the rush of ar preceding the
mechanicd, then the full impact of its heavy, component packed body. He was catapulted to the left,
struck an oblong coffee table with his knees and went over that with a great ded of explosve grunting
and even more pain. His chin cracked the end of alamp base exactly where it had been bruised in hisfdl
the night before, then skidded on the rug, brush burning it. It was dmog as if some hodtile fairy sprite
were gtting overhead planning the choreog-raphy. He spat out a piece of tooth, tasted blood. His chin
burned. The weight of the mechanical adversary was pressng upon him.

He gtrained, heaved, pushed the robot sdeways enough to squirm out from under it. He rolled
quickly to see whereit was and to get out of the thing's immedi-ate range. He flopped onto his back just
intime to see that it was directly overhead, coming down in a crushing body dam. Then the thing was on
his chest, had knocked every ounce of ar out of hislungsin one heavy gush. It threw a thick am across
histhroat to hold him dill. It brought the other hand around; the one with the vibrabeam finger.

Sdshury heaved again, only succeeding in making the mechanica increase the pressure on his throat.
He gagged, wondered vagudy why he had to be vibra-beamed and srangled. One should be enough
urdly.

The brass tip pointed somewhere above and between Victor's eyes. The top of his head would go
easly, wely.

Abruptly, there was another impact as something struck the back of the robot. The thing pitched over
Sdsbury, carried forward by whatever had dammed into it. He rolled Sdeways, sat up, gasping to get ar
into his aching lungs, massaging his sore throat. Now, as his wartering eyes cleared, he could see what
hed thrown the mechanica off baance in the last moments before its success. Intrepid had bolted down
the stairs (or had sumbled) and had legped into the battle without a Sngle reservation. He had his teeth
sunk into the robot's neck, his claws scrabbling on the broad back. The mechanica stood, swaying, and
tried to shake the beast off. It reached behind itsdf and pounded a heavy fig into the furious mutt.
Intrepid squedled with pain but held on, Seemed to chew his teeth in more deeply.

After afew more usdess attempts to dissuade that noble canine, the robot stood, wavering under the
weight of the mongrd and the fury of his attack, pointed his laser a Sdsbury and fired, redizing his duty
was not to himsdf, but to the masters who had sent him to kill.

Sdshury rolled, camein under the destructive swath of golden light. Behind, the sofa whuffed with the
beam boring its interior. The corded covering caught fire. The flames illuminated the room, sent dancing
shafts of light off the mechanicd's pale skin, off Intrepid's bristled fur.



The robot fired again.

Thistime Victor did not move fast enough, dowed by the pan that dill arced through him, by his
certainty that a second shot could not come so fadt, that the mechanicd would have to orient itsdf. The
beam seared his shoulder, sent fragments of flesh exploding outward. A shot any more direct would have
burst him like a ripe fruit fdlen from a tree. Blood dribbled down hisarm, hot and sticky.

The room swayed.

He thought he heard Lynda shouting.

Hefdl, cameto his knees, agonizingly aware that he would have to move fas if he were to avoid the
next burst. When he looked up, he was saring directly into the gleaming brass tip.

Then there was the sound of the vibratube, and Sdls-bury waited for the worst. But it was not the
mechanicd that had fired. It was the target now, the gold illumination blossoming on its chest. It turned,
seeking the source of the beam. When it found Lynda standing in the corner where the other tube had
fdlen, it raised its am to shoot her.

Andit wasdl over.

The robot's chest, under the concentrated beam from Lyndas tube, bulged outward, burst and
spewed glass and wire and plastic shrapnd. It stood, eyes dmming through lighter and lighter shades of
blue. When they were utterly dark, it toppled onto its face, dead as a ma-chine could get, Intrepid dill on
its back with his teeth sunk into the artificd flesh.

Sdshury started for the cdllar steps, stepping around the dead machine, then remembered that it was
Lyndawho had the weapon, not him. His arm ached dully, and his head was spinning. He turned back to
find her just as she came to him. “Give methe tube,” he said, reaching for it.

“Why?

“Got to go down . . . seeif there are more of them.”

“Il go dong.”

“Youll say here,” he said, taking the tube from her.

“Damnit, who killed the last one?’

He looked to the mechanicd that Intrepid Hill toyed with. He shook his head. “All right. Be careful.”

They switched on the light and looked down the steps. There were no more mechanicads on them.
They went down, Lynda behind and holding onto him. In the base-ment, they found nothing. The porta in
the wall was gone again. After checking the basement three times, they went back upstairs and turned off
the light, closed the door. The shooting was over. At least until tomor-row night.

“Come on and let me look at your arm,” she said, drag-ging him into the kitchen. He followed like a
dumb animdl.

He sat in a Straight-back chair while she washed the burn. It was gpproximatdy two inches long, an
inch wide, and an inch deep. That was a goodly sized chunk of flesh for anyone to lose, even for a man
who seemed to hed miraculoudy fast. “1 told you about heding so quickly,” he said. “It won't need
medicines”

“I'm putting a dressing on it dl the same.”

“It's dready stopped bleeding. It1l be heavily scabbed by tomorrow night and hedled in afew days.”

She ignored him, got acohol, gauze and tape. By the time she had finished bandaging it, the pain was
gone. They cleaned up the mess, made something to eat. They were both ravenous. Just as they were
finishing, Intrepid came padding in for some bits of lunchmest.

Later, in bed, she sad, “Areyou sure it's safe?”’

“Podgtive. The porta only opens & that one time. Be-sides, ther€'s Intrepid.”

He whined from his position by the door.

“But what do we do next, Vic? Cdl the police?’

“No. They'd get curious about Jacobi.” He sad it be-fore he thought. Then he could have hitten off
histongue.

“You think they killed him?’ she asked.

He tried to answer, could not.

“What isit?’



“I—" W, he decided, it was best to get it over with. She would ligen, leave. She would not want
to stay with akiller. He told her swiftly, though not without emo-tion, conveying to her his own horror at
having mur-dered ared, flesh and blood man.

She did not go. She said nothing, merdly accepted and understood. He fdt warm hands on his chest.
Then her comforting arms were around him. He tried to fight, to tdll her that she would taint hersdlf; that it
would be no good; that she could never adjust to him as a killer. But she was softness, warmth. He let his
sensations carry him like aroller coaster. They clutched each other to keep from fdling out, riding higher
and higher, growing ever more dizzy, breathless as the speed of their rollicking, rocketing love carried
them faster and faster . . .

He gave no thought to lizards or robots.

It was not the time. Besides, they would not encounter the demons again until tomorrow night,
twenty-four hours from now, at the witching hour of one-thirty.

Now they were safe; or so he thought.

He was making a big mistake.



CHAPTER 10

They woke allittle before nine the next morning. They might not have risen that early, except that Intrepid,
who had quite obvioudy been awake for some time, decided to crawl onto their covers and perform his
imitation of a child's rubber bdl for thar entertainment. When the pandemonium died down, there was no
sensein pretend-ing they could go back to deep. They took turns caling Intrepid names and laughing a
his happy responses, then took turnsin the shower. He offered to let her go firgt, wary about the length of
time awoman would take, was hgppily surprised when she came into the bedroom fifteen minutes later,
finished.

When he got downgtairs, breakfast was ready.

“Will you marry me?” he asked.

She looked up from her eggs and toast, grinning. She ate like a she-wolf, the firm muscles of her
tawvny jaw tightening as she chewed. “Isthis a proposd.”

“Sounds like thet to me”

“Extremdy romantic. In my excitement, | am ligble to spew amouthful of eggsdl over the table”

“Sorry I'm not the Gary Grant type.”

They exchanged banter of that sort throughout the morning, Doris-Day-movie-talk on the surface, but
easy and fun as such conversation can be between two people who have no need to impress each other.
In the backs of both their minds, however, was the terror and doubt about the cdlar and the things that
came out of it in the early hours of the morning. It was only their ability to fill in the wating with banter
that kept them from mad-ness.

Victor did some heavy moving, taking the things out of a back guest room and goring them in the
attic, then moving his art supplies upgtairs, thankful that the heaviest pieces had come dismantled. It was
odd to be engaged in domestic chores when hislife might hang in the balance, when his future was totdly
unpredictable; but, there was nothing else to do. He had just finished putting together the heavy drafting
table when Dr. West returned to check on his patient.

He was astounded & the degree of heding on Sals-bury's chest. He was perturbed when Sasbury
evaded his questions about the nature of the infliction of the wound. When he discovered the bandaged
am where the vibra-beam had struck the night before, Lynda explained that he had fdlen and cut it.
Victor, playfully, he hoped, re-fused to let West look at it, joking about the medica debts he had aready
incurred beyond his ability to pay. The doctor left unsatisfied and suspicious, but ignorant, which was dl
they cared about.

They ate alight dinner, agreed to go into town for supper and to pick up some of Lyndas clothes, a
tooth-brush, toiletries. It was impossble to persuade her to leave now, while the mysery had not yet
been solved. Meanwhile, he brought sketching materids down to the front porch stoop and made ready
to draw aredidic view of an dderly Dutch ElIm & the corner of the drive. Lynda and Intrepid left to walk
inthe orchard. With histoolsin his hands, he fdt more at rest than ever before.

He did not know what would happen within the next half hour.

As he gtarted drawing, he redlized that, though he was not Victor Sdsbury the artist, he was an artist
in his own right. In moments, he had outlined a drawing, blocked it, gave it shape. Instead of filling in
detall, he flipped to an-other sheet and did an impressonigtic view of the same dm. It took longer, but it
proved that he was not merdy arenderer, but creative as well. Whoever had educated him for the role of
Victor Sashury had done a rather thorough job.

Shortly after two, as Victor was fleshing out the fird sketch into a full landscape, Intrepid came
through the front door to the closed porch door, barked to be let out. Victor cdled for Lynda, decided
she mud dill be in the orchard. “You want out?’ he asked the dog, reluctant to stop sketching.



Intrepid barked again.

Sdsbury did not stop to think that Intrepid only barked in Stuations of great strain. Other times, he
swffled. The dog came through the open door, watched Sasbury return to his work. After a moment, he
shook hishig head asif satisfied Sasbury was his master, padded dong the sde of the house. He looked
into the orchard, then turned and faced the man with the pencils.

Out of the corner of his eye, Sdsbury saw the dog running toward him, thought nothing of it. But as
he got closer, Sdsbury redized that the mutt's playfulness could ruin his drawing. He brought up an arm
to ward him off and was bowled from his step onto the grass as the dog hit him, il running top speed.

The dog rolled past him, not mking a sound, came onto his feet as Sasbury was sheking his head
and reachring for his sketch pad. Before he redized what was happening, the dog charged again. This
time, his teeth were bared. They were unnaturdly, supernaturaly long and sharp.

“Intrepid!” he shouted.

The dog leaped.

Sdshury whirled sdeways, out of his path, fet claws scrabble weskly at him as the beast went by.

“Stop it!”

But the dog came again.

Thistime, the beast waited urtil the last moment to legp, then legpt to Salsbury's right so that the man
whirled into him instead of out of hisway. Sdsbury fdt teeth graze his shoulder. The dog's claws hooked
inhis shirt and the tops of his jeans, and it came around for an-other nip.

He avoided the vicious bite with no room to spare, saw another one coming. He grabbed the animd's
front paws and pried them off, threw it, kicking, into the hedges. The dog lay for a moment, as if groggy,
then bounded to his feet and came between Sasbury and the porch door—the only escape route.

“Intrepid!” he shouted again, trying to make the ca-nine come to its senses.

Then he saw its eyes.

They were fla and blue.

The eyes of another robot, not the eyes of hisnoblemuitt . . . A deadly imitation.

Sometimes, just as the worgt is trangpiring, you think of how monumentdly stupid you have been, of
dl the warning sgnds you have ignored, of dl the things you should have seen and interpreted as leading
inexorably to the disaster now a hand. Standing there facing the me-chanicd killer, Sasbury thought of a
number of things that should have put him on his guard. Firdly, there had been no place in the cdlar for a
man-szed robot to hide when they had investigated it last night; but a dog killer was consderably smdler.
Secondly, if the firgt robot had been able to broadcast reports through the barrier to the lizard-things, it
catanly would have reported Intrepid as a nuisance. Preparing a killer in a familiar form, there-fore,
would have been a logicd next step. Thirdly, if this was Intrepid, how had he gotten into the house
without Lynda to open the back door for him? Fourthly, Intrepid never barked except when extremely
excited. This robot had made a mistake in that line, and Victor had obliged it by overlooking the error.
Hve he had left his vibratube upgtairs, thinking he would not need it until the porta opened agan a
one-thirty. But he had ignored dl the Sgnds, the flashing obviousnesses. And thereit was . . . looking big

.. mean . .. and dighty mad.

Sdsbury crouched a dozen feet from it, watching it carefully for the first indications of an impending
attack. At the same time, hismind riffled through al that it con-tained; through what he seemed to know
amog innady, looking for some piece of combatant's lore that would serve im now. How did you
cripple a dog? This was not a dog, but a robot; 4ill, it was dog-form and might be at least partidly
vulnerable to the same things a rea dog would be vulnerable to. But those were few. A dog was
compact and fadt, vidous in a fight. Even if Salsbury had had a gun, it would have been dmost usdess
agang atrained killer dog—or a machine built to look and fight like one—for there would be no time to
am. There was only one moment when a dog was open to defeat: when it was in the air, dfter it had
leaped. There might not be time to fire a well-placed shot, or pull aknife and snk it home, but there was
time to do one thing.

He began thinking again of the data buried in his mind. Here was a plan for handiing a killer dog,
some-thing only a commando ought to know. Another mystery. Who had programmed him to know



this? Who had foreseen the dangers? He stopped thinking about that and concentrated on the dog
mechine.

When the beast was in the air, coming a him, it would be relaively defensdess. Its teeth would be
out of range, its claws usdess whileinflight. Its front paws would be tucked weakly back and would not
soring forward and unsheeth their claws until the last second before contact. If Salsbury moved quickly
enough, reaching forward to intercept it, he could grab one of those paws, twid it as he fdl, and throw
the machine over his head as hard as he could manage. 1ts own momentum would ensure that it would fal
farly far off and that it would hit the ground with great impact. The least he could do was sun it badly
and break aleg. If he were lucky, it would break its neck or snap its spine.

Then there was no time for contemplation as it rushed him head on. Its claws scrabbled on a bare
paich in the lawn—clickity-click-click—and it jumped.

He grabbed a paw, closed his hand around it, twisted, fdl and threw, certain that his timing could not
be right, though his body seemed pleased with the maneuver. A second or two later, there was a solid
thump as the robot mongre smashed into the earth fifteen feet behind him.

He cameto hisfedt, turned. He could see that the thing had been damaged by his trick, but that the
wounds were not anything like he hoped for. It got to its feet and staggered, as if its gyros had been
disturbed, then gained its baance and seemed as sure-footed as be-fore. Its atificd fur was badly
rumpled and did not smooth itsdf as red fur would. But its neck was dill distressngly intact. Its legs had
not been damaged. Of course, Sdsbury told himsdf, he should have expected stedl bones, should have
known they would not snap as eadly as cacium ones.

He looked to the door, decided it would be suicide to attempt to reach that. The moment he turned
his back and ran, the dog machine would be on him, on his neck with those nightmarish, over-sized fangs.
There would be a great ded of brilliant blood, searing white pain. Then his throat would be gone and his
brain would die as the blood ceased pumping to it. Maybe thirty seconds al-together.

He confronted the dog and waited for its next move, hoping his luck would hold out and that he
would be adle to get the machine with the same combat device he had just used.

He thought the chances of that were dim.

It recovered in short order and charged again, taking quick little steps, then a long, dliding legp that
would put it squarely on his shoulders, its fangs buried to the hilt in his neck. Unlike robot men, Sasbury
would bleed, bleed like hell. Despite his fantastic capacity for recovery, his fast rate of heding, he would
die, for he could never mend as swiftly as the machine could tear him open.

He went under it, repeated the throwing trick, tossed it behind him. Surprisngly, he had gained
another few moments of life

Thistime, the robot required longer to get up, but it was back on its feet a the end of a minute,
looking as deadly as ever. Those blue, shining eyes were much more sniger in that canine face then they
hed been in the man-form robots. They gave the thing the look of the demon, a werewalf, a hell-beast
come to judge.

Watching it, Victor was sure something must have broken. A tube or a circuit board; a snarling of
wires, afracturing of condensor, trand stor—something. Any-thing.

But nothing had.

It came after him again.

He repeated hissngle trick, sent it careening into the side of the porch steps where it bounced off the
concrete and thumped onto the ground, shivering asif it could know the meaning of fear as thoroughly as
man. When Sasbury got to his feet, the machine was aready standing.

The un seemed terribly bright, murderous.

Victor was breathing heavily, swesdting like a stoker on a seam locomotive. He wiped the
perspiration out of his eyes and clamped his teeth together. This could not keep up forever. Despite his
overdeveloped body and reserves of adrendin, he was flesh and blood. The beast, however, was meta
and pladtic. It would not tire. Sooner or later— mogt likdy sooner—it would get the better of him,
am-ply because exhaugtion would dull his senses and make him more vulnerable.

When it charged this time, he noticed that its right front leg was dightly bent. It wobbled as it ran,



though it dill maintained an adequate, killing speed. Spirits bright-ened a little, Salsbury moved forward
more anxioudy and clutched (hat leg, twisted for dl he was worth and threw his opponent. It landed like
asnow plow dropped two milesfrom a supply plane without benefit of parachute. Victor fancied he fdt
the earth tremor. When it got up, the right leg was dangling, dmost useless.

Sdsbury chuckled. When he heard what the chuckle sounded like, he bit down on his lower lip and
cut the sound off. 1t had the touch of insanity thet precedes totd madness; the sharp and biting shrillness
of aman pushed too near the edge.

When the mechanica demon came thistime, it did not lesp. It darted in for his leg, moving as fast as
it could only on three limbs. Before Victor redized it had changed bettle tactics, it had sunk its teeth into
hisleft caf and was beginning to back-pedal in order to rip his flesh. He swung his right foot, smashed it
aongsde the head. The thing's jaws opened long enough for him to pull his wounded leg free. Then he
kicked hard again, sent the demon tumbling into the shrubs. The only trouble was that in doing this, he
log hisown balance, fdl backwards, and cracked his head againg the concrete steps.

Blackness swept in like a wave, and he had to keep running to avoid getting wet He was losing the
race. He tried to concentrate on getting up before the machine re-turned to finish him off. He raised to a
gtting pogtion, got his hands under himsdlf. By the hedges, the robot was back on its three good legs,
cdeulding its next attack. Sasbury pushed into a stoop, logt his baance when some-one dropped a
mountain on his head. He fdl backwards again, onto the grass.

Groggily, he looked around for the robot.

It was teking a few tentative stepsin his direction.

Ore. .. Another.

Closer. ..

The unconsciousness swirled through his head, less complete than it had been, a blackness tinted with
hints of ruby and emerad now. He would not pass out, but neither would he get up in time to save
himsdlf.

The dog machine crouched, took a tense step.

Then he remembered that he was up againg the porch steps and that the door was immediaidy
behind him, a few feet up. If he could launch himsdf fast enough, he might reach the portad and rall
through, dam it behind before the mechanicd killer could reach him. He put his hands under himsdf to
make artry, then redized he was too late.

Thekiller was coming at him, fadt.



CHAPTER 11

When the killer was hafway across the open space, clos-ing swiftly on Sasbury, it seemed to jolt like a
dipping mation picture film. It barked vidoudy, snarling and yeping enough for a pack of wolves. Victor
wondered, briefly, why the thing was bothering to make a pretense of being flesh and blood when its
mechanica nature was now so obvious. At fird, of course, it had barked and panted and lolled its tongue
to make him think it was red, not wire and plagtic. But now . . . A moment laer, he discovered the
snaling was coming from behind him, from Intrepid—the real Intrepid. The muit launched himsdf past
Sdshury, dammed into the robot, and went ralling across the lawvn in atangle of claws and teeth.

Lynda screamed behind Salsbury, then was a hisside.

“Get the vibratubel” he shouted. “Hurry!”

She was gone then, the porch door damming behind her.

He watched the dogs fight, the long-toothed, battery-powered demon and his own noble mongrel.
Judging from the manner in which he attacked the mechanicd beadt, Intrepid seemed to think he was a
super dog him-sdlf. He rode its back, snarling and digging into its neck with his teeth, raking its sides with
his claws. The robot staggered under hisweight, nipped at him over its shoulder but could not get in any
good rips with itslong teeth in such close-quarters combat.

“Stay with it, boy!” Victor shouted, his voice along, wheezing croak.

The mechanica beast rolled, twisted, got away from Intrepid, then launched itsdf back at him, got its
teeth into his shoulder and ripped with a fury only a mechine could have contained; such violent
aggressveness would have burned out an organic brain. Even from where Sals-bury sat, he could see the
rich gleeam of blood againg the tan fur of Intrepid's shoulder. The muitt yelped a painful series of noises,
but he did not give up the battle. He got his own teeth into the robot dog's neck, right where the jugular
should be, and tore. He came away with a mouthful of fur and pink plastic jdl that exposed wires and
tubes beneath a clear plexiglass casang.

But he drew no blood.

It was hopeless. Intrepid must have sensed that too. But he went for the throat again, gnashing teeth
on that trangparent casing.

Lynda seemed to be taking a damnably long time. He wondered if she remembered where the tube
was, if she had to hunt, she might not find it intime. “Lyndal” Sals-bury shouted, frantic now that his dog
was logng. “Lynda, damnit!”

The robot had torn Intrepid's shoulder into a raggedy mess. Now it changed its tactics, satisfied it had
accom-plished dl that it could with the shoulder. It went for the base of the dog's throat, hit there.
Intrepid squedled, pulled away, loang some fur and dribbling blood from his throat now. He staggered
and went down on hishind legs, asif he were very weary, too tired to much care any longer.

The robot circled him, bit himin the haunch.

“Y ou son-of-a-bitch!” Sasbury screamed. “Leave hm dong!”

The robot hit Intrepid on the haunch again, worried the flesh a moment before letting go.

Intrepid made a haf-hearted muttering growl deep in his throat, seemed as angry a his own
weakness as he was at the enemy.

“Lyndal” Where was she?

Intrepid gagged sckeningly and made afew meaning-less passes a his adversary, never once getting
ascore. The robot came around the front of him, again, went in for his shoulder. Intrepid managed to bite
the robot's nose, anip that would have stopped an ordinary dog. But this beast was not ordinary.

Suddenly Lynda was next to him with the vibratube.

“Can you see which one?’ he asked.



She nodded and aimed.

The weagpon hummed. The beam caught the mechani-ca in the rear, made its fur stand on end dl
over its body, as if each har were an individud wire. The thing let go of Intrepid and looked around,
turned toward them and began a rapid hobble on its three good legs. It had been sidetracked by the
necessity to put Intrepid out of the action; it was now returning to its origind misson: to kill Sasbury . . .
and Lynda too, no doubt.

Hdfway to them, it shuddered—the beam 4ill played on it—and tried to turn around, insteed,
dropped to the ground again, its neck casng shattered. It was Hill. Dead and finished.

But Intrepid was d o ill.

Sdsbury's head fdt like a cracked egg with things leeking out of it, and there was a smdl though
bearable firein his caf where the robot had sunk its teeth. Ignor-ing both of these pains, he made his way
to Intrepid and kndt beside him. The dog looked up a him with huge brown eyes, dightly dulled now,
licked hislipswith a pink and swallen tongue. He didn't even whine. Salsbury thought there was a point
where stoic courage became foolishness.

“Is there a veterinarian in town?’ he asked Lynda.

“Dr. Debert.”

“Get the car started. We're taking hmin as fast as you can drive the damn thing.”

She ran off to get the keys and left him the job of get-ting Intrepid into the car. He looked the dog
over. There was not much blood coming out of his throat, but there was a good dedl seeping from his
shoulder and one haunch that the robot had worried. Sasbury did a hand under the mutt's hind end,
trying to avoid touching the quivering, open wound. He nestled the other hand under the dog's shoulder
where the wound was smply too large to avoid. His hand got sticky with blood. The dog whined when
Sdshury squeezed the shoulder together but made no move to avoid his master. Victor stood with him,
somewhat ungteady, and carried him to the car. Lynda was waiting and opened the door for him. He
climbed indde and held the mutt on his lap dl the way into town. Intrepid made no move, and his eyes
were heavy. The greatest reaction Sdsbury got from him was in the form of a thank you: the dog licked
his hand.

Dr. Debert had a modern dinic on the east end of town. They took Intrepid into the waiting room, his
blood dribbling on the white tile. The nurse at the recep-tion desk came to her feet, sucking in her breath.
“I'l get the doctor right away. He can drop what he's doing.”

So he stood with the dog in hisarms asiif Intrepid were a child. He could fed his own heart thumping
heavily, dmog as heavily as Intrepid's. His eyes were unaccounta-bly blurry, and he couldn't seem to
clear them. He de-cided he mugt be crying alittle. Just alittle; for a god-damned dog.

When Debert came out, he stopped, shocked at the ex-tent of his patient's wounds, then came
briskly forward. “What was it?’

“Ancther dog,” Sdsbury lied a bit “It attacked me, and Intrepid defended me.”

“In here,” Debert said, leading the way back into his office.

They followed through a book-lined study into a white room with white fixtures and a blue-covered
oper-ating table with specid damps and straps for animas. There was dready a poodle on the table. It
looked at them with a thin, pointed face that was more nasty than cute, barked in ahigh, brittle voice.

“I'm afrad well have to take Poochy into the wating room, Mrs. Wallace” Debert sad to a
matronly woman in an expendve, blue-knit suit with a line of ydlow dli-gators gtitched across her left
breast.

“But Poochy has glassin hisfoot!” she said, wrinkling her doughy face in consternation.

“Thisdog may be dying,” Debert said, sraning to re-main polite.

“But Poochy was herefird,” the woman said, turning to Salsbury.

He did not know what sort of expression was on his face, but it must not have been too charming, for
she turned paler than she had been, the rouge on her cheeks like red clouds floating over the milkiness of
her face. Quickly, she took Poochy in her arms and hustled back to the waiting room.

After Debert strapped Intrepid down and put hm to deegp with sodium pentathol, Sasbury and
Lyndawent back to the waiting room. They were there for an hour. The doughy woman made a show of



her displeasure. She taked to Poochy in that stupid tone parents use when chucking their fat babies
under the chin. When it barked, she went into long, walling monologues about her poor suffering canine.
At the end of an hour, Debert came out, afew spots of blood on his blue smock.

“How is he?’ Victor asked, feding somehow absurd being so concerned about a dog, v,
remembering what the dog had done for him; where he would have been without Intrepid. He would
have been, smply, dead on the lawn, lesking blood dl over the grass.

“l put twenty-Sx gitches in his shoulder,” Debert said. “The wound on his hip was a litle more
ragged. | couldn't redly use ditches there. | stopped the bleeding; powdered it heavily; drew it together
with a tape and doth compression bandage. He lost a good bit of blood and needed a transfuson. Shot
of penidllin to protect againg infection. Hell deep for another hour or so under the drugs, then drift into a
naturd deep that should last urttil late this evening. He's going to live, though it will take a few weeks for
him to hed properly. He might d-ways have a dight limp in the right fordeg, due to the separated
shoulder muscles. Thetll be his only mark, though. I'd like to keep him for a week. Then you can bring
him back once aweek for a month until we're sure everything has knitted properly.”

They thanked him. Vic fdt like someone had found him under a concrete mixer and had thankfully
brought a crowbar and worked him loose. He paid Debert, sur-prised that the bill was so low.

On ther way home, they stopped a a grocery while Lynda bought two thick steaks and dl the
trimmings. They dso collected afew of her things. The ride home and the preparation of supper in which
they both took part had a curioudy manic air. They were, they knew, over-reacting to the news tha they
were dl, once again, dive after an assassination attempt. They were cheering ther good fortune so the
gods might not think them un-grateful. And, in a way, they were trying to pretend, at least for a short
while, that the trouble was over. The big showdown had come and passed; now they could settle down
and livelike red people.

But lurking in their minds was the understanding that anything might yet hgppen—anything at dl. And
what-ever did happen, it would be highly unpleasant. Thinking these thoughts but mouthing jovidities,
they dug into their steaks and baked potatoes sometime around six-thirty. They were jug finishing with
dishes of sherbert when the noise came from the living room, the banging and thumping of something
negatiating the turn of the staircase leading from the second floor.

“Victor Sdsbury,” a cool, well-modulated voice sad.

It was the 810-40.04, awake &t last.

It was time for another briefing.



CHAPTER 12

The computer trunk, festureless as before, floated into the kitchen, seemed to register his presence with
some invishle bank of sensors. “You are accompanied by someone ese” it said. “Identify them, please.”

“My wife” Sasbury said, sretching things a bit.

The computer was slent a moment, adjusting to the information that was certain to require more than
alittle shifting of data. “You are not permitted . . .” it began.

“Whatever authority you had over meisgone” Sas-bury told it.

On the surface of the trunk, two squares began to glow yellow. “Place your hands here for your next
series of orders,” the computer said.

“l repeat,” Sadsbury sad, “that whatever authority you had over meis gone.”

“On the glowing plates,” the computer said.

“If you expect to have authority over me, even the lit-tlest bit of authority, you will have to tdl me
enough about thisthing to keep me dive Asit is, I've killed three robot men and one robot dog sent by
those lizard-things, though | have no idea what in the hdl—"

“Lizard-things? But you must be wrong. The vadi invason is not to begin for severd days yet. Put
your hands on the glowing—"

“Go to hdl! You can come look at the parts of the robotsif you want. You can stay until one-thirty in
the morning when the portal opens in the wal and more of them come through. Or maybe the lizards will
come themsdves thistime”

There was another pause. The plates on the trunk sur-face ceased to glow. “You are tdling the
truth,” it said, asif it had lie-detecting devices wired into it.

“Damn graight. And I've just decided that this isnt worth gticking around for. | can't trust youll tel
me ev-erything. | think the wise thing for us to do is get out of here now, fast, move somewhere else
where | can pant and—"

“That would be unwise” The computer's voice was a monotone and had dready begun to sound
hollow and boring.

“You think? Why?’

“Because,” the 810-40.04 sad, “if you don't continue the plan and defeat the vadii, they'll pour into
this con-tinuum, overwhelm it and establish one of their culturd experiments. In 9x months, they'll rule this
world.”

“Sx months? An dien invason? That's insanity!”

“Youve seen theminthewal,” Lynda reminded him.

He shook his head in agreement. “Let's get this over with, then. Brief me”

“Put your hands on the glowing—"

“No,” he said matter-of-factly. “1 will not let you delve into my mind and fill me up with orders | don't
even know you've given me. Brief me verbdly.”

“It would be impossible to control you as before. You have become too human in time since the last
stage of the operation. Y our psyche has been dlowed to recover from its hypno-training.”

“Verbd,” he said.

“You mug carry thefirg briefing,” it said. “My data banks must include the present situation.”

Hetold it dl that had happened snce he had |€ft it in the cave to go purchase the Jacobi house. When
he was done, he said, “Now maybe you can tdl me why you wouldn't respond when | came to you to
find out about the lizard-things and the robots.”

“You mud redize that an 810-40.04 has a contained power source and that | can only operate in the
time al-lotted by the plan. Otherwise | risk draining my reserves, which could be disastrous. Without



computer briefing, you might fail. The plan might fail. We mis-estimated the time of the firg vadii attacks.
Sarioudy mis-estimated. Otherwise, you would not have had to face the robots unarmed.”

“Who am | working for?” he asked, not bothering to comment on the first answer, afrad that the well
of infformation would dry up if he didn't fill his buckets quickly.

“The oppressed people of the vadii experimentd society of Earth Number 4576.”

Sdshury waited for more. When there wasn't any” more, he said, “What is that supposed to mean?
Where are these oppressed people?’

“Two-hundred-and-eighty-five yearsin the future,” the 810-40.04 said.

They sat dill, hardly breathing. Vic cleared his throat. “And whet . . . Is. . . Wdl, is that where |
came from? From 2255 A.D.?”’

“Ves”

“But why doesn't he remember that future?’ Lynda asked, leaning over the table toward the trunk as
if it were a person.

“Because he never lived it,” the computer said.

“Wait,” Sdsbury interrupted. “I'm not tracking clearly. When did | live, then?’

“Never,” the computer said. “Y ou're an android.”

He looked at Lynda; she at him. She took his hand, which was the gn he needed to mantain his
confidence. He spoke to the 810-40.04 again. “I'm not made of wires and tubes. | bleed red blood.”

“Android, not robot,” the computer said. Y ou were a product of the Artifidd Wombs, grown from a
chemi-caly smulated egg and a chemicdly smulaied sperm, each with carefully engineered genes. From
dl appear-ances, you are anaurd born man. You think, fed, and react like a man, like Victor Sasbury
who was chosen because data about him had survived the centuries; his work gained renown after his
death. You have, it is agreed, a soul like any man, for you are in dl ways human except for those
differences built into you. They are three. One: in a criSs, you react with more speed than a man should,
for your mental process are simulated by danger and you can tap them with the fluency of some wild
animds Two: you have an daility to produce and use an adrendin-like substance which is secreted by a
mechaniam buried in your liver. This has the angle drawback of meking you highly susceptible to
acohalic beverages, but this cannot be helped. Three: you have great recuperdative powers far beyond
the normd. Other-wise, you are aman.”

“If this cause is so important,” Victor said, “why not send one of those oppressed people back? He
would be more fandticd. You would be more certain of his coopera-tion, though he would not have my
recuperative powers or reactions.”

“Thet is reason enough,” the machine said. “But, aso, a man cannot trave so far into the padt,
unfortunately.”

“Why not?’

“As he travels backwards, a man grows younger. If he begins his journey as afifty year old, travels
twenty years into the past, he is then thirty. No man can, therefore, return further into the past than his
birth date. Since, in our future, the average age under the vadii is only elghty-two, we have no chance of
finding a real man old enough to come back to this period and 4ill be an adult when he arrives.”

“But why didn't | react like a man?’ Vic asked. He suspected why. The suspicion lingered in the
back of hismind, frightening yet tantdizing.

The computer continued in aleve tone. “The atifiad atmosphere of the mechanicd wombs can hdp
us achieve many things. The flow of time can be compressed or stretched. In your case, we made the
interior of the womb capsule an accelerated time pocket. It took two years to create you, but you were
caefully aged 310 yearsin that time. When you came back into the past in the normd time-flow reversd,
you ended up in 1970 as a twenty-five-year-old man.”

Sdshury could think of nathing to say, nothing to ask. He could only look &t his body, his hands, and
think about how old hewas . . . how redly redly old.

Lynda thought of something. “If we stop these . . . these vadii and can live a normd life, will Vic live
to be 3107’

The computer seemed to take a moment for reflection. “He will be a fixture of the present, will not



wink out of existence. He will live a hedthy life, though it is not cer-tain he will grow to be 310. He will
nat be living a pre-ordained life, but a future of his own choosing. His mor-tdity should be every bit as
shaky as anyonesinthisera”

“Y ou've more or less convinced me the vadi must be stopped,” Sdsbury said. “But why? What are
they . . . and where are they from?’

“They are an intdligent extra-galactic race. Not only have they conquered faster-than-light travel, but
proba-hility travel aswell. Or at least one probability line of them has”

Sdsoury looked properly perplexed, and the comput-er's sensors must have registered the
expression.

“Imeging” the computer said, “that thisis not the only Earth that exists. There are thousands, millions
billions, countless Earths with dightly different histories. There are an infinity of probabilities, dl exising in
the same space and time, but separated by quas-dimensiond spaces. Traveing from one to the other of
these probabilities in~volves finding the weak spotsin the quas-dimensiona spaces, the places where the
probabilities dmost touch. Once these are found, equipment is erected to weaken these places further
until, findly, a bubble devel ops be-tween the two probabilities, a bubble through which you can pass. At
fird, living tissue cannot move through the bubble and survive, for it is a vacuum filled with ran-domly
bouncing eectrons freed when the quasi-di-mensiond space is broken down to form the bubble. These
electrons have amass dl out of proportion to therr Sze. Tremendous dendty. They're like bullets that are
of micro-micro sze; they corrode the flesh, though they do not harm the plasti-sted dloy of the robots
gpecidly built to transverse the primitive bubble.

“Once on the other sde, the robots can bring through equipment to set up a beam generator from this
Sde of the bubble. When the beams from both sides are locked, the bubble becomes a doorway that
even flesh can pass through without difficulty. The vadii have sent robots through to destroy you but have
not yet opened the bub-ble to animd trangport. They will do that shortly, as soon as they have killed you,
or before.

“But to return to the origins of the vadi, the lizard-men. They landed on an Earth of one of the other
proba-hility lines and conquered it. From there, they spread out in both directions on the plane of
probabilities, defeeting one counter-Earth after another. We are the saventy-sixth to fdl. We have not
essentialy been conquered from space, but from our own other probabilities. Here, a Harold Jacobi's
house, in the summer of 1970, the vadi took over this probability. They established as experi-menta
gation, then proceeded to worlds beyond ours, into other probabilities.

“Unknown to the vadi manning the station, on this world, our world—the future from which you and
| have come—man discovered time traved. It was obvious, a once, to those in our future, that a time
mechine could be used as a weapon agand the vadi rulers. If someone could be sent into the past to
stop the vadii takeover of our worldline, the future would be entirdy different. Man would be free. And,
perhaps, the other vadii em-pires could fdl like dominoes, backwards through the other probability lines
they conquered; one Earth be-coming free after another.”

That wasiit. But it was too complicated to grasp dl its sgnificancesin one stting. Salsbury could only
let it set-tle into his mind where he could later proceed to try to understand it. The lizardsin the wal were
diens. But they were coming from a counter-Earth, not directly from the stars. He had been sent from the
future of this Earth to stop their invason before it began . . .

“Wha do you mean by experimentd dations?’ Lynda asked. “And what is the future like under the
vadi?’

“Thevadi,” the 810-40.04 said, “are nearly emotionless creatures. Perhaps they do experience love,
pity, and hate among themsalves, though to a amdl degree; but they have no fedings toward men. They
look to man as an inferior anima to be experimented with. Where man's per-sonality includes credtivity
and humean interaction, the vadi have only scientific curiogity. They live for their experiments. The purpose
of the race is to glean knowledge from the universe, or thus has developed ther chief philosophy. Man is
not the only race they have brought under their rule. There are other species throughout severd gaaxies.
With each new race it subdues, the vadi begins controlled socid experiments. How will men, for
indance, react inaworld of tota anarchy? To find out, the vadii produce a world of anar-chy and watch



for afew centuries. The experiment never ends redly, continuing as long as one human being is left dive
in that experimental Stuation. Or maybe they create a world of pure democracy. Or a world ruled by
teen-agers. Or they introduce a certain invention into the established society, perhaps a new weapon,
perhaps some-thing making genetic control possible. All sorts of things”

“And on this probability line, in our own future?’ Sdsbury asked.

“Fascigm,” the computer said. “Man has had his two-hundred-and-eighty-five years of Hitlers. It is
not a pleasant place—your future”

Three-hundred years of fascist rule.. . .

“The men who gtructured this operation were confi-dent of your cooperation up to this point. It was
redized that you would begin to grow less like the Puppet and more as a human being, which you are.
Whether you would be anxious to help at this point was not known. If you rejected direct briefing
through my sensor plates, then a series of senso-tapes was provided to show you the world of your
future, show you what it will be like as a vadi experiment.”

A hundred questions had risen now. “Why,” Sdsbury asked, “couldnt dl this knowledge have been
implanted inmy mind to start, aswdl as a complete set of orders?’

“Because, as you grew younger, dl the knowledge in your memory cdls would fade. You arived
here with a blank brain and would have arrived blank even if you had been briefed in the future”

“Then how did | know to kill Harold Jacobi?’

“A amdl chemicd tape, impervious to unaging, was built into your brain. It played back your orders
on your ariva. While you dept those two weeks in the cave, | filled you in on your background as
Victor Sasbury, but there was not time to tdl you more, and no room for an-other chemicd tape to have
been implanted at the dart”

“The senso-tapes,” Lynda said. “What are they?’

“They dffect dl your senses” the computer said. If you will each put a hand on one of the glow
plates, | will transmit them to you. The nervesin your fingertips are enough to guarantee reception.”

Sdsbury grabbed Lynda's hand as she reached out. He spoke to the computer. “Thiswould be a fine
moment to indoctrinate both of us, to turn meinto a Puppet again.”

“No,” the 810-40.04 sad. “It would not work. You are no longer receptive.”

He looked skepticdl.

“You are too humanized now,” the computer said. “ Surely you can see that.”

He shrugged, reached out as Lynda did, touched the transmission plates on the top of the trunk. They
faded into another world.

You are in a cdl. Underground. There is no window. Only the gray cement floor, the gray
damp walls, and the black iron bars that seal you off from the dimly lighted corridor beyond. You
have not been fed your breakfast; it is getting toward the end of the lunch hour as well, and you
have had nothing. A rat runs across the floor, stops at your bars and looks in. You realize, for the
first time, that you are lying on the floor, on a level with the rat. The rat is looking directly into
your eyes, its own eyes gleaming crimson, hot. It shows its teeth, very pointed teeth, in a vicious
grin, the grin of every predator since time im-memorial. It would like to chew on your eyeballs.
You can't let that happen. You try to move and get halfway up, fall back onto the floor. You are so
terribly weak. The rat comes closer. You try to think why you are here in this place, why this is
happening. You were on the wrong side of some political issue, but you can't remem-ber what it
was. It hardly matters in a fascist regime. But it couldn't have been this important, could it? The
rat scampers two feet closer. Could it? Closer . . . You scream. But there is no one interested in
your plight.

You have been taken from your home in the middle of the night along with a bag of books the
local police—a division arm of the Gestapo—have labeled left-wing. The most damning one was
the antitotalitarian novel 1984. They rammed the books into the blue denim bag, hand-cuffed you,



and led you out. They kept shoving you all the way to the patrol car. When you tried to strike at
them, they knocked you down and kicked you in the hip. Now you are at the police station, in a
small room with featureless walls. There is no furniture except a wooden bench to which you have
been tied. They have left you alone for an hour now. You are trembling, wait-ing to find out what
will happen. There is the faint smell of vomit and urine in the air. You wonder what they have
done to previous prisoners to make these smells per-meate the chamber. Then they come in. Four
of them. The chief officer, a fair-skinned, blue-eyed man with a belly dung over his black leather
belt. They are dressed in dark brown uniforms, wearing shiny, knee-length boots. The chief officer
daps the soles of your shoes with his billy club. The impact jars half your body. He asks you to
confess, but when you ask to what, he just daps your feet again. Well, that will not be too hard to
take. Just so they don't go beyond that. But two hours later, your feet are swollen and aching.
Your legs are on fire. Another hour, and your feet swell until the seams of your shoes split. You
wet yoursalf. You know where the smells come from. You can feel the vomit in the back of your
throat. Sap, dap, dap, dap . . .

There were ten scenes in dl, propaganda most cer-tainly, but propaganda at once so horrid and
believable that there was no denying its persuasive effect, Sdsbury had been willing to cooperate, but
had he not been, this would have convinced him. Not only because the entire population (save a handful
of dictators and their gaffs) of the world was suffering, but because he and Lynda would suffer too if the
vadi could break through into this probability line and establish another experimenta outpost.

When it was over, they settled back from the com-puter, trembling, white, perspiring. Whatever
future man had been building for himsdf, no matter what degree of stupidity, it could never meatch the
nightmare of that fas-cist experiment, of that place where dien vadi maintained the psychotics in power.
That was a society vari-ous nations had accepted before, eventudly to rgect it. But if Vic didn't continue
with the plan, that insanity would be his own future.

“Wdl?' the 810-40.04 asked.

“Tel mewhat | have to do,” he said numbly.

After the explanations were given, questioned, and understood, there was a good dedl of work to be
done. It was not particularly difficult [abor, though it was tedious. At the computer's directions, Salsbury
brought the two other trunks down from the upstairs bedroom, into the cdllar, pressed them down againgt
the floor before the spot in the wal where the vadii had opened their portal. The computer opened the
other two trunks with an eec-tric impulse broadcast to ther interior locks. The lids popped open,
reveding a great many wires and tubes, machine parts. It was Sasbury's job to put the pieces together
like ajigsaw puzzle, fallowing the 810-40.04's directions. He was assembling, he found, a prober exactly
like that of the vadii. When the diens tuned in tonight, Salsbury would lock their beam with the vadi beam
and open the bubble between probatilities to the passage of living tissue. This living tissue would be
Victor.

The fact that their would-be mechanicad assassins waited on the other sde didn't hdp the dimy
ralings of his somach. If there were fifty robots however, he would be ready for them, for the
810-40.04 was equip-ping him for dmogt any eventudity.

But did a hero's knees knock together? Or did his breath come difficult?

No, he wasn't feding much like a hero. He fdt more like a little boy who has been playing a game
with older kids and then abruptly discovers they're getting too rough for him and that there is no way he
can gracioudy get out of the game. He was trained to fight. The chemi-cd tape that had played itsdf the
night of Harold Jaco-bi's murder had crammed thousands of pieces of com-mando combat techniques
into his brain. But dl the tricks of karate and judo and savate seemed weak when pitted againg gray,
scaed, sucker-mouthed things from somewhere a few million light-years and a few probability lines off.

By ten o'clock they finished rigging the probe ma-chine. It was a rather rickety looking bunch of
light-weight, sectioned beams supporting panels of intricate mechanisms. There was a chair for the
operator. To operate the thing, Sdsbury knew, one only needed to gt in that chair, flick a angle switch,
orip the handles on the sides of what looked like a spotlight, and am the projec-tor. There were little



screws on each handle to work with your thumbs to change (ever so dightly) the flow pattern of the
beam so that a good lock could be achieved.

They decided, with the computer's agreement, that things would move more quickly if Lynda were to
oper-ate the prober, lock beams, and open the probability doorway. Sasbury, meanwhile, could be
ganding next to where the portal would solidify, could legp through without having to firg dimb down
from the prober.

At Lyndas suggestion, they left the computer to grab a bite to eat. Sasbury could only choke down
half a sandwich and a cup of coffee. At a quarter after deven, they went back into the cdlar to wait. It
was a nervous time Vic paced, and Lynda bit her nals. The 810-40.04 went over and over the
indructions until they were dl ready to scream. At ladt, it was one-thirty. Lynda took her place a the
chair; he stood aongsde the wall, next to where the portal would open.

One-thirty came. And so did the vadii.

The blue spot began to glow on the wal, dowly clear-ing.

Lynda snapped on their own prober.

The two beams met. The window began to clear.

“Now!” the computer said.

And Sdsbury leaped sdeways and through into the other probability line, into the room where the
vadi op-erated their own prober.



CHAPTER 13

The firg thing he saw was the face of the vadi operator, its toothless, sucking mouth dl drawn up, the
thin gray lipswrithing wildy as if someone were jabbing pins into them. The red eyes gleamed, eyes of a
rat, of pigeons, eyes of bowery winos degping in doorways and greeting the sun crosdy. When he had
been in his basement, with the bubble separating him from the diens, the eyes had seemed merdly red.
Here, close up, he could see the min-ute webbing of pulsing blood vessels that gave them their color. The
operator started off his machine, his mouth suddenly wide asif to ydl something. Salsbury brought up the
new hand gun the computer had provided and fired it. The lizard-thing gasped; its face dissolved as it
toppled from us perch on the heavy-duty modd prober.

“Vid” Lynda shouted from beyond the portd, then followed the cdling of his name with a ghill,
piercing scream.

He came around out of reflex, going down on one knee as he pivoted, hoping to avoid any blow that
might have been aimed for his head. There was no one immedi-ately behind him.

He was screened by the bulk of the vadii prober, and it was entirdy possible that no one ese in the
room knew he had come through. No one but the operator, and his head was too scrambled to imagine
he could warn any-one else. Then why had Lynda screamed? He turned, looked back at her, saw that
one man-form robot had gone through the porta, coming towards her where she sat on her prober chair.
Another of the things was haf-way through the port, one foot on ether sde.

Victor raised his gun and shot the one hdfway through, trying to bring him down and get a clear shot
a the mechanicd that posed a more immediate threet to Lynda. The back of its neck pedled open like an
apple dropped out of a tree onto stones. It pitched forward, crashed down with a great dedl of clatter.
The thing dosng on Lynda turned to search for the source of the uproar behind it and collected
Sdshury's second shot square in the center of its stomach. Glass, sted, and plastic jdl that had been
posing as flesh erupted indl direc-tions.

Thefloor in front of Sasbury burst, showered up frag-ments, and smoked heavy blue clouds that had
an acrid, rancid meat odor. He rolled sdeways, againg the base of the vadi projector, and swung his
head around to see where the vibrashot had come from.

The room behind was crawling with robots. On a quick sweep, he estimated there were twenty of
them.

Less than a second after he pulled his head back behind the bulk of the prober, another beam szzled
into the metal work where his face had been, made little rivulets of molten sted dribble down and harden
on the concrete floor. For a moment, he had a nauseatingly crysta pic-ture of his head pocked with
holes, each hole dribbling malten flesh. But flesh didn't mdlt, it burned. He squinted to keep the smoke
out of his eyes and concentrated on getting out of there dive. While meking sure none of the robot
man-forms of the vadi indde en-joyed the same privilege.

One of the man-forms, without concern for itsdlf, rushed across the floor, trying to get behind the
mechine for a try at Sdsbury. He got the thing just as it moved over him. The impact of the gun's
discharge knocked it backwards ten feet whereit lay in pieces, humming dightly.

He thumbed the proper stud on the gun to convert it into a machine pistol a thousand times as deadly
as it had been. He got off his knees, crouched, then darted into the room. The robots were clumped
rdativey close to-gether, for they had been planning on marching dngle file into Salsbury's probability.
He fanned the barrdl of the heavy weapon, holding down on the trigger, and watched the gray gas pelets
ank dlently into them, ex-pand from the friction, and explode from within.

The effect was not as dramétic on robots as it had been on the living tissue of the vadii, but it was
adequate. If one pellet met too tough an area to penetrate far enough, another in that heavy barrage he



was putting down, would surdly turn the trick. Inside of thirty frantic sec-onds, the floor was littered with
the parts of robot man-forms, some of the tubes il lit

Then there was quiet. Except for a strange, heavy noise like sandpaper on sandpaper. He looked
around, trying to locate the source of the noise, wondering whether it was friendly or hodtile. His heart
began best-ing faster when he redized the sound was coming from some place quite close. Then he
redized it was the sound of his own breath that he had begun to fear. It came raggedly, heavily into his
lungs, burning them.

“Victor,” the computer said from beyond the portd, from the safety of the basement.

He walked across the man-form strewn chamber and peered through to where the trunk floated
besde Lynda “Yeah?’

“The pack.”

Lynda held out the rucksack that bulged with the things he would require. He took it, Startled by the
linesin her face, the deep etchings of tenson and terror. He could amost summon a hate for those men
of the future who had sent him back, had put him and Lynda through dl this. Yet, without those same
men to create him, he would never have existed to meet the girl. “Be careful,” she said.

He nodded.

“Remember,” the 810-40.04 said, “with both beams locked we can keep the portal open forever if
we want. But if a vadi technician happens to come into that room over there and sees wha has
happened, they'll over-whelm usin seconds.”

“I'l try to handleit as quickly as possible,” he said, feding asif he were trapped in some fantasy.

“I have ingructed Lynda on the dismantling of a robot and the securing of its vibratube weagpon. She
will take care of that when you leave and am hersdf.”

It was Salsbury's turn to say, “Be careful.”

“Dont worry,” she sad.

He dipped the rucksack on, shifted it until it rested easily between his shoulders. It wasn't bad. It only
weighed elghteen-thousand pounds. All he had to do was tap some of that marvelous adrendin-like juice
that his specid little liver-encased mechanism produced, and he could tote that pack around without a
sgngle twitch of amusdle.

The only thing that kept him gaing now was the knowledge that his actions to this point must dready
have had an effect on the future of their probability line.

He turned and made his way back across the room to the door. He held the gas pigtal tightly in his
right hand. The 810-40.04 had reminded him, earlier in the night, that he was ambidextrous; in the event
he had a hand shot off, the computer wanted him to remember to shift the gun to his other paw.
Somehow, such a suggestion had not raised his spirits any. At the door, he sucked in a hot breath,
hooked fingersin the handle to dide the thing open.

“l loveyou,” Lynda said from the basement.

He couldn't answer her. If he did, if he turned to say something, his courage might snap and go
tumbling down around his feet. He was working on sheer grit a this point, his sense of reason
momentarily suspended. He could not risk a glance at those green eyes or that crooked tooth.

He did the door open, looked into the corridor be-yond, stepped through, and did the door shut on
the messy scene in the projection room.

The vadii, being an dien race with dien heritage and with, certainly, dien patterns of thought which
would not be ever totdly conceivable to a man, did not build in any way smilar to humen architecturd
concepts. Sas-bury had noticed, while in the prober room, that there were no draight walls here, no
perfectly angled corners. That room had been like the indde of a very large igloo, white, dightly rough
like pebbled ice, and domed. The walls were not regular, but cut with nooks and crannies, tiny blind ends
where things were stored, where equip-ment was built in, or where, oddly, there was nothing but
emptiness. It was asif the place had been hacked out of stone; it had the feding or a cave, not a room.
No, more then that. It was the kind of building one might ex-pect man-sized insects to build.



The hdlway was no different. It was much like a tun-nd, large enough for three people to wak
abreast and il leave afoot on each Sde, boring straight away in both directions. The light was dim and
ydlow and came from glowing stones set a regular intervals in the rounded celling. He hesitated only a
moment, then turned and walked left in search of a sairwell. If vadi had sairwdls,

Thirty feet from the projection room, he came to an abrupt hdt and lisened intently; he picked up the
screeching, gigdling noise he had caught a diver of mo-ments before. It was loud and clear now. He
judged it was coming from somewhere just ahead, off to one sde, probably from a connecting
passageway. It continued, a keening babble. Two separate babbles; vadi spesking in their native tongue.
The sound of it chilled him, and he thought of them more as lizards than ever. Ther tone, the syllables of
ther native language spoke of cdaws and caves, of scdy love-making and dimy burrows of antig-uity. It
was so unhumean, so much more unhumean than their appearance, that it nearly unnerved him, dmost froze
him to the spot.

Which would have been disastrous.

Then they were so close he could hear their broad, splayed feet dgpping againg the cold floor. Any
moment, they would appear ahead of him, would look up, perhaps gasp, then spread the darm . . .
Unless he killed them. But if he had to start stashing bodies in closets this soon, he would be discovered
by some janitor before he had finished with the operation. He looked around anxioudy, caught sght of a
closed door five feet ahead. He bounded to it, trying to land slently on his toes, and did it open, hisgun
dill in his hand.

Luckily, the place was empty and dark. He stood againg the wadll, did the door shut and waited. A
few moments later, the voices passed the door, heading back the way he had come. He stood swesting,
trembling, waiting until he could not hear them before returning to the corridor.

Then he had a bad thought.

What if they were going to the projection room? And found the bodies. And found Lynda And . . .

He did the door part way open and peered after them. They came to the prober room, passed it
without dow-ing. A hundred feet beyond that, they turned into a Sde corridor on thar right. Ther voices
faded, faded and were gone at lagt, Ietting the aily quiet of the place dide back over the wals.

Acting the part of the cat burglar, dinking, eyes dip-pery indde his sockets, ears primed, gun hand
nervous, Sasbury went into the corridor and hurried dong, look-ing for stairs. Fifty feet from the room in
which he had hidden, he found a stairwell, looked both ways down the hdl to be certain he was dill
unobserved, then started up the steps.

He found he could not look up the well to see if there was anyone above him, but the congtruction
aso made his own position safe from anyone higher on the gairs. The steps themsdves seemed to be
hacked from the wadll, rugged, white, worn dightly yellow-brown in the center with the tread of vadi feet.
There was alanding fifteen steps up, another and another. Thirty flights and fifteen Stories later, he came
to the end of the gairs.

He looked into the top floor's corridor. There was no traffic. He stepped out and ran lightly and, he
hoped, s-lently, to the extreme right end of the corridor. The building seemed about two blocks long, so
the run was a feat performed not totdly without damaged nerves. He expected any moment to run head
oninto a group of vadii, to be carried down by their long arms and splayed feet But he reached the end
and stopped, panting. Quickly, he removed his rucksack from his back, took out one of the many
finger-9zed bombs the computer had supplied.

The plan called for the planting of dozens of these weapons in various parts of the structure, each a
thing of nuclear capacity. The vadii built to withstand a nuclear blagt, but dozens erupting in their midst
would be more than the building could absorb. Thiswould more then likey not stop the vadi invason of
their worldline, only delay it. But if the vadi managed to push through again, the men of the future who
hed sent Salsbury back to destroy the ingdlaion would send back yet another android to bring down the
next ingdlaion. It would be tit-for-tat for a while, though the men of Salsbury's probability's future hoped
to discourage the vadii in the end. It was asmdl hope, but the only one.

He kept hoping he could think of something better.

He jammed the pronged end of the white bomb into the plaster-like materid of the wdl. It blended



amog perfectly. As hedily as possible, he planted a second one a the other end of the top floor. Then
he ran back to the sairwel and went down a floor. Only fourteen more lev-els to go.

He knew he could not hope to accomplish dl that without meeting a vadii.

Unfortunatdy, the trouble came early. On the dev-enth floor, with eght bombs planted, he
encountered hisfirg opposition.



CHAPTER 14

As before, Sdsbury heard them coming before he saw them. Ther screeching voices grated on his
nerves so harshly that, in seconds, he fdt like raw, quivering meat. He had planted the second explosves
package on tha floor, and was meking for the dairs like a cockroach on his way to a crack in the
baseboard when he heard them coming up the gairs. He sKittered backwards, out of the stairs and into
the hdl, up againg the cool white wadll, trying to look like an irregular hunk of plaster.

He could wait there in hopes the vadii would pass this floor by, but wheat if their destination was this
floor? A rather nasty scene would ensue, surdly, if they found their temple had been violated by a human
being with a gas pellet pigal in his hand and a rucksack full of micro-miniaturized bombs on his back.

The seconds sped past while he fought his own terror to reach a course of action. He wondered,
caudticaly, where the speed of menta processes the 810-40.04 had spoke so much about was. Findly,
when the voices were so loud they seemed to be coming from ingde his head, he back pedaled to a door
on hisleft, dipped his hand in the groove and waited. If the vadii continued up the dtairs, there was no
problem. He would be in the clear, free. But if they got off a this floor, he could be into this room before
they saw him. But he didn't want to open the door and risk finding out what was on the other Sde unless
he had to. He had to.

He caught a glimpse of a blue robe and the darker, ov-erlad harness of a vadi costume. One
withered lizardy leg appeared a the edge of the door from the stairs. They were coming to this floor
despite his prayers. Sid-ing the door open, he went into a lighted room that was much like other rooms
he had seen thus far, and did the porta shut behind.

“Zee gee satissga’,” avadi sad, coming from behind a desklike piece of furniture.

Sdshury decided the words did not require an answer, but were some sort of exclamation. “Just
come to check the air conditioning,” he said.

“Scee-ga-tag!” thevadi said, darmed.

But Sdsbury had taken its attention away from the hand that held the pigtol at his Sde, ganed a
moment to bring the gun up unnoticed. He fired, forgetting the weapon was dill on a machine gun basis,
and scattered the beast into a dozen, hideous pieces.

Jugt then there was a noise behind, the door did open on its runners.

He danced across the floor, came againgt the desk, crouched and ready, perspiration flooding down
his neck, soaking his clothes. But the two vadii that entered the room had not heard anything. They were
taking to each other, and one of them had just begun to hiss what must have been the dien equivaent of
alaugh. It was let-ting ar out through its toothless mouth, puckering that obscene hole until the escaping
ar sounded like a lesk in a seam pipe. Sdsbury wondered, briefly, wha a theater full of these clowns
would sound like. Then he had no time for divergent thoughts. The laughing vadi stopped laughing
abruptly, sucked air in when it saw Salsbury, grabbed the shoulder of the firdg vadi

Sdsbury fired, caught the firg dien in the side, kicking it backwards toward the door jamb. Before
he could get a second clear shot to finish that one, the second vadi was gone into the hdl, keening a
sound that must have car-ried hdfway around this world. There was no doubt it was cdling for help.

No doubt it would get whet it caled for.

Even as he stood there ligening to the ugly sound the thing made, Salsbury began to hear other voices
shouting in the vadii tongue from points up and down the man hal.

He stepped over the body of the vadii with the weep-ing, fatd wound in its sde and did the door
shut. He looked but could find no means of locking it. Had it had a knob, he could have suffed a chair
under that to keep the thing braced shut, but there was only the recessed handle for fingersto grasp.

With his back to the door, he surveyed the room just as a rat examines its cage in the fird few



minutes of its im-prisonment. The wals were discouragingly featureless but for the crude unfinished nature
of them. There were no doors into other rooms, no exits except that which he could not use. He had a
sudden gory vison of the vadi pumping dugs through the door from the other side, into his back. He
moved quickly away, behind the desk where he could at least make some sort of stand with a minimum
of protection. As his eyes finished the scan of the chamber, they stopped on a samdl, black square set
highin the wall, near the caling. His heart pounded like a twelve ton piston, and he stepped gingerly over
the shattered vadii until he was standing direcdy benegth the hole. Cool air wafted out. A vertilation shaft.

The noise from the corridor grew louder. He could tdl there was a group of vadi sanding beyond the
door, not prepared to open it and face his gun yet, but building up the courage and the fire power to take
the chance any moment.

He brought the dead vacii's chair over to the wdl, stood on it, bringing the ventilaior hole even with
his face. He stood on tip-toe, reached into the shaft and levered himsdf up until his feet were off the
chair. He scrabbled with his knees and feet againgt the wall, tried to drag himsdf forward with his arms.
But he needed something more for purchase. He fdt around, stretched his hands and fingers until he
found a rugged one-inch shdlf in the plaster floor of the shaft. He hooked his fingers over that and pulled,
managing to get into the opening to his chest; the ragged edge of the wal cut across his bely, making
breething painful. The way ahead was Stygian and smdled vagudy like the indde of a crypt. He tried to
shut off his nose, wriggled forward, kicked with his feet on the edge of the outlet, and sprawled full length
inthe shaft

The passage was so narrow that he could not kned to crawl, but could only stretch out fla and bely
forward like an infantryman nervoudy meking his way up an enemy-held beach, expecting a barrage of
mortars at any time. Ten feet farther dong, the light from the other room behind completely blocked by
the bulk of his body, he heard the booming of a gun and the door shred-ding under the vicious cover of
fragmenting dugs. They weren't going to enter that room until they were positive nothing could be divein
it. That was just as wdll, for that gave him more time to make his get-away. If he could. After dl, there
was no guarantee this shaft led anywhere. It might even narrow to a little pipe far too smdl for him to
squeeze through. Then they could come in at their leisure. Or gas him and drag him out. There were dl
sorts of unpleasant possibilities,

It didn't narrow, though, and struck inward another fifty feet before ending where two other tunnds
branched off, one to ether Sde at ninety-degree angles off the man run. There was dso a drop shaft
from the floor here to the calling of the vertilation levd below.

He looked to the left and right, his eyes conditioned somewhat to the darkness so that the tunnds
were a dm gray gloom rather than impenetrable pitch. Either way looked equaly appeding. Or, rather,
equdly unappeding. If he went left or right, he would gill be on the dev-enth floor when the
building-wide search was initiated, as it surely would be. But if he went down, he could work closer and
closer to the projection room and the portd that linked this probability with his own. True, the plan had
developed hitches, but he was not as concerned with the misson now as with saving his own skin. Thank
heavens iron Victor was no longer in a pogtion to con-trol him! He left two of the micro-bombs behind
and went down the drop shaft, usng his knees and hips and shoulders to brace againg injury.

One floor after another, tearing skin off his fingers on the rough surface of the tunnd and shredding
the knees of his jeans and the shoulders of his shirt, he went down, leaving atral of bombs behind. It was
not as good as distributing them evenly throughout the building, but it was the best he could manage
under the circumstances. When he had counted off ten floors and knew he was downgtairs, down where
the projection room waited, he scrambled back dong the main tunnd, looking for an outlet into an empty
room.

He found three. Behind the fird, in a amdl, dimly lit room, haf a dozen vadi dept in hammock-like
dfars dung a varying heights between the rough, aa-baster wals. Getting through there would be like
trying to plod through a field of porcupines without touching a quill. Sooner or later he would wake one
of them, and they would pull the roof in on him. The second and third rooms were both working
chambers and had two vadi each. Perhaps he could have amed his weapon from his hiding hole and
killed both of them before they could make a sound, but he did not. Killing vadi was not as physcaly



disurbing as killing a human being; he would not have the traumas from murdering diens as he had from
murdering Harold Jacobi. Perhaps that was a mistaken philosophy, an outgrowth of xenophobia
implanted in him by his makers. However, he fdt that it was mordly the same. He knew his future
creators had not meant him to be a wanton killer, otherwise they would have made it easy for him to
murder.

The fourth outlet was into a dark room. He looked out of the ventilation outlet, surveying the gray and
brown and purple shadows until he was certain the place was empty. Then, moving as quigtly as he could
manage in his agitated state, he clambered from the shaft and dropped to the floor of the chamber. His
feet made dgp-ping sounds on the rock.

There was dlence.

Now he had to try to decide how much the vadi knew. Did they redize where he had come from?
Or did they think he was a trespassing human from this proba-bility line? He could hope they had not yet
redized the enormity of the Stuation, for if they hadn't there was yet a chance he could reach the
projection room and get across to the basement where Lynda and the 810-40.04 waited.

But if they figured it out . . . Wéll, there would be a heavy detachment waiting indde the projection
room, none too happy about what he had done to the vadi prober operator and the twenty robots lined
up for theinvasion of his probakility line. None too happy at dl ...

Cautioudy, he opened the door and looked up and down the corridor. It was myserioudy empty.
He lo-cated the projection room and debated making a run for it. There was something about the
hdlway, though, that made the calm, the emptiness seem atificid.

After five minutes of intense saring which made his eyebdls fed as if they had been marinated in
lighter fluid, he shrugged his shoulders and walked out of the room, leaving the door open behind in the
event he had to make a quick break for cover. He walked dong the hdl, keeping againg the wadl, his
pellet gas pistol ready. As he passed the opening to the sairwell, he was aware of mation out of the
corner of hiseye. He turned. It was avadii.

No. Not a vadi. Two of them.

Thefirg was rasing a pistol. Sdsbury fired from the hip and caught the dien in the chest. 1t dammed
back againg the steps and went down with a terribly vacant gaze in its red eyes. Then something
connected with Salsbury's hand and knocked his gun am above his head. The gas pdlet pisol clattered
across the corridor, out of reach. The second vedii, who had kicked it from Sas-bury's hand, was
keening loudly for aid.

Sdshury swung a roundhouse right with every ounce of strength he had in his specidly crafted body,
caught the vadii on its skinny neck and sent it tumbling loosaly onto its dead companion. It gagged, shook
its head, and tried to stand, its bony left hand pawing desperately at a black holster for a pistol much like
thet the first dien had aimed a Salsbury seconds earlier.

Sdshury raised his foot, kicked the dien's hand away from its gun butt. He could hear the wrist
bones crunch-ing under the impact and felt somewhat ill. The vadi screamed, fdl againgt the wal and did
to the floor, sob-bing and making wet noises with its sucker mouth, holding the limp wrigt as if it were a
dead friend.

As he turned back to the projection room, Sasbury saw a second detall of vadi—which had
obvioudy been dtationed at the far end of the corridor, hidden in the en-tranceway to a room—coming a
a dead run, leening for-ward as if a gde were blowing in the hdl, hands ether full of lethd looking
hardware or groping wildly & hol-sters to obtain them. While he watched, dmost frozen to the spot, the
lead lizard fired. A burgt of tiny needles studded the plaster of the archway next to which he stood.
Something wet and ydlow dripped from them.

Poison?

But that seemed a supidly primitive weapon for such an advanced species. While he was searching
for some-thing to do, to get him out of the present mess, some-thing struck a glancing, ringing blow
agang the back of his skull.

He weaved, dmogt went down, but fought againgt the sudden blackness. He turned to find the vedi
whose wrist he had broken. While his attention had been di-verted toward the oncoming guards, the dien



had unholstered its weapon, had stood up despite the smashed wrigt, had used the gun as a dub in its
good hand. Why it had not merdy shot him, Salsbury could not guess. Per-haps the dien was dill dazed
by its wound. Now, as Sashury watched, it thought of that and tried to change the gun around to afiring
position. SAsbury hated to have to do something like thisto such a spunky character, but he kicked out,
goping his shoe into the creature's good wrist. The gun flew, cracked againgt the wadl, came apart in
three pieces.

Sdshury legped over him and started up the stairsin hopes he could find another room unused on the
second floor and get back into the less dangerous grounds of the ventilation shafts.

When he reached the firgt landing and started up the second flight toward the floor above, he collided
with an-other guard detall coming down. The vadi in the lead rounded the landing, looked surprised to
see its quarry coming up, lurched and shouted something to those be-hind him. Salsbury reached
forward, lifted the withered thing by the black, slver-studded harness it wore, and pitched it backwards,
over his head, down the gtairs he had just climbed.

The second vadii in the group fired its pistal.

Sdshury heard needles rain againg the plaster behind him.

Then he had this creature by the harness too, lifted, turned, and threw it downward.

There was a group risng from below. The fdling vadi struck their leader, knocked him down.
Sdsbury looked back to those above him, saw two more vadi prepared to shoot. He rushed forward,
coming under their barrels, and tackled them, an am around each pair of skinny legs. They went down
like new-planted sgplingsin a hurricane.

The group below was recovering.

The vadi on Salsbury's right bounced its skull on the floor, moaned and was dill. The other one,
however, was going to be trouble. It got a leg between itsdf and Sals-bury, kicked out and caught the
men on the chin. Sals-bury saw stars, rainbows, and pretty multicolored snow-flakes, then cleared his
head with a monumentd effort. He swung a fig, fdt it jar againgt the sucker mouth, knew he was in the
Clear.

He clambered up the steps on his hands and knees, trying to gain his feet. On the next landing, he
stood, looked backwards, and was just intime to see a spray of needles spinning lazily toward him.

They bit into his Side, arm, and leg.

He turned, wheezing, and started up the steps again.

But someone above was pouring a thick brown fluid (maple syrup?) down onto him. He could hardly
move hislegsin the Suff. He could hardly breathe. Or think . . .

The brown syrup grew darker . . . and darker ill.

Then it was black, speckled with thousands of stars of blue and white. Someone reached up and
flicked off the switch. The stars faded like pinpoints of light on a thou-sand televison screens, were gone.
He let the nothingness envelop him.



CHAPTER 15

He was on a wide, flat and bitterly cold desert at mid-night. There was a harsh white moon
shining on the flat rocks and glistening in the sand. Then, behind him, he heard the keening,
turned to run again. It was a wild ulu-lating cry. He made it to the top of the rise, looked back.
The first of the sucker-mouthed lizards came into view, then others. A hundred. A thousand.
Hundreds of thou-sands and millions after that. A sea of alien faces. Then he began to scream—

He woke.

Theredity was not much better than the nightmare. He was strapped firmly in a chair, his hands tied
together with some plastic-covered wire that ensured they would remain together, a hasty handcuffing but
an effective one. Behind him and to ether Sde were vadi guards with their guns drawn. In front, another
vadi paced. When it saw the flutter of Sasbury's eydashes and red-ized he was awake, it dipped into
the chair opposite him and stared with those mad crimson eyes.

“How did you get in,” it asked, the voice athin, hissed guttura whisper.

When he refused to answer, the guards shifted uneesily. He tested the wire and found it was as tight
as it had seemed a fird, much too tight. He thought, ill, if he saw the worst coming, he might just be
ableto break it. It would require dl his drength and some of that adrendin chemicd from the interior of
hisliver. What the wire would do to his wrigt while he strained to break it would not be pleasant, but it
would be preferable to death. And death might be exactly what the vadii had in mind. He thought about
what he had done to their fd-lows snce he had arived in this probability ling, and he wondered how
grong their revenge mativations were. Then he remembered the 810-40.04 had sad vadi were nearly
emotionless, he fdt just the dightest bit better.

“Pleasse make it easser on yourslf,” the vadi said.

“l broke in,” he said. They did not seem to know of the violaion of the prober chamber, and he was
not about to tdl them.

“How?’ theinquidtor asked.

“Through the front door. When the guard wasn't looking, I—’

The inquidtor dispensed with such lies smply by re-fusng to ligen to them. He stood and paced in
front of Salsbury, sucker mouth working, puckering, then going flaccid and loose like the penduloudy
lipped mouths of drunkards, then puckering again. There was a faint, un-pleasant odor to the dien tha
Sdshury had noticed on other vadii, and which had been stronger in the ventilation shafts. It was the
odor of fish, of dimy things that laid in mud flats and sunned themsalves. “ There iss no guard on the door.
There iss no way you could have gotten in except by pam-printing the lock. And your printsss would
surdy not be on filel”

Sdshury said nothing.

Theinquistor pointed to the wegpons next, the gas pdlet gun and the micro-bombs in the rucksack
which they had opened and gone through. It wanted to know where he had obtained such things.

“They aren't mine” Sdsbury said.

The bony hand dapped him hard. The question was repested,

“l found them here” he said.

He was dapped agan. His head trembled, asif his neck had turned to jely. There was aringing in his
ears, col-ored lights did doppily choreographed dances behind his eyes. “1 made them,” he said next.

“How?’ Even filtered through the dien voice box and the sucker mouth, there was scorn in the
words.

“With my toals. In my basement.”



“You are very foolissh. We haven't the devicess to make you tak here. But on One Line, there are
such thingss”

He turned to the other vadii guards and instructed them. The straps were yanked loose, and Salsbury
was hudtled to his feet without any ceremony. The guards took him into the corridor, down to the end of
it where another dien lounged againg the wdl, chewing on a bright orange stick, his eyes heavily lidded.
The tdlest of Sasbury's two guards dapped its hand, knocked the or-ange stick away and sad
something in sharp native vadii The new dien shrugged and led them into the room.

It was a high-ceilinged place full of machinery dotted with lights that bunked and scopes that pulsed,
complex and at once interesting. In the center of the floor there was a platform upon which a ded stood,
agx foot long dab of gligening metd with four seats bolted to it.

One of the guards prodded Sasbury in the back with a pistol barrd “Get on cart.” It sounded asiif it
would take any excuse possible to break Sdsbury up a little. He stepped onto the platform as directed,
then turned abruptly, three feet above the guard now, and smashed a foot into the vacii's face. The thing
toppled backwards, gurgling, the gun out of its hands.

“Hdt!”

The second guard, the tdler of the two, svung the barrel of his needle wegpon around. Sasbury
launched himsdf from the platform, came down on the dien before he could fire. He knocked the wind
from the creature, managed to grind a knee into its somach before he got up. Then, when success
seemed 0 close a hand, the heavy-lidded down who had been chewing on the drug stick brought a
char down on his back, damming him forward into the cart platform and unconsciousness.

When he came to this time, he was strapped into one of the chairs on the cart, and the cart was
moving. Y et it wasn't moving. It seemed, instead, that things moved around the cart while the vehidle itsdlf
remained gtation-ary. There were flickerings of light and darkness, of color, of different shades of white
wadls. Sdsbury snorted, cleared his head, and blinked his eyes unil they were no longer watery. When he
could see wdl, it was plan that it was the cart that remained dill and the surroundings thet flickered,
swept past, changed. They seemed to be jolting from one room to another, one identicd platform to
another without moving.

He redlized, quite suddenly, what was happening. They were teleporting him from one probability line
to another, from one bubble to another, heading back toward what the inquistor had termed One Line.
That would be the world where the vadii had invaded from out of the skies, the line from which they had
spread to conquer counter-Earths.

Even as these thoughts pounded through him, he began to think once again of escape. The scenery
about them abruptly stopped moving. They were in a gray, metd-waled chamber on another platform.
The guards stood, unstrapped him, ushered him down onto a cold metd floor.

They had arrived.

In One Line

In the vadi starship.

And if he was going to make one more try for freedom, he did not have long in which to work.

He was ushered into a sted corridor, farther dong to a room gpparently used as degping quarters,
judging from the vast rows of vadi type beds. The guards placed him in a hammock, produced more
wire and tied his ankles together, his hands were adready bound. They I€ft, then, dosng the door. He
could hear them tdking in tharr hooting language. Moments later, there was the sound of one pair of
broad feet dapping down the corridor. The other guard, it seemed, had been l&ft behind to watch over
their human charge.

Sdsbury tensed, strained his hands away from each other, testing the wire yet again. It made deep
grooves in his skin, made hisfingers swell fat and red. He relaxed, collected his strength, and tried again;
this time with ev-erything he had, tapping the super srength and the adrendin. The wire bit into his wrigs
and hands, gouging the flesh. Blood welled up and ran down his hands, dripped from his fingertips. For a
moment, he was ready to give up, cdl it quits and spend the rest of his time nuraing his wounds. Then he
remembered Lynda back in the basement. Very soon, the vadi would use some bran-washing
techniques on him and make him re-veal how he had gotten into the ingdlaion. Then they would go for



Lynda. He hit his lower lip and strained even harder againgt his bonds. There was a wrenching, a snap,
and the wire broke in two places.

Though he wanted to moan and gibber at the pain in his wrids, he tried to keep from meking any
noise that would draw the attention of the guard beyond the thick door. With blood-dicked fingers, he
removed the remain-der of the wire and freed his ankles. He stood, swaying, and waked quietly about
the room until he was confident he had ful use of his blood-starved feet again. His hands would be
weakened due to the dashes that bubbled blood, but there was nothing to be done for that at the
moment.

When he had full control of hislimbs and fdt the diz-zinessin his head reach a low ebb, he turned his
concen-tration to getting out of there. This was no easy task. There were no windows, no doors except
that through which they had come and beyond which the vadii guard waited.

Think, think! hetold himsdf. You have damnably lit-tle time!

The firg guard would return with a superior, or with orders to take the human esewhere for
interrogetion. He had to act while there was dill only a Sngle vadi to con-tend with.

He found a chair in the far corner, one that was mag-netized to the deck. He pulled it loose, hefted it,
tried a few practice swings. It made his wounded wrists ache, but there was no lighter and effective
weapon to be had. When he was certain he knew what he wanted to do, he went beside the door and,
puffing hislungsfull of vacii-scented ar, bellowed a chilling, spine-cracking scream.

The portd did open, and the dien rushed in, waving its pistal. It saw Saisbury too late. The char
connected with its scaly scalp; it crumpled under the blow like a paper cup under the hed of a young boy
trying to make it pop.

Sdsbury put the char down, took his own gas pelet pisol from the vadii, and went out into the
garship with-out a sngle damned idea about what he was going to do next

The ship was a maze of passageways and rooms. He crept through alcoves and empty chambers,
leaving the corridors whenever the sound of approaching vadii feet grew too loud for comfort. Ten
minutes after he left the room where he had been imprisoned, there was a soft moaning noise through the
ship communications net-work. 1t sounded very much like a Sren. Then avadii an-nouncer began hissng,
screeching.

Ahead, doors began to open in the hdlway. It was a search dert.

They had discovered he was missng.

He pressed into a recession in the wall where a win-dow—a circular port, redly—gave view to the
Earth of One Line. He saw white, irregular humps of buildings. He had never seen the exterior of a vadi
congruction, but there was no doubt in his mind that that was exactly what these shapes were. This
meant the Starship was the center of a gorawling complex; even if he did manage to get outside, there was
going to be a great deal more ground to cover before he was safe.

Leavetheship. ..

He was startled by what he was thinking. His only chance of returning to his own probability line, to
Lynda, was to remain in the ship and find that room with the teleportation cart. Yet even as he
considered that, he redized how impossible it was. With a full-fledged search now begun, he had no
chance whatsoever of reaching the teleportation chamber, of crossng the probability lines He had no
choice but to get out of there.

QuicKly . . .

A vadi charged by, wide feet pounding the deck, skid-ded as it caught Sght of Sasbury from the
corner of its eye. Salsbury brought up the needle pistol which he had aso secured from the guard, filled
the dien full of nar-cotics. It went down, ralling over and over until it came to rest againg the wall twenty
feet farther dong.

Behind, there was shouting, excited keening. They knew exactly where he was.

He looked at the window, trying to decide if he could get through it. But it was much too smdl. Then
he be-came aware that the port was actudly set into a pressure door; the seam split the metd, a thin,
darker crack againg the uniform gray. He searched for a handle and found a set of three studs. The fird
made nothing visble happen. The second started a humming sound and made the deck tremble



underfoot. The third stopped the humming and swung the door outward, noiseesdy.

A spray of needles clattered againg the wdl next to him, making angry bee noises. One ricocheted
into his hand. He plucked it out before much of the ydlow fluid could seep into him, threw it away, fired a
few shots down the corridor to force the vadi to take cover. Then, turning, he legped out of the starship
onto bare ground, ran for the shadows between two humped white build-ings. A dty of the things
towered on dl sides.

He did againg a rough wall, breathing hard, and wished he could shrink to mouse Sze or smdler. The
adam would spread from the ship throughout the entire connected complex. In moments, vadi would be
pouring out of these buildings just as they had come out of the rooms of the ship in search of him.

Looking back to the starship, he saw the long curve of its flank for the firg time, a dully gleaming
meass of metd quite huge and formidable. There were vadii at the porta now, looking out to be certain he
was not waiting nearby to ambush them. He fired around of narcodarts. The firg dien, leaning out, took
the full charge and kicked outward, unconscious before it hit the earth.

Sipping on the now wet ground, Salsbury moved back adong the building, Saying with the shadows
like a cock-roach again, dithering, holding the narcotics pistol out to his sde. Behind hm were the
sounds of heated pursuit.

He turned a corner, hurried across a stone-floored courtyard where his shoes made agonizingly loud
sounds, and darted into the gaping mouth of another dark aley-way. He rested there, looking the way he
hed come, then the way he had chosen to go. Nether looked promisng. The pursuers were surdy
ganing. If he listened, he could hear them shouting questions to one another. But the way ahead was
uncertain. He might be heading for a dead end, or drding back to the ship. The last posshility sunk into
his chest like an arrow. Franticdly, he tried to remember how the dleys had turned, how he had come
across the courtyard. Would he bumble into the search party, fdl into their aams through his own
Supidity?

It was a didinct possihbility.

For the fird time, he fervently wished he were iron Victor, moving according to program without a
worry in the world.

Furious with himsdf for his confusion, he continued down the backstreet, his feet sucking wetly on
soggy earth. There was a shout to his left as he passed another dley mouth feeding into the one through
which he was running. Surprised, he tried to increase his speed, suc-ceeded only in dipping on a patch of
mud. He went down hard on his hip, cracking his head againg the side of a building. He saw dtars a
moment, then decided he had no time for astronomy. He pushed to his feet just as the vadi who had
shouted came up behind him, il hol-lering. He rolled to avoid being shot, pumped a dozen needles into
the dien. The thing went down gagging.

Sdshury went on, trying to move in a sraight line, away from those chasing him.

Fve minutes later, he came to another courtyard, ran into it before he saw the detachment of vadi
guards exiting from a Sde street on the other sde. There was a fountain between hm and the diens,
spouting dark water. The noise of it covered the sound of his pounding feet, but they saw him anyway, as
he was the only other moving object in the plaza. He tried to whed around, made the turn too sharply,
and fdl again. He came to his feet as he finished the rall, his Ieft am numb from the impact with the
pavement. He ran back into the passage-way from which he had come, went hdf a block and turned into
andley.

Behind and in front, there were the sounds of pursuit. They were dosing in from dl sides; he had only
minutes | eft.

He came to another intersection of byways, made the wise decison not to cross it until he knew
whether there were vadii on the crossing street. He leaned againg the wal and looked cautioudy around
the corner. He was immediady glad he had not acted hadtily. There were hdf a dozen vadi to his Ieft,
waving lights over the dark wals and in various nooks and cleftsin the strange con-struction materid that
formed the compound.

Behind there was the sound of vadi drawing nearer. Then, far down the dley from the direction in
which he had come, there was a play of other torches. The even, warm light cast irregular shadows off



jutting sections of compound walls. Sasbury was trapped. He could not go forward without being seen;
to go back meant facing an even larger squad than the one ahead. He had not ex-pected it to end like
this

In fact, he refused to let it end like this. He looked up the irregular wall of the building across the
narrow street and made up his mind what to do. Dropping the needle gun, the other weapon in his
holgter, the rucksack on his back (also recovered from the dead vadi guard) he ran across the dley,
reached up and groped urtil he found an indentation deep enough to crook fingers in. Paingak-ingly, he
moved up the wall, for once worrying more about speed than quiet.

When he hooked his fingers over the flat roof of the two story building, the search party that had
been fal-lowing hm was directly below. The vadi stood taking with members of the other search party
thet had been scouring the connecting aleyway. They whined and wheezed and cackled, findly split up
agan, each continu-ing down its own corridor. When Sasbury could no longer hear the dapping of their
feet and only an occa-siona screech of their conversation, he risked kicking up over the rest of the wadl
and ralling onto the roof.

He dtretched out, catching his breath, and looked at the stars which shown so brightly overhead.
After amo-ment, there was anagging in hismind that something was terribly wrong. In an ingant, he saw
whet it was.

There were two moons.

One of them was the Sze and color of the moon as he had been usad to it, the moon of the Earth he
hed come from. The second, hanging close to it was about hdf as large and of a shimmering greenish tint
much darker than the regular moon. He watched them for a long time, fasci-nated. This was, of course,
an dternate probability and would have differences—like the two moons. That was a drange and
somehow ddightful difference. But he wondered what the other deviations would be like. Perhaps, even
if he escaped the vadi compound, he would find this Earth uninhabitable, a desert, a no-man's-land. Or
perhaps dinosaurs roamed it yet.

When he grew tired of frightening himsdlf, he went across the roof to the far edge and looked at the
top of the next building. It was two stories, but it was four feet avay. He tensed, jumped the gap easly,
landed on his toes to keep from making excessive noise. The rest of the escape was boring. He moved
from roof to roof, d-mogt like an automaton. He could not move in agraight line, for not dl the buildings
were two stories, and he could not legp to the Sde of a ten story structure and ex-pect to hold on. At
ladt, he reached the end of the com-plex. Beyond was the wall of a valey, doping upward, crowded with
the dark, looming shapes of pine trees. It looked much like avirgin forest.

He dropped off the roof, crouched in the shadows be-side the building and looked across the twenty
feet of bare earth, checking the forest for 9gns of vadi sentries. It was difficult to see, much of anything
agang the mon-adlithic pitch of that intense growth, but when he was rd-atively confident there were no
guards, he moved out, crossed the barren space quickly, and moved into the trees, effectivdy
disgppearing from sght had any vadii happened to look hisway now.

The deeper he walked into the wood, the surer he was that the forest was a virgin place, rdatively
unchanged through severa thousands of years, certainly untouched by cdvilization, even this close the
compound. The trees were enormous, towering mongters that blocked the sun-light out during the day so
that litle or nothing grew be-neath them. The floor was unlittered, as perfectly kept as a living room
carpet Jugst afew odds and ends of rock to pick hisway around, otherwise easy going.

The land began to rise as the base of the mountain ingnuated itsdf on the gentle hills he had met at
firg Trying to keep to places where some of the moonlight managed to filter through the heavy blanket of
pine needles overhead, he went upward with the land. Once he fdl dimbing a short rock face and
skinned his shin badly. However, the bleeding ceased within moments, and the pain was gone shortly
theresfter.

When he reached the top of the valey wall, he sat down and stared over the trees into the dien
complex. The starship was the center of it, and for the first time, Salsbury had some idea of the true sze
of that piece of machinery. He estimated it a three-hundred feet in width and fifteen-hundred feet long.
The remainder of the complex was made up of connecting, various-sized buildings which stretched from



valey wdl to valey wdl and two-thousand feet from both ends of the starship.

But being able to look down on it did not make him able to fed superior toit.

He was 4ill seventy-six probability lines away from hisown world . . . Away from Lynda,

Lynda. He thought about her, about the smooth warmness of her flesh, the way they had embraced in
the darkness of their room; the way she smiled with her crooked tooth; the ease with which she accepted
dl of the frightening things about him. He felt a deep, bitter remorse that he might never see her again. For
how would he return to the ship? And even if he did accom-plish that feat, how would he reach the cart?
And once having reached the cart, how would he know the method of operation to return to his own
probaility line? And, if he got home, would Lynda dill be dive? Would the vadii have discovered her
behind the second beam projector; would they have sent a detall of sucker-mouthed guards through to
kill or capture her?

His thoughts were abruptly wrenched away from Lynda and what problems she might have. Below,
a the point where the dien compound took over from the for-est, a search party of vadi were entering
the trees. In ten or fifteen minutes, they might top the edge of the valey, be right up here on the firg
dopes of the mountain with him. He stood, took one last ook, and started back through the trees,
running now that the blanket of nee-dles was thinner and more light seeped through to show him the way.

Hdf an hour later, he stopped a a formation of rocks that marked the head of a second valey
running perpen-dicular to the fird. He had exerted himsdf to his outsde limits now his breath came hard,
and the cold mountain ar burned hislungs. He sat down to dlow his quivering muscles time to settle and
relax, and he leaned his head againg a pillow of rocks.

FHve minutes later, he woke with a start, curang him-sdf for letting his weariness overcome him
during so dangerous atime. Maybe he was growing even more human than the computer redized, for he
was becoming increesingly susceptible to the foibles of a normd man. Then he stopped cursng and
wondered what it was had wakened him.

His nose brought him the firs due: a doying stench of perspiration that was not his, a heavy animad
ardl like something one might run across at alarge zoo on a humid summer day. He brought his head up
quickly, though it seemed bolted to his chest, and looked into the cod black eyes of the beast—eyes st
two inches deep under a shelved forehead. Its nodtrils were wide and black, flared in a pebbly black, as
the pug nose which trembled and blew steam at him. The enormous, dark-lipped mouth opened, showing
ydlow, square teeth. Salsbury guessed this was supposed to be a smile. But he remembered that he had
often amiled a a good-looking dinner.

The beast blew steam and blinked.

Sdshury brought hisgun out of his holster with a dickness that would have done wel agangt Wyatt
Earp. But even as he was depressing the trigger, the beast's stubby-fingered paw flicked at his wrigt and
knocked the weapon to the ground. He reached for it. The beast grabbed him by the back of the shirt
before he could touch the buit, lifted him off the ground and held him a arm's length. He struggled but
could not free himsdf. Sarcadtically, he wondered where it would decide to bite fird.



CHAPTER 16

While the gorillathing with the dimy ydlow teeth hed Victor up for approva like a matron shopper
ingpecting a piece of meet, another one of the beasts came into view behind the fird. It shuffled up to
Sdsbury, its heavy feet meking surprisngly little noise, and stared, blinking its four-pound corrugated
eydids over its sunken, black eyes. It ran a thick pink tongue over its own rotting teeth, as if it enjoyed
the taste of its own hditoss. It was fully as large as the first, a good eght and a hdf feet tal, even though
dightly stooped and hunch-backed. Itslong aams did not drag on the ground, but they were long enough
S0 thet it didn't have to bend to scratch its feet.

The second garilla made a hooing and hawing sound in Salsbury's face which made no sense to the
mean, though he could discern patterns to the speech. The smdl that came from its mouth was bad enough
to derail atrain and corrode the locomative into a pile of worthless scrap. He tried not to breathe until he
saw the thing inhding, then sucked in air before his atmaosphere could be contami-nated again.

Asthe two Tarzan movie rejects hooted at each other, he began to understand what a butterfly must
fed like when picked up to be examined for the beauty of its wings. He didn't like the feding one hit. If
they were planning to rip him up and divide him for supper, he wished to hel they would get on with it.
But they con-tinued to stare where he dangled from the firg beast's mitt. When he could take it no
longer, he released a horrendous scream and began flaling at the same time, remembering from his judo
combat knowledge that a good scream will often frighten the opponent bad enough to throw him off
balance, aswdl as having a thergpeutic effect on the screamer.

The gorilla halding him was not impressed by such tactics, however. Perhaps it knew judo too, he
thought. 1t only snorted and batted at him with its free paw. The blow rattled his brains back and forth
from side to Sde of his skull, left his teeth trembling in their sockets. He de-cided to just hang there and
be an exhibit no matter how nerve-wracking that might be. It was safer.

A few minutes later, tired of examining him, the gorilla dropped him. The ground came up hard, but it
was a welcome rdief from the scrutiny he had just undergone. He came to his knees, spat out a little
blood that was lesking from the gums around hdlf the teeth in his mouth, grabbed handfuls of rocks to pull
himsdf erect. While he was going through that tedious process, the two heavies stood and watched,
blinking huge eydids and showing fat, wet tongues now and again. They looked like two boys watching a
housefly crawl about after they had torn off itswings.

Vic cdled them a gtring of foul names.

They didn't react.

As the world settled down and ceased the dightly nau-seeting wobble that had made the trees and
rocks move around himin jerky circles, Sdsbury looked for away out of there. To his right, the path led
down into the new valey. But he had a strong suspicion his brute friends had come that way, and he did
not relish the opportunity to meet more of ther kind. That left the path he had taken to get here. He could
double back on it, perhaps leave it and pass the vadi search party coming up. He started back that way,
waking backwards, amil-ing, trying to look nonchaant but not knowing what ex-pression these crestures
would take nonchaance for. The gorillas watched him stupidly, blinking ther lids and yawning. When he
was thirty feet away, he turned and ran.

It looked good. They might have brute strength, but he was the one with the brains, the cleverness.
He could outwit them every time now that he had gotten a head start. He was thinking dl sorts of glorious
thoughts like that when one of the mongters went legping past him, covering three times the ground
Sdshury could manage in a sngle stride. Ffty feet dong the path, it stopped and turned to face him,
grinning o that its broad ydlow teeth gleamed in the thin moonlight.

Sdshury turned and started back, came face to face with the second beast. It was grinning too.



He turned, jumped from the path into the ferns and rocks, ran a short distance and stopped to look
back. Thefirg gorillawas loping essly after him.

Hefdt like amousein cats territory.

Desperately, he looked around for something to use as a wegpon, wishing he had managed to
recover his gun from the dearing before meking his break. The bombs in the rucksack were usdess,
because he couldn't detonate them, and because a nudear exploson would mean his desth as wdl as
theirs. A fig fight was out of the ques-tion. One blow to the jaw or chest of those mongrosities, and he
would shatter every bone in his hand. He bent over and found some two and three pound rocks. He
hefted one in each hand, threw them. One bounced off the beast's chedt, the other off its shoulder.

It came on, oblivious of his attack.

He tossed Sx other stones before it was on top of him. It batted his last missle out of his hands,
struck ablow aongside his head that sent him sprawling.

Victor started to get up, doggedly plotting more resist-ance, dutching at rocks to throw even as he
used his hands to support himsdf. But before he was even prop-erly on his feet, the jumbo dapped him
agan with a back of the hand blow across the seat of his pants and sent him crashing forward onto the
ground again.

He lad 4ill for a while, then got his feet under him, stood, feding like a man three hundred and ten
years old, turned intime to collect another paw in the chest that sent im down hard. Furious, he grabbed
arock, rolled, and threw it with dl his strength. 1t bounced off the mas-sive skull with aloud and hollow
tok, but didnt fdl the ogre. In fact, the thing didn't even stop grinning. It just waited until he was on his
feet once more, then shoved him backwards so that he plopped hard on his behind.

At lagt, he got the point. He wasn't supposed to try to get away or to fight back. Aslong as he
attempted ather of these, he was atarget for their blows, nothing more. He sat ill and did not reach for
anything to throw. A few minutes later, the gorilla nodded its head appreciatively, saisfied Sdsbury had
learned his lesson.

The other beast came up beside Salsbury's self-gppointed keeper. They grumbled back and forth in
low, gutturd voices. When they made ther myderious deci-sion, the keeper lifted Sasbury, dung the
men beneeth its hairy arm asif he were a babe, and loped back the path, back to the dearing where the
other gorilla collected the gas pellet gun. Then, moving with a swift, jarring steadi-ness, they went down
the trall into the new valey, where the trees once again grew thick over their heads, the floor benesath
them smoother and less cluttered.

Hdf an hour later, they came out of the trees into a dearing before an impressive face of sheer rock
that formed an unscalable wall of this Sde of the vdley. Far overhead, the moon was hdf-hidden by the
thrusting diff top which looked, in Slhouette, like a broken tooth. There was afire going a the base of
the wall, the flames spitting four feet or more into the cool night arr. In the orange-red glow of the fire,
Sdshury could see the gorilla settlement strung out dong the diff and built up the side of it, utilizing the
caves as wel as crude mud and wood buildings constructed to use the diff as thar fourth wall. He raised
his gppraisal of the gorillas. They were not merdly beasts, but in the fird intriguing stages of civilization.
In thistime line, perhaps man had not devel oped in-tdligence, while creatures of this sort had. Not much
intdligence. And of adidinctly ugly hodtile nature.

Then he was impressed with a thought that seemed ab-surd yet redigtic, and surveyed his captors
agan. He had been cdling them gorillas because, in the darkness and from the manner in which they
acted and moved, that was the most appropriate comparison he could make. Now in the light of the
campfire, he could see that he had been wrong; these were not men, surely, but neither were they apes.
They did not, after dl, have truly Smian features. Thar faces were broad, heavy, with none of the typica
monkey sharpness. As he looked at them, he fan-cied there redly were more human genes in them than
animd. They were mogt likdly a freek of evolution. In his world, his probability, they had not come aong.
Or, if they had, their line of inteligence was defeated by Cro-Magnon man, and they had become extinct.
Here, they were going to flourish one day, possibly even reach the point of a highly technicd aivilization.

Sdsbury's keeper dropped him in front of the fire with the same brutish cardessness he had used
earlier. He caled out to a sentry located ten feet above the ground in a dark nook of stone. The guard



came down in a sn-gle legp that would have shattered a man's ankles, bounded to them and jabbered
with the two with Sdsbury. He took his turn staring a the man, prodding him with stubby fingers,
breathing in his face and pitting his skin (or so it seemed to Sasbury) with his hditoss. When he was
finished, he grunted some more with the other two. Then the keeper picked Victor up again, and they
continued their hairy, amdly odyssey.

He had the passing thought that, if this were an odyssey, it was proceeding dl wrong. The hero was
not win-ning.

With Salsbury firmly under his arm, the gorillaswung onto the diff and began going up, usng only its
toes and free hand, hooking those blunt fingers over stones so sharp they should have jammed through
his pdm and out the back of his hand. The dimb was totaly impossble. That was quite evident. They
continued up. Sixty feet off the ground, with Salsbury's head hanging down and pounding with an
overflow of blood, they swung into the mouth of a cave where a amdler fire burned, just afew tongues of
flames and a pile of hot coals which seemed as much ceremonid as practical.

Keeper, as Victor had come to think of the creature, hooted into the blackness and started back the
tunnd, moving more cautioudy here because he had to bend some to keep from cracking that magnificent
skull againg the sumps of broken stdactites. Before they had gone a dozen feet, another light appeared
farther back in answer to Keeper's cdl. In the burgeoning glow, Sds-bury saw another haf-man lighting
apile of twigs and logs with the end of a torch that, obvioudy, was dways kept lit.

They moved out of the entrance passageway into the heart of the cave—a room fully thirty-five feet
wide and fifty long—where ten more haf-men were gtting and lying on piles of grass and leaves. The
crestures were in various stages of dertness, and they seemed, as alot, to be in a grumpy mood after
being so ruddy wakened. They hooted and snarled a Keeper, threw handsful of bedding materids a
him. But when they caught sight of Salsbury, they came to stting positions, their heavy-lidded eyes wide
with interest, thelr paws wiping deep matter away so they could get a better 1ook.

Victor was the curiogity, the find of the week . . . of the century, perhaps. They could not have much
inthe way of entertainmentsin such abeginning society. Sals-bury was the equivdent of a circus. If they
could have built a zoo, he would have been their star attraction and advertised for miles around. And
when he died? Why, they would uff his body and mount it to be stashed in the equivdent of the ape
men's Smithsonian. He knew now how a freek must fed; how it mugt be to be radi-cdly different; not
just different in color or the dant of one's eyes which is, done, enough for some men to stare twice, but
0 different that the mind boggles allittle to contemplate your existence.

Their minds were boggling.

He was deposited on a stone ledge two feet off the floor to one side of the cave. There was no sense
inmak-ing atry for the entrance to the cave, for the freedom of the night. If Keeper did not pounce on
him before he was a third of the way to fresh air, another of the haf-men would. He sat and endured the
bad breath and prod-ding. They chattered and jabbered, hooted and yelped a him, then waited
expectantly, asif they thought he might reply. He spoke a bit in English, but this did not satisty them. They
only frowned, which was a truly frightening and awesome expression to behold on those craggy faces,
and began muttering among themsdves again. He imagined they thought him too stupid to speak
intdligently.

Some minutes later, femae haf-men entered the room, their great sagging breasts matted with a
softer coating of har than that which adorned the chests of their huskier menfolk. They moved with a
refined gracefulness which Salsbury had glimpsad in the males, bearing bowls of a seaming gray-green
grud. These mongters, he knew, would require large quantities of food to sugtain their mammoth bodies
and to dlow them the speed and versatility of movement they enjoyed. They now were ready to eat

After everyone was served, a white-haired haf-man who seemed to be in charge of the group
grunted some-thing to the most firm-breasted femde. She looked as if she was about to disagree or
refuse him, then thought better of it. Timidly, as if she were frightened near to deeth of Sdsbury, she
edged up to the ledge where he rested and placed a bowl of grud in front of him, then skittered nervoudy
out of the cavern into an adjoining room, much to the ddight of the men who guffawed and chortled like a
bunch of schoolboys planning deviltry of the firgt order.



Victor had not eaten since that haf sandwich hours be-fore entering the portal between probabilities,
for he had been too nervous. Since then, he had been put through quite a bit and was nearly physcdly
exhausted. Yet he could not bring himsdf to eat the soupy mixture that had been placed before him. It
was the color of polluted water and svimming within it were bits of dark, sringy meet of questionable
origin. The and| that rolled off the surface of the duff was reminiscent of spoiled meat, rot-ting
vegetables, and sde corn soup. He gagged, shoved it asde, and looked back to the rest of the
asemblage.

Keeper and the others were egting heartily and taking animatedly among themselves like women at a
card paty. The only difference was tha these gossipers did not amdl of pefumed soaps and bath
powders. And they lacked the table manners those matrons would have shown.

The women were caled, and everyone had a second bowl of the dop except Sdsbury who only
wished they would remove hisfirg uneaten portion. Some of the women smiled toothy ydlow amiles, and
he suspected they were being complimented on their culinary finesse. “The firm-breasted hdf-woman
who had gingaly offered him a bowl of grud took it away, looking at him strangdly, as if she could not
fathom why an inferior creature like im would not go for civilized food.

When everyone was finished, and when Sdsbury had become a rather accepted phenomena, the
other haf-man who had been with Keeper produced the gas pelet pisol and hdd it doft for the
asembly to ingpect. There were a number of startled grunts, and Victor recelved severa stares of
re-evaluation. The only place they would have seen something that well machined would have been down
the mountaindde in the vadi settlement. Surdy the vadi had come among them—though perhaps the
diens would not have bothered experimenting on such a raggedy, moronic group as this—and would
have |eft re-minders of their superiority by demondrating their weaponry afew times.

“Put that down!” Salsbury shouted.

They looked a him stupidly.

“Youll kill each other!” That was not redly such a bad prospect, but they might aso kill him in the
process.

The white-haired haf-man took the gun from the other's paw and turned it over and over, fascinated
with the knobs, lines of design. He was intdligent enough to see just how it was meant to be held, though
his own fingers were too large to grasp it as ddicately as was in-tended. His fingers brushed the trigger,
fired a pdlet into the chest of the haf-man who had brought the gun into the caves in the first place.

The creature's chest seemed to expand asif it were a baloon being blown up by a giant with fantagtic
lung ca-pacity. Then it burst outward, showering gore on those seated nearby. The haf-man looked
down curioudy at its ruined body, grunted something the others of its kind didn't even seem to
understand, turned and stared at Sals-bury with swiftly glazing eyes, then dumped forward— dead.

The chief dropped the gun, hooting insandy, and danced to his feet, much more agile than he
appeared. He wasin afury, waving his arms about, chanting over the falen body. When he was finished,
the corpse had not moved even a fraction of an inch as dl of them seemed to expect it might. Keeper
reached out and rolled hisfriend over. Together the haf-men ingpected the gaping hole that reveded their
ex-comrade's innards. Then, dmogt as one organiam, they turned to stare at SAsbury where he sat on the
ledge.

Sdsbury fdt like stone.

He knew they were thinking of breaking him down into gravel any moment now.

He stood, nervoudy waiching them.

They were a tableau, frozen on different ends of the room. In their eyes, Sdsbury was the bad guy,
they were the good guys. After dl, he was the odd fdlow. He was the one who had brought evil magic
into their snug little haven when they had been adeep dreaming haf-men dreams of haf-women. His gun,
hisevil magic, had killed therr buddy. It made no difference to them that their own stupidity was involved.

Before any of them could move, Sasbury jumped from the ledge, hit the cave floor running, and burst
through the archway into the room from which the half-women had brought the soup earlier.

The women were 4ill there, squatted about the room chittering to one ancther, thar fingers messy
with grud, the hair around their mouths matted with revolting streaks of wet food. When Sasbury broke



inon them, the four of them screamed and darted into a corner, hud-dling together, their eyes wide under
the deep shelves of ther heavy foreheads. He spotted another tunnd leading away from this chamber and
started across the room toward it. He would have to pass within a few feet of the women, and he didn't
like to think what would happen if one of them built up enough courage to swat a him. Bar-ing his teeth
and building his voice into a stentorian roar, he shouted: “ Aarrrggghhh!” at the top of hislungs.

The haf-women screamed and tried to crawl on top of one another. While they were thus engaged,
trying to press farther into the corner, he went through the arch-way into the new tunnd and ran as fast as
hisweary legs would carry him. It would not be fast enough, he knew, for he could remember with what
ease Keeper had loped past imin the forest.

Intime with his fears, the white-haired chief and the rest of the pack entered the tunnd a hundred feet
behind. Salsbury put on speed, then saw that he was run-ning into more trouble instead of away from it.
Ahead, in the cavern into which this passage fed, alamp was lit and glowed cheery red. In that glow, he
could see other hdf-men coming awake, roused by his pursuers who were screeching and hooting
furioudy.

He stopped—though every nerve in his body screamed to him to move—and searched the wals
which were shot through with smal, dead-end caves. One of these looked deeper than the rest; at least
he could not see the back of it. Besides, it was only wide enough to admit a man. The gorilla-like morons
would have a devil of atimetrying to comein after him.

He didn't know what good it would do to gain a tem-porary respite. Did he redlly think dying of thirst
or darving was any better than being torn apart by the locd savages? You're damned right he did!
Because he could imagine how dow a process the haf-men would make of his death. Savages enjoyed
torturing their enemies. He did not want to be their plaything. He crawled into the opening and wriggled
into the cave to a place where it widened out enough for him to turn around. Just then, the chiefs face
appeared at the opening, glaringin a him.

Sdshury backed up another foot, then settled down to see what would happen. The chief reached in
with a long, filthy arm and groped for him, but the creature's fingers were a good five feet short of thar
target. SAs-bury breathed asgh of rdief that he fdt fully in every cdl of hisbeing. The chief withdrew his
am, mumbled with the others for atime. Severa more of them took their chance, but none of them was
long-armed enough.

Fifteen minutes passed without any action.

That was just enough time to give Salsbury a chance to cdm down and consider the direness of his
predica-ment. Seventy-sx worldlines away from Lynda. . . Stranded milesfrom the vadii ship which held
his only chance of return . . . Trapped in a cave just out of reach of a horde of gabbling, lame-brained
monkeymen . . . If he had been a betting man, he would not have placed more than twenty cents on his
chances of living out the night. Or even the next hour, for that matter.

Soon the hdf-men were back. They had put their meager 1Q's together and devised a plan. There
was a raitling and scraping sound, a dimming of the light as the chief blocked the entrance again. Then
something jabbed Sdsbury hard on the shoulder, retreated, came back again, skinning the side of his
face. They had cut a long tick, had sharpened the end, and were poking him with it in hopes of killing
him, or wounding him suffi-ciently to make him crawl out where they could reach him.

He took two more jabs, the lagt of which broke the skin on his shoulder, then reached out and
grasped the stick, thrust it backwards with dl his might. He caught the chief off guard. The other end of
the pole dipped through his paws and rammed him sdlidly in the chest. He heard the beast make a
whuffing sound and suck in new breath. The stick was withdrawn and not used again.

But they were working their fevered little minds over-time to come up with something, and for a few
terrible moments, it seemed as if they had hit upon a good idea. One of them brought a torch to the
mouth of the cave and held it ingde. A thin column of smoke was carried back to him. Another haf-man
collected a pile of grass and leaves, stacked that in the entrance and lit it. The ensuing smoke amost
smothered Salsbury. It roiled by in blue-white clouds, thick as London fog. It clogged his nogtrils, burned
the back of histhroat, and made his eyes water hdpledy.

He was dmog prepared to crawl forward and admit defeat when various little facts connected in the



depths of his brain to mean something important. One: the smoke was being drawn toward the back of
the cave, swirling past him. This meant his cave had to have an outlet of some sort to cause the draft.
Two: even if the outlet was not large enough to crawl out of, it would provide, perhaps, a pocket of ar to
breath that was less smoky than that here. Instead of going forward to Keeper and Chief and the others,
he turned around once more and worked with the smoke, seeking the outlet it had aready found.

For long moments, he crawled with closed eyes to avoid getting them more inflamed than they
dready were.

His mouth tasted like the bottom of an ashtray.

It was a bad journey. At places, the wals of the narrow tunnd grew even tighter, pressed in more
indgently. And, invariably, at these places, the wdls were more jagged o that flesh was gouged out of
his shoulders, hips and arms. The walls and floor became damp, and he crept through cold water that
made him shiver uncon-trollably. And there was dways the smoke, just thick enough to keep him gasping
and choking, but not so thick as to amother him dtogether. His eyes were swol-len, and tears were
sreaming down his face.

He came to what he thought was a dead end.

Hefdt around to dl Sides.

It was adead end.

He beat his hands againg the stone in front of him, curaing like a madman hdf crazed with heat
progtration. Then he ceased acting like an imbecile long enough to let his skin pick up ahint of a draft. He
fdt around over-head, discovered that the tunnd went straight up for four feet, then broke to the left with
ahorizontd floor again. He squirmed up and through the bend, flopped onto the floor above and tried to
catch his bresth.

All he caught was a hefty lungful of smoke. He gagged, forced himsdf to crawl on. Sowly, the air
began to improve. At last, he could take deeper breaths without coughing, and his chest had stopped its
panful throb-bing. Ahead, there was adim circle of light. He made for it at a rapid crawl, pushed himsdf
through, and fdl full length onto a haf-man who was waiting for him, a wide grin on its twisted face.



CHAPTER 17

There was no sense in sruggling. They were even more sharp-witted than he had anticipated in his
wildest mo-ments. They had been aware that his tunnd might have an outlet somewhere, and they had
dispatched sentries into the corridors of their maze to check for smoke. If one of them sported any, he
was to wait there under the assumption Sasbury would follow the vapors. And Sals-bury had. He was
carried back into the main room where the haf-men had eaten thelr porridge, where Keeper's friend had
been killed by the gas pdllet gunin the chief's hand.

They returned him to the shdf where he had been, de-positing him ruddy, damming him down
harshly on the cold stone. They left two guards to watch over him and gathered in the center of the floor
to debate on what should be done with him. There seemed to be various factions srongly in favor of ther
method of punishment. Sasbury knew none of them were arguing for leniency, just for a crude and
colorful form of degth they pre-ferred to adminigter.

In the end, they tied his hands behind his back with alength of thin but tough fibrous vine, looping and
loop-ing the Suff as insurance againgt a weak spot in its length. Next, they ran a heavier vine around his
wag, knotted it, looped it under both hisarms. A second heavy rope had been tied high above the floor,
one end to a smooth pro-jection of rock on the left, the other to an equaly placed projection on the right.
The rope that had been tied around his waist and looped under his armpits like a har-ness was thrown
over the cdling rope, and he was hoisted to his feet, then higher until his shoes dangled three feet off the
floor. The pain as the vine drew tight around his waist and cinched his arms together was gruding. He
gritted his teeth and spat at his tormentors. That only seemed to encourage them.

He hung there for another five minutes, wondering if they merdly planned to let him hang until his arms
were ripped off by the congtant drag of his body. But they had more specific plans, ones that would give
them some en-tertainment as well as revenge. A half-man came up to Sasbury, grasped him by the legs,
drew him back as far as it could manage and shoved him forward. He began to swing like a pendulum,
the vine crudly chaffing hiswais and arms. To make certain he did not lose momentum, the haf-men
formed groups a both ends of his swing and batted him back and forth. At the peak of each arc, he was
dammed by a hard paw, sent back the other way. They took turns so as not to tire. He soon logt track of
how many times he had been struck.

Intime, after countless blows and countless arcs, he fdt a sharp sing on his Sde, sensed the wet flow
of blood. On the other peak of his arc, he understood what had happened. They had decided to use their
rather blunt but, nonetheless, wicked claws. The second dice was deeper than the firsd and sent hot
waves of pain coursing through him, even though he thought that by this time he should have been beyond
feding anything.

Back ... Andforth...Sash... Anddice...

He thought about coming from the future (dice) into the past (dash), from there into another
probability line (back and forth) where dien lizardmen ruled, from there (dash) across seventy-six
probability lines to a totaly different counter-Earth (rip), there to be murdered by a gang of ruthless,
stupid apes. He thought it was a sorry end to what had promised to be a glorious epic adven-ture.

There was a red haze cregping over hisvison, and bels ringing out a symphony in his head. He was
about to dip into darkness, utter and complete when a new, hriller tone of gorilla tak solit the ar from
the entrance to the chamber. The hdf-men playing with Sasbury missed a few swipes, and his
momentum dropped. The dill voice cdled again, louder and more indstent. Then, in good English, a
husky gravel-toned voice said, “Hold on. Well get you down as fast as possble.”



CHAPTER 18

Victor Sdsbury fought againg darkness and dizziness that grappled with him, and he won. He was
conscious when they cut him down. He dropped into a puddie on the floor, more anxious about the
condition of his mortd shel than about who had stepped in to save his life like a saint in a storybook
miracle. He was aching dl over from the pounding he had received. Both his hips were bleed-ing thick
crimson fluid that seeped through his tattered jeans. When he was finished accounting for every wound,
he decided that, despite how he might fedl, he would sur-vive. His accderating hedling processes would
stop the bleeding at any moment and would begin to knit the torn skin. He hated to think what he would
have looked like, how far beyond the scope of his heding powers he would have been if he had not been
cut down when he was. A few more pendulum swings, and he would have dipped into an
unconsciousness Where the last dregs of hislife forces would have been drained quietly away.

Theworst of hisworries about his body assuaged, he thought of his rescuer.

He looked up, somehow expecting to see ether the vadi or a detachment of marines. Instead, there
was an-other gorillalike man ganding over him. He was different from the other things, though. The
amount of facid hair obscuring his features was congderably less, exposing tough, brown skin creased
heavily like ancient, wesathered leather. His scap itsdf was dill liberdly furred and pointed up his
relationship to the savages. The features of his face were not as harsh as those of the other hdf-men, the
forehead jutted out only half an inch in-stead of two inches. His nose was more completely formed with
heavier cartilage deposits that gave it a roughly human qudity. The mouth was smdler, more evenly
lipped, and the teeth were well-cared for, asif they had been regularly brushed.

“You are from another probability?” the newcomer asked, trying to look as pleasant as he could.
Despite his garilla resemblance, he was a welcome dght compared to the heavy, vicious masks of
Sdshury's tormentors.

Victor wetted hislips, said, “Yes”

“Good! You speak English! Englishis a prime Tongue in this sector of worldlines, though not on this
paticular one. My other languages are decent, but not so polished as is my English. Do you think?
Polished? English is spo-ken on your dternate world, then. Isit the only lan-guage?’

“No,” Sdsbury said with effort. “French. Chinese. Russian. Too many of them to ligt.”

“Mog likely. A diversity of tongues is more common. But English is dominant?’

“One of the few dominant tongues, yes. Look—"

“Oh, excuse me,” the modified gorilla said gpologeti-cdly, reaching out a hairy, long-fingered hand to
hep Sdsbury up. “I'd forgotten, in my excitement, that you've gone through a great dedl.”

Vic managed to sruggle to hisfeet. He fdt horrible. Like he had been drenched with kerosene, then
lit with a torch; every square inch of him burned. That wasn't haf so bad as the eephant that had been
chained ingde his body and was trying to kick its way oui.

“You seg, thisisthe firg time” his rescuer continued excitedly, “that | have ever encountered anyone
from an aternate probability. To speak with, at least.”

“Who—" Sdsbury began, his tongue a moth-eaten blanket rolled up ingde his mouth.

“No tak for the moment. The vadi will come in search of you. We mugt go to the lower levels which
they do not know of .

“Okay,” Vic sad, taking afew tentative steps.

“Do you wish to be carried?’ the newcomer asked.

“No.” He could see that he was dill sandler than the haf-men perhaps only seven fet tdl, but the
haf-men obeyed him. “I'll make it on my own. You aren't as large as these brutes” Then he waked five
feat and collapsed.



“Much of ther extra Sze is wasted in fat and bones,” the newcomer said. He bent over Sasbury,
picked him up as if he weighed in at dightly under three pounds, and started out of the room. “We are
amply more compact, but just as strong as they.”

There were others of the more refined strain of gorilla men. Sasbury noticed, his head hanging down
over his rescuer's shoulder, brilliant showers of fireflies exploding on the surface of his eyes, obscuring his
view of the new men. He could see, however, that they were dressed, un-like the haf-men who had been
torturing him. They wore high skin boots that came to their square, chisded knees, and tight short pants
of coarse materid. They car-ried bows, quivers of arrows, and a sheathed knife each. The one who was
carying Victor had entrusted his weapons to one of his comrades. The others, however, were prepared
for combat and maintained a congtant, tense vigl to dl sdes, thar weapons armed, whether for vadi or
for the more daring and surly half-men, he did not know.

Then they were moving. He couldn't see anything for the hobbling and swaying of his head. All he
could make out was that they were leaving the naked hdf-men be-hind and were going down, down,
farther down each minute

There was another firefly eruption in his head. Hun-dreds and thousands of flickering green lights.
Thistime, he settled back and dlowed them to swarm in on him as if they were hungry, blood-seeking
mosquitoes. They blotted everything out and dazzled him with their bril-liance. Then, strangdly, the lights
disappeared, and there was only a soft, murmuring bandage of nothingness about him.

Later, he came awake to find his rescuer holding his head up and rubbing the crushed petals of arich
purple flower beneath his nose. The odor made him gag, but it did bring him awake as was planned. He
shook his head to make the stranger take the amdling sdts away, then leaned back and redized he was
inachair! It was awdl made piece of furniture, comfortable with cushions of dark fabric, and seemed to
be stuffed with feathers or fur of some sort. This was the firg Sgn of the artifacts of moderately dvilized
people, asde from the weapons and clothes he had aready noticed in his groggy state. These people
were more than dightly advanced above the naked hdf-men who had been trying to kill him.

“Perhaps | should have let you deep,” the rescuer said, looking down on Sasbury with concern. “But
thisis a very important thing. | think, perhaps, it is our chance. We mugt make use of it as swiftly as
possible. But if you fed like you mugt rest—"

“I'm okay,” Sasbury said.

“Good.” The creature amiled a others nearby, giving Victor a moment to survey the room. It was ill
acave. They were farther down in the earth than before, for the wals were more solid, more of a piece,
and there were no loose rocks. Despite the fact it was a cave, it was a rd-activey plessant place. It was
kept scrupuloudy clean. One of the wals was decorated with a murd that showed that artistic concepts
here were modern, enlightened, far beyond dl other cave art. Another wal was carved with sheves
which hdd other pieces of work, modly stone and wood sculpture, though one hdd a thatched
strawpiece resembling a kneding woman. Salshury saw at once that the women of these haf-men—or
nine-tenths men— were closer his own idea of femininity than those of the naked haf-men had been.
Findly, he took in the fact that there were three other creatures seated in the room, dl on chairs, some
drinking out of wooden tumblers, others just biding their time.

“I'm Moog,” his rescuer said, tuming back to him. “You are?’

“Vic”

“It isa new name for me”

“Victor isthe full name”

“Oh, yes Some of the creatures of other probability lines in this area do shorten their names for
convenience. Though | never fully understood why they weren't given the short names to begin with.”

“Could | have some water?” Salshury asked, his words like stones ralling up the indine of his throat.

“l have something better,” Moog said. He went off for a moment, returned with a wooden mug.

Sdshury remembered the haf-men's grud. “Water would be fine”

“Jud try this”

“

“Please”



Sdshury took the mug and sipped the fluid gingerly. It was not repulsive as he had feared. It was
cool, smooth, sweet, much like gpple cider, tangy but not dcoholic. He downed it in a few gulps and
asked Moog to bring im more. This he sipped while he tried to fathom the events of the last few hours.

“There are many things | have to ask,” Moog said. “Perhaps the best way would be for you to tdl us
your story. That would be quicker, and nothing would be missed.”

“l don't know,” Victor said guardedly.

“We only wish to help. | think you badly need assst-ance. Am | wrong?’

“You are not wrong.”

“Begin, then. We are ligening.”

Victor wondered if he should tdl them the whole thing. Indeed, he did need help, and he could hardly
ex-pect them to give it unless they knew the story. He perceived that they were as sharp as he was, with
IQ's every hit as high, though ther dvilizetion had not pro-gressed as far as that on the Earthline he had
come from. If he tried to hold out on them, they would reciprocate when it was his turn to ask questions.
And it would help a great ded to know how Moog came to speak English, how he knew of the
probability lines, why he was risking vadii anger by hiding Salsbury from them. He decided to be open.
He told them the entire Story.

When he was finished, Moog turned to the others and recounted Sasbury's taein their tongue. There
were questions, some of them which Moog relayed to Victor, others which he answered himsdf. In the
end, the others were satisfied, and there was an air of excitement that was dmost tangible.

“Now your gory,” he said to Moog.

“Not hdf so interesting as yours.”

“Tdl it anyway.”

Moog nodded and began.

The vadi had begun ther invason of Earth over a hundred years ago. It had lasted less than 9x
hours. Some haf-men had attacked the firg vadii party and were sum-marily destroyed. The vadi moved
in, took over, and had been established ever snce. Recently, within the last thirty years, the vadi had
discovered the presence of the first whole men in the haf-man society. These were crea-tures like Moog
who were born with softer features, higher foreheads, and 1Q's ranging from a hundred-and-ten to a
hundred-and-forty. At firg, the haf-men destroyed these more humean children & birth, for they regarded
them as fresks or vigtations of the demons. But the vadii had started atending every birth and studioudy
rescued those babies and took them away.

One of the firg of such new creatures was Moog. The vadi raised him in a drictly controlled
environment. Their actions were not so much generous as more in the line of scientific curiogity. They had
not spared him death from any idedidtic philosophy about the vaue of intdligent life The vadi had no
such philosophies. They had rescued Moog and others like him solely for experi-menta purposes.

They taught him as much as they could about his world, and found that his IQ was one of the higher
ones. He became a chdlenge for them. By the time he had reached his late teens, they had introduced
him to as much technica information as he could accept. He was taught about the vadii culture, and he
recognized it for the cold, emoationless thing it was, and despised it; he was a creature of emotions
himsdf. They moved on, intro-ducing him to the theory of probability lines, taking him on tours of some
of the other worlds, teaching him lan-guages. (A vadi linguig requisitioned him for an experi-ment in
determining the verbd abilities of the newly in-tdligent species he represented.) He had learned English in
this manner.

When he reached the age of twenty-four, Sx years ago, Moog was privy to a great many facets of
vadi life Be-cause of this, he learned the eventud fate of vadi experi-mental animds. Two things might
happen. One: the vadi might alow the test animd to live a naturd lifespan if only to determine exactly
what it could accomplish in that time. Two: they might terminate the experiment and perform an autopsy.
This was enough to decide Moog's future for him. He could not stay in the starship. In addition to the
constant fear he might be dated for dissection, there was the increasngly harsh nature of the regular vadii
tests. “Survivd experiments,” the vadi cdled them. They conssted of placing Moog in a patic-ularly
hogtile postion and then obsarving him saving himsdlf. Although the diens were undoubtedly obtaining



much vauable data on the surviva dbilities of his species, Moog decided the pain he was enduring wasn't
worth it. Snce no experimenta animd had tried to escape before, his plans met with little hitch. He broke
free, dong with two cohorts, and had remained free ever snce.

He and his companions had not been idle in their free-dom. They managed, in two raids on the vadi
complex, to free forty-sx other intdligent Earthmen of ther hairy breed. However, they were never indgde
the ship, for that was now beyond ther reach. The third raid was antici-pated, and the vadii killed deven
of their number, while they were unable to free any more of their brethren. With ther thirty-eight, they
went into the deepest cavesin the mountain and hid from the lizardmen. Sowly, they established contact
with the haf-men above them— the naked, savage type—and began rescuing children of their own
breed before the vadii got to them, rewarding the haf-men with trinkets for not daughtering them. A great
number of the haf-men's pregnant women were secreted away untl it could be learned whether their
child was savage or intdligent. If intdligent, Moog's group kept it and raised it. They began breeding
some of ther own. Now, in Sx years, ther number stood a eghty-nine and was dimbing faster and
faster every month.

Y e the vadi remained athorn in ther side. Fully hdf a dozen babies a month were abducted into the
vadi ship for experimental purposes. Moog and the others were anxious to free them, anxious to
somehow defeat and drive off the vadii. But, of course, the vadi had guns. The Earthmen here had bows
and arrows. Moog knew how metd could be smelted, how machinery of limited complexity could be
built. But, having to live in utter se-crecy, unable to go out of the caves in daylight, the Earthmen were
restricted from achieving the levd of so-cia order they knew they could create.

“But you have agun,” Moog sad.

“Be careful!” Victor shouted as the hairy man picked up his gas pellet pisol.

“Do not worry. We are not as stupid as those whose hands you firg fdl into. I've heard what the gun
does from the haf-men. And | can figureit out, dmost. But would you mind explaning?’

Sdsbury didn't mind.

“May | fireit at that rock?’ Moog asked.

Sdshury shrugged. “Go on.”

He fired. The pdlet sank only an inch into the boulder before exploding. Chips of stone flew in dl
directions, and afine gray powder hungin the air. “Would this work on metd?’ Moog asked.

“Yes. Only it will take more shots. If the metd isthick, that is. The pellet will only snk a fraction of an
inch into dense materid before exploding.”

“It can require as many shots as you have,” Moog said. “Just so we get insde”

“Indde?’ Sdsbury thought he was beginning to lose track of the conversation.

“Indde the vadi ship,” Moog said, amiling, his wide mouth full of glittering teeth.

“But what good will that do us?’ Victor wanted to know, suddenly coming forward on his chair. It
sounded foolish, hdf-baked, unredidic. The vadi outnumbered them. The diens had wegpons far
Superior to anything the men here could possess or hope to obtain. Yet, some-how, he had the feding
that Moog aready considered these things and was spesking rationdly, with something definite and
workablein mind.

“l know the ingde of the vadi starship by heart,” Moog sad. “I lived in it for twenty-four years,
except when they took me on fidd experiments. | used that time to memorize every foot of the place in
the event such in-formation would ever come in handy. It has. | know, for indance, exactly where the
ship amory is”

“But—"

“If you will help us with your pellet gun,” Moog said, grinning even wider so that it seemed his head
would split open, “I think we will solve severd problems smultaneoudy. We will be rid of the vadi a last
and free to raise dl the newborn children in an enlightened atmos-phere, in a society where they will not
have to hide by day and move a night only with fear. And you will get a chance to return to the woman
you cdl Lynda. That should be enough for you. And perhaps we will even de-stroy the vadii inddlations
across dl the probability lines”

The others looked anxious, as if, despite the language barrier, they knew what Moog was saying.



“But,” the hairy man finished, “you must understand that you will not have a promise of return to your
probability. Only a chance. A chance and nathing more.”

“That's a hundred percent more than | had an hour ago,” Sasbury said.

Moog chuckled, dapped hisarm, and trandated his ac-ceptance to the others.

There was a brief but enthusiagtic cheer.



CHAPTER 19

Moog's war party moved with astonishing cat-like grace and slence, congdering the sze of it and the
Sze of each member. There were thirty-onein the party aside from Sasbury, dl the men ther settlement
contained. Those left behind were women and children; even some of them had been anxious to go
aong, to fight the hated enemy. The decison had been to go for broke, to seze dl or nothing. It was
thought dl men were needed (though a daughter of them by the vadi would meen a virtud end to the
colony), but that women, untrained for combat, would only get in the way.

Once, they met a party of vadi dill seerching the com-pound, waking the aleyways with eectric
torches. The war party was quicker, for it was expecting trouble. The arrows were swift and slent. Sx
dead vadii without one managing a scream was a tesimony to the accuracy of the archers.

They went on to the starship.

That portion of the great hull which, Moog assured him, was on the outsde of the ship's armory, was
pressed close againg the white walls of a building, hidden in we-coming shadows. The war party
gationed itsdf dong the walls, taking advantage of the pitch darkness, while Moog and Sasbury waked
aong the hull to the place the hairy one chose as the most advantageous for forced entry.

“There will be no one in the aimory,” Moog said. “There will be an armory officer stationed just
outsde it, in the antiroom. But by the time he redlizes we are in the ship, we will be armed and ready for
afight”

“l hope you'e right,” Sadsbury said. Moog had assured him that the hull sensors were inactive and
would not go active until the ship was preparing for gpaceflight. Stll . . . he worried.

“I mogt certainly am right,” Moog said, sheking hisburly head. “Let's begin, en?

Sdshury ran his hand dong the hull, sampling the coolness of the metd. He rapped, heard only a faint
booming sound. “It's thick.” He rapped agan, ligened. “Itll take some time | think we better fire
Sdeways so the metd chipswill be propelled away from us. Y ou stand behind me.”

Moog obliged, moving softly, quietly.

Sdshury amed, fired the fird pellet. There was a sharp pinging noise and the rattle of metd chips on
the curve of the hull. He ran hisfingers over the spot he had shot at. It was hot, though not hot enough to
burn him. He found he had made perhaps a quarter to a hdf inch in-dentation in the dloy, rugged, with
sharp edges, perhaps hdf a foot across. To make a hole large enough to admit these fdlows, he was
going to have to do much better than that. He set the pistal to machine gun status and prayed there were
enough of the little droplets in the gas bottle cartridge to do the job. Then he depressed the trigger and
hed it down.

The pinging grew louder, harsher. After two minutes of continuous fire, he stopped, waited until the
echoing ring had ceased, then looked closdly a what he had done. There was a rugged hole three feet
across and four feet high. Only the center, big as a penny, had broken clear through. Resdtting the pistol
to agngle shot bas's, he began chopping away at the stubborn dloy, enlarging that penny-sized aperture.

Ten minutes later, he had a hole big enough to crawl through. “Let's check it out,” he said to Moog.

They went through into the dark interior, Ietting their eyes adjust. At last, when they could see wel
enough, they found they were only through the outer hull, in an ar space full of beams and supports; three
feet away, there was another wal, the inner wall, the partition that was part of the armory.

“WdlI?“Moog asked.

“If thisis as thick as thefird, we'rein trouble,” Sals-bury said gloomily. “The gun is getting lighter; it's
low on gas”

“Nothing to do but try,” Moog said, dapping him on the shoulder.

Sdsoury tried. They were fortunate indeed, for the wal was of hdf-inch sted which parted much



more easily under the gun's assault. When a second hole had been cleared, they stepped into the
darkened armory, looked around joyoudy. Moog went back to usher the othersindde.

Ffteen minutes later, the cache of vibratubes and dug guns the sze of shotguns had been broken
open. They were armed to the proverbia teeth. No, clear up to the hairline. Moog stationed himsdf by
the door to the anti-room, looked back to make sure everyone was prepared. Then he swung it inward
and went through fast, a vib-ratube in one hand, the heavy bulk of afrag dug gun in the other.

The others followed. Salsbury was fourth in ling, willing to let two other of these Earthmen follow
Moog before dticking his own tender neck out. When he en-tered the chamber, the vadi armory officer
was lying in a crumpled hegp to the left of its desk. The vibratube had done the job. It was quieter than a
frag dug, but every bit as effective.

When the last member of the war party had filed in, Moog recited the plans that had been gone over
0 hagt-ily before their departure from the caves. The layout of the ship was not complex. Thanks to
Moog, the Earth-men had a rough blueprint in their minds. The party di-vided into Sx groups, five men in
each of thefird five parties, five men plus Moog and Sdsbury in the sixth. The others were to spread into
selected portions of the starship as fagt and efficently as they could. Since the vadii in the ship were not
generdly armed, the battle would be heavily weighted in the Earthmen's favor. The gxth group's objective
was to get Sdsbury to the telepor-tation room. They would destroy vadi and vadi mechin-ery as the
other five groups, but only as the opportunity arose during ther flight to the teleportation cart.

Moog opened the door, and they went into the corri-dor, leaving the other groups to go their own
ways, in-tent now on reaching the trangportation that might or might not take Vic back to his basement,
back to Lynda. They raced dong the man corridor, not bothering much about quiet now. Behind, the
detail assigned to this hal was dready opening doors and cutting down the vadii within. The noise was
nearly desfening. Farther away, echoing from other parts of the ship, more sounds of bat-tle arose.

They rounded a corner and confronted asmal group of vadi that had come out of the rooms to see
what the noise was dl about. One of the men beside Salsbury pumped three frag dugs at the assemblage.
Thevadi dropped in twos and threes. The 9x dill sanding got themsdves vibrabeamed by Moog. Then
they went over and around the bodies, trying not to breathe in the stench of burned dien flesh.

Two turns and Sx dead vadi later, one of the boys in their group got his chest pounded open by a
guard's per-sonal pistol. Moog fired at the vadii. So did Sdsbury. Ther vibrabeams caught it from both
Sdes of the head, finished it messily.

“Thisisit,” Moog said, tuming into a room on the right. He bounced back, a vibrabeam sear dong
the top of hisright shoulder.

Sdsbury went down, rolled, narrowly avoided a sec-ond blast from the vadii operator's wegpon.
When he came onto his back, he fired, swept hdf the room, nearly cut the dien in two. The thing fdl
forward, trying to groan, and was very dill. He went back to Moog. “How isit?’

“Jug a burn. Nothing important.” He wasn't even dutching a the wound. Not even moaning. Or
grimec-ing.

“That's the cart,” Salsbury said.

“Do you know how to operate it?’

“l can try. Theworst | can do is blow mysdf up,” Sdsbury said.

One of the men from the doorway caled something. Moog looked concerned. “A heavy vadi force
is a the head of the corridor. They mugt have guessed we broached the hull with your ad and that we
would be coming to the cart. Well hold them off. | think we out-gun them anyway. But get moving as fast
asyou can.”

Vic nodded, started for the cart, then went back and shook the Earthman's hand.

“Maybe when dl this is draightened out,” Moog said, “well be able to piece together the vadi
machines and find out what made them tick. Maybe well be able to build a cart for traveing the
probabilities. That would be something.”

“That surdy would,” Salsbury said. Then he dimbed onto the cart and fiddled with the controls while
Moog went to direct the battle with the diens.

There was a keyboard on the dash, much like that of a typewriter, except that the symbols made no



sense to him. He tried punching them, found they were 4iff, like the keys on the locked board of an
eectric typewriter. He tried dl of them, then in desperation snapped down the spacing bar. Ingtantly, the
walls around him faded.

He flicked from probability line to probakility line, heeding home. He could see no way to control the
cart, no way to make it stop. Perhaps it would go past the probability line from which he had started;
more likely, it was set to return to the place from which it had come, the probability line directly before
hisown. At least he hoped that was the case.

In the teleportation rooms in each probability line, vadi operators looked up, astonished that a human
being was riding without benefit of guards. Some of them tried to reach him before he flicked on to the
next ling, but that was futile. Others turned toward their master con-soles, but were not fast enough to
stop him. He contin-ued, fluttering backwards, hopefully toward the world-line where the veadii had firs
captured him.

There was nothing to do but think, think about Moog and the others. Would the spunky creature
meake it, or would he diein the battle? It seemed dmog certain the starship would be defeated. But what
would that mean to the vadi indalations across the worldlines? Would they, cut off from the mother ship,
eventudly disintegrate? Moog had assured him their connections with the star-ship were essentid to their
survivd. Sashury hoped so. Because that would mean that they had not just liberated one worldline from
the vadii, but many. He thought about his own safety now and the safety of hisworldline. If he were taken
back to the worldline next to his, he could get through into his own basement. The 810-40.04 could
detonate the micro-bombs, and his worldline would be permanently safe, because the destruction of the
garship on One Line would ensure an end to vadi expeditions into other worldlines. The future from
which he had been sent by desperate men dmaost without hope, would be different. All the timeines
beyond his own which the vadi had conquered after 1970 would dso have different futures, for they
would never become dien dominions now. He had changed their futures too. But he could not bring
himsdf to fed heroic. He had been built to accomplish much, had been trained in the arts of combat by
the computer; Lynda had given hm a driving mativation; Moog had saved his life and initiated the find
bold plan. He had done his part, nothing more. Anyway, he could not be bothered now with any thoughts
but those about Lynda. Green eyes, crooked tooth, hedthy, warm body . . . The only idand of redlity in
this entire effair was her amile, her kiss, the entire mar-velous sum of her.

Abruptly, the cart stopped. The flickering ceased.

He knew he wasin the right place.

The operator stood againgt the wall, chewing on a drug stick. Sasbury bolted from the machine,
brought afig into the skinny throat before the vadii could issue darm. It went down, rolled over, drew its
knees up and passed out.

He left the room and walked to the prober chamber, hesitated at the door, wondering what he would
find in-dde. It was dill the same night as when he had entered this worldline, though several hours had
passed. It would be getting near dawn. The vadi might very wel have discovered the mess in the
projection room, might a-ready have invaded hisworldline. Lynda might be dead.

“Seestusga ji gastal” A vadi voice erupted behind.

He whirled. At the far end of the hdl, four vadi stood, one with a pistal. It raised the wesapon, fired.
The vibra-beam connected with the back of Salsbury's right calve. He dropped to his knees in pain, then
redized he had no time to worry about something so unimportant as agony.

The vadi were dosng a arun.

Shaking, he gained his feet, shucked the rucksack with its bombs, and went into the prober chamber.
The mess had not been discovered. Lynda dill sat a the beam pro-jector beyond the wal. The same
number of bodies lit-tered the floor, dl but one of them robots. He weaved across the room, favoring his
wounded leg, and sumbled through the portal into his own basement.

“Detonate!” he shouted to the 810-40.04 asit floated toward him.

“As soon as—"

“Quickly!”

Beyond, in the other worldline, the vadii did open the door to the projection room.



“Now, dammit!” Sasbury roared.

Thevadi started across the room.

The computer detonated the micro-bombs and, in nearly the same ingant, svung on the beam
projector and destroyed its lenswith a bolt of orange light. The bubble closed in time to prevent the force
of the explo-sonsin the other worldline from carrying through into this one,

The spot on the wall was gone.

“You succeeded,” the computer said.

He had been going on adrendin and nothing dse for more than five hours. Now that pressure
lessened and the flow of magic juice was cut off, he fdt as if a million tons had been lowered onto his
shoulders. He tried to speak, to say something witty to mark the occasion. He dropped over onto the
basement floor . . .
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