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- Prologue
Adventures in Time and Space

James H. Schmitz was one of the finest writers of light-hearted adventure
stories in the history of science fiction. His most familiar works, the Hub
and Vegan Confederacy tales and his novel The Witches of Karres, were almost
all of that nature.

But he wrote a number of other stories which were quite similar, which are
much less well known -- and, often, simply due to the vagaries of the
publishing industry. To give an example, the opening tale of this volume ("The
Big Terrarium") is as good a story as almost anything Schmitz ever wrote.
Alas, it was published in a magazine called Saturn, which folded after four
issues. So, unlike the stories published in Analog, which were usually
reissued several times in various anthologies, "The Big Terrarium" vanished
from sight. To the best of our knowledge, this anthology is the first time it
has been reissued since it first appeared in that little-known and short-lived
magazine in May of 1957. To one extent or another, the same fate befell many
of the stories in this section of our anthology.

One of these stories is of particular interest, for anyone familiar with the
history of science fiction. Schmitz's most famous single work, his novel The
Witches of Karres, was published at the height of his career in 1968. But what
few people know is that, at the beginning of his career -- in the late 40s,
twenty years earlier -- he wrote a story which served as the prototype for the
later novel. His "trial run," you might call it.

It's all very complicated

Schmitz wrote the story "Captives of the Thieve-Star" sometime very early in
his career, and then decided it was unpublishable and set it aside. The
original title of the story was "What Threbus Said." Then, in 1949, he
published the novelette "The Witches of Karres," which he would later expand
into the novel by that name. Deciding that his earlier story was in fact
sellable, he hauled it out of the dustbin -- but, of course, having already
used the name "Threbus" in "The Witches of Karres," had to change the name of
the heroine's father and the title "What Threbus Said" to "Captives of the
Thieve-Star."

And that's how it all happened, honest.

That story, "Captives of the Thieve-Star," is included here. We think any
reader will enjoy it for its own sake. But those of you familiar with The
Witches of Karres will also enjoy seeing how Schmitz transmuted the
protagonists of the earlier story into the familiar figures of Captain Pausert
and Goth. And will chuckle, perhaps, at seeing the origins of the mysterious
and mighty witches of Karres -- as disreputable a clan of space gypsies as you
could ask for.

- Chapter 1

The Big Terrarium



The third morning Fred Nieheim woke up in the Little Place, he no longer had
to prove to himself that he wasn't dreaming. He knew where he was, all right,
along with the rest of them -- Wilma and Ruby and Howard Cooney and the
Cobrisol. But knowing it didn't make him any happier.

He remained lying on his back, gazing moodily out through the bedroom window,
while he wondered how one went about getting back to Earth from here --
specifically, to the Nieheim farm twenty-two miles south of Richardsville,
Pennsylvania, U.S.A. It wasn't apparently Jjust a matter of finding a way out
through the very odd sort of barriers that fenced in the area. According to
the Cobrisol, a local creature which appeared to be well-informed, they would
then simply be in something known as "Outside," which was nowhere near Earth.
At least, the Cobrisol had never heard of Earth, and still wasn't entirely
convinced that it existed.

"Sometimes, Fred," it had hinted gently only last evening while they sat
together on the front porch, watching a rather good production of an Earth-
type sunset above the apple orchard, "sometimes, the memory and other mental
functions are deranged by transfer from one Place to another. Don't let it
worry you, though. Such effects almost always wear off in time. . . ."

Fred felt Wilma stir quietly in bed beside him, and he raised himself
cautiously on an elbow to look at her. The bed creaked.

Ruby went "Chuck-chuck!" sharply from the corner of the bedroom, where she
slept in a basket. She was a middle-aged hen pheasant of belligerent nature,
who regarded herself as the watchdog of the Nieheim farm. Basket and all,
she'd been transferred along with them to the Little Place.

Fred remained quiet until Ruby stuck her head back under her wing. Wilma was
still asleep, and only a rounded, smooth shoulder and a mop of yellow hair
were visible at the moment above the blankets. They had been married less than
two years, and if he and Wilma and Ruby had been set down here alone, he
mightn't have minded it so much. The Cobrisol had assured him that one
ordinarily received the best of care and attention in the Little Places; and
the Cobrisol itself, though disconcerting in appearance until you got used to
it, seemed to be as agreeable a neighbor as anyone could want.

Unfortunately, there was also Howard Cooney.
* k%

Out in the kitchen, precisely as Fred's reflections reached that point, a
metallic clatter announced that Howard Cooney was manipulating Wilma's big
iron skillet on the stove again.

Fred scowled thoughtfully. For a recent acquaintance, Howard certainly was
making himself at home with them! He was a tramp who had happened to select
the night of their transfer to sleep in the shed back of the Nieheim
farmhouse; and so he'd been picked up and brought along, too. Unfortunately,
whoever or whatever had constructed a reasonably accurate duplicate of a
section of the Nieheim farm in the Little Place, hadn't bothered to include
the shed. The first night, at Wilma's suggestion, Howard had moved into the
living room. After that, he'd stayed there.

Fred felt he couldn't reasonably object to the arrangement under the
circumstances, but he suspected that Howard was an untrustworthy character.
He'd already begun to ogle Wilma when he thought nobody was noticing -- and



there was the disturbing fact that he was considerably bigger and huskier than
Fred.

He'd better, Fred decided uneasily, work out a method of getting them all back

to Earth before Howard got the wrong kind of ideas.
* k%

"Morning," Howard Cooney said hospitably, as Fred came into the kitchen. "Sit
down and have some hoot. Where's Wilma?"

Fred said Wilma was still sleeping.

"Me," said Howard, "I'm up with the sun! Or what goes for the sun around here.
Know what? I'm going to build a still!" He explained that he'd discovered a
maze of piping under the front porch which wasn't connected to anything and
which he could use for the purpose.

Fred doubted Howard would have any success with his dubious project, but he
didn't comment on it. The piping wouldn't be missed. The duplicated house
functioned just as well as the house back on Earth had; but it was operated on
different and -- so far -- incomprehensible principles. Hot and cold water ran
out of the proper faucets and vanished down the drains, but neither faucets
nor drains appeared to be connected to anything but the solid walls!
Similarly, the replicas of the electric stove and refrigerator performed their
normal duties -- but Fred had discovered by accident that they worked just as
well when they weren't plugged into the electric outlets. It was all a little
uncanny, and he preferred not to think about it too much.

He tried a slice of the hoot Howard had been frying. Hoots came in various
flavors, and this one wasn't at all bad -- quite as good as ham, in fact. He
said so.

"Could have been a famous chef back on Earth if I'd wanted to," Howard
admitted carelessly. "This is last night's hoot, by the way. There weren't any
fresh ones floating around this morning."

"Howard," said Fred, "I'm trying to think of a way to get us back to Earth --

n

"You are?" Howard looked startled and then frowned. "Look, Buster," he said in
a confidential tone, leaning across the table, "let's face it. We got it soft

here. Once I get the liquor situation straightened out, we'll have everything

we need."

Fred's mouth opened in surprise. "You don't mean you want to stay here all
your life, do you?"

Howard eyed him speculatively. "You ought to wise up. You never been in stir,
have you? Well, that's where you are now."

"It's more like a zoo," said Fred. "And -- "

"Call it a zoo," the tramp interrupted. "Same principle." He shrugged his
massive shoulders. "Trying to break out is a good way to get killed, see? And
it's likely to make it rough on everyone else. You wouldn't want something
worse than being shut up here to happen to Wilma, would you?" He grinned
amiably at Fred, but the little gray eyes were shrewd and, at the moment, a



trifle menacing.

There was Jjust enough sense in what he'd said to make Fred uncertain. Howard
seemed to have had some experiences which could be of value now. "What do you
think we ought to do?" he inquired.

However, at that point, Howard became rather vague. In stir, he said, one had
to take things easy until one had figured out the system. And then one made
use of the system. The danger was in getting whoever was in charge of the

Little place riled up by thoughtless action.
* k%

Going in search of the Cobrisol after breakfast, Fred admitted to himself that
he couldn't quite make out what Howard Cooney was after. The tramp seemed to
have something definite in mind, but apparently he wasn't willing to reveal it
at this time.

At any rate, he'd made it clear that he didn't intend to be helpful about
getting them back to Earth.

He found the Cobrisol coiled up at the head of a sloping section of ground
which apparently was intended to represent the upper half of the south meadow
of the Nieheim farm on Earth. As such, it was a few hundred yards out of
place, and the grass that grew there wasn't exactly grass either; but Fred
didn't pay much attention to such arbitrary rearrangements of his property any
more.

"Nice day, isn't it?" he remarked, coming up.

"If you're speaking of the weather, yes!" said the Cobrisol. "Otherwise, I'll
reserve my opinion."

Fred sat down beside it. "Something wrong?"

The Cobrisol nodded. "Possibly . . ." It was a quite odd-looking creature,
with a snaky, ten-foot body, brick-red in color and with a rubbery feel to it,
and a head that was a little like that of a pig and a little more like that of
an alligator. No arms or legs, but it didn't seem to miss them. When it moved
slowly, it extended and contracted itself like an earthworm; when it was in a
hurry, it slithered about in sideways loops like a snake. "Take a look
around," it invited significantly.

Fred gazed about. There was the usual, vague sort of sun-disk shining through
the overhead haze, and the morning was pleasantly warm. At the end of the
meadow was a huge, vertical something with indefinite borders called a
"mirror-barrier," inside which he could see the Cobrisol and himself sitting
in the grass, apparently a long distance away, and the duplicated farmhouse
behind them. To the left was a rather accurate reproduction of the Nieheim
apple orchard -- though the trees were constructed more like firs -- complete
with a copy of the orchard section of the Nieheim trout stream. Unfortunately,
no trout appeared to have been transferred.

Beyond the orchard was a thick, motionless mist which blended into the haze of
the sky. The mist was another barrier; the Cobrisol called it a "barrier of
confusion." The first day, Fred had made a determined attempt to walk out of

the Little Place at that point; it had been a confusing experience, all right!
* k%



There wasn't much more to the Little Place. Behind the house, the ground
sloped uphill into another wall of mist. He could hear Wilma and Howard Cooney
talking in the back garden; and a number of small, circular objects that
looked as if they might be made of some shiny metal floated about here and
there in the air. The Cobrisol had explained that these were Eyes, through
which the goings-on in the Little Place were being observed. Their motion
seemed aimless, but Fred hadn't been able to get close enough to one to catch
it.

"Everything looks about the same to me," he admitted at last.
"Everything?" repeated the Cobrisol.

Its long toothy jaws and rubbery, throat moved slightly as it spoke, though it
wasn't actually pronouncing human words. Neither had Fred been talking in the
Cobrisol's language, whatever that was. It was a little hard to understand.
They hadn't been suddenly gifted with telepathy; it was just that when you
were set down in a Little Place, you knew what the other intelligent creatures
there wanted to say. And it sounded as if they were using your kind of speech.

Fred had given up trying to figure it out.

"Well, there aren't any hoots in sight this morning," he acknowledged. "Or
robols either," he added, after a brief search of the meadow grass. "Howard
Cooney mentioned the hoots were gone at breakfast."

"Very observant of the Cooney person," the Cobrisol stated drily. It and
Howard had disliked each other on sight. "Fred, there are a few matters I feel
I should discuss with you."

"Now's a good time for a chat," Fred said agreeably.

The Cobrisol darted its head about in a series of rapid, snaky motions,
surveying the area.

"The Eyes," it remarked then, "have assumed an unusual observational pattern
this morning. You will note that two are stationed directly above us. Another
cluster has positioned itself above the roof of the house. Early in the
morning, an exceptionally large number were gathered among the trees of the
orchard. These have now largely transferred themselves to the opposite side of
the Little Place, near the maze-barrier."

"I see," saild Fred, wondering what it was driving at.

"The One who maintains this Place is showing a remarkable degree of interest
in us today," the Cobrisol concluded.

Fred nodded.

* Kk Kk

"Very well," the creature resumed. "Life in a Little Place is usually very
satisfactory. The Ones who maintain them can be regarded as hobbyists who take
a benevolent interest in the life-forms they select to inhabit their
creations. Whereas Big Places, of course, are designed for major scientific
projects. . . ." The creature shuddered slightly throughout its length. "I've
never been in one of those, but -- well, I've heard stories! Until this



morning, Fred, I was inclined to regard us here as exceptionally fortunate
life-forms."

"Well," Fred said, frowning "I don't quite agree with . . . what do you mean,
'until this morning'?"

"There are indications that this Place is being maintained, shall we say,
carelessly? Nothing conclusive, as yet, you understand. But indications!" The
Cobrisol jerked its head in the direction of the mirror-barrier. "That
barrier, for instance, Fred, and one or two others have been permitted to go
soft overnight!"

"Go soft?" Fred repeated.

"They're no longer operating as barriers. If we chose to, we could go right
through them now -- and be Outside! An almost unheard-of example of slip-shod
maintenance -- "

Fred brightened. "Well, say!" He got hurriedly to his feet. "Let's try it
then!" He hesitated. "I'll go get Wilma and Ruby first though. I don't like to
leave Wilma alone with that Cooney character."

The Cobrisol hadn't moved.

"I'm afraid you don't have the picture," it remarked. "You assume that once
you're outside you'll be able to find your way back to the place you call
Earth?"

"Not exactly," Fred said cautiously. He didn't like to be evasive with the
Cobrisol, but he wasn't sure it would want them to leave -- and it might be in
a position to make their departure more difficult. "We could just step through
and look around a little. "

"Even if we weren't under observation at the moment," the Cobrisol pointed
out, "you wouldn't live very long if you did. No life-form -- as we know life-
forms -- can exist Outside. The barriers are set up to keep us where it's
safe. That's why it's so irresponsible, of the One -- "

Fred abandoned the idea of taking Wilma with him. He'd have to make a careful
check first. "About how long," he inquired, "could I stand it out there,
safely?"

"Forget it, Fred!" the creature advised him earnestly. "Unless you knew
exactly what to do to get back into the Little Place, you'd be worse than dead
as soon as you stepped out there. And you don't."

"Do you?" Fred challenged it.

"Yes," said the Cobrisol, "I do. But I won't tell you. Sit down again, Fred."

Fred sat down thoughtfully. At least, he'd learned a few new facts, and the
knowledge might come in handy.

"A few moments ago," the Cobrisol said, "you made an interesting statement. It
appears that you don't wish to leave Wilma alone with the other human?"

Fred glanced at it in surprise. "No," he said shortly, "I don't."



The Cobrisol hesitated. "I don't wish to be tactless," it remarked. "I
understand many species have extremely rigid taboos on the subject -- but
might this have something to do with the process of procreation?"

Fred flushed. He hadn't got quite that far in his thoughts about Wilma and
Howard. "In a general sort of way," he admitted.

The Cobrisol regarded him judiciously. "Wilma is a charming life-form," it
stated then, somewhat to Fred's surprise, "whereas the Cooney is as offensive
as he is ignorant. I approve of your attitude, Fred! How do you intend to kill
him?"

Shocked, Fred protested that he didn't intend to kill Howard Cooney. Human
beings didn't act like that -- or, at least, they weren't supposed to.

"Ah," said the Cobrisol. "That is unusual." It reflected a moment. "To get
back, then, to our previous subject -- "

"What previous subject?" By now, Fred was getting a little confused by the
sudden shifts in the conversation.

"Hoots and robols," the Cobrisol said tersely. "They don't just fade away and
there were enough around last evening to have kept us all supplied for another
week. What may we deduce from their sudden disappearance, Fred?"

Fred considered. "They got sick and died?"

"Try again!" the Cobrisol told him encouragingly. "We could still see a dead
hoot, couldn't we?"

"Something ate them," Fred said, a trifle annoyed.

"Correct! Something," added the Cobrisol, "with a very large appetite -- or
else a number of perhaps less voracious somethings. Something, further, that
was transferred here during the night, since there was no shortage in the food
supplies previous to this morning. And, finally -- since it's given no other
indications of its presence -- something with secretive habits!"

Fred looked around uneasily. "What do you think it is?"

"Who knows?" The Cobrisol had no shoulders to shrug with, but it employed an
odd, jerky motion now which gave the same impression. "A Gramoose? An Icien?
Perhaps even a pack of Bokans. . . ." It indicated the observing Eyes above
the house with a flick of its snout. "The point is, Fred, that the One appears
curious to see what we shall do in the situation. Taken together with the

softening of the barriers, this suggests a deplorable -- and, for us, perhaps
very unfortunate -- degree of immaturity in our particular hobbyist!"
* k% %

Feeling his face go pale, Fred got to his feet. "I'm going to go tell Wilma to
stay in the house with Ruby," he announced shakily.

"A wise precaution!" The Cobrisol uncoiled and came slithering along beside
him as, he strode rapidly towards the house. "The situation, incidentally,
does have one slight advantage for you personally."



"What's that?" Fred inquired.

"I have noticed that the Cooney individual is considerably larger and more
powerful than you. But you can emphasize to him now that, since we are in a
state of common danger, this is no time to indulge in procreational
disputes. . . ."

Before Fred could answer, there was a sudden furious squawking from Ruby in
the back garden. An instant later, he heard a breathless shriek from Wilma and
a sort of horrified bellowing from Howard Cooney. He came pounding up to the
front porch just as the house door flew open. Howard dashed out, wild-eyed,
leaped down the porch stairs, almost knocking Fred over, and charged on.

Fred's impression was that the big man hadn't even seen him. As he scrambled
up on the porch, there was a thud and a startled "Oof!" behind him, as if
Howard had just gone flat on his face, but he didn't look back. Wilma came
darting through the door in Howard's tracks, Ruby tucked firmly under her left
arm and a big iron skillet grasped in her right hand. Her face looked white as
paper under its tan.

"Run, Fred!" she gasped. "There's something at the back door!"

"You're mistaken, Wilma," the Cobrisol's voice informed them from the foot of
the stairs. "It's now coming around the house. Up on the front porch,
everyone! You, too, Cooney! No place to run to, you know!"

"What's coming?" Fred demanded hoarsely. He added to Wilma, "Here, I'll hold
Ruby!"

Nobody answered immediately. Howard thumped up the steps, closely followed by
the Cobrisol. It struck Fred then that it probably had been a flip of the
Cobrisol's tail that halted Howard; but Howard wasn't complaining. He took up
a stand just behind Wilma, breathing noisily.

The Cobrisol coiled up on Fred's left.
"It's an Icien. . . . Well, things could be worse -- listen!"

Ruby clasped under his left arm, Fred listened. A number of Eyes were bobbing
about excitedly in front of the porch. Suddenly, he heard footsteps.

They were heavy, slow, slapping steps, as if something were walking through
mud along the side of the house. Fred turned to the edge of the porch where
Howard had been pulling up plankings to find material for his still. A four-
foot piece of heavy pipe lay beside the loose boards, and he picked that up
just as Wilma and Howard uttered a gasp of renewed shock.

Something -- the Icien -- was standing behind the south end of the porch.
"Ah!" it said in a deep voice, peering in at the group through the railings.
"Here we all are!"

* *  *

Fred stared at it speechlessly. It stood on two thick legs, and it had a round
head where a head ought to be. It was at least seven feet tall, and seemed to
be made of moist black leather -- even the round, bulging eyes and the horny
slit of a mouth were black. But the oddest thing about it was that, in



addition, it appeared to have wrapped a long black cloak tightly around
itself.

It marched on to the end of the porch and advanced towards the stairs, where
it stopped.

"Are all the intelligent inhabitants of the Place assembled here?" the inhuman
voice inquired.

Fred discovered that his knees were shaking uncontrollably. But nobody else
seemed willing to answer.

"We're all here," he stated, in as steady a voice as he could manage. "What do
you want?"

The Icien stared directly at him for a long moment. Then it addressed the
group in general.

"Let this be understood first! Wherever an Icien goes, an Icien rules!" It
paused. Fred decided not to dispute the statement just now. Neither did anyone
else.

"Splendid!" The Icien sounded somewhat mollified. "Now, as all intelligent
beings know," it went on, in a more conversational tone, "the Law of the
Little Places states that a ruling Icien must never go hungry while another
life-form is available to nourish it. . . ." The black cloak around it seemed
to stir with a slow, writhing motion of its own. "I am hungry!" the Icien
added, simply but pointedly.

Unconsciously, the humans on the porch had drawn a little closer together. The
Cobrisol stayed where it was, motionless and watchful, while the monster's
black eyes swiveled from one to the other of the petrified little group.

"The largest one, back there!" it decided shortly.

And with that, what had looked like a cloak unfolded and snapped out to either
side of it. For a blurred, horrified second, Fred thought of giant sting-rays
on an ocean bottom, of octopi -- of demonish vampires! The broad, black
flipper-arms the creature had held wrapped about it were lined with row on row
of wet-toothed sucker-mouths. From tip to tip, they must have stretched almost
fifteen feet.

Howard Cooney made a faint screeching noise and fainted dead away, collapsing
limply to the porch..

"Ah!" rumbled the Icien, with apparent satisfaction. "The rest of you may now
stand back -- " It took a step forward, the arms sweeping around to reach out
ahead of it. Then it stopped.

"I said," it repeated, on a note of angry surprise, "that you may now stand
back!"

Ruby clacked her beak sharply; there was no other sound. Fred discovered he
had half-raised the piece of pipe, twisting it back from his wrist like a one-
handed batter. Wilma held the big skillet in front of her, grasping it
determinedly in both hands. Her face wasn't white any more; it was flushed,
and her lips were set. And the Cobrisol's neck was drawn back like that of a



rattlesnake, its jaws suddenly gaping wide.

"What is this?" The Icien glanced at some of the Eyes floating nearby, as if
seeking support. "Are you defying the Law?" it demanded.

No one answered; but Fred realized, in a rush of relief which left him almost
weak enough to follow Howard's example, that the monster was licked! It
withdrew its horrid flippers slowly, letting them trail on the ground, while
it shifted its weight uncertainly from one thick leg to the other.

And then Ruby burst into a series of raucous, derisive sounds that made
everyone start nervously, including the Icien. The Cobrisol closed its long
jaws with a snap. The Icien snorted, wrapped its flipper-arms back about
itself, turned and stalked off toward the apple orchard. Its feet were huge
and flat like the flippers of a seal, Fred noticed, which seemed to account
for the odd, floppy sounds it made with each step.

At the edge of the trees, it turned again.

"This matter is not settled!" it rumbled menacingly. "But for the time being,
the stream back here and the trees are my personal area. You will enter it at
your own risk!"

Its voice and appearance still made Fred's skin crawl. "We'll agree to that,"
he answered hoarsely. "But you'll leave that area again at your own risk!"

The Icien gave him, a final, silent stare before it moved on into the orchard.

They began to revive Howard Cooney.
*x k%

0ddly enough, Howard seemed more sullen than grateful when he woke up finally
and realized the Icien was gone.

"If it hadn't been for my weak heart," he growled, "I'd have clobbered the
devilish creature!"

"An excellent suggestion," the Cobrisol remarked approvingly. "You'll find it
sitting in the trout stream, Cooney. . . ."

Howard grunted and changed the subject. Within an hour after their encounter
with the new neighbor, all the Eyes had disappeared from the area, indicating
that whoever was using them didn't expect anything of interest to happen now.
But the hoots and robols were back in normal numbers.

Apparently, a crisis had been passed. The only thing remarkable about the next
day was that the weather turned hot and dry. The night wasn't much of an
improvement, and by noon of the day that followed, it looked as if they were
in for a regular Earth-style heat wave.

Wondering whether this meant that summer was now on the Little Place's
calendar, Fred rigged up a makeshift hammock on the front porch, which seemed
to be the coolest spot around the house. While Wilma gratefully napped in the
hammock and Ruby drooped in a corner with a pan of water near her half-open
beak, he sat on the front steps putting an edge to their two largest kitchen
knives. He'd fastened the knife-handles into longish pieces of piping the
afternoon after the Icien showed up; they made quite formidable looking



weapons.
But he wished they were all safely back home again.

Glancing up presently, he discovered the Cobrisol in the meadow, moving slowly
toward the house. Howard Cooney hadn't been in sight for the past two hours,
which was one of the reasons Fred was maintaining informal guard duty until
Wilma woke up. There'd been some trouble with Howard the evening before, and
he suspected the tramp was still in a sulky mood, which wouldn't be improved
any by the heat.

Twice, on its way to the house, the Cobrisol reached up languidly to snap a
low-fluttering hoot out of the air; and each time, Fred winced. He'd convinced
Wilma -- and nearly convinced himself -- that the olive-brown hoots and the
pinkish, hopping robols were merely mobile vegetables; but, he still didn't
like the way they wriggled about hopefully inside the Cobrisol's elastic

gullet, as if they were trying to poke their way out again.
* kx %

"Wilma's sleeping," he cautioned the creature, as it came sliding up to the
foot of the stairs.

"Fine," said the Cobrisol in a low, pensive voice. "I don't imagine you've
made any progress in your plans to return to Earth?"

"Well, no. . . . Why?"

"It's unlikely that there is any way of doing it," the Cobrisol admitted.
"Very unlikely. However, if you think of something, I'd appreciate it if you
invited me to go along."

Surprised, Fred, said he'd be happy to do that. "I think you'd like it on a
real farm," he added, a little doubtfully.

"Cobrisols are adaptable creatures," it assured him. "But there are limits!"
It glanced indignantly up at their simmering source of heat and light
overhead. "Do you realize, Fred, that there've been no Eyes around for nearly
two full days? The One has simply gone away, leaving the temperature on high!
It's inexcusable."

Fred hadn't considered the possibility that the heat-wave might be due to an
oversight on the part of the supervisor. "In that case," he said hopefully,
"he might be back any minute to turn it down, mightn't he?"

"He might," said the Cobrisol. "Even so, I feel wasted here! But one thing at
a time. There's fresh trouble coming up, Fred."

"If it's from the Icien," Fred remarked, a trifle complacently, "I wouldn't
worry." He held up one of his weapons. "These are Icien spears!"
The Cobrisol inspected the spears. "Very ingenious," it acknowledged.

"However, am I right in assuming, Fred, that the procreational problem
involving the Cooney individual has come into the open?"

Fred reddened again and glanced at the hammock. "Howard did make a pass at
Wilma after dinner last night," he said then, lowering his voice a trifle
more. "I told him off!" He had, as a matter of fact, picked up one of the



spears he was working on and threatened to run Howard out into the Icien-
haunted night. Howard had gone white and backed down hurriedly.

"Ah?" said the Cobrisol. "A pass?"
Fred explained about passes.

"The Cooney is certainly easily frightened by the threat of physical
destruction," the Cobrisol remarked. "But a frightened being is dangerously
unpredictable!"

It paused, significantly.
"What are you driving at?" Fred inquired.

"An hour or so ago," said the Cobrisol, "I saw Cooney stealing into that
section of the apple orchard that extends behind the house. I found him
presently engaged in conversation with the Icien"

"What?" Fred was stunned. "Why, Howard's scared to death of that thing!" he
protested.

"I believe that fear of it was one of his motivations," the Cobrisol agreed.
"His attitude was a propitiating one. Nevertheless, they have formed an
alliance. The Cooney is to rule over all humans that are now in this Place or
that may be transferred to it eventually, while he acknowledges the Icien as
the supreme ruler of all beings here, and as his own superior. . . . It was
decided that, as the first step in this program, Cooney is to devise a means

whereby the Icien can come upon you unawares, Fred, and eat you!"
* Kk %

Fred didn't tell Wilma of Howard's gruesome plotting with the Icien. She
wouldn't be able to conceal her feelings well enough; and the conclusion he'd
come to with the Cobrisol was that Howard must not suspect that they knew what

he had done. Now and then, looking at the man -- who, since his meeting with
the Icien, had assumed a conciliatory and even mildly jovial attitude with the
Nieheims -- he had to suppress twinges of a feeling akin to horror. It was

like living under the same roof with a ghoul!

But one had to admit, he thought, that Howard Cooney was being consistent. He
had figured out the system here, and he intended to make use of it, just as he
had announced he would do. If it hadn't been for the Cobrisol's alertness, he
probably would have gotten away with it. In spite of the heat, Fred shivered.

After another two days, the meadow and orchard looked as if they had passed
through an extreme summer's drought on Earth. It didn't get much hotter; it
simply wouldn't cool down again at all, and the Little Place seemed to have
forgotten how to produce rain. In the middle of the third night, Fred was
lying awake when the Cobrisol slid its rubbery snout up on the pillow, next to
his ear, and murmured, "Awake, Fred?"

"Yes," he whispered. It must have come sliding in by the window, though he
hadn't heard a sound.

"The kitchen," it muttered. Then it was gone again. Moving cautiously, Fred
managed to get out of the bedroom without rousing either Wilma or Ruby and
locked the door guietly behind him. He stood a moment in the almost pitch-



black little hallway, grasping the larger of the two Icien spears. In the
living room, Howard snored loudly and normally, as if he hadn't a thing on his
conscience.

The Cobrisol was waiting beside the door that opened from the kitchen into the
garden. That was the weak spot in the house. The windows were all too high and
narrow for a creature of the Icien's build to enter, the front door was bolted
and locked, and at night Fred kept the key under his pillow. But the back door
was secured only by a bolt which Howard, if he wanted to, could simply slide
back to let the monster come inside.

"The Icien left its pool in the stream a short while ago," the Cobrisol
whispered. "It's prowling about the house now. Do you hear it?"

Fred did. There wasn't a breath of breeze in the hot, black night outside; and
no matter how carefully the Icien might be placing its great, awkward feet,
the back garden was full of rustlings and creakings as it tramped about slowly
in the drying vegetation. Presently, it came up to one of the kitchen windows
and remained still for a while, apparently trying to peer inside. Fred
couldn't even make out its silhouette against the darkness; but after a few
seconds, an oily, alien smell reached his nostrils, and his hair went stiff at
the roots.

Then it moved off slowly along the side of the house.
*x Kk %

"Going to wake up Cooney now." The Cobrisol's voice was hardly more than a
breath of sound in the dark.

This was how they had expected it would happen; but now that the moment was
here, Fred couldn't believe that Howard was going to go through with the plan.
Aside from everything else, it would be as stupid as forming a partnership
with a man-eating tiger! There came two faint thumps -- presumably the Icien's
flipper slapping cautiously against the frame of the living room window.
Howard's snoring was cut off by a startled exclamation. Then there was dead
silence. After what seemed a long time, Fred heard the Icien return along the
outside of the house. It stopped in front of the back door and stayed there.
It wasn't until then that he realized Howard already had entered the kitchen.
There was a sound of shallow, rapid breathing hardly six feet away from him.

For a time, the tramp simply seemed to stand there, as motionless as the Icien
outside the door. Finally, he took a deep, sighing breath, and moved forward
again. As Cooney's hand touched the door, groping for the bolt, Fred dropped
his spear and flung both arms around him, pinning his arms to his sides and
dragging him backwards.

Howard gasped and went heavily to the floor. Fred guessed that the Cobrisol
had tripped him up and flung itself across his legs, He wasn't trying to
struggle.

"Be quiet or we'll kill you!" he breathed hastily. Then they waited. Howard
kept quiet.

What the Icien made of the brief commotion inside the kitchen and the
following silence was anybody's guess. It remained where it was for perhaps
another ten seconds. Then they heard it move unhurriedly off through the
garden and back to the orchard again.



In the bedroom, Ruby started clucking concernedly.
* kx %

"Now that his criminal purpose has been amply demonstrated," the Cobrisol
argued, "the neat and reasonable solution would be for me to swallow Cooney."
It eyed Howard appraisingly. "I'm quite distensible enough for the purpose, I
think. If we stun him first, the whole affair will be over, in less than ten
minutes -- "

Howard, lying on the floor, tied hand and foot, burst into horrified sobs.

"We're not going to hurt you," Fred assured him quickly. He wasn't feeling too
sorry for Howard at the moment, but Wilma's face had gone white at the
Cobrisol's unpleasant suggestion. "But we're not giving you a chance to try
any more tricks on us either. You're really in stir now, Howard!"

He explained to Wilma that they were going to use the bedroom as a temporary
jail for Howard, since it was the only room in the house with a separate key.

"I know you were only joking," she told the Cobrisol. "But I wish you wouldn't
talk about swallowing anybody again!"

"The jest was in bad taste," the Cobrisol admitted penitently. It winked a
green, unrepentant eye at Fred. "Almost a pun, eh, Fred?"

In the end, they tied Howard up a little more comfortably and took turns
watching him till morning. Then Fred cleared out the bedroom, nailed heavy
boards across the window, leaving slits for air and light, and locked the
prisoner inside.

He'd just finished with that when the Cobrisol called him into the back
garden.

"The other half of our criminal population is behaving in an odd fashion," the
creature announced. "I wish you'd come along and help me decide why it's
digging holes in the streambed. . . ."

"Digging holes?" Fred hesitated. "It doesn't sound dangerous," he pointed out.

"Anything you don't understand can be dangerous!" the Cobrisol remarked
sententiously. "Better come along, Fred."

Fred sighed and told Wilma to call him back if Howard showed any inclination
to try to break out of the bedroom. From the edge of the orchard, they heard
the Icien splashing around vigorously in one of the pools of the shrunken
stream; and presently they were lying on top of the bank, peering cautiously
down at it. Using its feet and flipper-tips, it was making clumsy but
persistent efforts to scoop out a deep hole in the submerged mud.

"Iciens," whispered the Cobrisol, "are so rarely brought into contact with
more civilized species that not much is known of their habits. Can you suggest
a purpose for this activity, Fred?"

"Think it could be trying to dig its way out of the Little Place?" Fred
whispered back.



"No. It's not that stupid."

"Well," Fred whispered, "I read about fish once, or it could have been frogs -
- those are Earth animals -- that dig themselves into the mud of a creek
that's drying out, and sleep there until it fills up with water again."

The Cobrisol agreed that it was a possibility. "Though it's already dug a
number of holes and covered them again. "

"Might still be looking for a soft spot," Fred suggested.

At that moment, they heard Wilma call Fred's name once, in a high, frightened

voice.
* k%

Howard Cooney was waiting for them outside the kitchen door. Wilma stood in
front of him, one arm twisted up behind her back, while Howard held the point
of a small steak knife against the side of her neck. The two Icien spears
leaned against the wall beside him.

"Slow to a walk!" he shouted in a hoarse, ragged voice, as they came in sight.

They slowed. The Cobrisol gliding beside him, Fred walked stiffly as far as
the center of the garden, where Howard ordered him to stop again. Wilma's chin
was trembling.

"I'm sorry, Fred!" she gasped suddenly. "I let him trick me!"

Howard jerked at her wrist. "Keep your mouth shut!" His eyes looked hot and
crazy, and the side of his face kept twitching as he grinned at Fred.

"I'm in charge now, Buster!"™ he announced. "See how you like it!"

"What do you want me to do?" Fred kept his voice carefully even and didn't
look at Wilma.

"The snake," said Howard, "doesn't come any closer, or this knife goes right
in! Understand?"

"Certainly, I understand," said the Cobrisol. It began to curl up slowly into
its usual resting position. "And, of course, I shall come no closer, Cooney.
As you say, you're in charge now. "

Howard ignored it. He jerked his head at the door. "You, Buster -- you go
right through the kitchen and into the bedroom! Go to the other side of the
bedroom and look at the wall. We'll come along behind you, and I'll lock you
in. Get it?"

Crazy or not, he had it figured out. Walking slowly toward the door, Fred
couldn't think of a thing he could do fast enough to keep that knife from
going through Wilma's throat. And once he was locked in --

Wilma's eyes shifted suddenly past him. "Ruby!" she screamed. "Sic him!"
Fred was almost as shocked as Howard, as the pheasant, her feathers on end,

came half-running, half-flying past him, went up like a rocket and whirred
straight at Howard's face.



Howard screeched like a woman, dodged and slashed wildly and futilely at Ruby.
Wilma twisted free of his grasp and threw herself to the ground as Fred flung
himself forwards.

He went headlong over the Cobrisol, which was darting in from the side with
the same purpose in mind, and rolled almost to Howard's feet. For a moment,
the tramp's white, unshaven face seemed to hang in the air directly above him,
glaring down at him; and light flashed from the edge of the knife. It was
another wild swipe, and it missed Fred by niches. Then Howard had jumped back

into the kitchen and slammed the door behind him.
* X %

By the time they got around to the front of the house, Cooney was racing down
the meadow like a rabbit, heading for the orchard. He dodged in among the
trees and turned toward the trout stream.

Fred stopped. "We're not going to follow him there just now!" he panted. He
glanced down at the spear he'd grabbed up before charging off in pursuit, and
wondered briefly what he would have done with it if they'd caught up with
Howard. The Little Place seemed to bring out the more violent side in
everybody's nature.

"Come on," he said, a little shaken by the thought. "Let's get back to Wilma -

"

"A moment, Fred," The Cobrisol had lifted its head off the ground, peering
after Howard. "Ah!"

A harsh, furious roar reached them suddenly from the orchard, mingled with a
human yell of fright and dismay. Howard Cooney came scampering out into the

meadow again, glancing back over his shoulder. Close behind him lumbered the
black, clumsy form of the Icien, its flipper-arms outstretched.

"The confederates," murmured the Cobrisol, "are no longer in complete accord.
As I suspected! Come on, Fred!"

It darted down into the meadow in its swift, weaving snake-gait. Fred ran
after it, a little surprised by its sudden solicitude for Howard.

Everything happened very quickly then.

The Icien, to Fred's relief, stopped near the edge of the orchard when it saw
them coming. The Cobrisol, well ahead of Fred, called suddenly, "Cooney!
Wait!"

Howard looked round and saw two other deadly enemies hurrying toward him,
apparently cutting off his escape from the Icien. He gave a scream of wild
terror, turned and plunged toward the mirror-barrier.

A warning yell was gathering in Fred's throat, but he didn't have time to
utter it. Howard reached the barrier and simply went on into it. Except that
there wasn't the slightest ripple, he might have vanished in the same way
beneath the surface of a quietly gleaming lake of quicksilver.

The Cobrisol turned and came gliding back to Fred.



"The barrier is still soft," it remarked. "Well, that's the end of Cooney."

Fred stared down at it, a little dazed. He was almost certain now that it had
deliberately chased Howard into the barrier. "Is there anything we can do?"
The Cobrisol curled up comfortably in the rustling dead grass. The green eyes
stared blandly up at him far a moment.

"No," it said. "There is nothing we can do. But in a while there may be
something to see, and I think you should see it, Fred. Why don't you go back
to Wilma? I'll call you when it happens."

Fred glanced at the tall, shining thing that had silently swallowed up a man.
It was a very hot morning, but for a moment he felt chilled.

He turned round and went back to Wilma.
* kx %

What had occurred, according to Wilma, was that, shortly after Fred left the
house, Howard Cooney began to groan loudly behind the bedroom door. When Wilma
asked him what was wrong, he gasped something about his heart and groaned some
more. Then there was a heavy thump inside the room, as if he'd fallen down;
and, after that, silence.

Remembering he'd said he had a bad heart, Wilma hurriedly unlocked the door,
without stopping to think. And Howard, of course, was waiting behind the door
and simply grabbed her.

Wilma looked too remorseful for Fred to make any obvious comments. After all,
he thought, he hadn't married her because of anything very remarkable about
her brains, and Howard was -- or had been -- a pretty good actor. He decided
not to tell her just yet what had happened to Howard; and when he heard the
Cobrisol call him, he went out alone.

He's trying to get out now," the Cobrisol told him. "Take a good look, Fred.
If you ever go Outside, you'll know why you don't want to get lost there, like
he did!"

* k%

Fred stared apprehensively at the barrier which was changing as he looked at
it. Now it no longer reflected the meadow and the house; its strange surface
had became like a sheet of milky glass, stretching up into the artificial sky,
and glowing as if from a pale light behind it. There was also a pattern of
shifting and sliding colors inside it, which now coalesced suddenly into the
vague outlines of Howard Cooney's shape. Only the shape looked about forty
feet tall! It stood half turned away from them, in an attitude as if Howard
were listening or watching.

"He's got everything aroused out there," said the Cobrisol, "and he's begun to
realize it. . . ."

Fred's mouth felt suddenly dry. "Listen," he began, "couldn't we -- that is,
couldn't T -- "

"No," said the Cobrisol. "You couldn't! If you went Outside, you still
couldn't find Cooney. And," it added cryptically, "even if I told you how to
get back, they're alert now and they'd get you before you could escape —-- "



Fred swallowed. "Who are they?"

"Nobody knows," said the Cobrisol. "There are a number of theories -- rank
superstition, for the most part -- Watch it, Fred! I think they've found
him. . . ."

The shape inside the barrier had begun to move jerkily as if it were running
in short sprints, first in one direction, then in another. Its size and
proportions also changed constantly, and for a few seconds Howard Cooney's
fear-crazed face filled the whole barrier, his eyes staring out into the
Little Place.

Then the face vanished, and there were many tiny figures of Cooney scampering
about in the barrier.

Then he was no longer scampering, but crawling on hands and knees.
"They have him now," the Cobrisol whispered.

There was only a single large figure left, lying face down inside the barrier,
and to Fred it seemed to be slowing melting away. As it dwindled, the odd
inner light of the barrier also dimmed, until it suddenly went out. A few
seconds later, the milkiness vanished from it, and it had become a mirror-
barrier again.

That appeared to be the end of it.

What actually had happened to Howard Cooney was something the Cobrisol was
either unwilling or unable to explain to Fred. He didn't question it too
persistently. He had an uneasy feeling that he wouldn't really like to

know.
* X*  *

The morning the kitchen faucets stopped delivering water from their unknown

source of supply wasn't noticeably hotter than the preceding few mornings had
been. But when Wilma called from the kitchen to complain of the trouble, Fred
was appalled. He didn't dare finish the thought that leaped into his mind; he
shut it away, and went hurriedly into the bathroom without replying to Wilma.

A thin, warm trickle ran from the tub faucet there, and that was all.

He shut it off at once, afraid of wasting a single drop, and started for the
kitchen. Wilma met him in the hall.

"Fred," she repeated, "the water -- "

"I know," he said briskly. "We'll take all the pots and pans we have and fill
them with water from the bathtub. It's still running there, but not very
strong. They might turn it on again any moment, of course, but we want to be
sure. .

He'd felt he was being quite casual about it, but as he stopped talking,
something flickered in Wilma's eyes; and he knew they were both thinking the
same thought.

She reached out, suddenly and squeezed his hand. "It's too hot to kiss you,
but I love you, Freddy! Yes, let's fill the pots and pans —-- "



"Or you do that, while I go talk to the Cobrisol," Fred said. He added
reassuringly, "The Cobrisol's had a lot of experience with these Places, you
know. It'll know just what to do."

What he had in mind, however, when he left Wilma in charge of the pots and
pans in the bathroom, picked up a spear and went quietly outdoors, wasn't
conversation with the Cobrisol. There had been no reason to dispute the
Icien's appropriation of the entire trout stream; but now a more equitable

distribution of the water rights in the Little Place seemed to be in order.
* k%

If it hadn't been so breathlessly still, the scene around the house might have

been an artistic reproduction of the worst section of the Dust Bowl -- or it
could have been one of the upper and milder levels of hell, Fred thought. He
looked around automatically to see if the Eyes had returned -- they hadn't --

and instead caught sight of the Cobrisol and the Icien down near the mirror-
barrier, at the orchard's edge.

He stopped short in surprise. So far as he could see at that distance, the two
creatures were engaged in a serious but not unfriendly discussion. There was
about twenty-five feet of space between them, which was probably as close as
the Cobrisol, fast as it was, cared to get to the Icien. But it was coiled up
in apparent unconcern.

He walked slowly down the dried-out meadow toward them. As he approached, both
turned to look at him.

"Fred," said the Cobrisol, "the Icien reports there isn't even a drop of moist
mud left in the trout stream this morning."

The Icien stared balefully at Fred and said nothing; but he realized a truce
had been declared to cope with the emergency. Somewhat self-consciously, he
grounded the spear -- it was useless now -- and told them about the kitchen
faucets. "What can we do about it? In this heat -- "

"In this heat, and without water," the Cobrisol agreed soberly, "none of us
will be alive very many hours from now! Unless -- "

"Fred!"™ Wilma's call reached them faintly from the porch.
He turned, with a sinking feeling in his chest. "Yes?"

"The -- bathtub -- just -- quit!" Her distant, small face looked white and
strained.

Suddenly, Fred was extraordinarily thirsty. "It's all right, honey!" he
shouted back. "We're going to fix it!" She hesitated a moment, and then went
back into the house. He turned to the other two. "We can fix it, can't we?" he
pleaded.

"There is a way, of course," the Icien rumbled. "But -- " It shrugged its
black leather shoulders discouragedly.

"We've been discussing it," said the Cobrisol. "The fact is, Fred, that the
only one who can remedy this situation is yourself. And, undoubtedly, the
attempt would involve extreme risk for you personally. . . ."



Fred guessed it then. "One of us has to go Outside to fix it; and neither of
you can do it. Is that it?"

The two creatures stared at him.

"That's it," the Cobrisol agreed reluctantly. "I can't explain, just now, why
it would be impossible for either of us to go Outside but between us we can
tell you exactly what to do there. The risk, of course, is that what happened
to Cooney will also happen to you. But if you make no mistakes -- "

"He'll panic," the Icien growled darkly. "They all do!"
"No," said the Cobrisol. "It's been done before, Fred. But not very often."

Fred sighed and wiped a film of dirty sweat off his forehead with a hand that
shook a little, but not too much. It seemed to him they were making a great
deal of conversation about something that couldn't be helped!

"Dying of thirst," he pointed out reasonably, "gets to be pretty dangerous,

too! What am I supposed to do?"
* k%

As soon as he'd stepped Outside, he realized that, though the Cobrisol and the
Icien had warned him of this particular problem, his real difficulty would be
to remember exactly what he was supposed to do.

Basically, it was very simple -- Dbut he didn't want to do it!

Irrelevant thought-pictures were streaming through his mind. Wilma's white,
tear-stained face as he'd seen it last, just a moment ago -- but that moment
was darting off into the past behind him as if a week passed with every heart-
beat here. Clusters of bright, flickering memory-scenes of their farm, back
home on Earth, swirled next through his head. . . . The reason for this kind
of disturbance, the two creatures had told him, was that he didn't want to
know what was going on Outside.

It was too different. Different enough, if he hadn't been warned, to hold him
here shocked and stunned, trying to blind himself mentally to the strangeness
around him, until it was too late --

That thought frightened Fred enough to drive the little escape-pictures out of
his head as if a sudden gust of wind had swept them up and away together. He'd
just recalled that he had very little time here!

He looked around.

It wasn't, he thought, really as bad as he'd expected. He got the instant
impression -- partly, at least, because of what he'd been told -- that he was
standing in the middle of the audible thought-currents of a huge mechanical
mind. Not audible, exactly; the currents seemed to be tugging at him or
pulsing rhythmically through and about him, in all directions. Most of them,
as the Cobrisol had explained, appeared to be connected in some way or another
with the upkeep of the Little Place. But there were others, darkly drifting
things or very deep sounds -- it was hard to distinguish really just what they
were most like -- that were completely and terrifyingly incomprehensible to
Fred.



Some of those were the dangerous ones. He wasn't to give them any attention.

He waited.
* k* %

The moment none of those dark, monstrous waves seemed to be passing anywhere
near him, he quickly verbalized the first of the three things they had told
him to think here:

"The Little Place has become too dry for the life-forms in it! There should be
water and rain again in the Little Place!"

He held the thought, picturing rain coming down in, sheets all over the Little
Place, the trout stream running full again, and water pouring freely from all
the faucets in the house. Then he let the pictures and the thoughts go away
from him. For an instant, there seemed to be a tiny shifting, a brief eddy of
disturbance passing through all the mental flows about him.

Hurriedly, he formed the second thought:

"The temperature has become too high for the life-forms in the Little Place!
The temperature must be adjusted to normal living requirements!"

This time, he'd barely finished the thought before it seemed to be plucked out
of his mind by a sudden agitated swirling in the living currents about him.
Then he had a sense of darkening, and something huge and deadly and invisible
went flowing closely past, trailing behind it a fluttering apparition that
brought a soundless scream of terror into Fred's throat. It was a shape that
looked exactly as Howard Cooney had looked in life, except that it was no
thicker than a sheet of paper! For an instant, as Howard's eyes glared
sightlessly in his direction, he had the impression that somewhere far
overhead Howard had called his name. Then the thing that brought darkness with
it and the fluttering shape were gone.

The other disturbances continued. In some way, the outside was growing aware
of his presence and beginning to look for him.

The next order he hadn't discussed with the others, since he was certain they
would have tried to talk him out of giving

"The life-forms in the Little Place that were taken away from Earth must be
returned unharmed to Earth!"

Hastily, thinking of the Cobrisol, he added:
"Including any other life-forms that would like to come along except Iciens!"

Something like a long crash of thunder went shaking all through him --
apparently, that last set of instructions had upset the entire Outside!

Fred didn't bother to think out the final thought. He shouted with all his
strength: "And I should now be standing on the other side of the mirror-
barrier inside the Little Place!"

Instantly, he was there. Rain was slamming down in sheets all about him, like
an Earthly cloud-burst, as Wilma, laughing and crying, grabbed him by an arm.
Hand in hand, they ran through the soaking meadow toward the house, the



Cobrisol streaking ahead of them. The Icien was nowhere in sight.
* k%

I didn't say exactly how much rain and water," Fred admitted. They had
discovered they couldn't turn the faucets off now! It didn't matter much,
since the surplus water vanished down through the drains as usual. But, two
hours after Fred's return to the Little Place, the cloud-burst outdoors was
continuing in full strength.

The Cobrisol lay in a corner of the kitchen, its teeth chattering, as if it
were chilled. Wilma had shoved blankets under it and piled more blankets on
top, and they had 1lit the stove. Actually the temperature had dropped only to
the equivalent of a rather warm, rainy spring day on Earth.

"I should have cautioned you," the creature remarked, between fits of
chattering, "to limit your order for water. You had no way of knowing that
Cobrisols react unfavorably to excessive atmospheric moisture. . . ."

"This capsulating you mentioned," Wilma ingquired concernedly, "does it hurt?"

"Not at all, Wilma," the Cobrisol assured her. "I shall simply shrivel up
rather suddenly -- it's a completely automatic process, you see, and not under
my control -- and form a hard shell around myself. As soon as things dry out
sufficiently, the shell splits, and there I am again!"

Fred had offered to go back Outside and rephrase the order concerning the
water, but he was rather relieved when everyone told him not to be foolish. At
worst, the Cobrisol would simply go dormant for a while, and the disturbance
caused by his visit obviously hadn't settled out yet.

From time to time, strange lights went gliding about erratically inside the
mirror-barrier, as if the Little Place's mechanical wardens were persisting in
their search for the intruder. Occasional faint tremors passed through the
foundations of the house, and there were intermittent rumblings in the air,
which might have been simulated Earth-thunder, to accompany the rain.

"There's a good chance," the Cobrisol explained, "that all this commotion may
return the One's attention to the Little Place, in which case we can expect
normal weather conditions to be reestablished promptly. Otherwise -- well, I'm
sure you agree with me now, Fred, that only an absolute emergency would
justify going Outside again."

And, of course, Fred did agree. He hadn't gone into specific details
concerning his experience there, since he knew it would be disturbing to
Wilma. And neither had he mentioned his order to get them transferred back to
Earth -- almost anything seemed justified to get away from a place where your
future depended entirely on somebody else's whims -- but he was guiltily
certain that that was the cause of most of the uproar.

Now and then they looked out from a window to see if the Eyes had reappeared;
but none had. Towards evening, Fred observed the Icien wandering about the
lower end of the meadow, trailing its flipper-arms through rivulets of water
and stopping now and then to stare up into the streaming sky, as if it enjoyed
getting thoroughly soaked. Unlike the Cobrisol, it was, of course, an aquatic
sort of creature to begin with.

Just as he went to sleep that eight, Fred almost managed to convince himself



that when he next woke up, he would discover they were all safely back on
Earth. However, when he did awaken, he knew instantly the Outside hadn't acted
upon that order. They were still in the Little Place -- and it was raining

harder than ever.
* k%

The Cobrisol had elected to sleep in the kitchen, but it wasn't lying on the
chair before the stove where they had left it. Fred was wondering where it had
crawled to, when another thought struck him. Expectantly, he separated the
blankets on the chair.

The shell was lying there, a brown, smooth, egg-shaped shell -- but hardly
bigger than a healthy goose-egg. It was difficult to imagine the Cobrisol
shrinking itself down to that size; but it couldn't be anything else. Feeling
as if he were handling an urn containing the remains of a friend, Fred carried
the shell carefully into the bedroom and laid it down on the bed.

"He said it was practically impossible to damage these shells," he reminded
Wilma. "But it might better not to let Ruby peck at it."

"I'll watch her," Wilma promised, big-eyed. From the way she kept staring at
the shell, Fred gathered that Wilma, too, felt as if the Cobrisol somehow had
passed away, even if it was only a temporary arrangement.

"He'll probably be hatching again pretty soon," he said briskly. "I'll go
check on the weather now. . . ."

He opened the front porch door and stopped there, appalled. A sheet of water
covered the entire meadow and lapped up to within forty feet of the house! In
the orchard, half the trees were submerged. Considering the slope of the
ground, the water would be at least ten yards deep where it stood against the
mirror-barrier. And the rain still drummed down furiously upon it.

He checked his first pulse to call Wilma. News as bad as that could wait a
little. The barrier stood there, placidly mirroring the scene of the flood.
Except for eerie rumbling sounds that still echoed in the upper air, the
Outside seemed to be back to normal.

So, if he swam across now, Fred thought, before it rose any higher --

The order would be a quite simple one: "Reduce rainfall and water-level to
meet the normal requirements of the life-forms within the Little Place."

And if he did it immediately, Wilma wouldn't have a chance to get all upset
about it.

Of course, if he got caught Outside this time --

She and Ruby would be just as badly off one way as the other, he decided. He

wasn't going to get caught! It would only take him a few minutes.
* k%

He closed the porch door quietly behind him, stripped hurriedly to his shorts
and started down towards the water, mentally rehearsing the order he would
give, to fix it firmly in his mind. Intent on that, he almost overlooked the
slow, heavy swirling of the water surface to his left as he began to wade out.
A big fish, a section of his mind reported absently, had come up out of deep



water into the shallows, turned sharply and gone out again --

He stopped short, feeling a sudden burst of icy pricklings all over him. A
fish? There weren't any fish here!

He turned, slipping and almost stumbling on the submerged grass, and plunged
back toward the higher ground. There was a sudden tremendous splash just
behind him, and a surge of water round his knees. Then he was on solid ground;
he ran on a few yards and slowed, looking back.

The Icien hadn't tried to follow him out of the water. It stood upright, black
and dripping, in the rain-whipped shallows, probably furious at having missed
its chance at him.

They stared silently at each other. He might have guessed it, Fred thought,
looking at the great flat flipper-arms. The first time he'd seen it, it had
reminded him of a huge stingray. It was an aquatic creature by choice, and
this flood suited it perfectly.

And it was intelligent enough to know why he would want to swim back to the
mirror-barrier.

He thought of the speed with which it had come driving after him, and knew
that even with his spears he didn't have a chance against that kind of
creature in deep water.

The Icien knew it, too. But it might expect him to make a final desperate
attempt before the water came lapping into the house.

Fred walked back to the porch and pulled his clothes on again. When he looked

round before going inside, the Icien vanished.
* kx %

Less than three minutes later, Fred stepped quietly out the back door,
carrying his spear. He heard Wilma lock and bolt the door behind him as he
splashed carefully through the big puddles in the garden. Then he was trotting
up the rain-drenched rising ground behind the house towards a wall of misty
nothingness a few hundred yards away.

He wished the Cobrisol hadn't been obliged to capsulate itself so quickly; he
could have used that knowledgeable creature's advice just now. But it had
mentioned that there were a number of soft spots in the barriers around the
Little Place. All he had to do was to find one that the rising flood hadn't
made inaccessible, step through it, and give one quick order to the huge
mechanical mind that was the outside.

That was the way he had explained it to Wilma. He had a notion the Icien
wouldn't attempt to stop him outside the water, even if it knew what he was
up, to. Spear in hand and in his own element, he didn't intend to be stopped
by it, anyway.

He had covered half the distance between the house and the nearest barrier
when a new inhabitant of the Little Place stood up unhurriedly behind a rock
twenty yards ahead of him, blocking his advance.

Fred stopped, startled. For a moment, he had thought it was the Icien. But
then he saw it was much closer than he had thought and quite small, hardly



four feet high; though in every other respect it was very similar to the black
monster. It spread its flipper-arms wide, opened a black gash of a mouth and
snarled at him, fearless and threatening.

He thought: It's a young one!
The Icien had started to breed.

Holding the spear in both hands, Fred walked rapidly towards it. Iciens at any
age appeared to be irreconcilably hostile, and he didn't care to wait until
the big one came along to join the dispute. If it didn't get out of his way --

At the last moment, with a hiss of fury, the Icien cub waddled aside. Fred
stepped cautiously past it and stopped again.

* Kk %

An army of the little horrors seemed to be rising up in front of him! They
sprouted into view behind boulders and bushes, and came hurrying in from right
and left. There was a burst of ugly, hoarse Icien voices, which sounded very
much like a summons to their awesome parent.

For a second or two, Fred was chiefly bewildered. Where had that horde arrived
from so suddenly? Then a memory of the big Icien, scooping out holes in the
mud of the half-dried trout stream, flashed up; it must have been sowing its
brood then, in some strange, unearthly fashion. Obviously their growth rate
simply wasn't that of Earth creatures.

He half turned and speared the first one as its flipper-tip gripped his leg.
The blade sank into its body, and it snarled hideously, striking at him while
it died. He pulled out the spear and slashed at another which had rushed in
but stopped now, just out of reach.

Three had moved in behind him, apparently with the intention of cutting off
his retreat to the house. But he was still headed for the barrier. He dodged
to the left and turned uphill again; another line of them confronted him
there!

As Fred hesitated, he heard Wilma cry out to him. He glanced back and saw. she
had come out of the kitchen, carrying the other spear and that the big Icien
was striding ponderously along the side of the house, on its way up from the
flooded meadow.

He turned back.

He had to spear two more of the ugly young before he got down to the garden;
and the second of the two clung howling and dying to the spear-shaft. He
dropped the spear, bundled Wilma into the kitchen and slammed and bolted the
door almost in the big Icien's face. Seconds later, the black pack was roaring
and banging against the outside wall. A flipper slapped and tore at the
window-screen, and he Jjabbed at it with the tip of Wilma's spear until it

vanished.
* k* *

Wilma was shouting in his ear. "What?" he yelled dazedly.

"The Eyes!" she shouted. "They're back!"



"The Eyes?" Then he saw she was pointing up out the window into the rain.

More than a dozen of the odd shiny gadgets drifted there in the air. As Fred
stared, a huge one -- almost ten feet across -- sailed slowly and majestically
past the window. The roaring outside the house stopped suddenly, and there
were splashing sounds everywhere from the garden, as if the Icien and its
brood were departing in great haste.

But the thundering racket in the upper air was growing louder by the second --
and changing now in a manner Fred couldn't immediately define. He stood
listening, and suddenly a wild notion came to him. He turned to Wilma.

"Quick! Get into the bedroom!"
"The bedroom?" Shy looked startled. "Why?"

"Don't ask!" He hustled her down the hall ahead of him. Ruby was screeching
her head off behind the closed door. "Grab Ruby -- make her shut up! I'll be
right back."

Recklessly, he tore open the front door and looked out. Young Iciens were
still streaming past on either side of the house, hurrying awkwardly to the
water's edge and plunging in. The big Eye -- or another one like it -- was
stationed in front of the porch now, turning slowly as if anxious to take in
everything. For a moment, it seemed to Fred that it was focusing itself
directly on him.

He closed the door and hurried back into the bedroom. Wilma was sitting on the
bed with Ruby in her lap and the shell of the Cobrisol under one hand. He sat
down beside her.

"What do we do now, Fred?"

"We just wait!" He was trembling with exhaustion and excitement.
"Those noises -- " she said.

"Yes?"

"It sounds to me," Wilma told him wonderingly, "exactly like two people were
having themselves a big fight next door!"

"Or up in the attic," Fred nodded. "And it sounds even more like one person is
being told off good by another one, doesn't it?"

"By a much bigger one!" Wilma agreed. She was watching him shrewdly. "You know
something you haven't told me yet. What's going to happen?"

w

"I'm not sure," Fred admitted. "But I think in a minute or two --

The world suddenly went black.

* ok *

It was still black when Fred found he was thinking again. He decided he must
have been unconscious for some while, because he felt stiff all over, Now he
was lying on his back on something hard and lumpy and warm. Wilma's head, he
discovered next, was pillowed on his arm, and she was breathing normally.



Somewhere near the top of his head, Ruby clucked away irritably as she tended
to do when she was half awake.

"Wilma?" he whispered.

"Yes, Fred?" she said sleepily. And then, "Where are we? It's awfully dark
here!"

He was wondering himself. "It'll probably get light soon," he said soothingly.
Wilma was sitting up, and now she gave an exclamation of surprise.

"We're outdoors somewhere, Fred! This is grass we're lying on -- "

"It was magnificently done!" another voice remarked, startlingly close to
Fred's ear. It was a small, rather squeaky voice, but it seemed familiar.

"Who was that?" Wilma inquired nervously.

"I think," said Fred, "it's the Cobrisol." He groped about cautiously and
found the shell lying next to his head. It appeared to be cracked down the
long side, and something was stirring inside it. "Are you uncapsulating
again?" he inquired.

"Correct," said the Cobrisol. "But allow me to continue my congratulations,
Fred. You appear to have resolved successfully a situation that had baffled
even a Cobrisol! Need I say more?"

"I guess not," said Fred. "Thanks -- "

"Wilma," the Cobrisol resumed, "you seem concerned about this darkness -- "
"I'm glad you're back, Cobrisol!™ she told it.

"Thank you," said the creature. "As I was about to explain, the appearance of
darkness about us is a common phenomenon of transfer. Nothing to worry about!
And -- ah!"

They all cried out together, a chorus of startled and expectant voices. Around
them, like black curtains whisking aside, like black smoke dispelled by a
blower, the darkness shifted and vanished. Yellow sunlight blazed down on
them, and the two humans threw up their hands to shield their eyes.

Then they lowered them again. It was, after all, no brighter than was normal
for a clear summer day. They were sitting at the top of a sloping green
meadow. They looked out over it, blinking.

"Why!" Wilma said, in a small, awed voice. "Why, Fred! We're home!"

Then she burst into tears.

Some hours later, sitting on the front porch of the farm house -- the real
front porch of the real farm house -- Fred remarked, "There's one thing I just
don't get."

"What's that, Fred?" The Cobrisol lifted its head inquiringly out of the
hammock. It was about the size of a healthy rattlesnake by now and accepting a
sandwich or two from Wilma every half hour.



Fred hesitated and then told the Cobrisol quietly about the gruesome,
fluttering thing he'd seen Outside that looked like Cooney.

"There are various theories about what happens to those who get lost Outside,"
the Cobrisol said thoughtfully. "There is no reason to provide you with
additional material for nightmares, so I won't tell you what I think you saw.
But it was the fact that the Icien and I were acquainted with some of those
theories that made it quite impossible for either of us to do what you did."

It paused. "Otherwise, everything seems clear enough now. The One who
collected you and Wilma and Ruby and the Cooney was obviously as immature as I
suspected. He had no right to do it. Your interference with the mechanisms of
the Outside created enough disturbance to attract the attention of a mature
One, who then chastised the offender and returned you to Earth where you
belonged -- "

* Kk %

The Cobrisol sniffed the air greedily. "That's another bacon-and-egg sandwich
Wilma is fixing!" it remarked with appreciation. "Yes, I'm sure I'll like it
on Earth, Fred. But your hypothesis that my shell came along by accident is
highly debatable. For one thing, you've noticed, of course, that we have
retained the ability to understand each other's speech-forms -- which, I
gather, is not the rule among different species on Earth."

"Well -- " The fact had escaped Fred's attention till now. "That could be an
accident," he pointed out. "They just forgot to switch it off, or whatever
they do."

"Possibly," the Cobrisol acknowledged. "I believe, however, that having become

aware of our cooperative efforts in the Little Place, the mature One decided
to utilize the special talents of a Cobrisol in whatever Project is being
conducted on Earth. Had you thought of going into politics, Fred?"

Fred chuckled. "No! And I don't blame you for not being able to get rid of the
feeling you're still in some Place or other. But this is Earth and nobody else
has any Projects here! You'll realize all that, by and by."

"No doubt," said the Cobrisol. "What's that passing way up high above the
apple orchard, Fred?"

Fred looked, and leaped excitedly out of his chair. "Hey, Wilma! Come quick!"
he shouted. "No -- it's gone now! Boy, they are fast. . . ."

Then his voice trailed off, and he felt his face go pale, as he turned to
stare at the Cobrisol.

"A flying saucer," he muttered.

"Oh?" said the Cobrisol. "Is that what they call the Eyes here, Fred?"

- Chapter 2

Summer Guests



All through that Saturday night, rain drummed down mercilessly and
unseasonably on Sweetwater Beach. Thunder pealed and lightning flared. In
between, Mel Armstrong heard the steady boom of the Pacific surf not a block
from his snug little duplex apartment. Mel didn't mind any of it. He was in
bed, slightly smacked and wholly comfortable. He dozed, and now and then woke
up far enough to listen admiringly to the racket.

At nine a.m., when he opened his eyes once more, he discovered the room was

full of summer sunshine. Beyond his window gleamed a cloudless sky, and only
the occasional gusts of wind indicated there had been anything like a storm

during the night.

An exceptionally beautiful Sunday morning -- made more beautiful, perhaps, by
the fact that it marked the beginning of Mel Armstrong's annual two-week paid
vacation. Mel was a salesman for Marty's Fine Liquors, a wholesale house. He
was twenty-eight and in fairly good shape, but his job bored him. This
morning, for the first time in months, he was fully aware of that. Perhaps it
was the weather. At any rate, he had a sense, almost a premonition, of new and
exciting events approaching him rapidly. Events that would break down the
boundaries of his present humdrum existence and pitch him into the life of
romantic adventure that, somehow, he seemed to have missed so far

Recognizing this as a daydream, but unwilling to give it up completely, Mel
breakfasted unhurriedly in his pajamas. Then, struck by a sudden, down-to-
earth suspicion, he stuck his head out of his living room window.

As he'd guessed, there were other reminders of the storm in the narrow
courtyard before the window. Branches and assorted litter had blown in,
including at least one soggily dismembered Sunday paper. The low rent he paid
for his ground-floor apartment in the Oceanview Courts was based on an
understanding with the proprietor that he and the upstairs occupant of the
duplex would keep the court clean. The other five duplexes that fronted on the
court were bulging with vacationing visitors from the city, which made it a
real chore in summer.

Unfortunately he couldn't count on his upstairs neighbor, a weird though
rather amiable young character who called herself Maria de Guesgne. Maria went
in for painting abstractions, constructing mobiles, and discussing the works
of Madame Blavatsky. She avoided the indignity of manual toil.

Mel made himself decent by exchanging his pajamas for swimming trunks. Then he
got a couple of brooms and a hose out of a garage back of the court and went

to work.
* k% %

He'd cleared the courtyard by the time the first of the seasonal guests began
to show up in their doorways, and went on to inspect another, narrower court
behind his duplex, which was also his responsibility. There he discovered
Maria de Guesgne propped on her elbows on her bedroom window sill, talking
reproachfully to a large gray tomcat that was sitting in the court. Both
turned to look at Mel.

"Good morning, Mel!" Maria said with unusual animation. She had long black
bangs which emphasized her sallow and undernourished appearance.

"Morning," Mel replied. "Scat!" he added to the cat, which belonged to
somebody else in the neighborhood but was usually to be found stalking about



the Oceanview Courts.

"You shouldn't frighten poor Cat," said Maria. "Mel, would you look into the
bird box?"

"Bird box?"

"The one in the climbing rose," said Maria, leaning precariously from the
window to point. "To your left. Cat was trying to get at it."

The bird box was a white-painted, weather-beaten little house set into a
straggly rose bush that grew out of a square patch of earth beside Mel's
bedroom window. The box was about ten feet above the ground.

Mel looked up at it.

"I'm sure I heard little birds peeping in it this morning," Maria explained
sentimentally.

"No bird in its senses would go into a thing like that," Mel assured her. "I
don't hear anything. And besides —-- "

"Please, Mel! We don't want Cat to get them!"

Mel groaned, got a wobbly stepladder out of the garage and climbed up. The
gray cat walked over and sat down next to the ladder to watch him.

He poked at the box and listened. No sound.
"Can't you open the top and look in?" Maria inquired.

Holding the box in one hand, Mel tentatively inserted his thumbnail into a
crack under its top and pushed. The weathered wood splintered away easily.

"Don't break it!" Maria cried.

Mel put his eye to the crack he'd made. Then he gasped, jerked back, letting
go of the box, teetered wildly a moment and fell over with the stepladder. The
cat fled, spitting.

"Oh, my!" said Maria, apparently with some enjoyment. "Poor Mel! Are you
hurt?>"

Mel stood up slowly. The bright morning world seemed to be spinning gently
around him but it wasn't because of his fall. "Of course not," he said. His
voice quavered somewhat.

"Oh?" said Maria. "Well, then -- are there any little birds in the nest?"

Mel swallowed hard. "No," he said. He bent over and carefully picked up the
ladder and placed it against the wall. The action made it unnecessary to look
at her.

"Eggs?" she asked in a hopeful tone.

"No eggs either! No nothing!" His voice was steady again, but he had to get
rid of Maria. "Well, I'll clean up this court now, I guess. Uh -- maybe you'd



like to come down and lend a hand?"

Maria replied promptly that she certainly would like to, but she hadn't had
breakfast yet; and with that she vanished from the window.

Mel looked round stealthily. The cat was watching from the door of the garage,
but no one else was in sight.

Hurriedly he replaced the stepladder under the bird nest and climbed up again.
*x Kk %

Setting the box carefully down on the table in his living room, he locked the
apartment door and closed the Venetian blinds. All this had been done in a
sort of quiet rush, as if every second counted, which it did in a way. Mel
wasn't going to believe, even for a moment, that what he thought he'd seen in
that box could be really there; and he couldn't disprove it fast enough to
suit him. But something warned him that he wouldn't want to have any witnesses
around when he did take his second look.

Then, as he turned from the window, he heard a thin piping cry, a voice as
tiny as the peeping of a mouse, coming from the table, from the box.

An instant fright reaction froze him where he stood. The sounds stopped again.
There was a brief, faint rustle, like the stirring of dry parchment, and then
quiet.

The rustling, he thought, must have been the wings -- he'd been sure they had
wings. Otherwise --

It could all have been an illusion, he told himself. An illusion that
transformed a pair of featherless nestlings into something he still didn't
want to give a name to. Color patterns of jade and pink flashed into his
memory next, however, which made the bird theory shaky. Say a rather small
green-and-pink snake then, or a lizard --

Except, of course, for the glassy glitter of the wings. So make it instead,
Mel thought desperately, a pair of big insects, like dragonflies, only
bigger

He shook his head and moistened his lips. That wouldn't explain that tiny

voice -- and the more he tried to rationalize it all, the more scared he was
getting. Assume, he took the mental jump, he really had seen the figures of
two tiny, naked, green-and-pink people in there -- with wings! One didn't have

to drag in the supernatural to explain it. There were things like flying
saucers, presumably, and probably such beings might exist on other worlds.

The thought was oddly reassuring. He still felt as if he'd locked himself in
the room with things potentially in the class of tarantulas, but there was
excitement and wonder coming up now. With a surge of jealous proprietorship,
he realized that he didn't want to share this discovery with anybody else.
Later, perhaps. Right now, it was his big adventure.

The room was too dim to let him distinguish anything inside the box as he had
outdoors, and he was still reluctant to get his face too close to it. He gave

it a gingerly rap with his knuckle and waited. No sound.

He cleared his throat. "Hello?" he said. Immediately, that seemed like an



idiotic approach. Worse than that, it also brought no reaction.

For the first time, Mel had a sense of worry for the occupants of the box.
There was no way of guessing how they'd got in there, but they might be sick
or dying. Hurriedly he brought a lamp over to the table and tried to direct
light inside, both through the round hole in its side and through the opening
he'd made in the top. It wasn't very effective and produced no stir within.

With sudden decision, he shoved one hand into the opening, held the box with
the other and broke off the entire top. And there they were.

Mel stared at them a long time, his fears fading slowly. They were certainly
alive! One was green, a tiny body of luminous jade, and the other was silkily
human-colored, which was why he had been confused on that point. The wings
could hardly be anything else, though they were very odd-looking, almost like
thin, flexible glass.

He couldn't force himself to touch them. Instead, he laid a folded clean towel
on the table and tilted the box very slowly over it. A series of careful
tappings and shakings brought the two beings sliding gently out onto the
towel.

Two delicately formed female figurines, they lay there a moment, unmoving.
Then the green one passed a tiny hand over her forehead in a slow, completely
human gesture, opened slanted golden eyes with startled suddenness and looked
up at Mel.

He might still have thought he was dreaming, if his attention hadn't been
caught Jjust then by a detail of undream-like realism. The other, the human-

colored one, seemed to be definitely in a family way.
* k%

They were sitting on the folded bath towel in a square of afternoon sunlight
which came in through the kitchenette window. The window was high enough up so
nobody could look in from outside, and they seemed to want the warmth of the
sun more than anything else. They did not appear to be sick, but they were
still rather languid. It wasn't starvation, apparently. Mel had put bits of a
variety of foods on a napkin before them, and he changed the samples as soon
as his guests indicated they weren't interested. So far, canned sardine was
the only item that had attracted them at all, and they hadn't done much more
than test that.

Between moments of just marveling at them, assuring himself they were there
and not an illusion, and wondering what they were and where they'd come from,
Mel was beginning to get worried again. For all he knew, they might suddenly
die on the bath towel.

"Miss Green," he said in a very low voice -- he didn't want to give Maria de
Guesgne any indication he was in the house -- "I wish you could tell me what
you like to eat!"

Miss Green looked up at him and smiled. She was much more alert and vivacious
than the other one who, perhaps because of her condition, merely sat or lay
there gracefully and let Miss Green wait on her. The relationship seemed to be
about that of an elf princess and her personal attendant, but they were much
too real-seeming creatures to have popped out of a fairy tale -- though their
appearance did arouse recurrent bursts of a feeling of fairy tale unreality,



which Mel hadn't known since he was ten. But, tiny as they were, Miss Green
and the princess primarily gave him the impression of being quite as
functional as human beings or, perhaps, as field mice.

He would have liked to inspect the brittle-seeming wings more closely. They
seemed to be made up of numerous laminated, very thin sections, and he
wondered whether they could fly with them or whether their race had given up
or lost that ability.

But touching them might have affected their present matter-of-fact acceptance
of him, and he didn't want to risk that

A door banged suddenly in the apartment overhead. A moment later, he heard
Maria coming down the hall stairs.

Mel stood up in sudden alarm. He'd known for some time that his neighbor had
supplied herself with a key to his apartment, not to pry but with the
practical purpose of borrowing from the little bar in Mel's living room when
she was out of both money and liquor. She rarely took much, and until now he'd

been more amused than annoyed.
* k%

He went hurriedly into the living room, closing the door to the kitchenette
behind him. If Maria knocked, he wouldn't answer. If she decided he was out
and came in to steal his liquor, he would pretend to have been asleep in the
chair and scare the hell out of her!

She paused before the apartment door a moment, but then went out into the
court.

Mel waited until her footsteps died away, going toward the street. As he
opened the door to the kitchenette, something buzzed noisily out of the living
room past his shoulder -- a big, unlovely looking horsefly. The apartment
screens didn't fit too well, and the fly probably had been attracted by the
smell of food.

Startled, he stopped to consider the new problem. There was a flyswatter
hanging beside the door, but he didn't want to alarm his guests -- and then,
for the first time, he saw Miss Green's wings unfold!

She was up on her feet beside the princess, who remained sitting on the towel.
Both of them were following the swift, erratic course of the big fly with more
animation than they'd shown about anything so far.

Miss Green gave a sudden piping cry, and the glassy appendages on her back
opened out suddenly like twin transparently gleaming fans, and blurred into
motion too swift for Mel to follow.

Miss Green rose into the air like a tiny human helicopter, hands up before her
as if she were praying.

It wasn't till the horsefly swerved from the kitchenette window and came
buzzing back that Mel guessed her purpose.

There was a sharper, fiercer drone like a hornet's song as she darted sideways
into the insect's path. Mel didn't see her catch it. Its buzzing simply
stopped, and then she was dropping gently back to the towel, with the ugly



black thing between her hands. It looked nearly as big as her head.

There was an exchange of cheerful piping cries between the two. Miss Green
laughed up at Mel's stupefied face, lifted the motionless fly to her mouth and
neatly bit off its head.

Mel turned hurriedly and went into the living room. It wasn't, he told
himself, really so very different from human beings eating a chicken. But he
didn't feel up to watching what he knew was going to be a dismemberment and a
feast.

At any rate, the horsefly had settled the feeding problem. His guests could

take care of themselves.
* k%

That night, Miss Green hunted down a few moths. Mel woke up twice with the
sudden sharp drone in his ears that told him she had just made her catch. Both
times, it was a surge of unthinking physical fright that actually roused him.
Awake, and remembering the disproportion in size between himself and the
huntress, his reaction seemed ridiculous; but the second time he found he was
reluctant to go back to sleep until it would appear that Miss Green was done
with her foraging.

So he lay awake, listening to the occasional faint indications of her
continuing activity within his apartment, and to more familiar sounds without.
A train rattled over a crossing; a police siren gave a sudden halloo and faded
into silence again. For a long time, there was only the whispering passage of
distant cars over wet pavements, and the slow roll and thump of the surf. A
haze of fog beyond the window turned the apartment into a shut-off little
world of its own.

Miss Green moved about with no more than a whisper of air and the muted pipe
of voices from the top of the kitchenette cupboard to show where she was. Mel
had put a small carton up there, upholstered with the towel and handkerchiefs
and roofed over with his best woolen sweater, to make a temporary home for his
guests. The princess hadn't stirred from it since, but Miss Green remained
busy.

He started suddenly to find her hovering directly over his bed, vaguely
silhouetted against the pale blur of the window. As he stared, she settled
down and came to rest on the blanket over his chest, effortlessly as a spider
gliding down along its thread. Her wings closed with a faint snap.

Mel raised his head carefully to squint down along the blanket at her. It was
the first time either of them had made anything resembling a friendly advance
in his direction; he didn't want to commit any blunders.

"Hello," he said quietly.

Miss Green didn't reply. She seemed to be looking up at the window,
disregarding him, and he was content to watch her. These strange creatures
seemed to have some of the aloofness of cats in their manner, and they might
be as easily offended.

She turned presently, walked up over the blanket and perched herself on Mel's
pillow, above his head and somewhat to his right. And there she stayed
silently. Which seemed catlike, too: the granting of a reserved and temporary



companionship. He would not have been too surprised to hear a tiny purring
from above his ear. Instead, drowsily and lulled in an odd way by Miss Green's

presence, he found himself sinking back into sleep.
* k% %

It wasn't surprising either that his mind should be filled for a time with
vague pictures of her, but when the room about him seemed to have expanded
into something like a faintly luminous fishbowl, he knew he was dreaming.
There were others present. They were going somewhere, and he had a sense of
concern, which had to do either with their destination or with difficulties in
getting there. Then a realization of swift, irrevocable disaster --

There were violent lurchings as the luminosity about him faded swiftly into
blackness. He felt a terrible, energy-draining cold, the wet clutch of death
itself, then something like a soundless explosion about him and anguished
cryings. The motion stopped.

Blackness faded back to gray, but the cold remained. Icy water was pounding
down on him now, as if he were fighting his way through a vertical current
carrying somebody else. A desperate hunt for refuge and finding it suddenly,
and slipping inside and relaxing into unconsciousness, to wait for the return
of warmth and life

Mel's eyes opened. The room was beginning to lighten with morning. He turned
his head slowly to look for Miss Green. She was still there, on the pillow
beside his head, watching him; and there was something in her position, in the
unwinking golden eyes, even in her curious fluff of blue-white hair, that
reminded him now less of a cat than a small lizard.

He didn't doubt that she had somehow enabled him to share the experience that
in part explained their presence here. Without thinking, he asked aloud, "What
happened to the others?"

She didn't move, but he was aware of a surge of horrified revulsion. Then
before his open eyes for a moment swam a picture of a bleak, rain-beaten

beach . . . and, just above the waterline, in a cluster of harsh voices,

jabbing beaks and beating wings, great gulls were tearing apart a strange
jetsam of tiny bodies too weakened to escape --

A small, plaintive crying came from the kitchenette. The picture faded as Miss

Green soared into the air to attend to her princess.
* kx  *

Mel breakfasted in the living room, thoughtfully. He couldn't quite understand
that luminous vehicle of theirs, or why it should have succumbed to the rain
storm of Saturday night, which appeared to be what had happened. But his
guests obviously were confronted with the problem of getting back to wherever
they'd come from -- and he didn't think Miss Green would have confided in him
if he wasn't somehow expected to be helpful in solving the problem.

There was a thump on the sill outside his bedroom window, followed by an
annoyed meowing. The gray cat that had been spying on the bird box seemed to
suspect he was harboring the refugees. Mel went out into the little courtyard
through the back door of the duplex and chased the animal away. The fog, he
saw, was thinning out quickly; in an hour or so it would be another clear day.

When he came in, Miss Green fluted a few soft notes, which Mel chose to



interpret as gratitude, from the top of the cupboard and withdrew from sight
again.

One couldn't think of them, he decided, as being exactly like any creatures of
Earth. The cold rain had been very nearly deadly to them, if the memory Miss
Green had transmitted to him was accurate -- as destructive as it had been to
their curious craft. Almost as if it could wash right through them, to drain
vital energies from their bodies, while in the merely foggy air of last night
she had seemed comfortable enough. It indicated different tolerance spans with
more sharply defined limits.

The thought came into his mind:
Another planet?

It seemed possible, even if it left a lot to explain. Mel got up in sudden
excitement and began to walk about the room. He had a conviction of being
right. It struck him he might be involved in an event of enormous historical
significance.

Then, stopping for a moment before the window, he saw it --

Apparently high in the gray sky overhead, a pale yellow circle moved, much
smaller than the sun, but like the disk of the sun seen ghost-like through

clouds. Instantly, another part of his dream became clear to him.
* k%

He lost his head. "Miss Green! Come here, quick!"

A buzz, the swift drone of wings, and she was beside him, perching on his
shoulder. Mel pointed.

She gave a lamenting little cry of recognition. As if it had been a signal,
the yellow circle darted sideways in a long streaking slant, and vanished.
Miss Green fled to report to the princess, while Mel stayed at the window, and
quickly returned to him again. Evidently she was both excited and distressed,
and he wondered what was wrong. If that apparition of pale light had been one
of their vessels, as her behavior indicated, it seemed probable that its
mission was to hunt for survivors of the lost globe.

Miss Green seemed either less sure of that, or less confident that the rescue
would be easily effected. Some minutes later, she pointed to a different
section of the sky, where the yellow circle -- or another very like it -- was
now moving slowly about. Presently it vanished again, and when it reappeared
for the second time it was accompanied by two others.

Meanwhile, Miss Green might have been transmitting some understanding of the
nature of her doubts to Mel, because the ghostly vagrants now gave him an
immediate impression of insubstantiality: not space-spanning luminous globes
but pictured shapes projected on the air. His theory of interplanetary
travelers became suddenly much less probable.

In the next few moments, the concept he was struggling with abruptly completed
itself in his mind, so abruptly, in fact, that there was no longer any
question that it had originated with Miss Green. The rescue craft Mel thought
he was seeing actually were just that.



But the pictures in the sky were only signals to possible survivors that help
was approaching. The globes themselves were elsewhere, groping their way
blindly and dangerously through strange dimensions that had nothing to do with
the ones Mel knew.

And they were still, in some manner his imagination did not even attempt to

clarify, very, very "far away."
* kx %

"I was wondering what you'd done with the bird box," Maria de Guesgne
explained. "It's not there in the bush any more."

Mel told her annoyedly that the bird box had been damaged by the storm, and so
he'd thrown it into the incinerator.

"Well," Maria said vaguely, "that's too bad." Her handsome dark eyes were
shifting about his living room meanwhile, not at all vaguely. Mel had left the
apartment door partly open, and she had walked right in on her way to the
market. When she wasn't drinking or working herself up to a bout of creative
painting, which seemed to put her into a tranced sort of condition, Maria was
a highly observant young woman. The question was now how to get her out of the
apartment again before she observed more than he wanted her to.

"How does it happen you're not at work on Monday afternoon?" she inquired, and
set her shopping bag down on the armchair.

Keeping one eye on the kitchenette door, Mel explained about his wvacation.
Miss Green hadn't been in sight for almost an hour; but he wasn't at all sure
she mightn't come out to inspect the visitor, and the thought of Maria's
probable reactions was unnerving.

"Two weeks?" Maria repeated chattily. "It'll be fun having you around for two
weeks -- unless you're going off to spend your vacation somewhere else. Are
you?"

"No," Mel said. "I'm staying here -- "

And at that moment, Miss Green came in through the kitchenette door.

At least, Mel assumed it was Miss Green. All he actually saw was a faint blur
of motion. It went through the living room, accompanied by a high-pitched hum,
and vanished behind Maria.

"Good Lord!" she cried, whirling. "What's that? OH!" The last was a shrill

yelp. "It stung me!"
* k%

Mel hadn't imagined Miss Green could move so fast. Rising and falling with
furious menace, the sound seemed to come from all points of the room at once,
as Maria darted out of the apartment. Clutching her shopping bag, Mel followed
her out hastily and slammed the door behind them. He caught up with Maria in
the court.

She was rubbing herself angrily.

"I'm not coming into that apartment again, Mel Armstrong," she announced,
"until you've had it fumigated! That thing kept stinging me! What was it,



anyway?"

"A wasp, I guess." Mel felt weak with relief. She hadn't really seen anything.
"Here's your bag. I'll chase it out."

Maria stalked off, complaining about screens that didn't even protect people
against giant wasps.

Mel found the apartment quiet again and went into the kitchenette. Miss Green
was poised on the top edge of the cupboard, a gold-eyed statuette of Victory,
laughing down at him, the laminated wings spread and raised behind her like
iridescent glass fans. Mel looked at her with a trace of uneasiness. She had
some kind of small white bundle in her arms, and he wondered whether it
concealed the weapon with which she'd stung Maria.

"I don't think you should have done that," he told her. "But she's gone now."

Looking rather pleased with herself, Miss Green glanced back over her shoulder
and piped a few questioning notes to the princess. There was a soft reply, and
she soared down to the table, folded her wings and knelt to lay the bundle
gently down on it. She beckoned to Mel.

Mel's eyes popped as she unfolded the bundle. Perhaps he really shouldn't have
been surprised.

He was harboring four guests now —-- the princess had been safely delivered of

twins.
* k* *

At dusk, Miss Green widened the biggest slit in the bedroom screen a little
more and slipped out to do her own kind of shopping, with a section of one of
Mel's handkerchiefs to serve as a bag.

Mel left the lights out and stayed at the window. He felt depressed, but
didn't quite know why -- unless it was that so many odd things had happened
since Sunday morning that his mind had given up trying to understand them.

He wasn't really sure now, for example, whether he was getting occasional
flash-glimpses of those circular luminous vessels plowing through another
dimension somewhere, or whether he was half asleep and imagining it. Usually
it was a momentary glow printed on the dark air at the edge of his wvision,
vanishing before he could really look at it.

He had a feeling they had managed to come a good deal closer during the day.
Then he wondered briefly whether other people had been seeing strange light-
shapes, too, and what they might have thought the glimpses were.

Spots before their eyes, probably.

Miss Green was back with a soft hum of wings, on the outer window sill, six
feet from where he sat. She pushed the knotted scrap of cloth through the
screen. There was something inside it now; it caught for a moment on the
wires. Mel started up to help, then checked himself, afraid of feeling some
bug squirming desperately inside; and while he hesitated, she had shoved it
through. She followed it, picked it up again and flew off to the living room.
After a moment she returned with the empty cloth and went out again.



She made eight such trips in the next hour, while night deepened outside and
then began to lighten as a half-moon shoved over the horizon. Mel must have
dozed off several times; at least, he suddenly found himself coming awake,
with the awareness that something had just landed with a soft thump on the
window sill outside.

It wasn't Miss Green. He saw a chunky shadow at one corner of the window, and
caught the faintest glint of green eyes peering into the room. It was the cat
from the courtyard.

In the same moment, he heard the familiar faint hum, and Miss Green appeared

at the opposite end of the sill.
* kx %

Afterward, Mel realized he'd simply sat there, stiffening in groggy, sleep-
dazed horror, as the cat-shadow lengthened and flowed swiftly toward the tiny
humanoid figure. Miss Green seemed to raise both arms over her head. A spark
of brilliant blue glowed from her cupped hands and extended itself in an
almost invisible thread of fire that stabbed against the cat's forehead. The
cat yowled, swung aside and leaped down into the court.

Mel was on his feet, shaking violently, as Miss Green slipped in through the
screen. He heard Maria open her window upstairs to peer down into the court,
where the cat was making low, angry sounds. Apparently it hadn't been hurt,
but no wonder Maria had suspected that afternoon she'd been stung by a wasp!
Or that Miss Green's insect victims never struggled, once she had caught them!

He pulled down the shade and stood undecided in the dark, until he heard her
piping call from the living room. It was followed by an impatient buzzing
about the standing lamp in there, and Mel concluded correctly that he was
supposed to turn on the light.

He discovered her on the living room table, sorting out the plunder she had
brought back.

It wasn't a pile of electrocuted insects as he had expected, but a puzzlingly
commonplace collection -- little heaps of dry sand from the beach, some small
white pebbles, and a sizable bundle of thin twigs about two inches in length.
Since she was disregarding him, he shifted the lamp over to the table to see
what this human-shaped lightning bug from another dimension was going to do
next.

That was the way he felt about Miss Green at the moment

What she did was to transport the twigs in two bundles to the top of the
cupboard, where she left them with the princess. Then she came back and began
to lay out a thin thread of white sand on the dark, polished surface of the
table.

Mel pulled up his armchair, poured himself a glass of brandy, 1lit a cigarette

and settled down to watch her.
* Xx  *

By the time Miss Green indicated to him that she wanted the light turned out
again, he had finished his second drink and was feeling rather benevolent. She
had used up all her sand, and about a square foot of the table's surface was
covered now with a confusingly intricate maze of lines, into which she had



placed white pebbles here and there. Some of the lines, Mel noticed, blended
into each other, while others stopped abruptly or curved back on themselves.
As a decorative scheme, it hardly seemed worthwhile.

"Miss Green," he told her thoughtfully, "I hope it makes sense to you. It
doesn't to me."

She piped imperiously, pointing: the light! Mel had a moment of annoyance at
the way she was ordering him around in his own apartment.

"Well," he said, "I'll humor you this time."

For a moment after he had pulled the switch, he stood beside the table to let
his eyes adjust to the dark. However, they weren't adjusting properly -- a
patch of ungquiet phosphorescent glimmering floated disturbingly within his
field of vision, and as the seconds passed, it seemed to be growing stronger.

Suddenly, Mel swore in amazement and bent down to examine the table.
"Now what have you done -- ?" he began.

Miss Green fluted soothingly at him from the dark and fluttered up to his
shoulder. He felt a cool touch against his ear and cheek, and a burst of oddly
pleasant tinglings ran over his scalp.

"Stop that!" he said, startled.

Miss Green fluted again, urgently. She was trying to tell him something now,
and suddenly he thought he understood.

"All right," he said. "I'll look at it. That's what you want me to do, isn't
ite"

Miss Green flew down to the table again, which indicated agreement. Mel groped
himself back into the chair and leaned forward to study the curiously glowing
design she had created of sand and pebbles.

He discovered immediately that any attempt to see it clearly merely strained
his vision. Details turned into vaguely distorted, luminous flickerings when
he stared at them and the whole pale, spidery pattern made no more sense than
it had with the light on. She must have some purpose in mind with it, but Mel
couldn't imagine what.

Meanwhile, Miss Green was making minor adjustments in his position which Mel
accepted without argument, since she seemed to know what she was doing. Small
tugs and pushes told him she wanted his hands placed on the table to either
side of the design. Mel put them there. His head was to be tilted forward just
so. He obliged her again. Then she was back on the table, and the top two-
thirds of the pattern vanished suddenly behind a blur.

After a moment, he realized she had opened her wings and blotted that part
from his sight.

* k%

In the darkness, he fastened his puzzled gaze on the remaining section: a
quivering, thinly drawn pattern of blue-white light that faded periodically
almost to the limits of visibility and slowly grew up again to what was, by



comparison, real brilliance. His head was aching slightly. The pattern seemed
to tilt sideways and move upward, as if it were creeping in a slow circle
about some pivot-point. Presently, it turned down again to complete the circle
and start on another round. By that time, the motion seemed normal.

When a tiny shape of light suddenly ran across the design and vanished again
as it reached the other side, Mel was only moderately surprised. The figure
had reminded him immediately of Miss Green. After a while, it crossed his
field of vision in another direction, and then there were two more

He seemed to be swimming forward, through the pattern, into an area of similar
tiny figures like living silhouettes of light, and of entrancingly delicate
architectural designs. It was like a marionette setting of incredible
craftsmanship, not quite real in the everyday sense, but as convincing as a
motion picture which was spreading out, second by second, and beginning to
flow about him --

"Hey!" Mel sat up with a start. "You're trying to hypnotize me!"

Miss Green piped pleadingly. Clearly, she had only been trying to show him
something. And wasn't it beautiful? Didn't he want to see more?

Mel hesitated. He was suspicious now, but he was also curious. After all, what
could she do to him with her tricks?

Besides, he admitted to himself, the picture had vanished as soon as he
shifted his eyes, and it was beautiful, like moving about through a living
illustration of a book of fairy tales.

He yielded. "All right, I do want to see more."

This time, the picture grew up out of the design within seconds. Only it
wasn't the same picture. It was as if he had turned around and was looking in
another direction, a darker one.

There were fewer of the little light-shapes; instead, he discovered in the
distance a line of yellow dots that moved jerkily but steadily, like glowing
corks bobbing on dark water. He watched them for a moment without recognition;
then he realized with a thrill of pleasure that he was getting another view of
the luminous globes he had seen before -- this time an other-dimensional view,
so to speak.

Suddenly, one of them was right before him! Not a dot or a yellow circle, but
a three-foot ball of fire that rushed toward him through the blackness with
hissing, sputtering sounds!

Mel surged up out of the chair with a yelp of fright, and the fireball
vanished.

As he groped about for the light, Miss Green was piping furiously at him from
the table.

Then the light came on.
*x k5 %

She was in a rage. Dancing about on the table, beating the air with her wings,
she waved her arms over her head and shook her tiny fists at him. Mel backed



off warily.

"Take it easy!" he warned. He could reach the flyswatter in the kitchenette
with a jump if she started shooting off miniature electric bolts again.

She might have had the same idea, because she calmed down suddenly, shook her
wings together and closed them with a snap. It was like a cat smoothing down
its bristling back fur. There was a whistling query from the princess now,
followed by an excited elfin conversation.

Mel poured himself a drink with a hand that shook slightly, and pretended to
ignore the disturbance of his guests, while he tried to figure out what had
happened.

Supposing, he thought a trifle guiltily, settling down on the couch at a safe
distance from the table -- supposing they simply had to have his help at this
point. The manner in which one of the rescue globes suddenly had seemed to
shift close to him suggested it. Was he justified in refusing to go on with
it? In the directionless dark through which the globes were driving, they
might have been reacting to his concentrated awareness of them as if it were a
radio signal from the human dimensions. And it would explain Miss Green's rage
at the sudden interruption of the contact.

But another thought came to him then, and his guilty feelings vanished in a
surge of alarmed indignation.

Well, and just supposing, he thought, that he hadn't broken the contact. And
that a three-foot sputtering fireball materialized right inside his living
room!

He caught sight of Miss Green eying him speculatively and rather slyly from
the table. She seemed composed enough now; there was even the faintest of
smiles on that tiny face. The smile seemed to confirm his suspicions.

Mel downed his drink and stood up.

"Miss Green," he told her evenly, choosing his words with care, "I'm sorry to
disappoint you, but I don't intend to be the subject of any more of your
experiments. At least not until I've had time to think about it."

Her head nodded slightly, as if she were acknowledging his decision. But the
smile remained; in fact, Miss Green had begun to look rather smug. Mel studied
her uneasily. She might be planning to put something else over on him, but he
knew how to stop that!

Before he turned out the light and went to bed, Mel methodically and somewhat
grimly swallowed four more shots of brandy. With that much inside him it
wouldn't matter what Miss Green tried, because he wouldn't be able to react to

her suggestions till he woke up again in the morning.
*x Kk %

Actually it was noon before he awoke -- and he might have gone on sleeping
then if somebody hadn't been banging on his apartment door.

"Wake up, Mel!" he heard Maria de Guesgne shouting hoarsely. "I can hear you
snoring in there!"



He sat up a little groggily and looked at the clock. His guests weren't in
sight.

"You awake, Mel?" she demanded.
"Wait a minute!" he yelled back. "Just woke up and I'm not decent."

When he opened the door, she had vanished. He was about to close it quietly
and gratefully again, when she called down the stairway. "That you, Mel? Come
on up! I want to show you something."

He locked the door behind him and went upstairs. Maria received him beamingly
in her living room. She was on one of her rare creative painting sprees, and

this spree, to judge by the spattered appearance of the room and the artist,

was more riotous than usual. A half dozen fair-sized canvases were propped on
newspapers against the wall to dry. They were turned around, to increase the

shock effect on Mel when he would get his first look at them.

"Ever see a salamander?" Maria inquired with anticipation, spreading a few
more papers on the table.

Mel admitted he hadn't. He wished she'd given him time to have coffee first.
His comments at these private showings were usually regarded as inadequate
anyway.

"Well," Maria invited triumphantly, selecting one of the canvases and setting
it abruptly up on the table before him, "take a look at one!"

Mel gasped and jerked back. "Holy Judas!" he said in a weak voice.

"Pretty good, eh?" For once, Maria appeared satisfied with his reaction. She
held it away from her and regarded it. "One of my best!" she cried
judiciously.

About three times life-size, it was a quite recognizable portrait of Miss

Green.
* *  *

It didn't occur to Maria to offer Mel coffee but he got a cigarette from her.
Fortunately, he wasn't called upon to make any more comments; she chattered
away while she showed him the rest of the series. Mel looked and listened,
still rather shaken. Presently he began to ask questions.

A salamander, he learned, was a fire elemental. Maria glanced at her fireplace
as she explained this, and Mel noticed she seemed to have had a fire burning
there overnight, which wasn't too unusual for her even in the middle of
summer. Listening to the bang-haired, bright-eyed oddball rattling off
metaphysical details about salamanders, he became aware of a sort of dread
growing up in him. For Miss Green was pictured, wings and arms spread, against
and within furling veils of yellow-white flame

"Drawn from life?" he inquired, grinning to make it a joke. He pointed at the
picture.

Without looking directly at her, he saw Maria start at the question. She
stared at him intensely for a moment, and after that she became more reticent.



It didn't matter because it was all on the canvases. She had seen as much as
he had and more, and put it down with shocking realism. Seen through somebody
else's eyes, Miss Green's world was still beautiful; but now it was also
frightening. And there was what Maria had said about salamanders.

"Maria," he said, "what actually happened last night?"
She looked at him sullenly. "I don't know what you're talking about, Mel."

"I imagine," he suggested casually, "you were just sitting there in front of
the fire. And then -- "

"Gosh, Mel, she was beautiful! It's all so beautiful, you know . . ." She
recovered quickly. "I fell asleep and I had a dream, that's all. Why? What
makes you ask?"

She was beginning to look rather wild-eyed, but he had to find out. "I was
just wondering," he said, "whether they'd left."

"Why should they leave -- Look, you ocaf! I called you in to give you the
privilege of looking at my paintings. Now get out. I've got to make a phone
call."

He stopped at the door, struck by a sudden suspicion. "You're not going to try
to sell them, are you?"

"Try to sell them!" She laughed hoarsely. "There are circles, Mel Armstrong,
in which a de Guesgne original is understood, shall we say? Circles not
exactly open to the common herd . . . This series," she concluded, rather
prosaically, "will get me two thousand bucks as soon as I let one or two of

the right people have a look at them!"
* kx %

Brewing himself a pot of coffee at last, Mel decided that part of it, if true,
wasn't any of his business. He had always assumed Maria was living on a
monthly check she got from an unidentified source in Chicago, but her
occasional creations might have a well-heeled following at that. As for the
way Miss Green had got in to sit for her portrait -- the upstairs screens
weren't in any better shape than the downstairs ones. The fiery background, of
course, might have been only in Maria's mind.

There was a scratching on top of the cupboard and whispery voices. Mel ignored
the slight chill that drifted down his spine. Up to that moment, he'd been
hoping secretly that Maria had provided a beacon for the rescue team to home
in on while he slept, and that his guests had been picked up and taken home.

But Miss Green was peering down at him over the edge of the cupboard.

"Hi, salamander!" he greeted her politely. "Had a busy night? Too bad it
didn't work."

Her head withdrew. In the living room Mel stopped to look at the design of
sand and pebbles, which was still on the table. Touching one of the thread-
like lines, he discovered it was as hard and slick as lacquer. Otherwise the
pattern seemed unremarkable in daylight, but Mel dropped a cloth across it to
keep it out of sight.



Miss Green fluttered past him to the sill of the bedroom window. He watched
her standing on tiptoe against the screen, apparently peering about at the
sky. After a while, it began to seem ridiculous to let himself become obsessed
by superstitious fears about this tiny and beautiful, almost jewel-like
Ccreature.

Whatever abilities she might have, she and the princess were only trying to
get home -- and, having seen their home, he couldn't blame them for that.

He had a return of the fairy-tale nostalgia his glimpse of those eerily
beautiful places had aroused in him the night before, a pleasantly yearning
sensation like an awareness of elfin horns blowing far away to send faint,
exciting echoes, swirling about the commonplace sky of Sweetwater Bay. The
feeling might have been resurrected from his childhood, but it was a strong
and effective one.

He recalled how bored he'd been with everything before they appeared

He walked softly through the bedroom and stopped behind Miss Green. She was
making an elaborate pretense of not having noticed his approach, but the
pointed ears that could follow the passage of a moth in the dark were tilted
stiffly backward. Mel actually was opening his mouth to say, "Miss Green, I'll
help you if I can," when it struck him sharply, like a brand-new thought, that
it was an extremely rash promise to make, considering everything that had
happened so far.

He wondered how the odd impulse ever had come to him.

In sudden suspicion, he began to trace the last few minutes through again. He
had started with a firm decision not to let his guests involve him in their
plans any more than was healthy for him, if at all -- and the decision had
been transformed, step by step, and mental twist by mental twist, into a
foolish willingness to have them make use of him exactly as they pleased!

Miss Green, still maliciously pretending to watch the sky, let him think it
all out until it became quite clear what she had done and how she had done it.
And then, as Mel spluttered angrily at this latest interference with his

freedom of thought and action, she turned around and laughed at him.
* k%

In a way, it cleared the air. The pressure was off. Maria had proved a much
more pliable subject than Mel; the rescuers had their bearings and would
arrive presently. Meanwhile, everybody could relax.

Mel couldn't help feeling relieved as he grew sure of that. At the same time,
now that the departure was settled, he became aware of a certain amount of
belated regret. Miss Green didn't seem to know the exact hour; she was simply
watching for them well ahead of their arrival.

Where would they show up? She waved her arms around in an appealingly helpless
gesture at the court outside and the sky. Here, there -- somewhere in the
area.

It would be a fire globe. At his question, she pointed at the opposite wall of
the court where a picture of one formed itself obligingly, slid along the wall
a few feet, and vanished. Mel was beginning to enjoy all this easy last-minute
communication, when he heard Maria come downstairs and open the door to the



other court. There was conversation, and several sets of footsteps went up to
her apartment and down again.

Cautioning Miss Green, he took a look around the shutters of the living room
window. A small panel truck stood in the court; Maria was supervising the
careful transfer of her paintings into its interior. Apparently she didn't
even intend to let them dry before offering them for sale!

The truck drove off with Maria inside with her paintings, and Mel discovered
Miss Green doing a little spying of her own from the upper edge of the
shutters. Good friends now, they smiled at each other and resumed their guard
at the bedroom window.

The princess joined them around five in the afternoon. Whether she had been
injured in the accident or weakened by the birth of her babies, Mel couldn't
tell, but Miss Green carried her friend down from the cupboard without visible
effort, and then went back for a globular basket of tightly woven tiny twigs,
which contained the twins.

It was a masterfully designed little structure with a single opening about the
thickness of a pencil, and heavily lined. Mel had a notion to ask for it as a
souvenir, but decided against it. He lifted it carefully to his ear, to listen
to an almost inaudible squeaking inside, and his expression seemed to cause
Miss Green considerable silent amusement.

All in all, it was much like waiting patiently in pleasant company for the
arrival of an overdue train. Then around seven o'clock, when the room was
already dark, the telephone rang abruptly and returned Mel with a start to the
world of human beings.

He lifted the receiver,

"Hello, oaf!" said Maria de Guesgne in what seemed for the moment to be an
enormous, booming voice.

Mel inquired agreeably whether she'd succeeded in selling her paintings. It
was the first thing that occurred to him.

"Certainly I sold them!" Maria said. He could tell by now that she was
thoroughly plastered again. "Got a message to give you," she added.

"From whom?"
"Maybe from me, ha-ha!" said Maria. She paused a moment, seemed to be
muttering something to herself, and resumed suddenly, "Oaf, are you

listening?"

Mel said bluntly that he was. If he hung up on her, she would probably ring
back.

"All right," Maria said clearly. "This is the message: 'The fiery ones do not
tolerate the endangering of their secrets.' Warning, see? Goo'bye."

She hung up before he could say anything.

* Kk Kk

Hers had been a chilling sort of intrusion. Mel stood a while in the darkening



room, trying to gather up the mood Maria had shattered, and discovering he
couldn't quite do it. He realized that all along, like a minor theme, there
had been a trace of fear underlying everything he did, ever since he had first
looked into that bird box and glimpsed something impossible inside it. He had
been covering the fear up; even now he didn't want to admit it, but it was
there.

He could quite simply, of course, walk out of the room and out of the
apartment, and stay away for a week. He didn't even ever have to come back.
And, strictly speaking, this was the sort of thing that should have happened
to somebody like Maria de Guesgne, not to him. For him, the sensible move
right now would be to go quietly back into the normal world of reality he had
stepped out of a few mornings ago. It was a simple physical act. The door was
over there

Then Mel looked back at his guests and promptly reversed his decision. They
were certainly as real as any living creatures he'd ever seen, and he felt
there weren't many human beings who would show up as well as Miss Green had
done in any comparable emergency. His own unconscious fears meant only that he
had run into a new and unpredictable factor in a world that had been becoming
increasingly commonplace for a number of years now. He could see that once
you'd got settled into the idea of a commonplace world, you might be startled
by discoveries that didn't fit that notion -- and he felt now, rather hazily,
that it wasn't such a bad thing to be startled like that. It might wake you up
enough to let you start living again yourself.

He took the receiver off the phone and laid it on the floor, so there wouldn't
be any more interruptions. If he ran off now before seeing how the adventure
ended, he knew he would never quit regretting it.

He went into the bedroom and pulled his chair back up to the window. The
shadowy silhouette that was Miss Green turned and sounded a few fluting notes
at him. He had the immediate impression that she was worried.

What was the matter?
She pointed.

Clouds!

* Kk %

The sky was still full of the pastel glowings of the sunset. Here and there
were patches of black cloud, insignificant-looking, like ragged crows swimming
through the pale light.

"Rain," the thought came. "The cold rain -- the killing rain! Another storm!"

Mel studied the sky uneasily. They might be right. "Your friends are bound to
get here first," he assured them, looking confident about it.

They smiled gratefully at him. He couldn't think of anything he might do to
help. The princess looked comfortable on the towel he had laid along the
screen, and Miss Green, as usual, looked alert, prepared to handle anything
that had to be handled. He wondered about asking her to let him see how the
globes were doing, and, instantly, a thought showed clear in his mind: "Try it
yourself!"



That hadn't occurred to Mel before. He settled back comfortably in the chair
and looked through the screen for them.

Four or five fiery visualizations quivered here and there in the air,
vanished, reappeared, vanished

Mel stopped looking for them, and there was only the sky.
"Closer?" he said aloud, rather pleased with himself. It had been easy!
Miss Green nodded, human fashion, and piped something in reply. Closer, but --

He gathered she couldn't tell from here how close, and that there was trouble
-- a not quite translatable kind of trouble, but almost as if, in their
dimension, they were struggling through the radiant distortions of a storm
that hadn't gathered yet here on Earth.

He glanced up at the sky again, more anxiously now. The black clouds didn't

seem to have grown any larger.
* k%

By and by, because he had not had any awareness of going to sleep, Mel was
surprised to find himself waking up. He knew immediately that he had been
asleep a long time, a period of hours. There was grayness around him, the
vague near-light of very early morning, and he had a sense of having been
aroused by a swirling confusion of angry sounds. But all was silent at the
moment.

Her answer was instantly in his mind. The storm had caused a delay -- but a
great globe was almost here now!

A curious pause followed. Mel had a sense of hesitation. And then, very
swiftly and faintly, a wisp of thought, which he would have missed if that
pause had not made him alert, showed and vanished on the fringe of his
consciousness.

"Be careful! Be very careful."

Miss Green turned back to the window. Beside her now, Mel saw the princess
sitting as if asleep, with one arm across the twig basket and her head resting
on her arm. Before he could frame the puzzled question that was struggling up
in his mind, there was a series of ear-splitting yowls from the court outside.
It startled Mel only for a moment, since it was a familiar sort of racket. The
gray cat didn't tolerate intruding felines in its area, and about once a month
it discovered and evicted one with the same lack of inhibition it was
evidencing right now. It must have been the threatening squalls which usually
preceded the actual battle that had awakened him.

The encounter itself was over almost instantly. There were sounds of a
scampering retreat which ended beyond the garage, and, standing up at the
window, Mel saw the gray shape of the winner come gliding back down the court.
The cat stopped below him and seemed to turn up its head. For a moment, he
felt it was staring both at him and at Miss Green, very much like a competent
little tiger in the gusty, gray night; then it made a low, menacing sound and
moved on out of sight. Apparently it hadn't yet forgotten its previous meeting
with Miss Green.



Mel looked down at her. "Why should I be careful?"

There was a pause again, and what came then hardly seemed an answer to his
question. The princess was very weak, Miss Green indicated; he might have to
help.

He was still wondering about that -- and wondering, too, whether he'd really
had something like a warning from her -- when a sudden wavering glare 1lit up
the room behind them.

For a moment, he thought the fireball was inside the building. But the light
was pouring in through the living room window; its source was in the opposite
court, out of his line of sight. There was a crackling, hissing sound, and the
light faded.

Miss Green came darting at him. Mel put his hand up instinctively and felt her
thrust the basket into it. Almost instantly, she had picked up the princess
and was outside the screen --

Then the cat attacked from below in a silent, terrible leap, a long, twisting

shadow in the air, and they seemed to drop out of sight together.
* k%

Mel was out in the court, staring wildly around. In the swimming grayness
nothing stirred or made sound. A cool, moist wind thrust at his face and
faded. Except for the toy basket of twigs in his hand, he might have been
awakening from a meaningless dream.

Then a lurid round of light like a big, wavering moon came out over the top of
the building, and a sharp humming sound drove down through the air at him.
Instinctively again, he held out the basket and felt it plucked away. He
thought it was Miss Green, but the shape had come and gone much too swiftly to
be sure of that.

The light grew brilliant, a solid white -- intolerable -- and he backed
hurriedly into the shelter of the garage, his heart hammering in excitement
and alarm. He heard voices from the other court; a window slammed somewhere.
He couldn't guess what was happening, but he didn't need Miss Green's warning
now. He had an overwhelming urge to keep out of sight until the unearthly
visitor would be gone --

And then, running like a rabbit, the gray cat appeared from behind a box
halfway down the court and came streaking for the garage. Mel watched its
approach with a sort of silent horror, partly because it might be attracting
undesirable attention to him -- and partly because he seemed to know in that
instant exactly what was going to be done to it.

It wasn't more than twenty feet away when something like a twisting string of
fiery white reached down from above. The animal leaped sideways, blazed and
died. There was a sound very like a gunshot, and the court was instantly dark.

Mel stayed where he was. For half a minute or so, he was shaking much too
violently to have left his retreat. By the end of that time, he knew better.
It wasn't over yet!

Pictures forming in the moist, dark air . . . delicate, unstable outlines
sliding through the court, changing as they moved. Elfin castles swayed up out



of grayness and vanished again. Near the edge of his vision other shapes
showed, more beautiful than human

Muttering to himself, between terror and delight, Mel closed his eyes as
tightly as he could, which helped for a moment. But then the impressions began
drifting through his mind. The visitors were still nearby, hanging somewhere
outside the limits of human sight in their monstrous fireball, in the windy
sky. They were talking to him in their way.

Mel asked in his mind what they wanted, and the answer showed immediately. The
table in his living room with the pattern of glassy sand and pebbles Miss
Green had constructed. The pattern was glowing again now under the cloth he
had thrown over it. He was to go in and look at the pattern

"No!" he said aloud. It was all terror now.
"Go look at the pattern . . . Go look at the pattern . . ."

The pictures burst round him in a soundless wild flowering of beauty,
flickering rains of color, a fountain of melting, shifting forms. His mind
drowned in happiness. He was sinking through a warmth of kindness, gratitude

and love
* *  *

A drift of rain touched his cheek coldly -- and Mel found himself outside the
garage, moving drunkenly toward the apartment door. Then, just for a moment, a
picture of Miss Green printed itself on his mind.

She seemed to be standing before him, as tall now as he was, motionless, the
strange wings half spread. The golden unhuman eyes were looking past him,
watching something with cold malice and contempt -- and with a concentration
of purpose that made a death's mask of the perfectly chiseled green face.

In that second, Mel understood the purpose as clearly as if she had told him.
In the next, the image disappeared with a jerky, complete abruptness --

As if somebody were belatedly trying to wipe it out of his memory as well! But
he knew he had seen her somehow -- somewhere -- as she actually was at that
moment. And he knew what she had been watching. Himself, Mel Armstrong,
staggering blindly about in his other-dimension, down in the court!

He hadn't stayed in the court. He was back in the garage, backed trembling
against a wall. She -- they -- weren't trying to show him gratitude, or reward
him somehow; before they left, they simply wanted to destroy the human being
who had found out about them, and whom they had used. The table and the
pattern were some sort of trap! What he couldn't understand was why they
didn't simply come down in their fireball and kill him as they had the cat.

They were still pouring their pictures at him, but he knew now how to
counteract that. He stared out through the garage window at the lightening sky
-- looked at, listened to, what was there, filling his mind with Earth shapes
and sounds!

And he promptly discovered an ally he hadn't been counting on. He hadn't
really been aware of the thumping wind before, and the sketchy pattering of
raindrops, like a sweeping fall of leaves here and there. He hadn't even
heard, beyond the continuous dim roar of surf from the beach, the gathering



mutter of thunder.

They couldn't stay here long. The storm was ready to break. They weren't
willing to risk coming out fully into the Earth dimension to hunt him down.
And he didn't have to go to their trap

Rain spattered louder and closer. The sweat chilled on Mel's body as his
breathing grew quieter. They hadn't left him yet. If he relaxed his eyes --
and his mind, there was an instant faint recurrence of the swirling unearthly
patterns. But he could keep them out by looking at what was really here. He
only had to wait --

Then the rain came down in a great, rushing tide, and he knew they were gone.
* k* *

For a few seconds, he remained where he was, weak with relief. Over the noise
of the storm, he heard human voices faintly from the other court and from
neighboring houses. That final crash must have awakened everybody -- and
someone had seen the great globe of fire when it first appeared.

There should be some interesting gossip in the morning!

Which concerned Mel not at all. After drinking in the sweet certainty of being
still alive and safe, he had become aware of an entirely unexpected emotion,
which was, curiously, a brief but sharp pang of grief at Miss Green's
betrayal. Why, he must have been practically in love with that other-
dimensional, human-shaped rattlesnake! Mulling it over in moody amazement at
himself, it struck Mel suddenly then that one could interpret her final action
somewhat differently, too.

Because she could have planted that apparently revealing picture of herself
deliberately in his mind, to stop him from stumbling into the trap the others
had set for him. She might have been planning to save him from the beginning
or merely relented at the last moment. There was no way of ever really knowing
now, but Mel found he preferred to believe that Miss Green's intention was
good.

In the driving rain, he hesitated a moment beside the blackened lump that had
been the cat, but he couldn't force himself to pick it up and remove it. If
someone else found it, it might add to the gossip, but that wasn't any
business of his any more. Everyone knew that lightning did funny, selective
things. So far as he was concerned, the matter was all over.

He opened the duplex door and stood staring.

His apartment door was open and the room beyond was dark, as he had left it,
But down the little stairway and out of Maria's upstairs apartment, light

poured in a quiet flood.
* k* *

She must have returned during the night while he was sleeping, probably drunk
as a hoot-owl. The commotion downstairs hadn't been enough to arouse her. But
something else had -- she'd come down following swirling, beautiful, unearthly
pictures, hunting the pattern that would guide her straight into a promised
delight.

Mel didn't have to reach into the apartment to switch on the light. Lightning



did funny, selective things, all right, and from where he stood he could smell
what had happened. They hadn't wasted that final bolt, after all.

O0ddly enough, what was uppermost in his mind in those seconds, while he
continued to put off seeing what he was going to have to look at very soon,
was the final awareness of how he must have appeared in their eyes:

A stupid native, barely capable of receiving training and instruction enough
to be a useful servant. Beyond that, they had simply had no interest in him.

It was Maria they had worried about. The mental impressions he'd picked up in
the court had been directed at her. Miss Green had been obliged to stop him
finally from springing a trap which was set for another.

For Maria, who might have endangered their leaving.

- Chapter 3
Captives of the Thieve-Star

I

The celebration of the wedding of Peer and Channok had to be cut a little
short, because a flock of police-boats from Irrek showed up at detector-range
about midway. But it was carried off with a flourish nevertheless.

The oxygen-bubble in the small mooncrater was filled with colorful
solidographs, creating the impression of an outdoor banquet hall. The best
bands playing in the Empire that night unwittingly contributed their efforts,
and food and drink were beyond reproach.

Though somewhat dazed throughout, Channok was startled to discover at one
point that the thick carpets on which he stood were a genuine priceless
Gaifornaab weave -- and no solidographs either! The eighty-four small ships of
the space-rat tribe -- or voyageurs, as they distinctly preferred to be called
-- lined up along the outer edges of the banquet hall looked eerily out of
place to him; but Peer didn't seem to mind. Her people rarely did go far away
from their ships, and the lawless, precarious life they led made that an
advisable practice.

It would be up to him now, Channok reflected, beaming down on Peer, to educate
her into customs and attitudes more fitting for the wife of a regular citizen
of the Empire and probable future member of the Imperial Secret Service --

And then, suddenly, the whole ceremony seemed to be over! A bit puzzled by the
abruptness with which everybody had begun to pack up and leave, Channok was
standing beside the ramp of his own ship, the Asteroid -- an honest, licensed
trader -- when Santis strolled over to talk to him. Santis was Peer's father
and the pint-sized chieftain of the tribe.

"Didn't tell you before, son," he remarked, "because you were already nervous
enough. But as soon as they finish collapsing the bubble, you'll have about
six minutes to get your Asteroid aloft and off this moon before the cops from



Irrek arrive."

"I heard you, Pop, and everything's packed!"™ Peer called down from the open
lock of the Asteroid. "Come up and kiss me goodby and we'll seal her up!"

Frowning suspiciously, Channok followed Santis up the ramp. "Why should I
worry about cops?" he inquired, looking down at the two little people while
they briefly embraced. Peer came about up to his shoulder, though perfectly
formed, and Santis was an inch or two shorter. The tribe didn't run to bulk.
"Nobody's hunting for me."

"Not yet, son," Santis conceded. He twirled his fierce brown mustache-tips
thoughtfully and glanced at Peer.

"If you're passing anywhere near 0ld Nameless, you might cache that special
cargo you're carrying for me there," he told her. "Around the foot of the
Mound. Too bulky for the ships I've got here! I put a dowser plate in with it,
and I'll come pick it up with a transport sometime in the next four months."

"Yes, Pop," said Peer.

"The Fourth Voyageur Fleet will rendezvous at New Gyrnovaan next Terra spring.
If you can talk this big lug into it, try to make it there, daughter!"

"We'll be there," promised Peer.

Channok cleared his throat impatiently. Not if he could help it, they
wouldn't!

"Those cops are looking for the missing Crown Jjewels of Irrek," Santis
resumed, looking at him. "After they've opened you up from stem to stern to
make sure you're not hiding them, they might apologize. And again they might
not."

"Holy Satellites!" Channok said, stunned. "Did you actually -- "

"Not I, son. I just master-mind these things. Some of the boys did the job.
There goes the oxygen-bubble! Now will you get going?"

They got going, Channok speechless for once.
* k%

Some two months later, he stood in the Asteroid's control room, watching a
pale blur creep up along the starboard screen.

"That's not just one ship -- that's at least a hundred," he announced
presently, somewhat startled. "Looks like they've turned out the entire
Dardrean war-fleet! Wonder what's up?"

Peer laid the cargo list she was checking down on the desk and came over to
look at the screen..

"Hm," she said.
"It couldn't possibly have anything to do with us, could it?" he inquired, on

a sudden alarming hunch. Being unfamiliar with the dialect used on Dardrea, he
had left most of the bargaining there to her.



Peer shrugged. She showed the bland, innocent look of a ten-year-old child,
but that was habitual with her. On one occasion she'd been mistaken for his
daughter, and at times he even had to remind himself that she'd been eighteen
and a student at the Imperial Institute of Technology when he first met her
there -- and then unwittingly became Santis' tool in the abstraction of a
small but important section of the IIT's top-secret experimental files! He'd
been trying to counteract that little brigand's influence on Peer ever since,
but he wasn't too sure of his degree of success so far.

"We took the Merchants Guild for plenty on our auction," she admitted.
"Well," Channok frowned, "they'd hardly send a fleet after us for that."

"And, of course," added Peer, "we got the Duke of Dardrea's fabulous Coronet.
Forgot to mention that. Perfectly legal, though! Some local-crook swiped it
and we took it in trade."

Channok winced. As a matter of fact, fencing was a perfectly legitimate
business on Dardrea. But a man who planned to enter the Imperial Secret
Service, as soon as he could save up the money to pay his way through the
Academy, couldn't afford any stains on his past. Throughout the Empire, the
Service was renowned in song and story as the one body of men who stood above
the suspicion of reproach.

"The Duke won't know it's gone for another week," Peer consoled him. "Anyway,
it looks to me as if those ships are beginning to pull off our course."

There followed some seconds of tense observation.

"So they are," Channok acknowledged then. He mopped his forehead. "But I wish
you wouldn't be quite so technical in your interpretation of local laws, Peer!
Those babies are really traveling. Wonder who or what they're chasing?"

Three days later, as the Asteroid approached the area of the red giant sun of
0l1d Nameless, where they were going to cache Santis' cargo for him -- hot
cargo, probably; and it would be a load off Channok's mind to get rid of it --
they picked up the trail of the foundering spaceship Ra-Twelve and found part
of the answer on board.

IT
"It seemed to me," Channok remarked, watching the Ra-Twelve, in the viewscreen
before them, "as if her drives had cut off completely just then. But they're

on again now. What do you think, crew-member Peer?"

"Let's just follow her a bit," Peer suggested. "I've seen ships act like that
that were just running out of juice. But this one won't even answer signals."

"It could be," Channok said hopefully, "a case of fair salvage! You might keep
working the communicators, though . . ."

However, the Ra-Twelve continued to ignore them while she plodded on towards



the distant red glare of the Nameless System like a blind, thirsty beast
following its nose to a water-hole. Presently, she began a series of quavering
zigzag motions, wandered aimlessly off her course, returned to it again on a
few final puffs of invisible energy and at last went drifting off through
space with her drives now obviously dead.

The Asteroid continued to follow at a discreet distance like a chunky wvulture,
watching. If there was anyone on board the Ra-Twelve, it almost had to be a
ghost. Her rear lock was wide open, and the hull showed deep scars and marks
of some recent space-action.

"But she wasn't really badly hurt," Channok pointed out. "What do you suppose
could have happened to her crew?"

Peer gave him a nervous grin. "Maybe a space-ghost came on board!"

"You don't really believe those spooky voyageur stories, do you?" he said
tolerantly.

"Sure I do -- and so will you some day," Peer promised him. "I'll tell you a
few true ones just before your next sleep-period."

"No, you won't," Channok said firmly. "Aside from space-ghosts, though, that
crate has a downright creepy look to her. But I suppose I'd better go over and
check, as soon as she slows down enough so we can latch on. And you're going
to stay on the Asteroid, Peer."

"In a pig's eye, I am!" Peer said indignantly. And though Channok wished to
know if she had forgotten that he was the Asteroid's skipper, it turned out
that this was one time he'd have to yield.

"Because, Channy dear," Peer said, her big dark eyes welling slow tears, "I'd
just die if something happened to you over there and I was left all alone in
space!"

"All you'd have to do," Channok said uncomfortably, "is to head the Asteroid
for New Gyrnovaan, and you know it. Well -- you've got to promise to stay
right behind me, anyway."

"Of course," promised Peer, the tears vanishing miraculously. "Santis says a
wife should always stick with her husband in space, because he might lead her
into a jam, all right, but nothing like the !!#***xxl; Ixx1l jJams she's likely
to run into if she strays around by herself.”

"Whereas Ship's Regulation 66-B says," said Channok with grim satisfaction,
"that crew-member Peer gets her mouth washed out with soap just before the
next sleep-period because of another uncontrolled lapse into vituperous

profanity -- and what was that comment?"
"That one was under my breath," said Peer, crestfallen, "so it doesn't count."
* k*  *

Without making any particular remarks about it, both of them had fastened a
brace of guns to their jet-harnesses. At close range -- held thirty feet away
against the Asteroid's ring-bumpers by a set of dock grapnels -- the Ra-
Twelve's yawning lock looked more than ever like the black mouth of a cavern
in which something was lurking for them.



Channok went over first, propelled by a single squirt of his jets, and landed.
a little heavier than he had intended to. Peer, following instructions to keep
right behind him, came down an instant later in the middle of his back. They
got untangled hurriedly, stood up and started swiveling their helmet beams
about the Ra-Twelve's storage lock.

It was practically empty. So was the big rack that had held the ship's single
big lifeboat. There were some tools scattered around. They kicked at them
thoughtfully, looked at each other and started forward through an open door up
a dark passageway, switching their lights ahead and from side to side.

There was a locked door which probably led into the Ra-Twelve's engine
section, and then four cabins, each of which had been used by two men. The
cabins were in considerable disorder, but from what one could tell in a brief
look-around, each of the occupants had found time to pack up about what you
would expect a man to take along when he was planning on a lifeboat trip. So
whatever had happened probably hadn't been entirely unexpected.

The mess-room, all tidied up, was next; two locked doors were at the back of
it, and also an open entrance to the kitchen and food storage. They glanced
around at everything, briefly, and went on to the control-room.

It was considerably bigger than the one on the Asteroid and luxuriously
equipped. The pilot's section was in a transparently walled little office by
itself. The instruments showed both Dardrean and Empire markings and
instructions. Channok switched the dead drives off first and then reached out,
quite automatically, for the spot above the control desk where a light button
ought to be --

Light instantly flooded the interior of the Ra-Twelve.

The intruders jumped a foot. It was as if the ship had suddenly come alive
around them! Then they looked at each other and grinned.

"Automatic," Channok sighed.

"Might as well do it the easy way," Peer admitted. She slid the Ophto Needle
she'd half-drawn back into its holster.

* Kk %

The Ra-Twelve had eighteen fully charged drive batteries still untouched. With
some system of automatic power transfer working, she could have gone cruising
along on her course for months to come. However, she hadn't been cruising,
Channok discovered next; the speed controls were set to "Full

Emergency”". . . . An empty ship, racing through space till the battery she
was operating on went dead --

He shook his head. And then Peer was tapping his arm.

"Look what I found! I think it's her log!"

It was a flat steel box with an illuminated tape at its front end, on which a
date was printed. A line of spidery Dardrean script was engraved on a plate on

the top of the box.

"Ra-Twelve," Peer translated. "That's her name."



"So it's a Dardrean ship! But they're using the Empire calendar," Channok
pointed out, "which would make it an Empire crew . . . How do you work this
thing? If it is her log, it might give us an idea of what's happened."

"Afterwards, Channy! I just found another door leading off the other end of
the control room -- "

The door opened into a second passage, parallel to the one by which they had
come forward, but only half as long and very dimly lit. Filled with uneasy
speculations, Channok forgot his own instructions and let Peer take the lead.

"More cabins," her voice said, just as he became aware of the wrecked door-
frame out of which the light was spilling ahead of her.

A woman had been using that cabin. A woman who had liked beautiful and
expensive things, judging by what was strewn about. It looked, Channok
thought, as if she hadn't had time to finish, her packing.

"Her spacesuit's gone, though," Peer's voice announced from the interior of a
disordered closet.

Channok was inspecting the door. This was the first indication that there had
been any violence connected with whatever had happened on the Ra-Twelve. The
door had been locked from without and literally ripped open from within by a
stream of incandescence played on it by a gun held probably not much more than
a foot away. That woman had wanted out in an awful hurry!

Peer came over to watch him. He couldn't quite read her expression, but he had
a notion she wanted to bawl.

"Let's take a quick look at the rest of it and get back to the Asteroid,"” he
suggested, somewhat disturbed himself. "We ought to talk this over."

The one remaining cabin lay just beyond the point where the passage angled
back into the ship. There was light in that one, too, and the door was half
open. Channok got there first and pushed it open a little farther. Then he
stood frozen in the door-frame for a moment.

"What's stopping you?" Peer inquired impatiently, poking his ribs from behind.

He stepped back into the passage, pulled the door shut all the way, scooped
her up and heaved her to his shoulder. His space-boots felt like iron anchors
as he clunk-clunked hastily back through the passages to the derelict's lock.
There was nothing definite to run from any more; but he knew now what had
happened on the Ra-Twelve, and he felt nightmare pacing after him all the way.

He crossed to the Asteroid's control room lock in a jump, without bothering
with his jets.

* Kk %

"Close the outer lock!"™ he told Peer hoarsely, reaching up for the switch
marked "Decontaminant" above him.

A fourfold spray of yellowish Killall was misting the trapped air in the lock
about them an instant later.



"What was it?" Peer's voice came out of the fog.

"Antibiotic," Channok said, his scalp still crawling. "What you -- what
voyageurs call a lich, I think. I don't know that kind. But it got the guy in
that last cabin."

The occupant of the last cabin had looked as if somebody had used a
particularly vicious sort of acid gun on him, which somehow had missed
damaging his clothing. To the grisly class of life-forms that produced that
effect, an ordinary spacesuit offered exactly no resistance.

"A lich can't last more than an hour or so in space, Channy," Peer's voice
came shakily after a pause. "It's a pretty awful way to get it, but that stuff
over there must have been dead for a long time now."

"I know," said Channok. He hesitated and then cut off the Killall spray and
started the blowers to clear the lock. "I guess I just panicked for a moment.
But I'm going to go over that ship with decontaminant before we do any more
investigating. And meanwhile you'd better get in a few hours of sleep."

"Wouldn't hurt any," Peer agreed. "How do you suppose the lich got on board?"

He could tell her, that. He'd seen a heavy, steel-framed glassite container in
a corner of the cabin, opened. They must have been transporting some virulent
form of antibiotic; and there might have been an accident --

Five hours later, they had come to the conclusion that it had been no
accident. Four hours of that time, Channok had been engaged in disinfecting
the Ra-Twelve, even her engine sections. He'd given the one man left on board
space-burial in one of the Asteroid's steel cargo crates. The crate hadn't
been launched very far and presently hung suspended some eighty yards above
the two ships, visible as a black oblong that obscured the stars behind it.

It and its contents were one of the reasons Channok was anxious to get done
with the job of salvaging the Ra-Twelve. She was a stream-lined, beautiful
ship; but after what had happened, he knew he would never be able to work up
any liking for her. She seemed to be waiting sullenly and silently for a
chance to deal with the two humans who had dared come on board her again.

He sealed her up presently, filled her with a fresh airmix and, having once
more checked everything he could think of, let Peer come over again for a
final briefing on their run to 0ld Nameless.

Peer wandered promptly into the cabin where the dead man had been and there
discovered the wall-safe.

I1T

She called him. He couldn't imagine how he had overlooked it. Perhaps because
it was so obviously there. It was an ordinary enough safe, from what they
could see of the front of it; and there was a tiny key in its lock.



They looked at it thoughtfully.

"You didn't try to open it, did you?" Channok inquired.
"No," said Peer; "because -- "

"That's what I was thinking," Channok admitted.

There had been, they had decided, at least two groups working against each
other in the ship. The dead man had been in charge of the antibiotic. Perhaps
the woman had been on his side, perhaps not. But the eight other men had acted
together and had controlled the ship. What action or threat of theirs had
caused the dead man to release his terrible weapon would be hard to discover
now. But he had done it, and the eight men had abandoned the Ra-Twelve
promptly, leaving the woman locked in her cabin

It looked pretty much as if she had been the one who had switched the drives
to full speed -- before jumping out into space. A pretty tough, desperate lot
all around, in Channok's opinion. The Ra-Twelve's log offered the information
that they had left Dardrea three calendric days earlier, but had been of no
further help in identifying crew or passengers. That most of them were
professional criminals, however, seemed a pretty safe bet -- as Peer had
pointed out, in voyageur terms, amateurs didn't play around with taboo-weapons
like a bottled lich.

Also, amateurs -- Peer and Channok, for example -- could have sense enough not
to blunder into a booby-trap

"He'd know, of course," Channok said reflectively, "that everybody would be
wondering what's hidden in that safe. And it could be anything up to and
including full instructions on how to set up an artificial culture of
antibiotics. Plenty of governments would pay twenty times what the Ra-Twelve
is worth as salvage for that kind of information. But it's nothing we need to
know."

"Not that bad," Peer agreed.

"And the guy who opens that wall-safe had better be an armaments expert! Which
we're not. But now, crew-member Peer, if we want to get Santis' cargo cached
on 0ld Nameless before I fall asleep, we ought to get started. Idle curiosity
is something we can satisfy some other time."

"Two hours past your sleep-period right now." said Peer, glancing at her
wristwatch. "Tsk, tsk! That always makes you so grouchy."

Half an hour later, they were on their way -- Channok in the Ra-Twelve, Peer
in the Asteroid keeping as close to each other as two ships in flight could
safely get. With the red glare of the 0ld Nameless sun a trifle off-center
before him, Channok settled down in the most comfortable pilot-seat he'd ever
found on any ship and decided he could relax a trifle. Peer was obviously
having a wonderful time doing her first solo-piloting job on a ship of the
Asteroid's size; and since she'd run and landed the Asteroid any number of
times under his supervision, he wasn't worried about her ability to handle it.
However, he continued to check in on her over the communicators every five
minutes or so, and grinned at the brisk, spacemanlike replies he got in
return. Crew-member Peer was on her best behavior right now!



By and by, then -- he couldn't have said just when it started -- Channok began

to realize that some very odd things were happening around him --
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It appeared that the Thing he had put out for burial in a space-crate hadn't
like the idea of being left alone. So it was following him.

Channok decided uneasily that it might be best to ignore it. But it kept
coming closer and closer until, finally, the crate was floating Jjust outside
the Ra-Twelve's control room port, spinning slowly like a running-down top.
The crate stayed shut, but he knew the Thing inside it was watching him.
"That's my ship," the Thing remarked presently.

Channok ignored it.

"And you're all alone," said the Thing.

"No, I'm not!" said Channok. "Peer's with me."

"Peer's gone back to Santis," said the Thing. "You're all alone. Except," it
added, "for me."

"Well, good-bye!" Channok said firmly. There was no point in getting too
chummy with it. He punched the Ra-Twelve's drives down as far as they would

go, and the crate wvanished.

How that ship could travel! Nothing could hope to keep up with him now --
except, Perhaps, that round, red glare of light just behind the Ra-Twelve.

That was actually overtaking him, and fast. It was coming up like a cosmic
police-ship, with a huge, hollow noise rushing before it. Channok listened
apprehensively. Suddenly, there were words:

"WHOO-WHOOO!"™ it howled. "This is the Space Ghost!"

He shot up out of his chair like a jabbed cat, knocking it over, and glared
around.

The Ra-Twelve's control room lay brightly 1lit and silent behind him.

"Ha-ha!" Peer's chuckle came from the communicator. "That woke you up, I bet!
Was that you that fell over?"

"Aw-awk!" breathed Channok. Articulation came back to him. "All right,
crewmember Peer! just wait till we get to 0ld Nameless! I'll fix you good!"

"Shall I tell you the story now about the Horror Ship from Mizar?" Peer
inquired intrepidly.

"Go right ahead,™ Channok challenged, righting his chair and settling back
into it. "You can't scare me with that sort of stuff." He began checking their

position.

He must have been asleep for gquite a while! The Nameless System was less than



two hours ahead now. He switched on the front screen; and the sun swam up like
a big, glowing coal before him. He began checking for the seventh planet.

"Well," he reminded the communicator grimly, "you were going to tell me a
story."

The communicator remained silent a moment.
"I don't think I will, anyway," Peer said then, rather quietly.

"Why not?" Channok inquired, getting his screen-viewer disentangled from a
meteor-belt in the Nameless System.

"I made that Space Ghost too good," whispered Peer. "I'm getting scared myself
now."

"Aha!" said Channok. "See what behaving like that will get you?" He got 0ld
Nameless VII into the viewer.

The communicator remained still. He looked over at it.
"Of course, there's really nothing to be scared of," he added reassuringly.
"How do you know?" quavered Peer. "I'm all alone."

"Nonsense!" Channok said heartily. "I can see the Asteroid right over there on
the screen. You can see me, can't you?"

"Sure," said Peer. "That's a long way off, though. You couldn't do anything!"

"It's not safe for two ships to travel much closer together," Channok reminded

her. "We're only two hours from 0Old Nameless right now -- I'm already focussed
on it."
"I've been focussed on it for an hour," said Peer. "While you were snoring,"

she added. "Two hours is an awful long time!"

"Tell you what," suggested Channok. "I'll race you to it. The Ra-Twelve's a
mighty fast boat -- " He checked himself. He'd only dreamed that, after all.

"Let's go," Peer said briefly.
* kx %

He let Peer stay just ahead of him all the way in, though the streamlined
derelict probably could have flown rings around the Asteroid, at that. Just an
hour later, they went around 0Old Nameless VII twice, braking down, and then
coasted into its atmosphere on their secondary drives.

"That's the place," Peer's voice said suddenly. "I can see the old Mound in
the plain. In the evening strip, Channy -- that straight-up cliff."

He set the Ra-Twelve down first, at the base of a mountain that reared up
almost vertically for eighteen thousand feet or so out of a flat, dimly-1lit
stretch of rocky desert land.

The Asteroid came down in a very neat landing, two hundred yards away. He got
there on the run, just as the front lock opened. Peer came tumbling out of it



into his arms and hung on fiercely, while her skipper hugged her.
"Let that scare be a lesson to you!" he remarked when he set her down.

"It certainly will," said Peer, still clutching his arm as they started over
to the Ra-Twelve. "That old Space Ghost had me going!"

"Me, too," he confessed; "just for a moment, anyway. Well, let's get busy."

They went over the Ra-Twelve again from bow to stern, to make sure there was
nothing they would want to take along immediately, and found there wasn't.
They gave the unopened wall-safe a last calculating regard, and decided once
more that they'd better not. Then they shut off everything, closed the front
lock behind them and safetied it with the dock bolts.

The plain was darkening when they came out, but the top of the mountain still
glowed with red light. They climbed into the Asteroid, and Channok closed the
lock. He started for the control desk then; but Peer beat him to it and
anchored herself into the seat of command with hands, knees and feet. It
became apparent almost at once that he couldn't get her out of it without
running the risk of pulling off her head.

"Now look here, crew-member Peer," he said persuasively, "you know good and
well that if these top-heavy cargo crates have one weakness, it's the take-

off."

"It could be the pilot, too," Peer said meaningly. "I've been studying the
manual, and I've watched you do it. It's my turn now."

He considered her thoughtfully.

"Suppose you die of old age, all of a sudden?" argued Peer. "Wouldn't want me
to sit here alone without knowing even how to take her off, would you?"

That did it.
"Go ahead," said Channok with dignity, taking a position back of the chair.
"Go right ahead! This decrepit old man of twenty-eight is going to stand right

here and laugh himself sick!"

"You'll be sick, all right," promised Peer. "But it won't be from laughing!
I'll read that chapter out of the manual to you sometime.”

She had studied it, too, he decided. She sat perched forward on the edge of
the chair, alert and cocky, and went through the starting operations without
hitch or hesitation. The Asteroid rumbled beneath them, briefly building up

power

Channok braced himself --

Iv



For the next few seconds, the question seemed to be whether they'd pile into
the plain or the mountain first; and, for another improbable moment, they were
distinctly skidding along upside down. Then Peer got them straightened out,
and they soared up rapidly into the night sky above 0Old Nameless.

Channok's hair settled slowly back into place.

Peer looked around at him, puzzled and rather pale.

"That's not the way it said in the manual!"™ she stated.

Channok whooped. Then he sat down on the floor, bent over and yelled.

When he got around to wiping the tears from his eyes, Peer was looking down at
him disgustedly from the control chair.

"It wasn't the way it said in the manual!" she repeated firmly. "We're going
to have this old crate overhauled before she'll be safe to fly -- and if you
weren't my husband, I'd really let you have it now!"

He stood up, muttering some sort of apology.
"I've done some just as bad," he assured her.

"Hum," said Peer coldly, studying 0Old Nameless in the screen below them. It
seemed safe to pat her on the head then, but he kept his hand well out of
biting range.

"We'd better get back to that mountain and bury the Ra-Twelve before it gets
too dark to find the spot," he suggested.

"It's still just in sight," said Peer. "You get the guns ready, and I'll run
us past it slowly."

Spaceships being what they were, there wasn't much ceremony about caching the
Ra-Twelve. Channok got the bow-turret out; and as Peer ran the Asteroid slowly
along the mountainside a few hundred feet above the Ra-Twelve, he cut a jagged
line into the rock with the gun's twin beams. A few dozen tons of rock came
thundering down on the Ra-Twelve.

They came back from the other side, a little higher up, and he loosened it
some more. This time, it looked as if a sizable section of the mountain were
descending; and when the dust had settled the Ra-Twelve was fifty feet under a
sloping pile of very natural-looking debris. To get her out again, they'd only
have to cut a path down to her lock and start her drives. She'd come out of
the stuff then, like a trout breaking water

Satisfied, they went off and got the Asteroid on an orbit around 0ld Nameless,
not too far out. Peer had assured Channok that Santis' investigations had
proved the planet safe for human beings, so it probably was. But he knew he'd
feel more comfortable if they put in their sleep-periods outside its
atmosphere. Bathed in the dismal light of its giant sun, old Nameless looked
like a desolate backyard of Hell. It was rocky, sandy, apparently waterless
and lifeless and splotched with pale stretches of dry salt seas. Incongruously
delicate auroras went crawling about its poles, like lopsided haloes circling
a squat, brooding demon. It wasn't, Channok decided, the kind of planet be



would have stopped at of his own accord, for any purpose.
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The cliff against which they had buried the Ra-Twelve was the loftiest section
of an almost unbroken chain of mountains, surrounding the roughly circular
hundred-mile plain, which was littered with beds of boulders and sand-hills,
like a moon crater. What Peer had referred to as the "Mound" lay approximately
at the center of the plain. It turned out, next morning, to be a heavily
weathered, dome-shaped structure half a mile high and five miles across, which
gave the impression that all but the top tenth of a giant's skull had been
buried in the sand, dented here and there with massive hammers, and sprinkled
thickly with rock dust. It was obviously an artifact -- constructed with
hundred-foot bricks! As the Asteroid drifted down closer to it, Channok became
interested.

"Who built it?" he asked.

Peer shrugged. She didn't know. "Santis spent a few hours jetting around the
edges of it once," she said. "But he wouldn't tell us much; and, afterwards,
he wouldn't let us get nearer than a mile to it. He didn't go back himself,
either -- said it was dangerous to get too close."

It didn't look dangerous. But fifty thousand years ago, it might have been a
fortress of some sort.

"You oughtn't to be flying so low over it, even!" Peer said warningly. "Right
in the middle on top is where it's the most dangerous, Santis said!"

Channok didn't argue the matter -- they had to get Santis' special cargo
cached and off their hands first, anyway. He lifted the Asteroid a mile or so
and then brought her down a couple of miles beyond the Mound, at the point
Peer had designated.

They got out of the ship and gazed about the broken, rocky plain. The red
light of the Nameless Sun was spilling across it in what passed for morning on
this world. In it, the black mountain chains rearing about the horizon and the
craggy waves of flat land had the general effect of a bomb-shattered and
slowly burning city. Far off to their left, he could see the upper half of the
towering precipice which marked the Ra-Twelve's resting place.

"How long a time did you say you spent here?" he asked.

Peer reflected. "About two Terra-months, I guess. I'm not sure, though. That
was a long time ago. My youngest brother Dobby wasn't born yet."

He shook his head. "What a spot for a nice family picnic!"

"It wasn't a picnic," Peer said. "But my kid brother Wilf and I had a lot of
fun anyway, just running around and teasing the ghouls. I guess you don't
notice so much what a place looks like when you're little."

"Teasing the what?"

"Ghouls," said Peer carelessly.

He looked at her suspiciously; but she seemed to be studying the nearby
terrain for a good spot to start digging.



"And what were Santis and your mother doing?" he inquired.

"They were looking for some sort of mineral deposit on 0ld Nameless; I forget

just what. How about that spot -- just under that little overhang? It looks
like good, solid top-rock."
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Channok agreed it was just the place. He'd got a drilling attachment mounted
to the Asteroid's small all-purpose tractor; and now he went back and ran the
machine down the ramp from the storage lock. He ordered Peer, who wanted to
help, up a rock about twenty feet overhead, where she perched looking like an
indignant elf, out of reach of any stray puffs of the drill-blast. Then he
started running a slanting, narrow tunnel down under the overhang.

Half an hour later, when he backed the tractor out of the tunnel, pushing a
pile of cooking slag behind him, he saw her standing up on the rock with a
small stungun in her hand. She beckoned to him.

Channok pulled off his breather-mask, shut off the tractor, and jumped from
the saddle.

"What is it?" he called anxiously, trotting towards her, while the machine's
clacking and roaring subsided.

"Some of those ghouls!" Peer called back. "Climb up here and I'll show you."
She didn't seem worried.

"They've ducked behind those rocks now," she said as he clambered up beside
her; "but they won't stay there long. They're curious, and I think some of

them remember the time we were here before."

"Are they dangerous?" he inquired, patting his bolstered set of heavy-duty
Reaper guns.

"No," said Peer. "They look sort of awful, but you mustn't shoot them! If they
get inside of thirty feet I'll hit them in the stomach with a stunner. They
grunt then and run. Santis said that was the right way to teach them not to
get too nosey."

They waited a moment in silence, scanning the rocks.

Then Channok started violently.

"Holy !!*#*2** Satellites!" he swore, his hair bristling.

A big, dead-white shape had popped up springily on a rock about fifty feet
away, stared at him for an instant out of eyes like grey glass-platters, and

popped down out of sight again. Awful was right!

"Aha!" crew-member Peer gloated, grinning. "You shouldn't have said that!
Tonight you've got to let me soap out your mouth!"

A light dawned gradually.

"You did it on purpose!" he accused her. "You knew I'd say something like that
the first time I saw one!"



Peer didn't deny it.

"It's the soap for you, just the same," she shrugged. "People ought to have
some self-control -- that's what you said. Look, another one now -- no, two!"

\

When he came up for lunch, he found about fifty ghouls collected around the
area. By that time he had dug the cache, steel-lined it, disinfected it and
installed preservatives, a humidifier and a dowser plate. Loading it up would
take most of the rest of the day.

He avoided looking at the local population as much as he could while he ate.
However, the occasional glimpses he got suggested that the Nameless System had
made a half-hearted and badly botched attempt at developing its own type of
humanoid inhabitant. They had extremely capable looking jaws, at any rate, and
their wide, lipless mouths were wreathed in perpetual idiot grins. The most
completely disagreeable parts of them, Channok decided, were the enormous,
red-nailed hands and feet. Like fat, white gargoyles, they sat perched around
the tops of the rocks in a wide circle and just stared.

"Sloppy-looking things," he remarked, noticing Peer's observant eyes on him.
"But at least they're not trying to strike up a conversation."

"They never say anything until you hit them in the stomach with a stunner,"”
she informed him. "Then they just grunt and run."

"Sure they mightn't get mean about that? The smallest of this lot looks plenty
big enough to take us both apart."

Peer laughed. "All of them together wouldn't try it! They're real yellow. Wilf
got mad at a couple of 'em once and ran 'em halfway over to the Mound before

mother caught up with him and stopped him. Wilf had his blood up, that time!"

"Maybe the ghouls built the Mound." Channok suggested. "Their great-great-
ancestors, anyway."

"They won't go near it now," Peer said, following his gaze. "They're scared of
that, too."

They studied the rugged, ungainly slopes of the huge artifact for a moment.
There was something fascinating about it, Channok thought. Perhaps just its

size.

"Santis said the plain was the bottom of a sea a while ago," Peer offered. "So
it could have been some sort of sea-things that built it."

"Any entrances into it?" he asked casually.

"Just one, right at the top."



"You know," he said, "I think I'd like to go over and have a look at that
thing before we leave."

"No!" said Peer, alarmed. "You'd better not. Santis said it was dangerous --
and there is something there! We saw a light one night."

"What kind of a light?"

"Like someone walking around the top of it, near that entrance, with a big
lamp in his hand," Peer remembered. "Like he might have been looking for
something."

"Sounds a bit like your old friend, the Space Ghost," Channok murmured
suspiciously.

"No," Peer grinned. "This was a real light -- and we took off the next
evening. Santis said it might be as well if we moved somewhere else for a
while."

Channok considered a moment. "Look," he said finally, "we can do it like this.
I'll jet myself over there and stroll around it a bit in daylight; and if
you're worried, you could hang overhead in the Asteroid with a couple of
turrets out. Just in case someone gets tough."

"I could, maybe," said Peer, in a tight voice, "but I'm not going to. If
you're going to go walking around there, after all Santis said, I'm going to
be walking right behind you."

"Oh, no, you're not," Channok said.

"Oh, yes, I am!" said Peer. "You can't make me stay here!"

He looked at her in surprise. Her eyes were angry, but her lower lip quivered.

"Hey," he said, startled. "Maybe I'm being a pig!"

"You sure are!" Peer said, relieved. The lip stopped quivering. "You're not
going over there, then?"

"Not if you feel that way about it," Channok said. He paused. "I guess," he
admitted awkwardly, "I just didn't like the idea of Santis flitting around

space, Holy Aynstyn knows where, and still putting in his two millicredits

worth every so often, through crew-member Peer."

Peer blew her nose and considered in turn. "Just the same," she concluded,
"when Santis says something like that, it's a lot better if people do it. Is
'Holy Aynstyn knows where' a swear-word?"

"No," said Channok. "Not exactly."
* k%

He'd finished his lunch and was just going to suggest they run the tractor out
of the cache and back the few hundred yards to the Asteroid for the first load
of Santis' cargo, when he noticed that all the ghouls had vanished.

He called Peer's attention to the fact.



"Uh-huh," she said in an absent-minded tone. "They do that sometimes . . ."

Channok looked at her. She was staring at a high boulder a short distance
away, with a queer, intent expression, as if she were deep in thought about
something: He hoped she wasn't still brooding about their little argument --

Then she glanced at him, gave him a sudden grin, swung herself around and slid
nimbly off the rock.

"Come on down quick!" she said. "I want to show you something before you get
back to work. A ghoul-burrow!"

"A ghoul-burrow?" Channok repeated unenthusiastically.

"Yes, sure!" said a Peer impatiently. "They're cute! They're all lined with
glass or something." She spread her arms wide. "Jump, and I'll catch you!"

Channok laughed, flopped over on his stomach with his legs over the edge of
the rock, and slid down in a fair imitation of Peer's nonchalant style of
descent, spraining his ankle only a little. Well, he hadn't grown up skipping
from craggy moon to asteroid to heavy-planet to whatnot like she had

They threaded their way about the rocks to the spot she had been studying. She
explained that he'd have to climb into the burrow to get a good idea of what
it was like.

"Well, look now, Peer!" Channok protested, staring into the big, round hole
that slanted downwards under a big boulder -- it did seem to be lined with
black glass or some similar stuff. "That cave's got 'No Trespassing' written
all over it. Supposing I slide down a half a mile and land in a mess of
ghouls?"

"No, you won't," Peer said hurriedly. "It goes level right away, and they're
never more than thirty feet long. And the ghoul's out -- there's never more
than one to a burrow; and I saw this one pop out and run off just before we
started here. You're not scared, are you? Wilf and I crawled in and out of
hundreds of them!"

"Well, just for a moment then," said Channok resignedly.
* k%

He got down on hands and knees and crept into the tunnel. After about six
feet, he stopped and found he could turn around without too much trouble.
"Peer?" be called back.

"Yes?" said Peer.

"How can I see anything here," Channok demanded peevishly, "when it's all
dark?"

"Well, you're in far enough now," said Peer, who had sat down before the
entrance of the tunnel and was looking in after him. "And now -- I've got to
ask you to do something. You know how I always promptly carry out any orders
you give me, like getting in my full sleep-period and all?" she added
anxiously.



"No, you do not!" Channok stated flatly, resting on his elbows. "Half the time
I practically have to drag you to the cabin. Anyway, what's that got to do
with -- "

"It's like this," Peer said desperately. She glanced up for a moment, as if
she had caught sight of something in the dim red sky overhead. "You've got to
stay in there a while, Channy."

"Eh?" said Channok.

"When those ghouls pop out of sight in daytime like that, it's because there's
a ship or something coming."

"Peer, are you crazy? A ship! Who -- I'm coming right out!"

"Stay there, Channy! It's hanging over the Asteroid right now. A big lifeboat
with its guns out -- it must be those men from the Ra-Twelve. They must have
had a tracer of some sort on her."

"Then get in here quick, Peer!" Channok choked, hauling out one of the
Reapers. "You know good and well that bunch would kill a woman as soon as a
man!"

"They've already seen me -- I wanted them to," Peer informed him. She was
talking out of the side of her mouth, looking straight ahead of her, away from
the cave. "I'm not going to be a woman. I'm going to be a dumb little girl,
ordinary size. I can pull that one off any time."

"But —_
"They'll want to ask questions. I think I can get them to send that lifeboat
away. We can't fight that, Channy; it's a regular armed launch. Santis says
you can always get the other side to split its forces, if you're smart about
it."

"But how -- "

"And then, when I yell 'Here we go!' then you pop out. That'll be the right

moment -- " She stood up suddenly. "We can't talk, any more. They're getting
close -- " She vanished with that from before the mouth of the burrow.
"Hold on there!" a voice yelled in the distance a few seconds later, as

Channok came crawling clumsily up the glassy floor of the tunnel, hampered by
the Reaper he still clutched in one hand. It seemed to come from up in the
air, and it was using the Empire's universal dialect.

Peer's footsteps stopped abruptly.

"Who you people?" her voice screeched in shrill alarm. "You cops? I ain't done
nothing!"



VI

"And just look at those guns she's carrying!"™ the deeper of the two strange
voices commented. "The real stuff, too -- a stunner and an Ophto Needle!
Better get them from her. If it isn't a baby Flauvall!"

"I didn't shoot nobody lately!" Peer said, trembly-voiced.

"No, and you ain't going to shoot nobody either!" the other strange voice
mimicked her. That one was high-pitched and thin, with a pronounced nasal
twang to it. "Chief, if there're kids with them, it's just a bunch of space-
rats that happened along. It couldn't be Flauvall!"

"I'd say 'it couldn't be Flauval', if we'd found her dead in her cabin," the
deep voice said irritably. "But that door was burned out from inside -- and
somebody ditched the Ra-Twelve on this clod." It sounded as if the discovery
of Peer had interrupted an argument between them.

"I still can't see how she got out," Nasal-voice Ezeff said sullenly. "She
must have been sleeping in her spacesuit. We were out of the ship thirty
seconds after I slap-welded that lock across her door. She must have felt the
boat leaving and started burning her way out the same instant -- "

"It doesn't matter how she did it," said the deep voice. Apparently, it
belonged to someone with authority. "If Flauval could think and move fast
enough to switch the drives to Full Emergency and still get alive out of a
ship full of the Yomm, she could cheat space, too! She always did have the
luck of the devil. If we'd had just that minute to spare before leaving, to
make sure -- "

It paused a moment and resumed gloomily: "That stubborn old maniac of a Koyle

-— '"I'm the Duke's man, sir!' Committing suicide like that -- so no one else
would get control of the Yomm! If we hadn't managed to start the launch's
locators in time . . . Well, I hope I'll never have to sweat out another four

days like the last. And now we still have to find whoever got Koyle's
records."

"Flauval ain't here," Peer offered at that point, brightly.

There was a pause. It seemed that the two newcomers must have almost forgotten

their prisoner for a moment.
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"What was that you said, kid?" Nasal-voice inquired carefully.

"Those space-rats are all half crazy," the deep voice said contemptuously.
"She doesn't know what we're talking about."

"Sure I know!" Peer said indignantly. "You was talking about Flauval. It's
Wilf that's the crazy one -- I ain't! And she ain't here. Flauval."

"She ain't, eh?" Nasal-voice said, with speculative alertness.
"No, sir," Peer said, timid again. "She's went with the rest of'm."

Both voices swore together in startled shock.



"Where are they?" the deep voice demanded. "Hiding on the ship?"
"No, sir," quavered Peer. "It's just me on the ship, till they come back."

"You mean," the deep voice said, with strained patience "you're supposed to be
on the ship?"

"Yes, sir," said Peer. She added in a guilty mutter, "Sleepin' . . ."
"Where did the others go?" Nasal-voice inquired sharply.

"But I ain't tired," said Peer. "Well, with the boxes and stuff! What Flauval
wants buried."

There was another duet of exclamations which Channok, at almost any other
time, would have considered highly unsuitable for Peer's ears. Right now, it
escaped his attention.

"She's got Koyle's records," stated the deep voice then.

"What's in those boxes?" Nasal-voice snapped.

"D-d-don't shake me!" wept Peer. "Papers and stuff -- I don't know. They don't
never tell me nothing," she wailed, "because I'm just a little girl!"

"Yes, you're just a little girl," said Nasal-voice, exasperated. "You're not
going to get much bigger either."

"Cut that," said the deep voice. "No sense scaring the kid."

"Well, you're not figuring on taking them back, are you?" Nasal-voice
inquired.

"No. Just Flauval. The colonel will be glad to chat with Flauval a bit, now
that she's turned up alive again. Koyle may have told her plenty before we
soured him on her. But there's no point in making the rest of them desperate.
It's easier when they surrender."

There was a short pause. Then the deep voice addressed Peer with a sort of
amiable gruffness:

"So they all went off to bury the boxes, but you don't know where they went --
is that it, little girl?"

"Oh, sure!" Peer said, anxious to please. "Yes, sir! I know that!"

"WHERE?" said both voices together, chorusing for the third time.

"It's that big Mound over there," Peer said; and Channok started nervously.
"It's got a big door on top. No," she added, "I guess you can't see from down
here -- and you can't see from the ship. That's why I came out. To watch

for'm. But you can see it plain from the top of the rocks."

"That would be the old reservoir or whatever it was we passed back there,"
said the deep voice.

"That's right," said Peer. "That's just what Flauval called it at lunch! The



word you said. There was water there oncet, she said. They flew the boxes over
with jets, but they'll be back before it's dark, they said."

There was a brief silence.
"Scares me when it's dark, it does," grumbled the idiot-child.

"Well, that ties it up," the deep voice said, satisfied. "It's the exact kind

of stunt Flauval would try. But she's outsmarted herself, this time."
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"How do you figure on handling it?" Nasal-voice inquired.

"Get up on one of those rocks with the kid where you can watch both that
'mound' and the lock of their ship. Yes, I know it's more trouble that way --
but don't, ah, do anything conclusive about the -- uh -- aforementioned,
before we've corralled the rest. Much more useful while capable of inhaling.
Hostage possibilities. Inducement to surrender."

"Uh-huh," Nasal-voice said, comprehendingly.

"Yes, sir!" added Peer.

There was another short pause.

"Might as well skip the circumlocutions," the deep voice continued. "Barely
human! I'll send a couple of men through the ship and, if it's empty, I'll
leave one of them in the forward lock where you can see him. That's just in
case anyone slips past us and comes back. The rest of us will go over to the
reservoir in the launch. If the entrance is where she says it is, we've got

them bottled. If it looks right, we'll go in."

"That'll be only four of you," said Nasal-voice. "No; three -- you're keeping
one at the launch-guns, aren't you?"

"Yes, of course. Hey, little girl -- how many are with Flauval?"
"Of us, you mean?" Peer asked.
"Of what else?" snarled Nasal-voice.

"Now don't get her so scared she can't talk," the deep voice reproved. "That's
right, little girl -- how many of you?"

"Well, there's me," sniffled Peer, "and my old man, and my big brother Dobby.

And then there's Wilf -- that's all. But I don't like Wilf!"
"I don't like Wilf either," agreed Nasal-voice. "Four against three, chief. It
might be safer to bring over the two from the Ra-Twelve first -- no point in

searching her anyway, now that we know where the records are."

"No," said the deep voice. "Flauval could just happen to decide to come out in
the few minutes we're gone. It's sewed up too neatly right now. We'll have the
heavy guns from the launch and we'll give them a chance to surrender.
Flauval's too intelligent to pass that up -- she never stops hoping. The
chances are there won't be any shooting, till afterwards."



"Any friends of hers are likely to be tough," Nasal-voice warned.
"Very tough," said his chief. "Like the kid there! You worry at the wrong
times, my boy. A parcel of space-rats that happened along." He swore again.

"That woman's unbelievable luck! Well, take care of yourself, Ezeff. I'm off.
Keep your eyes open both ways. Just in case —-- "

VII
There was silence for a moment. Then footsteps came crunching over the rocks
towards the ghoul-burrow, and Channok got set. But the footsteps halted a few

yards away.

"That's the one I was sitting on," Peer volunteered. "Nice, easy one to
climb."

"Yeah, I never saw a nicer looking rock," Nasal-voice said sourly. "We've got
to climb it, too. I'm not trying any point-landings with jets. Get on up there
then, before I boot you up!"

There were sounds of scrambling.

"Don't you move now!" Peer said suddenly.

"What are you talking about?" demanded Nasal-voice.

"Durn rock come loose," muttered Peer. "Near flung me off!"

But Channok, meanwhile, had got the idea and settled back. It was not yet the
Right Moment

There were more scrambling sounds and some breathless swearing from Ezeff, who
obviously had not spent his formative years in asteroid-hopping either. But at

last all become quiet.

"And here we are!" Peer's voice floated down clearly. A small chunk of rock
dropped right in front of the burrow's entrance, like a punctuation mark.

"Sit still, blast you!" said Nasal-voice, badly out of breath.

A large, dim shadow swept silently over the ground before the ghoul's burrow
just then. That would be the launch, going towards the Mound. A prolonged
silence overhead confirmed the impression.

"They want to give Flauval a surprise?" Peer inquired meekly at last.

Rather startlingly, Nasal-voice laughed.

"They sure do," he agreed. "That's a good one! Yes, sir, they sure do."

"Flauval's nice, don't you think?" continued Peer conversationally, picking up
courage.



"Depends a lot on how you look at it," Nasal-voice said dreamily. "She's a
real pretty thing anyhow, that Flauval. Luck of the devil she's had, too. But
it's got to run out sometime."

There was another silence. Then Peer remarked:

"Boy, he set that launch down nice! Right quick spang on top of the -- what
the big guy said it was. On the Mound."

"We've got a good pilot," Nasal-voice agreed. "Flauval's going to get her
surprise in just a minute now."

"And there they come out of the launch," continued Peer. "One, two, three,
four. All four of them. Marching right down into the Mound."

"You've got sharp eyes," Nasal-voice acknowledged. "But that's funny!" he
continued worriedly. "One of them was to stay with the guns."

"And now look at the launch!" cried Peer in a high, bright voice. "Getting
pulled right into the Mound!"

Nasal-voice was making loud, choking sounds.
"What was that?" he screamed then. "What's happened? What's that over there?"

"Let go my arm!" cried Peer. "Don't pull it -- you're pushing me off! Here we

gO!"
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A small avalanche of weathered rock came down before the burrow's mouth as
Channok shot out through it into the open. He looked up. In what looked like
an inextricable tangle of arms and legs, Peer and Nasal-voice were sliding and
scuffling down the steep side of the rock together. Nasal-voice was trying to
hang on to the rock, but Peer was hanging on to him and jerking like a hooked
fish whenever he got a momentary hold.

She looked down and saw Channok, put her boots into the small of Nasal-voice's
back, pushed off and landed two yards from Channok on hands and feet. He
flattened himself back against the boulder, while Nasal-voice skidded down the
rest of the way unaided, wisely refraining from triggering his Jjets. In the
position he was in, they simply would have accelerated his descent to a fatal
degree.

He arrived more or less on his feet. Peer bounced up and down before him, her
finger pointed, like a small lunatic.

"Surprise!" she screamed. "Surprise! Like Flauval got! When you locked her in
her cabin and ran off with the launch, so she'd have to jump out into space!"

"That's right, kid," Nasal-voice panted softly, fumbling for his gun without
taking his eyes off her. He looked somewhat like a white-faced lunatic himself
just then. "Don't get scared, kid! Don't run off! I won't shoot."

He pulled the gun out suddenly.

But Channok had taken two soft steps forward by then, and he had only to
swing. The Reaper was clubbed in his right hand, and he brought the butt end



down on the top of Nasal-voice Ezeff's skull-tight flying cap as if he were

trying to ram a stake through the surface rock of 0ld Nameless.
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"What happened over there on the, Mound?" he inquired, in a voice that kept
wanting to quaver. He was hurriedly pulling on Nasal-voice's flight suit

"Here's his goggles," said Peer, also shakily. "Tell you tonight about the
Mound. But Santis was right!"

"That's what it sounded like," Channok admitted. He slipped on the goggles.
"Do I look like this Ezeff now?"

"Not very much," Peer said doubtfully. "You still got that nose and that jaw.
Better hold me close up to your face! I'll put on a good act."

"All right. As soon as I set you down in the lock, jump past the guard and
yell, or something. If he looks after you, we mightn't have to kill this one."
He held out his arms. "Hop up! We'd better get started before those last two
on the Ra-Twelve decide to come over."

Peer hopped up. Channok wrapped his right arm carefully around her. They
looked at each other thoughtfully for a moment.

"All set?" he asked.
"Sure," said crew-member Peer. She smiled faintly.

He triggered the jets with his left hand, and they shot upwards. Peer drew a
deep breath.

"Quit bossing me around all the time, you big lug!" she yelled suddenly. She
reached up for that nose and gave it a good yank.

"All right," Channok muttered, startled. "You don't have to be so realistic!
He can't even see us yet."

"Just because you're bigger'n me!" shrieked Peer, as they soared over the top
of the rocks into view of the Asteroid's lock. She hooked a smart right to
Channok's left ear.

"Cut that out now, Peer," he ordered futilely.

He was lightly battered all around by the time they reached the Asteroid's
lock, though the act did get them in safely. But then -- whether it was the
nose or the jaw -- the instant he dropped Peer to her feet, the guard stopped
laughing and brought a gun out and up, faster than Channok ever had seen a man
produce one before. However, the Reaper had been ready in his hand all the
time; so, with a safe fraction of a second to spare, it talked first --

The glare of the discharge seemed about fifty times brighter than normal.
"Hit the floor, Channy!" he heard Peer's shout.

He hit it without thought, dropping over the dead guard's legs.

Sound rammed at him enormously, roared on and began banging itself about and



away among distant mountains. The Asteroid's floor had surged up ponderously,
settled back, quivered a bit and become stable again.

"An earthquake," Channok muttered, sitting up dazedly, "was exactly all we
needed right now!"

"That wasn't any earthquake!" said Peer, standing pale-faced above him. "Get
up and look!"
*x k5 %

Long veils of stuff, presumably solid chunks of mountain, were drifting down
the distant, towering face of the cliff at the foot of which they had buried
the Ra-Twelve. Rising to meet them, its source concealed beyond the horizon of
the plain, was the slow, grey cloud of some super-explosion.

"I guess," he said slowly, "one of those two must have got curious about
Koyle's wall-safe!"

"We were pretty smart about that," nodded Peer.

"We were, for once!" Channok agreed. He was looking around for something to
sit down on quietly when he caught sight of the dead guard again. He started
violently.

"Almost forgot about him! I guess now I'll have to bury him, and that Ezeff,
the first thing. Maybe this one is carrying something that will show who they
were."

He found something almost instantly and he was glad then that Peer was still
watching the oily writhings of the cloud across the plain. It was in a flat
steel case he took out of one of the dead man's pockets: the identification
disk of a member of the Imperial Secret Service --

The Service!

And they would have murdered us, he thought, shocked. They were going to do
it!

He turned the guard over on his back. A big muscular young man with a look of
sudden purpose and confidence still fixed on his face. It was the same face as
the one on the disk.

Channok put the disk back in its case and shoved the case into the dead man's
pocket. He stood up, feeling rather sick. Peer turned around from the lock and
regarded him reflectively for a moment.

"You know, Channy," she stated carefully, "if you can't help it, it doesn't
count."

He looked back at her. "I guess not," he said -- and suddenly, for a moment,
he could see four men marching one after the other down into the Mound. "Of
course, it doesn't count!"™ he told her firmly.



VIII

They worked hard at shifting the cargo into the cache, but the Nameless Sun
was beginning to slide down behind the mountains before they were finished.
And by the time Channok had rammed the tunnel full of rocks with the tractor
and cemented them into a glassy plug with the drill-blast, and scattered a
camouflaging mess of boulders over everything, only a foggy red glow over the
mountain crests, half obscured by the lingering upper drifts of the explosion
of the Ra-Twelve, remained of the day.

There was no moon, but the sky had come full of stars big and little over the
opposite section of the plain; and so there was light enough to make out the
dark bump of the Mound in the distance. Every time Channok looked in that
direction, the low, sinister pile seemed to have edged a little closer; and he
looked as often as his work gave him a chance to do it. Santis might have been
right in stating that the Mound wasn't dangerous if you didn't get too close
to it -- but the instant he suspected there might be something going on over
there, Channok was going to hop off the tractor, grab up Peer and get off 0ld
Nameless at the best speed he and the Asteroid could produce.

However, the Mound remained quiet. With everything done, he gave Peer a last
ride back to the Asteroid on the tractor, ran it up the ramp into the storage
section and closed the rear lock. Then they discovered they'd left their lunch
containers lying among the rocks.

If he'd been alone, Channok would have left them there. But Peer looked so
matter-of-fact about it that he detached the tractor's headlight and started
back with her on foot. It was only a couple of hundred yards, and they found
the containers without any difficulty. The Mound seemed to have moved a little
closer again, but not too much. He gave it only a casual glance this time.

"Where are your friends, the ghouls?" he inquired, shining the light around
the rocks as they started back. The grisly creatures had put in a few cautious
appearances during the afternoon, but their nerves seemed to have suffered
even more than his own from all that had happened.

"The ghouls always hit their burrows at sundown," Peer explained. "They're not
like the story ones."

"What do they find to eat around here?" Channok inquired.

"Some sorts of rocks. They've got no real teeth but their mouth is like a
grinder inside. Most of the rest of their insides, too, Santis said. I had a
tame one I used to pitch stones at and he'd snap 'em up. But all that weren't
blue he'd spit out. The blue ones went right down -- you could hear them

crunching for about a foot."

"What a diet!" Channok commented. Then he stopped short. "Say, Peer! If they
bite like that, they could chew right into our cache!"

"They won't," said Peer. "Come on."
"How do you know?" Channok asked, following her.

"They can't bite through a good grade of steel-alloy. And they don't like its



taste anyhow. Santis said so."
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Well, it had been Santis this and Santis that for gquite a while now! Peer's
father seemed to be on record with a definite opinion on Jjust about
everything. And what made him think he knew what a ghoul liked to chew on?

Perhaps Channok couldn't be blamed too much. He was dog-tired and dirty and
hungry. He'd killed his first two men that day, and not in fair fight either
but with an assassin's sneak thrusts, from behind and by trickery; and he'd
buried them, too. He'd seen the shining ISS disclose itself in action as
something very tarnished and ugly, and a salvaged ship worth a fortune go up
in a cloud of writhing grey smoke

There had been a number of other things -- close shaves that had felt too
close, mostly.

At any rate, Channok stated, in flat unequivocal terms, that he didn't wish to
hear anything else that Santis had said. Not ever!

"You're taking the wrong attitude," Peer informed him, frowning. "Santis is a
very smart man. He could teach you a lot!"

"What makes you think I want to learn anything from a space-rat?" Channok
inquired, exasperated.

Peer stopped short. "That was a dirty thing to say!" she said in a low,
furious voice. "I'm not talking to you any more."

She drew away till there was a space of about six feet between them and
marched on briskly towards the Asteroid, looking straight ahead.

Channok had to hurry to keep abreast of her. He watched her in the starlight
for a few moments from the corners of his eyes. He probably shouldn't have
used that term -- the half-pint did look good and mad!

"Tsk! Tsk!" he said, disturbed.

Peer said nothing. She walked a bit faster. Channok lengthened his stride
again.

"Who's my nice little girl friend?" he inquired wheedlingly.
"Shuddup, " growled Peer.

She climbed into the Asteroid ahead of him and disappeared while he sealed the
locks. The control room was dark, but he felt she was around somewhere. He
switched on the power and the instruments. Familiar dim pools of green and
pink gleamings sprang up in quick sequence like witchfire quivering over the
control desk. Perhaps it wasn't an exceptionally beautiful sight, but it
looked homelike to Channok. Like fires lighting up on a hearth.

"Well, let's see you handle this take-off," he invited the shadows around him
briskly. This time there weren't any mountains nearby to worry about.

"You handle it," Peer said from behind his shoulder. "It's my turn to laugh."



She did, too, a few minutes later -- loud and long. After he'd got over the
first shock of narrowly missing the Mound, Channok gave a convincing imitation
of a chagrined pilot and indignantly blamed the Asteroid
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He'd guided them halfway out of the Nameless System when she came behind the
control chair in the dark, wrapped her arms in a stranglehold around his neck,
and fondly bit his ear.

"Cut it out," Channok choked.

"Just the same," stated Peer, loosening her grip a trifle, "you're not so
smart, like Santis is."

"I'm not, eh?"

"No," said Peer. "But Santis said you would be some time. 'That Channok's
going to make a real spacer,' he said. 'Just give him a chance to catch on.' "

"Well," Channok muttered, secretly flattered, "we'll hope he was right."
"And, anyway," said Peer, "I LOVE you just as much!"

"Well, that's something, too," Channok admitted. He was beginning to feel very
much better.

"And guess what I've got here," Peer said tenderly.
"What?"

"A nice, soapy cloth. For what you said when you saw the first ghoul. So just
open that big trap right up now, Channy!"

He couldn't tell in the dark; but it tasted like she'd taken the trouble to
mix something extra foul into the soap lather, too.

"And after you've stopped spitting bubbles," said crew-member Peer, who was
switching on all lights to observe that part of the business, "I'll tell you
what I saw on the Mound."

Channok shuddered.

"If you don't mind, Peer," he suggested soapily, "let's wait with that till
we're a lightyear or two farther out!"

- Chapter 4

Caretaker

"Tell him," said Commander Lowndes' voice, speaking from the great exploration
ship stationed on the other side of the world, "that we're recording it

officially as Hulman's Planet. I think that might please him."

Marder hesitated with his reply. Through the viewport of the parked little
scout flier, he looked out at the vast, shadowy valley before him, at green



and scarlet swamps, at gleaming dark waters threaded through them. A huge,
blue-wooded wave of mountains rose beyond, the setting sun just touching their
crest. In a quarter of an hour, it would be completely dark. His glance
turned, almost reluctantly, to the substantial but incongruous reality of
Hulman's house nearby, its upper story and roof mirrored in the tiny swamp
lake.

"No, it wouldn't please him," he said. "Boyce suggested it during our first
visit with Hulman today. He wants us to record it instead as -- I'll spell it
-- C-r-e-s-g-y-t-h. Cresgyth. That's his phonetic interpretation of the name
given it by the people here."

"Fair enough," Commander Lowndes agreed, "if that's how he wants it." He
inquired whether Marder had anything to add to the present report.

"Not now," Marder said. "I'll call you back after we've met his woman."

"His wife," Lowndes corrected him carefully. "I'm glad it happened to be you
and Boyce who found Hulman. You're reliable men; you in particular, Marder. I
don't need to emphasize that Hulman's chance discovery of what appears to be
the first genuine human race ever encountered outside of Earth is of primary
importance. . . ." He continued to emphasize that obvious fact at some length.
"Boyce might be inclined to hurry through the -- ah, diplomatic overtures," he
concluded. "You'll be careful about that part of it, Marder?"

"Very careful," Marder promised.

"On the two continents we've scanned so far, we've found no traces of human
inhabitants, present or past. It's possible that Hulman's acquaintances are
the sole survivors of humanity here. If we frighten the tribe into hiding,
there may never be another contact -- and within a hundred years or less, they
may have become extinct.”

"I understand."

"Fine. Now, then -- what about these other creatures? What did Hulman have to
say about them?"

"In the twenty years he's been marooned in this wvalley, he's had only three or
four actual encounters with them -- rather violent encounters, on his side.
Apparently, they learned to avoid him after that. He seems," Marder added
thoughtfully, "to have an almost psychopathic hatred for them."

"Not very surprising!" Lowndes' tone was reproving, reminding Marder that
Hulman had been, for the past forty years, one of the great, legendary names
of stellar exploration. "Deems' scout reports it bagged a couple of specimens
a few hours ago and is bringing them in. The description checks with what
Hulman gave you -- a wormlike, blue body with a set of arms, legs, and a head.
Out of water, they appear to wear some kind of clothes, presumably to conserve
body moisture."

Marder agreed that it checked.

"We've found them remarkably elusive otherwise," Lowndes went on. "There seems
to have been a widespread rudimentary civilization along the seas and major
lake coasts -- amphibious cave-builders is what they were originally. But all
the caves we examined have been deserted for centuries, at least, which



indicates major migratory movements of the species inland. The seas and lakes
are almost completely barren of life above the plankton level."

There had been, according to Hulman, some kind of planetary catastrophe,
Marder said. Hunger had driven the "snakes," as he called them, out of the
great lake chains of their origin, up into the valley swamp lands and along
the river courses, forcing the remnants of the mysterious human race ahead of
them in their slow migration and gradually reducing the human living area.
Hulman had killed six of the bluish, wormlike creatures in this section of the
valley, in the first few years after he had crashed on the planet; after that,
they had ceased to show up here. But, until now, he had been unable to give
the humans more effective help.

After Lowndes cut contact, Marder remained sitting in the scout for a time,
gazing out at the wvast, darkening valley with troubled, puzzled eyes. For
twenty-two years after the destruction of his ship, Hulman had lived here,
separated from the humanity of his origin by an enormity of light-years, by
the black abyss of space, but in the company of a woman who was of an alien,
dying race.

"My wife!" Hulman had said, not defiantly but proudly, in speaking of her. "I
called her Celia from the start, and she liked the name."

Hidden somewhere in the shadowed swamps, the woman he'd called Celia was
watching Hulman's great log house until she could overcome her timidity of the
visitors from space.

"She'll show up some time during the night," Hulman had laughed. "I'm leaving
the doors open for her. I'll talk to her a little first, to reassure her, and
you can meet her then. Meanwhile, why don't you have a look at her picture."

Years ago, as a boy, Marder had first seen Hulman's early paintings of the
outer worlds and, like countless thousands of others before and since, he had
felt his imagination swell and grow wide with the cosmic grandeur of Hulman's
vision of universal life. In the fifty or so paintings he had seen in the log
house that day, the great sweep of space had dwindled to something apparently
much more commonplace. Hulman's imagination seemed to have shrunk to
correspond to the physical limitations of the valley that confined him.
However, he had retained a characteristic and extraordinary precision of
lifelike detail, particularly in regard to the human beings he had found here.

They were beautiful creatures; but the paintings aroused a revulsion in
Marder, in which he recognized a vague flavouring of terror. In the one
painting Hulman showed them of the woman Celia, that effect was particularly
pronounced. Marder found it difficult to explain to himself. Boyce seemed
insensitive to it, and there was nothing in Hulman's words or attitude to
provide additional clues.

Re-entering the house, Marder glanced back with more than a trace of
uneasiness at the swamp from the doors Hulman had left open. After twenty
years, Hulman should know whether danger threatened him from there; but for a
visitor on a strange world, "it" and "they" were always present in the unknown
dark outside -- fears that usually were imaginary, but sometimes were not.

Marder smiled a little grimly at his own present apprehensions and went in.

He found Hulman and Boyce in a cavernous cellar level beneath the house



itself. It was well 1lit and showed familiar and reassuring features: power
plants, storage rooms, even a hydroponic garden. The two men stood beside the
opening of a deep fresh-water well, twenty feet across, which took up the left
side of the main cellar hall.

"Sixty feet down, it's ten degrees Celsius," Hulman was stating, with a
disarming houseowner's pride. He was a big man, rather heavy now, with a
square-cut brown beard that showed only a few traces of grey. "I got the idea
from Celia's people. Swamp water's none too healthy here at various seasons,
but the well taps an underground river that's as pure as you could wish -- "
He caught sight of Marder. "Any news?" His face had become suddenly anxious.

"They're going to wait over there with the ship," Marder said, "a week or
more, if required. We're to follow your judgment in every way in establishing
contact with the Cresgythians."

"Good!" Hulman was obviously relieved. "We can't do anything till Celia comes
in -- and we'll have to be very tactful then. But I'm sure it won't take a
week."

"What makes them so shy of us?" Boyce inquired. A shadow passed over Hulman's
face. "It's not you," he said. "It's me . . . Or it's an impression I gave
them of the Earth kind of human beings."

Back upstairs, with the three of them settled comfortably in the big living-
room, he explained. He'd given Boyce and Marder a room together on the top
floor of the house, across a small hall from his own room and that of his
wife.

"I've never asked Celia much about her people," he said. "There's some kind of
very strong taboo that keeps her from talking about them. When I tried to
press her for details at first, it was almost as if I were committing some
sort of gross indecency. But I do know they hate violence, insanity --
anything unbeautiful! And, you see . . ."

When his ship crashed into the valley, he was the only man left alive on her
out of the original crew of four. "Banning went insane two days before that
and killed Nichols and Dawson," he said, his face drawn and taut, remembering
it again over a period of twenty-two years. He paused. "And so I killed
Banning before he could wreck the ship completely." He looked from one to the
other of them. "It was unavoidable. But they never understood that, these
people of Celia's."

"How did they find out?" Marder stirred uncomfortably.

Hulman shrugged. "I was unconscious for about a month and completely blind for
six months afterward. They got me out of the wreck and nursed me back to life,
but as soon as I was out of danger, only Celia would stay with me. She and I
were alone for weeks before I regained my sight. How did they find out?
They're sensitive in a number of ways. And there were those bodies in the
ship. They -- withdrew from me," he said with a grimace, "as soon as I no
longer needed their help."”

"Then in all this time," Marder said slowly, "you never were able to gain
their confidence?"

Hulman stared at him a moment, apparently weighing the words. "It's not a



question of confidence," he said finally. "It's a question of -- well, I'm
trying to tell you! I didn't mind being alone with Celia." He grinned
suddenly, almost boyishly. "The others stayed in a small lake village they had
a couple of miles up the valley, across the swamps. Celia went up there every
few days, but she never brought anyone back with her. I suspected it was
simply because I was an alien. I thought they'd get over that in time. Celia
seemed happy enough, so it wasn't a very acute problem -- "

He paused a few seconds, frowning. "One day, when she'd slipped away again, I
remembered a pair of field glasses I'd taken off the ship, and I got them and
trained them on the village. That was a very curious experience -- I never
have found a complete explanation for it. For just one instant, I had
everything in the clearest possible focus. There were children playing on the
platforms above the water; a few adults standing in the doorway of a house.
And, suddenly, everything blurred!" Hulman gave a short hacking laugh. "Can
you imagine that? They didn't want me to look at them, so they just blurred my
vision!"

"Eh?" Boyce was frowning.
Marder sat still, startled, feeling the uneasiness growing up in him again.

Hulman smiled crookedly. "That's all I can tell you. The glasses had a four-
mile range and they were functioning perfectly, but the instant I turned them
on the village, the field blurred. I'd never felt so wholeheartedly -- and
successfully -- snubbed before."

Boyce laughed uncomfortably and glanced at Marder. He was still more than a
little in awe of Hulman, of the shining legend miraculously resurrected from
the black tomb of space; but he, too, Marder decided, had the vague sense of
something disturbing and out of order here. Well, so much the better. There
would be two of them to look out for trouble, if trouble came.

"I'll admit the trick annoyed me," Hulman said, "as soon as I'd got over my
first surprise at it. Next day, I announced to Celia that I was going over to
the village. She made no objection, but she followed me at a distance --
probably to make sure I didn't drown on the way. It's wet going around here.
At last I came over a rise and found myself a hundred yards from the village,
on the land side. Almost immediately, I realized they had abandoned it. I
walked around it a while and found cooking fires still glowing; but nobody had
waited to receive me. So I went home, insulted and very sulky -- I wouldn't
even talk to Celia until the next morning!"

He laughed. "I got over that in a hurry. And then I settled down to building
us a house of our own, much bigger and better than anything they had in the
village; and that took up all my time for several months. For that whole
period, I ignored our neighbours quite as thoroughly as they had ignored me."

He grinned at his guests a little shamefacedly. "But you know, I couldn't keep
it up then. There was something so curiously happy and peaceful about them,
even if they were giving me the cold shoulder. And the one good look I'd had
of them had showed me they were physically the most beautiful people I'd ever
seen. One day, when Celia was gone, I made another trip to the village -- with
exactly the same results as the first one. So I decided to look around for a
less exclusive neighbourhood.

"I'd got the little flier of my ship repaired enough to take it off the ground



and set it down again; and I calculated I'd salvaged enough fuel for at least
one twenty-four-hour trip. Celia watched me take off. I flew high over the
village and could see them down there, ignoring me as usual. Then I flew down
the valley for almost fifty miles before I came across the first colony of the
other ones -- the snakes!"

Marder remembered something Lowndes had said. "Do the snakes live in caves?"

"No," Hulman said distastefully. "That's what fooled me. It was a village of
snake houses set into the head of a little lake, almost like the one here. I
set down on the lake, coasted up to the village, climbed up a ladder, and saw
them!"

He shuddered. "They just stood there, very quietly, watching me from the doors
and windows. What made it worse somehow. was that they wore clothes -- but the
clothes didn't cover enough. Those weaving, soft, blue bodies and staring
eyes! I backed off down the ladder, with my gun ready, in case they rushed me;
but they never moved . . ."

He had found eight more colonies of the snakes farther down the valley, but no
trace of another tribe of his beautiful humanoids. He flew up the wvalley then,
high up into the mountains, almost exhausting his fuel; and beside a glacier-
fed mountain lake was a tiny stake village, built into the water. And they
were snakes again.

"At the time, I didn't know just what to make of it. There was the possibility
that my village represented an advance troop of human beings into a land of
snakes. But I suspected -- I felt even then, that it was the other way around;
that it was the snakes that were encroaching on the humans. So I swore to
myself that as long as I lived, at least, human beings were going to hold this
section of the valley undisturbed and in safety.

"When I came back, I said to Celia -- she was standing at the same spot I'd
seen her last, as if she'd never left it -- 'Celia, I must speak to your
people. Go tell them I will come again tomorrow and that they must not run
away.' She looked at me silently for a long time, and then she turned and left
in the direction of the village. She came back late at night and crept into my
arms and said, 'They have promised to wait for you.'

"I set out next morning, full of great plans. The snakes lived in widely
scattered settlements, after all. The villagers and I could wipe out those
settlements one by one, until we'd cleared the land about us. That was the
natural solution, wasn't it? I didn't realize then how different, in some
ways, Celia's people were from us!"

Boyce asked uneasily, "What happened?"

"What happened?" Hulman repeated. "Well, I came over that rise, and there the
village was. This time I knew they'd stayed at home! Then, not twenty feet off
my path, I saw two of the snakes standing in the bushes, one watching me, the
other looking at the village. Each had a kind of chunky crossbow over his
shoulders; and they couldn't be seen from the village . . ."

He paused and shook his head. "So I shot them both down, before they got over
their surprise. That was all." He looked from one to the other again. "It was
the natural thing to do, wasn't it?"



Boyce nodded uncertainly. Marder said nothing.

Hulman leaned forward. "But apparently, from the point of view of the
villagers, it wasn't! Because when I was done with the snakes -- one of them
took three shots before it would lie still -- the village was empty again.
When I got back home, I was actually sick with disappointment. And then I
discovered that Celia was gone."

"That was a bad three days. But she came back then. And on the morning she
came back, I discovered they'd broken up the village overnight and moved on. I
think they're not more than ten or twenty miles distant from here, but I never
tried to look them up again."

Boyce said puzzled, "But I don't see -- "

"Neither did I," Hulman interrupted, "until it was too late." He gave his
short bark of laughter again; there was, Marder realized, a sort of suppressed
fury in it. "They won't kill their enemies -- they're too polite for that! So

their enemies are gradually squeezing them out of existence."

The three men studied each other in silence for a moment. Then Marder asked
slowly, "Captain Hulman, what do you expect us to do in this situation?"

"Kill the snakes!" Hulman said promptly. "As many as we can find. If the human
beings of this world won't defend themselves we'll have to defend them. As
long as I've been here, no party of snakes has come past this point of the
valley. A few of them have tried!" His eyes glittered with open hatred. "But I
can't be on guard here forever. It's up to you and the other men on the ship
to do the job right!"

* Kk %

Though Boyce was sleeping uneasily, Marder hadn't yet shut his eyes. The
uneasiness was in him, too; and in him it was strong enough to offset the
fatigue and excitement of the day. Vague night sounds came into the room they
shared, a plaintive, thin calling like the distant cry of a bird. Not too
different from the sounds on many other worlds he had known, and, as on all
worlds that were new and strange, faintly tinged with the menace that was
largely in the imagination.

But it was Hulman himself who was the principal cause of Marder's uneasiness.

The face of the explorer, the rumbling, angry voice, his monomaniacal devotion
to the strange humanoids kept recurring in his mind. Nothing Hulman had done
previously to stimulate the imagination of Earthmen toward the laborious
exploration of space could equal this final accidental achievement: to have
encountered the first other human beings Earthmen had yet discovered in the
Universe. Men had looked out from their world like children staring into a
great, dark, forbidding room. They had found space to be peopled sparsely with
intelligent life -- life that was sometimes horrible, sometimes merely odd,
sometimes beautiful in weird, incomprehensible ways. But never enough like Man
to be acceptable!

Hulman's fierce insistence on protecting what seemed to be the dying remnants
of a human race against its own wishes was something Marder could understand
well enough. He did not doubt that Boyce and the others would respond
wholeheartedly to that insistence. Here was the proof that human life could
rise spontaneously and endlessly throughout all the galaxies, that the



Universe was not a darkened room, after all, but one lighted forever by the
fires of humanity.

They had to protect that proof

Strangely enough, though Boyce was asleep and he awake, it was Boyce who first
seemed aware of motion in the house. Marder heard him breathe and stir
unquietly, and then come awake and grow still, listening, waiting. He smiled
faintly at the familiar signs, the tense alertness, the silent questioning of
the strange world about them: "What is it? Who moves?" On many other strange,
dark worlds, he had been among Earthmen as they came awake, asking that
question. And he with them.

He grew aware of it then: there was motion in the house now, beyond the walls.
Gradually, it resolved itself into slow, heavy steps on the carpeted flooring;
and the picture of Hulman leaving his room to peer down the stairs came so
convincingly into his mind that at once he relaxed again. And he was aware
that Boyce was relaxing too.

Neither of them spoke. After a time, Hulman went back to his room, walking
carefully so as not to disturb his guests; and the house was still. Presently,
Boyce was sleeping again. Marder tried to pick up the train of thoughts he had
been following before the disturbance; but they eluded him now. Fatigue grew
up in him like waves of mental darkness, smothering the remnants of

uneasiness; and reluctantly he let himself drift off.
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The blast that roused him seemed to have gone off almost beside his head.

He found himself standing in the centre of the room, gun in one hand,
flashbeam in the other. Boyce's wide back was just disappearing through the
door into the dark hall beyond; and Boyce's shout was in his ears:

"Hulman! They've got Hulman!"

Marder halted a fraction of a second, checked by the ridiculous hesitation of
a man who doesn't want to go out into a strange house undressed; then he was
following Boyce. As he plunged down the broad staircase to the lower floor of
Hulman's house, a memory flashed into his mind: the guns that Hulman, cut off
from standard power sources, had manufactured for himself here and shown them
earlier in the evening. It had been the report of a missile gun that had
awakened him; one of Hulman's own.

He lost Boyce's light for a moment when he reached the lower floor, and stood
in indecision until he heard a muffled shouting to his left and remembered the
descent into the cellars. As he reached the door, there was another angry
shout from Boyce, and a blaze of pink light from below. Boyce had cut loose
with his gun, so he was in contact with the intruders; and things would have
to be finished very quickly now -- a thermion spray was not designed to be an
indoor weapon!

Marder reached the bottom of the cellar stairs seconds later.
A hedge of flame to their right, steady, impenetrable and soundless, slanted

from the wall half around the great well. It cut them off from further
advance; presumably it had cornered their antagonists.



Boyce, dressed in nightshorts, turned a furiously contorted face to him.

"One of them ducked around the corner over there; it can't get out. It was
carrying Hulman!"

"Where is Hulman?"
"Over there -- dead!"

Marder squinted against the reflected glare of the fire. Something dark lay
hunched against the wall beyond the well; that was all he could make out.

"Sure he's dead?" His voice carefully matter-of-fact.

"Of course!" Boyce said beside him. The hand that held the gun was shaking.
"When it dropped him -- when I snapped a bolt at it -- I saw he'd been shot
through the head with his own gun!"

"The natives?" Marder asked, still carefully.

"No. Something -- those snakes he was afraid of -- some animal. It whipped
around the corner before I saw it very clearly -- "

His voice had gone dull. Marder glanced at him quickly. Boyce was in a state
of semi-shock, and they had only a few minutes before the fire ate far enough
into the walls to threaten their retreat upstairs and out of the house. He had
no personal qualms about leaving Hulman's body and Hulman's slayers to roast

together -- the coincidence of murder on that particular night was something
one could figure out more conveniently later -- but Boyce might present a
problem.

A voice addressed them from out of a passage beyond the well.

"You who were his friends," it said, "will you listen to me?" Marder felt his
scalp crawling. "Who are you?" he called back.

"He called me his wife."

Boyce started violently, but Marder waved him to silence. It was a rich,
feminine voice, a trifle plaintive; it was not difficult to fit it mentally to
the painting of Hulman's wife.

"Why did you kill him?" There was a pause.

"But I thought you understood," the voice said. "Your medical men would say
that he had been insane for twenty years, as he counted time. They would have
forced him back into sanity. I could not bear the thought that he should
suffer that."

Marder swallowed hard. "Suffer what?"

"Are you all fools? He was a fool, though I loved him. He could not see behind
the shape of things. So -- here among us -- he saw shapes he could bear to
see. In those moments when sanity came to him and he really saw what was there

-- then he killed. Are you all like that?"

Boyce stared at Marder, his mouth working. "What is she talking about?" he



whispered hoarsely. "Is the snake with her?"
"Go upstairs, Boyce! Wait for me outside!"
"Are you going to kill the snake?"

"Yes, I'll kill the snake."

Boyce disappeared up the stairs.

"The house is burning, but there is some time left," Marder told the voice
then. "Is there any way you can save yourself?"

"I can leave by the river that flows under the well," the voice said, "if you
do not shoot at me."

"I won't shoot at you."
"May I take his body?"
Marder hesitated. "Yes."

"And you will all leave with your ship? I loved him, though my people thought
it strange almost beyond their tolerance. They are foolish, too, yet not as
foolish as you are. They saw what was in his mind and not beyond that, and so
they were afraid of him. But he is dead now and there is nothing that your
people and mine could share. We are too different. Will you leave?"

Marder moistened his lips. "We'll leave," he said, seeing it all now, and glad
he had sent Boyce upstairs. "What did you see beyond what was in his mind?"

"A brave spirit, though very frightened," the voice said slowly.

"He ventured far and far and far into the dark of which he was afraid. I loved
him for that!" It paused. "I am coming now," it added, "and I think you had
better look away."

Marder did not intend to look away, but at the last moment, when there was
movement at the corner of the passage, he did. He saw only a swift undulating
shadow pass along the wall, pause and stoop quickly, rise again with a bulky
burden clasped to it, glide on and wvanish.

He stood staring at the blank wall until there was a faint splash in the well

far below him.
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The great ship was drifting slowly above the night side of the world it was
leaving, when Commander Lowndes joined Marder at the observation port.

"Boyce will make out all right," he said moodily. "He only guessed part of the
truth, and that bit is being taken from his mind." He studied Marder
thoughtfully. "If you'd looked squarely at the thing, we might have had to
give you the same treatment. Our pickled specimens are pretty damned hideous."

Marder shrugged. Lowndes sat on the edge of a table.

"Selective hysterical blindness maintained for twenty-two years -- with his



own type of artistic hallucinations thrown in! I can't help wishing it hadn't
happened to Hulman."

"He didn't maintain it throughout," Marder said slowly. "And whenever he saw
them clearly, he killed them . . ."

"Who wouldn't? I almost feel," Lowndes said, "like getting out of space and
staying out, for good!"

Which was giving it the ultimate in emphasis.
"What are you reporting?" Marder asked.

"That Hulman died here, quite peacefully, about a year before we found him --
leaving a diary of inspiring courage and devotion to space exploration behind
him. We'll have time enough to work up the diary. That should keep everybody
happy. Marder," he said suddenly, waving his hand at the observation port, "do
you think there actually are -- well, people out there. Somewhere?"

Marder looked out at the wvast, star-studded, shining black immensity.
"I hope so," he said.
"Do you think we'll ever find them?"

"I don't know," Marder said thoughtfully. "They've never found us."

- Chapter 5
One Step Ahead

PROGRAMMED CORPS LEAVING RIDZIN!

So the newscast machines roared that morning. Many added grimly: SKANDER WAR
IMMINENT!

To well-informed citizens of Ridzin it came as no surprise. For fifteen years,
the Programmed Corps, the mightiest war-machine ever known, had been
developing on their world, lending Ridzin a significance unique in the
Terrestrial League. Second-rate in most respects, Ridzin had been a logical
base for the formation of the Corps. No one doubted that the League Central
Government on Great Xal would have preferred the Corps to be assembled under
its immediate supervision. But the jealousy of other powerful League worlds
made it impossible -- the Corps simply would not have come into being as a
joint effort of the League if Great Xal had insisted on the point. On the
other hand, the central government wouldn't have permitted its establishment
on worlds like Hannaret or Lorcia, for example, worlds not too inferior to
Great Xal in military strength and perennially on the verge of open rebellion.
The Programmed Corps -- its awesome manpower and appalling technical equipment
drawn from all fourteen League worlds -- must bring about, it was agreed by
those in the know, in one direction or another a decisive shift in the balance
of power in the League.



As it would also bring about a decisive shift in the balance of power between
the Terrestrial League and that despised, remote, alien race called the
Skanders. That, as all League citizens understood -- having been told it
regularly during the past fifteen years -- was the basic and vital reason for
the Programmed Corps' existence. And because its personnel were conditioned to
absolute unquestioning obedience to whomever knew the commands by which to
direct them, the Corps could be brought into being only on a world like
Ridzin, a world which by no stretch of the imagination could be regarded as a
menace to anyone else.

And now the Programmed Corps -- completed only after fifteen years of
sustained effort, armed, trained, single-minded, irresistable -- was shipping
out!

*x k5 %

"The fellow," visiting Inspector General Mark Treffry of Great Xal remarked in
a tone of absorbed interest, as he peered through a window into the compound
several stories below, "is magnificent!"

Dexter Monte, Treffry's Technical Advisor, standing a prudent dozen steps
farther back in the room, cleared his throat.

"You really," the Inspector General went on, "should come over here and watch
him! What incredible reaction speed!"

"I prefer," Dexter Monte said firmly, "not to expose myself at a window while
a Programmed assassin is in the area. If I might suggest -- "

Treffry chuckled.

"Don't you trust your own precautions?" he inquired. "The shields, the fields,
the what-not? They've functioned perfectly so far."

"So far!" Monte repeated meaningfully.

Treffry grunted.

"Thinking of poor Ulbrand, I suppose?"

"Yes . "w

"Ah, well," said Treffry. "Ulbrand was no doubt a rather better than average
Technical Advisor. But let's face it, Monte . . . he simply was not in your
class! I'm not surprised they got him -- whoever it is doesn't want us on
Ridzin." He paused, added smugly, "And we have a pretty fair idea of who that
is, don't we?"

"Yes," Monte said.

"Now as for you," Treffry went on, "I have complete confidence in your
devices. That fellow down there is in a trap. But he's certainly handling
himself well while we close it! On the average how many do we lose in these
attacks?"

"Seventeen-point-two men."

"Well, our present would-be assassin seems to have accounted for at least two



dozen by now. And -- good heavens!" Treffry went silent a moment, staring down
through the window.

"What's going on?" Dexter Monte inquired in an uneasy tone.

"I'm sure I don't know!" Treffry told him. "There were some odd glitters of
extremely bright light. Almost like the scintillation of a diamond as you turn
it."

"Ah!" Monte said. "The assassin was near it?"
"He was near it. He's nowhere now. What was it?"

Joining Treffry at the window, Monte said in great relief, "An adaptation of
the Welban Vortex. I wasn't sure it would work on a Programmed mind."

"It worked," Treffry assured him. He gave the Advisor a sidelong glance full
of admiration. "This is the sixteenth or seventeenth such attack we've
undergone, isn't it?"

"The twenty-first," Monte said.

"And always by Programmed Soldiery. They're unbelievable! I'll trust your
traps while only one of them is involved. But when the entire Programmed Corps
goes into action -- " The Inspector General shook his head.

"Yes," Dexter Monte said slowly. "A fearful thought."

"Clearly, somebody else -- somebody not at all authorized -- knows at least a
few of the key commands to their minds," Treffry said. "Well, we'll be rid of
these problems soon enough. When is the first carrier scheduled to lift?"

Dexter Monte glanced at his watch. "In sixteen hours, thirty-two minutes and
ten seconds."

He looked at Treffry, added, "If you want to hear Governor Vinocur's official
announcement of the Programmed Corps' departure from the Planet of Ridzin,
he's about to go on the air."

"By all means," said Treffry. "I think I'll really enjoy hearing our good and
loyal friend Vinocur explain the situation to the public."

Planetary Governor Frank Vinocur was an old-time politician; while his speech,
to which most of the adult population of Ridzin was tuned that morning, was a
review of facts with which his listeners had been familiar for over a dozen
years, he made them sound like news. There were friction points between the
Terrestrial League and the alien Skanders. Though widely separated in space,
they had overlapping spheres of influence -- overlapping only slightly so far;
but the situation was bound to become more serious as time went on. Unlike
other spacefaring aliens men had encountered, the Skanders did not prudently
withdraw when confronted by the mighty race of Terra -- had, in fact, been
known on occasion to attack first. They were savage and treacherous enemies,
and showed, in addition, repulsively amebic physical characteristics.

Space, Governor Vinocur declared, was not large enough for the Terrestrial
League and such as the Skanders! An eventual showdown with the creatures was
inevitable . . . and, as all knew, it was for this showdown that the



Programmed Corps had been created. Ridzin could proudly say in this hour of
parting that it had earned its place in history as the home of the Corps. By
the wise planning of the Central Government on Great Xal, the time to strike

at the Skander vermin -- strike first, strike hard! -- had arrived. The
Programmed Corps was prepared . . . and victory was certain!
The speech went over well -- since Ridzin clearly would be remote from the

battle zones. Throughout the day patriotic anti-Skander fervors grew in the
population, reaching a high pitch when Governor Vinocur's press attaches let
it become known that at the official leave-taking banquet that evening the
Governor would be publicly appointed a Programmed Corps General by the
Inspector General from Great Xal, Mark Treffry, who had been on Ridzin for the
past year to arrange for the Corps' transfer. And when the last of the
automatic transspace carriers lifted from the planet during the night hours,
General Frank Vinocur would leave with it in the company of the Inspector
General, to represent Ridzin and its people at the front in this stirring
period of history.

That afternoon cheering crowds lined the routes along which the Programmed
Corps convoys rolled toward the planet's three Transspace Stations. They
surrounded the stations themselves where giant carriers, all bearing the
insignia of Great Xal, lay in dense rows like vast steel sausages. Into them
marched the Programmed Corps. Eighteen thousand men with full equipment were
assigned to each carrier; the men would lie in rigid, frozen sleep during the
long spaceflight to Great Xal. One by one, the carriers were loaded and closed
their locks

Some of Ridzin's citizens, noting that only the central government appeared to
be involved in the operation, speculated that they might be witnessing a
dramatic new turn in the Terrestrial League's internal politics. But no public
mention was made of such possibilities and by the time the official banquet
began the planet was in a festive mood, almost as if the war against the
Skanders were already won. Governor Vinocur was duly appointed a General of
the Programmed Corps while Ridzin followed the event on their tri-di screens;
laudatory speeches were exchanged between him and the Inspector General;
toasts and countertoasts were offered . . . Dexter Monte, the Inspector
General's Technical Advisor, created a minor diplomatic flurry when, in full
view of the entire planet, he refused to empty his glass in Ridzin's honor,
explaining that he was not a drinking man, that alcohol had deleterious
effects on his metabolism. However, he was quickly coaxed into it by Mark
Treffry and Governor Vinocur, and thereafter drank dutifully, if sourly, to

every toast proposed.
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Then the official rituals were over, except for the final scene on the steel
loading dock within the maw of the last giant carrier left on the planet,
where Governor Vinocur bade Ridzin farewell. Inspector General Treffry stood
smiling at his side, Dexter Monte standing a few feet behind the two, belching
every few seconds and generally showing the effects of having been forced into
participating in the toasts. Vinocur spoke briefly into the tri-di cameras,
concluded with a formal salute; then camera crews withdrew, glancing with
silent awe at the huge bulkheads to either side of the dock behind which
eighteen thousand men lay frozen in sleep. As the last of them left the
carrier the loading locks slid shut with a heavy steel boom. The three men
standing on the dock were alone. There was a dim humming in the air as the
ship computers readied the engines for lift-off and the long flight during
which there would be no waking human being to guide them. Treffry looked at



his watch.

"Still half an hour," he said. "But we might as well get to our tanks at once.
Feeling any better, Monte?"

"No," Dexter Monte muttered. "Worse! I'll be more than happy to settle into
that tank. I'm beginning to have some difficulty holding myself together, I
can tell you!"

Treffry and Vinocur glanced at each other and laughed, more loudly than the
remark called for, almost as if each were enjoying a private joke; Monte
blinked in brief, bleary surprise at them as he turned to follow them off to
the sleep tanks.

Five minutes later, Inspector General Mark Treffry heard the sharp click with
which his sleeping tank sealed itself above him. He switched on the intercom
connecting the three tanks. With no attendants left awake in the carrier, it
was essential that he and his companions monitor one another through the steps
required to ensure that they would awaken safely after the trip. Governor
Vinocur acknowledged at once, and some seconds later, Dexter Monte also
replied. The preparations were carried out, checked, and then Treffry settled
back comfortably. He already felt a faint, not unpleasant numbness in legs and
arms, which was the anesthetic's first effect. By the time the sleepcold
touched him, he would not feel anything at all. But his mind was still awake
and active; and the private joke which had made him laugh aloud a short while
ago seemed too good now to keep to himself.

"Vinocur?" he said to the intercom.
"Yes, Treffry?" Vinocur's voice responded.

"Before we drop off," Treffry said, "I thought I'd thank you for a highly
enjoyable experience." He could hardly refrain from laughing again.

"You're referring to your stay on Ridzin?" Vinocur asked politely. "We tried
to make it as pleasant as possible, of course."

"I'm sure you did!" And now Treffry did laugh, huffing and snorting helplessly
for almost a minute before he was able to stop. He dabbed at his eyes, and
sensed that the sleep-heaviness had begun to edge into his hands.

"Why do you laugh, Treffry?" Vinocur's voice asked.

That almost set Treffrey off again. But he choked the laughter down. If he
kept giving way to it, he would be asleep before he made sure that whatever
dreams came to Frank Vinocur during the long trip would not be pleasant ones.
He said, "Let me tell you -- "

While the Programmed Corps was being forged into a magnificent, automatically
functioning weapon on Ridzin, it became obvious that its completion was
awaited with as much anxiety as eagerness by a number of the worlds of the
Terrestrial League. The question, of course, was who in the end would control
it.

"We didn't try to stop the plotting and bargaining that went on," Treffry
said. "And we didn't become involved in it. We merely took measures to ensure
that the central government and Great Xal would remain always one step ahead



of the conspirators."
"Conspirators?" Vinocur's voice repeated carefully over the intercom.

"Hannaret and Lorcia from the beginning, naturally!" Treffry told him. "Then,
during the past two years, the governing body of Ridzin. We did our
intelligence work thoroughly. Great Xal held the margin of power, so nothing
else was needed. We could let the thing ripen.

"My dear fellow, that was what has made the final stages of this game so
amusing! The ingenuity! The intricate patterns of deception! War fleets from
Lorcia and Hannaret combining suddenly for 'joint maneuvers' in an open threat
to Great Xal -- and on Ridzin, in apparent desperation, ineffectual gestures
at sabotage, including a series of attempted assassinations by mysteriously
malfunctioning Programmed soldiers! They were not intended to succeed, of
course; murdering me could not have held up the transfer of the Corps by a
day. I imagine poor Ulbrand got killed by accident -- or, more correctly, by
the ineptness of his defenses.

"And to what end? Why, to divert our attention. Nothing more. To draw us away
from the one plan which did, in fact, have a chance to succeed. But that plan
has failed, too, Vinocur!"

Treffry paused a moment. When the intercom remained silent, he went on
complacently. "The Hannaret warships which were to intercept and halt our
carriers on their way to Great Xal have been allowed to take up position
midway on our course. But they will be joined a few days from now by twice
their number of central government ships. There will be no interception,
Vinocur!

"And now, with the Programmed Corps to enforce its orders, Great Xal deals
once and for all with the malcontent worlds! The Terrestrial League will be
hammered into a unit. That is the corps' only urgent and immediate task. Time
enough later to turn to settling our score with the Skanders. Why we owe those

obscene aliens some gratitude, as a matter of fact -- if they hadn't been such
a visible threat to the League it would have been impossible to bring the
Corps into existence. So now, as I bid you good-night, 'General' Vinocur, I

shall leave it to you to picture for yourself the warm reception awaiting you
on Great Xall!"

There was silence again for a moment. Then Vinocur said, "Treffry?"

"Yes?" Treffry said, pleased. He had not really expected Vinocur to reply,
"You omitted mentioning one of our diversion attempts," the intercom told him.
"I did?" Treffry said. "What was that?"

"The interception of the carriers, of course. Too many people knew of that
plan. It was almost inevitable that your intelligence would get wind of it."

Treffry started to speak, checked himself, suddenly chilled.

"To stay one step ahead in this game," Vinocur's voice told him blandly,
"that, as you've indicated, was the great necessity here. To bedazzle,
mislead, confuse with a variety of elaborate schemes and dodges -- when, all
the time, only some very simple plan, one known to the fewest possible



planners, could be successful. And that plan has succeeded, Treffry! To this
moment only four men have known about it. You will now be the fifth.

"The Programmed Corps is not on its way to Great Xal, you see. Instead, the
course of the carriers will take them to transspace stations on Hannaret."

Impossible, Treffry thought in instant, scornful relief. What was the fellow
attempting to accomplish with such a lie? Only Ulbrand and Monte --

"Ulbrand's death," Vinocur's voice was continuing, "was no accident. He and
Dexter Monte controlled the master programs of the carrier fleet's computers.
We had to get Ulbrand out of the way."

"Ridiculous!" Treffry realized he had shouted, his voice thick and distorted,
wondered briefly whether it was the anesthetic which made his mouth feel numb
and stiffened now-or fear. "Monte!" he shouted again at the intercom.

Some seconds passed silently -- as Vinocur, too, waited for Dexter Monte to
respond.

* kX %

"Monte!" Treffry bellowed once more. Slurred, mumbling noises issued from the

speaker then, followed by a heavy belch.

"I couldn't answer at once," Dexter Monte explained in a weak, complaining
voice. "I had to pull myself together. I don't feel at all well! If you two
hadn't made me swallow those atrocious alcoholic concoctions -- " He muttered

indistinctly, added, "What is it?"
"You heard what that fool was saying?" Treffry demanded.
"You needn't speak so loudly!" Monte protested. "Yes, I heard him."

"Well?"

"Oh, I agreed almost a year ago to program the carriers to go to Hannaret when
the time came. Is that what you want to know? It's true enough. They
guaranteed me wealth, power, influence. The usual approach. Including direct
blackmail, I must say! Ulbrand, incidentally, wasn't so stupid. I had to
loosen his defenses to let the assassin get to him." Dexter Monte belched
explosively, groaned in polite dismay. "Excuse me, gentlemen! Your infernal
alcohol . . ."

Vinocur was laughing now. Treffry's thoughts seemed to whirl in confusion.
Then he remembered something. He snorted.

"Monte, you're a miserable coward and a monstrous liar!"™ he stated. "I can
believe they blackmailed you into agreeing to do what they wanted. But you're
safe from them now, so you can give up the pretense! Because of course you
didn't go through with it."

Vinocur abruptly stopped laughing. "He went through with it," he growled.

Treffry chuckled. "He couldn't, Vinocur! He simply couldn't! Monte, like every
other key man brought to Ridzin, was put through secret security tests once a
month -- and I supervised that operation -- always. So Monte couldn't have
harbored any real intentions to betray us: No human mind can deceive the



testing machines . . . eh, Monte?"
Monte wearily mumbled a sentence or two.
"What did you say, Monte? Speak up!"

"I said I agree with you." Dexter Monte's voice was distinct again but quite
faint. He sighed. "No human mind can deceive the testing machines."

Treffry swallowed with difficulty. The anesthetic definitely was affecting his
tongue and throat now. "Are you listening, Vinocur?" he demanded. "So the
Programmed Corps isn't going to Hannaret, is it, Monte?"

"No," Monte said. He added peevishly, "But you gentlemen must excuse me now! I
really can't keep myself together any longer."

"Treffry -- " Vinocur's voice had thickened, sounded heavily slurred.

"Yes?"

"Ask him -- ask him whether the Programmed Corps is . . . going to Great Xal."
"What?"

"We . . . had him on . . . testing machines, too, Treffry!"

A monstrous thought swam up slowly in Treffry's mind.
"Monte!" he cried. "Monte!"

0dd watery whistling noises responded for some seconds from the intercom.
Nothing else.

Could it be? Could the most awesome weapon ever devised, the irresistable
Programmed Corps, be hurtling now, not toward Great Xal but, out of control,
toward some immensely distant point in space? From which it presently would
return, under new instructions, to wipe out the race which had created it?

"Monte!" This time, only Treffry's mind formed the word. The sound that came
from his mouth was a heavy groan -- the cold-sleep process was moving along
its irreversible course. Moaning noises in the intercom indicated Vinocur was
experiencing similar difficulties. Treffry's thoughts began to swirl in slow
and awful confusion, revolving about one fact repeatedly mentioned in the
speeches that day: the Skanders' repulsive amebic quality, their ability to
force themselves out of their basic shape into another of their choosing and
to maintain it for an indefinite period

Perhaps for as long as fifteen or twenty years? Long enough to --
That thought, all thought, faded. The moaning in the intercom went on for
almost another minute. Then it, too, stopped. In a silence which would remain

unbroken for many months the great carrier fleet rushed toward its
destination.

- Chapter 6



Left Hand, Right Hand

JERRY NEWLAND was sitting up on the side of his bunk, frowning at the floor,
when Troy Gordon came quietly into the room and stopped at the entrance to
watch him. Not too good, Troy thought after a moment, studying Newland's loose
mouth, the slow blinking of the eyes and the slumped immobility of position.
Not too bad either -- not for a man who, in most practical respects, had been
dead for the better part of three years and come awake again only the day
before.

But the question was whether Newland was going to recover quickly enough now
to be of any use as an ally.

Troy moved forward a few steps into the room, stopped again as Newland raised
his head in a sluggish motion to stare at him. For a few seconds, the man's
face remained blank. Then he grinned. A strained, unpleasant-looking grin, but
a grin.

Troy waited. Newland cleared his throat, said, "I . . . I recognized you
almost immediately this time! And . . . I remembered that this same thing had
happened before."

Troy grinned, too, guardedly. "My coming into the room this way?"

Newland nodded.

"It happened yesterday," Troy said. "What's my name?"

"Troy Gordon."

"And yours?"

"Jerry Franklin Newland."

"What do you do?"

"Do? . . . Oh!" Newland drew a deep breath. "I'm courier pilot for

the . . . for the . . ." He stopped, looking first surprised, then dismayed.

Then his face wrinkled up slowly, like that of a child about to cry.

"That part's gone again, eh?" Troy asked, watching him.

"Yes. There's some . . . there's . . ."

"You are -- or you were -- courier pilot for the Cassa Expedition," Troy said.
He thumped his heel on the floor. "That's Cassa One, underneath us. We've been
away from Earth for three years and eight months." He paused. "Does that
help?"

Newland reflected, frowned. "Not much. I . . . it seems to be true when you

say it." He hesitated. "We're prisoners, aren't we?"
"Uh-huh," he answered, flatly.

"I had that feeling. And you're hiding me here?"



"That's right," Troy agreed.
"Why? "

"Because nobody else knows you're still alive. It's better if they don't,
right now."

Newland shook his head, indicated a sign fastened to the ceiling above the
bunk in such a way that a man lying in the bunk on his back would catch sight
of it as soon as he opened his eyes. "That," he said, "made sense as soon as I
saw it just now! I remembered having read it before and what it meant. But

otherwise everything's still badly blurred."
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Troy glanced up at the sign. It read:

RELAX AND TAKE IT EASY, JERRY! YOU WERE IN A BAD SMASHUP, AND YOU'VE JUST
FINISHED A LONG STRETCH IN THE EMERGENCY TANK OF YOUR SHIP. EVERYTHING'S BOUND
TO SEEM A LITTLE FOGGY, BUT YOU'RE GOING TO BE OKAY. DON'T TRY TO LEAVE THE
ROOM. IT HAS TO BE KEPT LOCKED, BUT SOMEONE WILL BE ALONG TO SEE YOU IN TWO OR
THREE HOURS AT THE MOST.

Troy said, "Your memory will start coming back fast enough. You've made a good

start." He sat down, took his cigarette case from his pocket. "I'll go over
some of the things that have happened with you. That tends to bring
them . . . and other things . . . Dback to mind. Care to smoke?"

"Yes, I'd like to smoke."

Troy tossed the cigarette case over to the bunk, watched the pilot reach for
and miss it, then bend forward awkwardly to fumble for it on the floor.
Reflexes still very bad, he thought. But when Newland had the case in his
hand, he flicked it open without hesitation, took out a cigarette and closed
the case, then turned it over and pressed the button which snapped on the
concealed light. The day before, he had stared at the case helplessly until
Troy showed him what to do. So his body had begun to recall more of its
learned motion patterns.

Troy said, "I told you the main parts twice yesterday. Don't let that worry
you . . . you've retained more than most would be likely to do after a quarter
of the time you spent in the tank. You weren't in very good shape after the
smash-up, Jerry."

Newland said wryly, "I can imagine that." He drew on the cigarette, coughed,
then tossed the case back to Troy who caught it and put it in his pocket.

"Have you got back any recollection at all of what the aliens that caught us
are like?" Troy asked.

Newland shook his head.

"Well," Troy said, "they're downright cute, in a way. More like big penguins
than anything else. Short little legs. The heads aren't so cute . . . a



hammerhead shark would be the closest thing there, which is why we call them
Hammerheads -- though not when we think some of them might be listening.

"They don't belong here any more than we do. They came from another system
which is a lot closer than Sol but still a long way off. Now, we aren't the
first Earth people to get to Cassa. There was an Earth survey ship poking
around the system about twenty years ago, and it seems that the Hammerheads
also had an expedition here at the time. They spotted our survey ship but
weren't spotted themselves, and the survey ship eventually went back to Earth
short two of its men. Those two were supposed to have got lost in the deserts
on Cassa. Actually, the Hammerheads picked them up . . . Jerry?"

The pilot's head was beginning to nod. He straightened now and took a puff on
the cigarette, grinning embarrassedly. "S'all right, Troy!" he muttered.
"Seemed to get . . . sort of absent-minded there for a moment."

Which was, Troy knew, one of the symptoms of the re-awakening period.
Newland's mind had been shut away from reality for a long time, wrapped in
soothing, vaguely pleasant dreams while the emergency tank went about the
business of repairing his broken body. The habit of unconscious retreat from
his surroundings could not be immediately discarded, and particularly not when
the surroundings were as undesirable as those in which Newland now found
himself. It would be better, Troy thought, to skip some of the uglier

details . . . and yet he had to tell the man enough to make him willing to
cooperate in what would be, at the very least, a desperately dangerous
undertaking.

* k%

He said, "You're still only three-quarters awake, Jerry. We have to expect
that. But the closer you listen and the more information you can absorb, the
faster you'll shake off the cobwebs. And that's important. These Hammerheads
are a tough breed, and we're in a bad spot."

Newland nodded. "I understand that much. Go ahead."

"Well," Troy said, "whatever that first Earth survey ship had to report about
the Cassa system looked good enough so that the administration put Cassa down

for a major expedition some day. Twenty years later, we got here again -- the
interstellar exploration carrier Atlas with eight hundred men on board. I'm
one of her engineers. And we found the Tareegs -- that's what the Hammerheads
call themselves -- waiting for us. Not another bunch of scientists and

assistants but a war-party. They'd learned enough from the two survey ship men
they'd caught to figure out we'd be coming back and how to handle us when we
got here.

"Now get straight on a few things about the Hammerheads, Jerry. Their weapons
systems are as good or better than ours. In other ways, they're behind us.
They've got a fair interstellar drive but can't make the same use of it we do,
because they've still a lot to learn about inertial shielding. They have a
couple of robot-directed interstellar drones standing in a hangar a few
hundred yards from here which can hit half the speed of your courier, but no
Hammerhead or human being could ride 'em up and live. The two big carriers
that brought them to Cassa One are dead-slow boats compared to the Atlas. And
that's about the best they have at present.

"Just the same, they're out to get us. War is the best part of living as far
as they're concerned, and they're plenty good at it. So far they've only been



fighting among themselves but they're itching for a chance at another race,
and now we're it. Capturing an Earth expedition in the Cassa System was only
part of the plan to take Earth by surprise."”

Newland blinked, said slowly, "How's that? You'd think that might tip their
hand. We'll be missed, won't we?"

"Sure we'll be missed,”™ Troy said. "But when? We were to stay here eight
years . . . don't remember that either, eh? The Hammerheads will have all the
time they need to be set for who ever comes looking for us eventually."

"But would they know that?"

Troy said bitterly, "They know everything about Earth that our top brass
scientists of the Cassa Expedition were able to tell them. Pearson and Andrews
-- those names mean anything? They were the Expedition Chiefs when we were
captured. One of the first things the Hammerheads did was to have the science
staff and other department heads look on while they tortured those two men to
death. As a result, they've had all the cooperation they could ask for -- more
than any decent human being would think of giving them -- from our present
leadership, the senior scientists Dr. Chris Dexter and Dr. Victor Clingman.
They're a couple of lousy traitors, Jerry, and I'm not sure they're even
capable of realizing it. Clingman's in charge here at the ground base, and he
acts as if he doesn't see anything wrong helping the Hammerheads."

"Helping the . . ." Vacancy showed for a moment in the pilot's expression; he
frowned uncertainly.
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"Try to stay awake, Jerry! There're just a few other things you should try to
get nailed down in your memory this time. The Hammerheads are water animals.
They can waddle around on land as long as they keep themselves moist, but they
don't like it. They've got a religion based on a universal struggle between
water and land. Cassa One's nothing but hot desert and rock and big salt beds,
so it's no good to them. And the other two planets in the system have no
oxygen to speak of.

"Now here's the thing that's hard to swallow. There's a huge lumped-up
asteroid swarm in the system. The Atlas stopped for a few days on the way in
to look around in it. Dexter and Clingman, after we'd been captured
volunteered the information to the Hammerheads that a lot of that stuff was
solid H20 and that if they wanted Cassa One fixed up the way they'd like it --
wet -- the Atlas could ferry enough asteroid ice over here in billion-ton
loads to turn most of the surface of the planet into a sea.

"You understand it wasn't the Hammerheads who had the idea. They don't have
anything resembling the ship power and equipment to handle such a job; it
hadn't even occurred to them that it could be possible. But you can bet they
bought it when it was handed to them. It will give them a base a third of the
way between their own system and Sol. That's what's been going on since we
landed and were grabbed off . . . almost three years ago now.

"And these last weeks there've been, for the first time since we got here, a
few clouds in the sky. It means the boys on the Atlas have as many of those
mountains of ice riding on orbit as are needed, and they've started shoving
them down into the atmosphere to break up and melt. So we . . . Jerry, wake
up!"



Troy Gordon paused, watching Newland, then shrugged, stood up and went over to
take the butt of the cigarette from the pilot's slack fingers. Newland had
slid back into catatonic immobility; he offered no resistance as Troy swung
his legs up on the bunk and straightened him out on his back.

How much would he remember the next time he awoke? Troy didn't know; he had no
medical experience and was working on the basis of remembered scraps of
information about the treatment given men recovering from an experience such
as Newland's. There were people on the ground station who could have told him
what to do, but he hadn't dared ask questions.

It was chiefly a matter of time now. Or of lack of time. What would happen
when the giant hauling operation was concluded, when the water which had been
carried in from space came creeping across the vast desert plateaus about the
station, was something he didn't know. But it was almost certain that if his

own plans hadn't been carried out by that time, they never would be.
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"Jerry," he addressed the sleeping pilot softly, "if you've wondered why I'm
risking my neck to bring you back to life and keep you hidden away from the
Hammerheads and Clingman, it's because you're the one man I still can trust in
this lousy expeditionary group. It's because you tried to do something about
the situation on your own. You don't remember it yet, but when the Hammerheads
took over the Atlas you made a break for it in the courier boat. You tried to
get away and warn Earth. They shot you down before you could clear atmosphere;
but then they couldn't find the wreck. They thought it was down in one of the
salt beds and gave up looking for it.

"But I found it in the desert a couple of months later. You'd dropped through

into the emergency tank and you were still more or less alive. I smuggled the

tank into the station here as soon as I'd rigged up a place where I could keep
it. I can use some help, and you'll be the best possible man for the

job. . . "

He stopped, surprised to see that Newland's mouth had begun to work awkwardly
as if he were trying to speak. Then a few words came, slow and slurred, but
indicating that the pilot's mind had not sunk nearly as far from full
wakefulness as during his previous relapses.

"Wha . . . want me . . . do?"

Troy didn't answer. Not yet, he thought. Not until Newland was no longer
helpless. Because, 1in spite of all precautions, he might be discovered here at
any hour; and if that should happen, Troy's secret must still be his own. He
could act without Newland's help if necessary.

He waited a few seconds longer, while the pilot's face slowly smoothed out
again into comatose blankness. Then Troy turned around quietly and left the

room.
* kX K

Troy Gordon's personal living quarters were on the lowest of the station's
three underground levels, behind the central power plant and utilities
section. Considerable privacy was their only attraction; and since the
arrangement kept Troy, during his off-duty hours, close to his
responsibilities as the station's maintenance engineer, neither Dr. Clingman



nor the Hammerheads had objected to it. He was a useful man; and to the
useful, minor privileges could be extended.

Troy had been able to take advantage of that circumstance. The room in which
Newland was hidden lay behind his own quarters, forming an extension to them.
The entrance to it was concealed, and while a careful search should have
disclosed it, Troy -- so far as he knew -- had as yet given no one a reason to
initiate such a search. The back room was not part of the station's original
design; he had cut it secretly out of the rock. With the equipment at his
disposal, it had been a relatively minor job.

But it involved a very ugly risk. Discovery would have meant death, and no
easy one. With the exception of the cooperating chief scientists, the
Hammerheads' attitude towards their captives was largely one of watchful
indifference, so long as no one got out of line. But they had taken one
measure which insured that, after a short time, there was very little
inclination left among the prisoners to get out of line knowingly. At
intervals of about a month, whether or not an overt offense had been
committed, one more member of Earth's Cassa Expedition was methodically
tortured to death by the aliens; and a group of his fellows, selected
apparently at random, was obliged to witness the matter while fastened to a
device which allowed them to experience the victim's sensations in modified
form.

Troy had been included twice in the observing group. He hadn't known whether
it implied a personal warning or not. In the Hammerheads' eyes, he was a

useful servant; it might be that he was also a suspected one.
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Troy left his rooms, locking the outer door behind him. Moving thirty feet
down the narrow steel-floored passage behind the power plant, he entered one
of the tool rooms, again closing and locking the door as he went through. It
had been a much more difficult and lengthy undertaking to drill a tunnel from
the station's lowest level up to the force-screened Hammerhead hangar outside
than to carve an additional room out of the rock, but it had been completed
months before. The tunnel's hidden station entrance was beneath the tool room
floor, the other opening out of the polished rock base of the hangar twenty
feet from one of the interstellar drones. The most careful human scrutiny
would hardly have read any significance there into the hairline crack which
formed an irregular oval on the rock; and since Troy hadn't been found out, he
could assume that the Hammerheads' powers of observation were no more acute.

It had been night in the surrounding desert for some hours by now, but the
hangar was brightly lit -- a very unusual occurrence at such a time. Troy
paused, momentarily disconcerted, studying the scene in the hangar through the
vision screen installed in the tunnel just below the exit. If the Hammerheads
-- there were only Hammerheads -- present -- were initiating some major new
activity in the next day or two, his plans might be, if not ruined, at least
very dangerously delayed. He counted over a hundred of the creatures, mostly
assembled near the far end of the hangar in three orderly groups. A few
officers stood together, somewhat closer to him.

Troy chewed his lip anxiously, the moisture-conserving suits they wore for
outside duty on Cassa One, which concealed the two sets of swim flippers along
their sides and left the top pair of upper limbs . . . short, sturdy brown
arms with hands larger than human hands, quite as capable and rather
unpleasantly human in appearance . . . free for use. The transparent,



inverted-triangle helmets were clamped down. As he looked on, one of their big
atmospheric personnel carriers came gliding into sight behind the immobile
ranks. There were commands, and the Tareegs turned and filed into the vehicle,
moving with the rapid, awkward little waddle which was their method of
progress on land. A minute or two later, the loaded carrier moved out of the

hangar, and the lights in the wvast structure slowly faded away.
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Where were they going? They were carrying the usual weapons, but this was not
some dryland drill. Troy could not remember seeing so large a group leave the
station before. The uneasy conviction returned that the move must be connected
with the fact that clouds had begun to show in Cassa One's skies, that the
mile-thick boulders of ice which had been brought across space already were
falling through the atmosphere of the dessicated world.

One or two more undisturbed days, Troy thought. In that time it would become
clear whether Newland was going to recover sufficiently to be able to play a
part in his plans. Only two sections of the shattered courier ship, the
inertial shielding and the autonav, had been needed to transform the
Hammerheads' interstellar drone twenty feet from the tunnel exit into a
spaceship which men could ride and direct. Both those sections had been
repairable, and everything else Troy had been able to steal or build in the
station. Month after month passed as he brought it all together in the tunnel,
familiarized himself with every necessary detail of the drones' mechanisms and
fitted in the new installations . . . first in theory, then in actual fact. A
part of almost every night was spent in the darkened hangar, assembling,
checking and testing one section or another, then disassembling everything and
taking it back down into the tunnel before the moment came when the Tareeg
watch-beams would sweep again through the hangar.

The beam-search was repeated each three hours and twenty-seven minutes
throughout the night. Within that period of time, Troy would have to carry out
a final complete assembly, let the drone roar into life and send it flashing
up through the force-screen and into space.

By now, he knew he could do it. And if he had calculated the drone's capacity
correctly, he would then be less than six months from Earth. The Hammerheads
had nothing they could send after him.

But once in space, he needed Newland's experience. Everything else would be on
board to get them to Earth, but without a trained pilot the probability of
arriving only on autonav was something Troy couldn't calculate. With a great
deal of luck, he thought, it still should be possible. Newland's skills, on
the other hand, would give them something considerably better than an even
chance.

But Newland would have to be recovered first. He was still under the
ministrations of the emergency tank, embedded now in the wall of the back room
beyond the bunk. The tank had to stay there; no amount of planning had shown a
way it could be fitted into the drone besides everything else; there simply
was no room left for it. And what Troy had learned made it clear that if he
lifted into space with Newland before the pilot's behavior was very nearly
normal, he would have a half-dead zombie on his hands before the trip was well
begun.

That had been his reason for waiting. But the question was now whether he
mightn't already have waited a little too long.



Troy checked his watch. Take a chance and begin the final installation at
once? It would be an hour before the search-beams came back. The interior of
the ships was inspected at irregular periods; he hadn't been able to establish
any pattern for that. But to leave his equipment in place in the drone for one
day, or two at the most, might not be stretching his luck too far. Then, if
Newland shaped up, there would be that much less delay in leaving, that much
less time to spend in the Tareeg hangar finishing the job at the end. And no
one could tell what new developments the next few days might bring, or how
much time they would find that they had left.

He twisted the direction dials on the vision screen, swinging it slowly once
more about the darkened hangar. Then he unlocked and shifted the exit switch,
and the irregularly carved section of rock above him moved on its lifting rods
out of the hangar floor. Troy swung up and out behind it, got to his feet and
started over to the drone.

There was a thin, burring noise close to his ear.

Troy stopped in mid-stride, his face tight and wary. The noise meant that his
room communicator was being called. Probably some minor technical emergency on
the station, but . . . He counted off twenty seconds, then turned on the relay
mike under his coat collar. Trying to make his voice thick with drowsiness, he
said, "Gordon speaking. Who's it?"

"Reese," a carefully uninflected voice told him from the speaker. "Dr.
Clingman wants you to come up to his office immediately, Gordon."

Troy felt a sudden sharp prickling of fear.

"At this time of night?" he demanded petulantly. "It's the middle of my sleep
period! What's gone wrong now?"

"I wouldn't know," Reese said. "Our senior scientist" -- he made the two words
sound like a worn, habitual curse -- "didn't go into details."
* k*  *x

Dr. Victor Clingman was a large, untidy man inclined to plumpness, with
stringy blond hair and protuberant pale eyes. His office adjoined that of the
Tareeg station commandant -- a Low Dsala, in Hammerhead terms -- and it was
permeated from there with a slightly salty, vaguely perfumed moistness. Rank
had its privileges; only the Low Dsala enjoyed the luxury of keeping his
station work quarters damp enough to make the wearing of a suit unnecessary.
The other Hammerheads waddled about the cold, dry halls completely covered,
breathing through humidifiers, and were only occasionally permitted, and then
after much ceremony, to enter an area in their section called the Water Room
and linger there for several hours.

Troy came into Clingman's office with his tool kit through the double doors
designed to prevent moisture from escaping, shivering slightly as the sudden
clamminess touched his skin. Clingman, engaged as usual in pecking out
something on a writer, shirt sleeves rolled up on his plump arms, ranked piles
of notes on the table beside him, turned a pale, unhealthy-looking face
towards the door.

"Mister Gordon," he said mildly, dragging the "mister" out a little as was his



habit. He nodded at the wall to Troy's left. "Our recording mechanisms became
inoperative again . . . and just as I was in the process of noting down some
very interesting fresh clues as to the probable origin of the Tareeg coup
system. Will you try to attend to it?"

"Right away," Troy said, his vague fears dispelled. Clingman's recorders were
a standard problem; the repair parts for such items were on the Atlas which
had not come down into atmosphere for almost a year. There probably had been
no reason to feel apprehensive about a night call to the office. It had

happened on such occasions before.
* k%

He went to work, glancing over from time to time at the senior scientist who
was frowning down pensively at the writer. Before the Hammerheads executed his
predecessors, Dr. Victor Clingman had been head of the Biology Department on
the Cassa Expedition, and his interest in the subject had not changed, though
it was now centered exclusively on the life habits of their captors. The
Tareegs did not seem to object to his preoccupation with them. Possibly it
amused them; though Clingman had told Troy once, rather complacently, that his
research already had proved to be of some usefulness to the Tareegs in
answering certain questions they had had about themselves. That might also be
true. On several occasions, at any rate, Troy had found either the Low Dsala
or another Hammerhead officer in Clingman's office, answering the scientist's
questions in high-pitched, reedy voices which always had the suggestion of a
whistle in them. All of them apparently had been taught human speech, though
they rarely chose to use it.

Clingman cleared his throat, asked without turning his head, "Did I tell you,
Gordon, that the Tareegs' known history goes back to considerably less than a
thousand years, by human time reckoning?"

"Yes, you did, doctor," Troy said. It had become almost impossible for him to
do work for Clingman -- and Clingman invariably called on him personally when
he had some mechanical chore on hand -- without listening to a lengthy,
rambling discourse on the scientist's latest discoveries about the Tareegs. It
was an indication, he thought, that Clingman had grown increasingly hungry for
human companionship of any kind. He could hardly fail to know that the
majority of the stations' human component was aware he had originated the
suggestion made by the leading scientific group to the Hammerheads concerning
the possibility of turning Cassa One into a Tareeg water world, and that he
was generally despised for it. Troy's noncommittal attitude might have led him
to believe that Troy either had not been informed of the fact or happened to
be a man who saw nothing very objectionable in such an act.

Troy was, as it happened, less certain than some of the others that Clingman
and the men like Dr. Chris Dexter, who had been directing the ice-hauling
operations of the Atlas, had come to a deliberate, cold-blooded agreement
among themselves to save their own skins by offering to help the Hammerheads
against mankind. It was perhaps more likely that they had acted in unthinking
panic, following the gruesome executions the Hammerheads had forced them to
witness. That would be more forgivable, if only slightly so. It was difficult
to be sure about Clingman in any way. He might be unpardonably guilty in his
own mind and still no less frightened than before -- for who knew, after all,
what the Tareegs ultimately intended with their prisoners? On the other hand,
he might actually have buried all such considerations beneath the absorbed,

objective interest he appeared to take in them.
* k%



Troy had paid no more attention than he could help at first to Clingman's
scholarly monologues on his favorite theme. His own thoughts avoided the
Hammerheads as far as possible. But as his personal plans began to develop and
the chance that he might reach Earth grew into something more than a wildly
improbable hope, he realized that the more he learned about the new enemy, the
more valuable an eventual report would be. Thereafter he listened carefully,
memorizing all of Clingman's speculations, and gradually developed some degree
of detached interest of his own in the creatures. They had a curious history,
short though it was, a history of merciless strife on twin water worlds of the
same system in which any records of a common background had been long lost or
destroyed. Then had come the shock of mutual discovery and renewed battling,
now on an interplanetary scale, which ended in a truce of carefully guarded
equality between the rival worlds.

"That situation, it seems possible," Clingman had said once, "may have led to
the legend of the lost home-world of the Tareegs." It was a cautious reference
to the obvious fact that neither Tareeg planet would have been willing to
admit that it might be no more than an ancient colony of its twin. A remote
and glorious ancestral world which had brought both colonies forth as equals
was a much more acceptable theory. "And yet," Clingman went on, "the legend
might well be based in fact. And it may be that we, with our skills, will
enable the Tareegs to rediscover that world. . . ."

It sounded, Troy had thought, with something like amused disgust, as if the
scientific brass had prudently worked out a new scheme to preserve itself
after the Cassa One operation closed out.

"There also, of course," Clingman continued, blinking his pale eyes
reflectively at Troy, "we have the origin of the parallel legend of the
Terrible Enemy. What except the conquest of the home-world by a monstrous foe
could have caused it to forget its colonies? In that light, it becomes a
little easier to understand the . . . ah, well . . . the . . . cautious
distrust the Tareegs have shown towards the first intelligent species they
encountered in interstellar space."

And that sounded like an attempted apology -- not so much for the Tareegs and
their manner of expressing cautious distrust as for Dr. Victor Clingman's
collaboration with them. But Troy said nothing. By then he was very eager to
hear more.

He did. Almost week by week, something new was added to the Hammerhead data
filed away in his mind. Much of it might be unimportant detail, but Earth's
strategists could decide that for themselves. The Tareeg coup system Clingman
was mulling over again tonight had been of significance at least to the
prisoners; for it probably was the reason the majority of them were still
alive. The two High Dsalas who, each representing one of the twin worlds, were
in joint command of the Tareeg forces here would have gained great honor
merely by returning to their system at once with the captured Earth
expedition. But to have stayed instead, silently to have assumed personal
responsibility for the creation of a new world fit for Tareeg use -- that
assured them honor and power beyond belief when the giant task was over and

the announcement went out.
* k* *%

The awareness that Clingman was speaking again broke into Troy's thoughts.



"Almost everything they do," the scientist observed musingly, "is filled with
profound ceremonial meaning. It was a long while before we really understood
that. You've heard, I suppose, that cloud formations have appeared on this
side of the planet?"

Troy was about to answer, then checked himself, frowning down at the cleanly
severed end of the lead he had been tracing. Severed? What

"Gordon?"

"Uh . . . why, yes, I've seen them myself, doctor." Troy's mind began to race.
The lead had been deliberately cut, no question of that. But why? He might
have spent another hour checking over the recording equipment before
discovering it --

"It means, of course," he heard Clingman saying, "that the dry sea basins of
Cassa One gradually are filling with water. Now, we know the vital importance
to the Tareegs of being able to immerse themselves in the -- to them -- sacred
fluid, and how severely they have been rationed in that respect here. One
might have thought that, from the High Dsalas down, all of them would have
plunged eagerly into the first bodies of water to appear on the planet. But,
no . . . so great a thing must not be approached in that manner! A day was
set, months in advance, when it could be calculated that the water level would
reach a certain point. At that hour, every Tareeg who can be spared from
essential duty will be standing at the shore of the new sea. And

together . . . 2"

Abruptly, the meaning of Clingman's words faded out of Troy's mind.

The sudden nighttime summons to Clingman's office -- had it been no accident
after all? Had he done something in the past few hours to arouse suspicion,
and was he being detained here now while his rooms were searched? Troy felt
sweat start out on his face. Should he say anything? He hesitated, then
reached quietly into the tool kit.

" . . . and only then" -- Clingman's voice returned suddenly to his
consciousness -- "will the word be prepared to go back, and the messenger
ships filled with the sacred water so that it can be blended at the same
moment with the twin worlds' oceans, to show that Cassa One has become jointly
a part of each . . ."

Messenger ships -- the interstellar drones, of course. And the big troop of
Hammerheads which had been taken from the station in the personnel carrier
less than an hour ago . . . His hands trembling a little, Troy quickly closed

the recorder, picked up the toolkit.

Clingman checked himself. "Oh . . . you've finished, Gordon?" He sounded
startled.

Troy managed to work a grin on his face. "Yes, doctor. Just a broken lead. And
now, i1if you'll excuse me. . . ." He started to turn away.

"Ah, one moment!" Clingman said sharply. "There was . . . I . . . now

where . . ." He gazed about the table, pushing fretfully at the piles of
notes. "Oh, yes! Dr. Rojas . . . Room 72. You were on your way up here when he
attempted to reach you. Something that needed . . . well, I forget now what he
said. Would you mind going over there immediately?"



"Not at all." Troy's heart was pounding. If there had been any doubt he was
being deliberately delayed, it would have vanished now. Dr. Rojas, of course,
would have something waiting that "needed" Troy's attention before he got to
Room 72. A call from Clingman would arrange for it.

But if they were suspicious of him, why hadn't he been placed under arrest?
They don't want to scare me off, Troy thought. They're not sure, and if I'm up
to something they don't want to scare me off before they know just what it

is

* k%

He'd swung around to the hall, mind reaching ahead through the next few
minutes, outlining quickly the immediate steps he would have to take -- and so
he was almost past the Hammerhead before he saw it. The door to the Low
Dsala's offices had opened quietly, and the Low Dsala stood there five feet
away, the horizontally stalked eyes fixed on Troy.

Troy started involuntarily. He might be very close to death now. To approach a
Hammerhead . . . let alone the station's ranking officer . . . unbidden within
a dozen steps was a dangerous thing for a prisoner to do. The Dsala's left
hand hung beside the ornament-encrusted bolt-gun all the officers carried --
and those broad torturers' hands could move with flashing speed. But the
creature remained immobile. Troy averted his eyes from it, keeping his face
expressionless, walked on with carefully unhurried steps, conscious of the
Dsala's stare following him.

It was one of the comparatively few times he had seen a Hammerhead without its
suit. If one knew nothing about them, they would have looked almost comical --
there was a decided resemblance to the penguins, the clown-birds of Earth, in
the rotund, muscular bodies and the double set of swimming flippers. The odd
head with its thick protruding eyelobes and the small, constantly moving
crimson triangle of the mouth were less funny, as were the dark, human-shaped
hands. Troy felt a chill on his back when he heard the Dsala break into sudden
speech behind him: a high, quick gabble in its own language. Was it expressing
anger? Drawing the door quietly shut, he heard Clingman begin to reply in the

same tongue.
* k%

Reese looked briefly up from the intercom desk as Troy stopped before it.
"Finished with Clingman?" he asked.

"Uh-huh," Troy said. "Any other little jobs waiting before I can get back to
sleep?"

"Not so far," Reese told him sourly. "Pleasant dreams." He returned his
attention to the panels before him.

So Dr. Rojas, as had seemed almost certain, had put in no call for him. But if
he didn't show up at Room 72, how long before they began to wonder where he
was? Perhaps four or five minutes

Troy stepped out of the elevator on the maintenance level forty seconds after
leaving Reese, went quickly on into the engine room. One Hammerhead guard
stood watching him from the far end. As a rule, three of them were stationed
here. They were accustomed to Troy's appearances, and he had been careful to
establish as irregular a pattern as was practicable in attending to routine



chores, so that in an emergency his motions would draw a minimum of attention.
Ignoring the guard now, he carried out a desultory inspection of a set of wall
controls, paused four times to remove four minor sections of machinery and
drop them into his tool kit, and was leaving the big room again a minute and a
half later.

Out in the passage, he reopened the kit, quickly snapped three of the small
steel parts together. The carrying of firearms naturally was not a privilege
the Tareegs extended to human beings; but the newly assembled device was a
quite functional gun. Troy thumbed three dozen hand-made shells out of the
fourth piece removed from the control equipment, loaded the gun and shoved it
into his pocket.

The door to his quarters was locked, and there were no immediate signs inside
that an inspection might have been carried out during his absence. Troy moved
over to the rarely used intercom view-screen, changed some settings behind it,
and switched it on. The hidden back room appeared in the screen, and -- in
spite of his near-certainty about Clingman's purpose in detaining him -- Troy
felt his face whiten slowly with shock.

Jerry Newland was no longer lying on his bunk, was nowhere in the room. A
gaping opening in the wall behind the bunk showed where the emergency tank
Troy had brought in from the crashed courier ship had been installed. So they
not only had the pilot in their hands -- they already were aware of his
identity and of the condition he was in.

Troy felt a surge of physical sickness. Left to himself, Newland would have
died in the desert without regaining consciousness as the tank's independent
power source began to fail. Troy had saved him from that; but very probably it
was the Tareeg death the pilot faced now. Troy switched off the screen,
started back to the door, fighting down his nausea. Self-blame was a luxury
for which he had no time. He couldn't help Newland, and there was not an
instant to lose. Within a few hours, he could still be in space and take his
chances alone at getting the warning to Earth.

But first the search for him must be directed away from the Tareeg hangar. And
that, very fortunately, was an action for which he had long been thoroughly

prepared.
*x kX %

The Hammerhead guard at the station's ground-level exit also had been reduced
to one soldier. And here the appearance of the maintenance engineer's
groundcar on its way to one of the automatic installations out in the desert
was as familiar an occurrence as Troy's irregular inspection visits in the
engine room. The guard watched him roll past without moving and without
indication of interest. Troy glanced at his watch as the exit closed behind
him. Not quite six minutes since he'd left Clingman's office . . . they should
already have begun to check on his whereabouts, and the fact that he alone of
all the humans at the station had access to a groundcar would then be one of
the first things to come to their minds.

He slowed the car near a tiny inspection door in the outer wall of the
station, cut its lights, jumped out and watched it roll on, picking up speed
as it swerved away to the east and rushed down into the dark desert. Months
before he had installed the automatic guidance devices which would keep the
car hurrying steadily eastwards now, changing direction only to avoid
impassable obstacles. It might be that, at a time of such importance to the



Tareegs, they would not attempt to follow the car. If a flier did discover it
from the air, the vehicle would be destroyed . . . and it was rigged to
disintegrate with sufficient violence then to conceal the fact that it had

lacked a driver.
* X %

Troy opened the inspection door, then stopped for a moment, staring back at
the Tareeg hangar beyond the station. Light had been glowing through its
screens again when he came out; now the hazy translucence of the screens was
drawing sideways and up from the great entrance rectangle. Another of the big
personnel carriers nosed slowly out, moved up into the air and vanished
against the night sky. If it was loaded as close to capacity as the one he had
watched from inside the tunnel, almost two thirds of the Hammerhead force at
the station had gone by now to attend the rites at Cassa One's new sea.

He waited while the force screen restored itself over the entrance.
Immediately afterwards, the lights in the hangar turned dim and faded away.
Troy climbed in through the inspection door, locked it and started back down
to the maintenance level.

With a little luck, he thought, he might even be able to work undisturbed now
inside the interstellar drone he had selected for his escape. He would have to
be back in the tunnel when the search-beams came through again . . . he
suspected they might be quite sensitive enough to detect the presence of a
living being inside one of the ships. But the Hammerheads themselves might not
show up again until he was prepared to leave. And then it wouldn't matter. If
they did appear -- well, he would get some warning from the fact that the
hangar lights would begin to come on first. Not very much warning, but it
might be enough.

The passage leading past his quarters was empty and quiet. Troy remained
behind a corner for a minute or two listening. If Dr. Rojas had reported his
failure to arrive at Room 72, the Tareegs must also have learned by now that
he had left the station, and the last place they would think of hunting for
him was here. But somebody -- Hammerhead or human stooge -- might be in his

rooms, making a second and more thorough investigation there.
* x %

Everything remained still. Troy came quietly out into the passage, went down
it to the tool room next to his quarters, opened the door, taking the gun from
his pocket, and slipped inside. With the door locked, he stood still a moment,
then turned on the lights.

A glance around showed that nobody was lurking for him here. He darkened the
room again, crossed it, removed the floor section over the tunnel entrance and
slipped down into the tunnel. Working by touch, he pulled the floor section
back across the opening, snapped it into place and started up the familiar
narrow passage he had cut through the desert rock.

He couldn't have said exactly what warned him. It might have been the tiny
click of a black-light beam going on. But he knew suddenly that something
alive and breathing stood farther up the passage waiting for him, and the gun
came quickly from his pocket again.

His forehead was struck with almost paralyzing force. Stungun . . . they
wanted him alive. Troy found himself on his knees, dizzy and sick, while a
voice yelled at him. Human, he thought, with a blaze of hatred beyond anything



he'd ever felt for the Tareegs. Traitor human! The gun, still somehow in his
hand, snarled its answer.

Then the stungun found him again, in three quick, hammering blows, and

consciousness was gone.
* k%

There came presently an extended period of foggy, groping thoughts
interspersed with sleep and vivid nightmares. After a time, Troy was aware
that he was in a section of the sick bay on the Atlas, and that the great
carrier was in interstellar flight. So the operation on Cassa One was over.

He wondered how long he had been knocked out. Days perhaps. It was the shrill,
rapid-fire voice of a Tareeg which had first jolted him back into partial
awareness. For confused seconds, Troy thought the creature was addressing him;
then came the click of a speaker and the sounds ended, and he realized he had
heard the Tareeg's voice over the ship's intercom system. A little later, it
occurred to him that it had been using its own language and therefore could
not have been speaking to him.

During that first muddled period, Troy knew now and then that he was still
almost completely paralyzed. Gradually, very gradually, his mind began to
clear and the intervals of sleep which always ended with terrifying nightmares
grew shorter. Simultaneously he found he was acquiring a limited ability to
move. And that, too, increased. It might have been three or four hours after
his first awakening before he began to plan what he might do. He had made a
number of observations. There were three other men in this section with him.
All seemed to be unconscious. He thought the one lying the bed next to his own
was Newland, but the room was dim and he had been careful to avoid motions
which might have been observed, so he wasn't certain. There was a single human
attendant in the small room beyond the open doorspace opposite his bed. Troy
didn't recall the man's face. He was in the uniform of a medical corpsman; but
whatever else the fellow might be, he was here primarily in the role of a
guard because he had a gun fastened to his belt. It classed him as a human
being whose subservience to the Hammerheads was not in question. Twice, when
the man in the bed at the far end of the room had begun to groan and move
about, the guard came in and did something that left the restless one quiet
again. Troy couldn't see what he used, but the probability was that it had
been a drug administered with a hypodermic spray.

Getting his hands on the gun, Troy decided, shouldn't be too difficult if he
made no mistakes. His life was forfeit, and to lie and wait until the Tareeg

inquisitors were ready for him wasn't to his taste. Neither . . . though
somewhat preferable . . . was personal suicide. A ship, even as great a ship
as the Atlas, had certain vulnerabilities in interstellar flight -- and who

knew them better than one of the ship's own engineers? The prime nerve centers
were the bridge and the sections immediately surrounding it. It might be, Troy
thought, it just might be that the Hammerheads never would bring their prize

in to the twin worlds to have its treasures of technological information pried

out of it. And that in itself would be a major gain for Earth.
* k%

He turned various possibilities over in his mind with the detachment of a man
who has acknowledged the inevitable fact of his own death. And he felt his
strength flowing back into him.

The guard in the other room presently heard renewed groans and the slurred



muttering of a half-conscious man. As he came in through the doorspace with
the drug spray he walked into Troy's fist. It didn't quite put him to sleep,
but the spray did thirty seconds later, and shortly he was resting, carefully
bound and gagged since Troy didn't know how long the drug would retain its
effect, in the back of large clothes locker.

The man in the next bed was Newland. He seemed uninjured but was unconscious,
presumably drugged like the other two. Troy left the section in the corpsman's
uniform, the gun concealed in his pocket. It was improbable that the guard's
authority to carry it extended beyond the sick bay area. In another pocket --
it might come in handy -- was the refilled drug spray.

He was two decks closer to the bridge section when it struck him how deserted
the Atlas seemed. Of course, he had avoided areas where he would be likely to
run into sizable groups of either men or Tareegs. But he had seen only six
humans so far, only two of the Hammerheads. These last had come out of a
cross-passage ahead of him and vanished into another, two men following
quietly behind, the high-pitched alien voices continuing to make a thin,
complaining clamor in the otherwise empty hall seconds after they had
disappeared. And the thought came to Troy: suppose most of the ship's
complement was down in the sleepers?

It wasn't impossible. The Atlas must still be provisioned for years to come,
but an excellent way to avoid human mutiny on the approach to the Hammerhead
worlds would be to put any captives not needed for essential duty to sleep.
And the Atlas hadn't been built for the convenience of water-creatures. To
control a human skeleton crew would require a correspondingly small number of
Tareegs. Most of their force, he thought, very well might be making the return

in their own vessels.
* k5 %

The reflection literally stopped Troy in his tracks. Because that could change
everything he'd had in mind, opened up possibilities he hadn't thought

existed . . . including the one, still remote though it might be, of returning
the Atlas to Earth. Perhaps the men now in charge of the ship would be almost
as unwilling to allow that to happen as the Hammerheads; they had too much to
answer for. But if the situation he had imagined did exist, his thoughts raced
on . . . why then

Troy's mind swam briefly with a wild premonition of triumph. There were ways
in which it might be done! But because of that, there was also now the sudden
need for much more caution than he had intended to use. What he needed first
was somebody who could tell him exactly how things stood on board --
preferably somebody in a position of authority who could be persuaded or

forced to fall in then with Troy's subsequent moves.
* kx  %

The bridge deck was as quiet as the others. On the old Atlas, most of this
area had been officers' country, reserved for the expedition heads and top
ship personnel; and presumably that arrangement had been changed only by the
addition of Tareeg commanders and guards. Troy kept to the maintenance
passages, encountered no one but presently found unused crew quarters and
exchanged the corpsman uniform there for less conspicuous shipboard clothes.
This would make a satisfactory temporary base of operations. And now to get
the information he wanted.

The voice was coming out of the only door open on the dim hall. There were six



staterooms on either side, and Troy remembered that the room beyond the open
door had been occupied by Dr. Clingman on the trip out from Earth. The voice -
- preoccupied, mild, a little tired -- was unmistakably Dr. Victor Clingman's.

Was he alone? Troy thought so. He couldn't make out the words, but it was a
monologue, not a conversation. He had the impression of Clingman dictating
another rambling dissertation on Tareeg ways into a recorder; and the
conviction came to him, not for the first time, that the man was in some
essential manner no longer sane, that he had come to believe that his
observations on these deadly enemies some day really could be compiled into an
orderly and valuable addition to human knowledge.

Sane or not, he was a frightened man, the perfect quarry for Troy's present
purpose. With a gun on him, he would talk. And once having assisted Troy to
any degree, he would be too terrified of Tareeg reprisals to do anything but
switch sides again and go along with Troy, hoping that thereby the worst --
once more -- could be avoided. The worst for Victor Clingman. It would be
impossible, Troy thought, to trust Clingman, but he could make very good use
of him in spite of that.

He came quietly along the passage, his attention as much on the closed doors
about him as on the one which was open. The guard's gun unfortunately wasn't a
noiseless type, but he had wrapped a small cushion around its muzzle and
across it, which should muffle reports satisfactorily if it came to that.
Words became distinguishable.

"It is not a parasite in the ordinary sense," Clingman's tired voice said. "It
is a weapon. It kills and moves on. A biological weapon limited to attack one
species: the enemy. It is insidious. There is no warning and no defense.
Unconsciousness and death occur painlessly within an hour after contact, and
the victim has not realized he is being destroyed. The radius of infection
moves out indetectably and with incredible swiftness. And yet there was a
method of containing this agent. That knowledge, however, is now lost."

"As an achievement of the Tareeg genius for warfare, the weapon seems matched
-- in some respects surpassed -- only by the one used to counteract it. And in
that, obviously, there were serious faults. They . . ."

The man, Troy decided, was quite close, perhaps twelve feet to the right side
of the door. He glanced back along the silent hall, slipped the cover from the

gun -- with Clingman, he would only need to show it -- then came into the room
in two quick strides, turning to the right and drawing the door shut behind
him.
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There was no one in sight. The voice continued: " . . . desperate, with no
time to complete essential testing. A terrible gamble, but one which
inevitably . . ." The meaning faded from Troy's mind as he discovered the

wall-speaker from which the words were coming. His eyes darted across the room
to a comfortable chair drawn up beside a table, to a familiar picture of
untidily arrayed piles of notes on the table, a thread of smoke still rising
from a cigarette in the tray among them. Clingman had been in the room within
minutes, listening to one of his previous recordings as he worked. Troy's
glance shifted to a closed door on his right. Bedroom and bath of the suite
lay behind it. Clingman might be there. He might also . . . Troy reached back,
quietly opened the door to the hall again, moved on and slipped out of sight
behind an ornamental screen on the other side of the speaker.



Clingman could have left his quarters for some reason. In any event, it was
obvious that he had intended to return to the room very shortly. If he brought
someone with him, the situation might be more difficult. But hardly too
difficult to be handled.

Troy worked the improvised silencer back over the gun muzzle, senses straining
to catch either the opening of the door on his right or the sound of an
approach down the hall.

"So it was possible," he heard the wall-speaker say, "to reconstruct, in
almost every essential detail, what the concluding situation must have been on
the world where the Tareeg species had its origin. The attacking section was
safely screened, presumably by a form of energy barrier, against the deadly
agent it had released. The section under attack had no defense against an
agent so nearly indestructible that it subsequently survived for over a
thousand years in its inert, frozen condition without losing effectiveness in
the least —-- "

Troy thought: What . . . WHAT HAD IT SAID?

He stepped out from behind the screen as the door on his right opened. Dr.
Clingman stood in the door, mouth open, eyes bulging in surprise and alarm at
the gun in Troy's hand. Then his gaze shifted to Troy's face, and his
expression slowly changed.

"Mister Gordon," he murmured, smiling very cautiously, "you are really the
most difficult man to keep stopped!"

Troy pointed a shaking finger at the speaker. "That!" he cried. "That . . . it
said a thousand years in the ice!"

Clingman nodded. "Yes." His eyes returned, still rather warily, to the gun.
"And I'm rather glad, you know, you happened to catch that particular part
before I appeared."

Troy was staring at him. "That was their lost home world -- the one you've
kept talking about. That great asteroid cloud here. . . ."

"No, not here." Clingman came forward more confidently into the room, and Troy
saw now that the left side of the scientist's face and head was covered with
medical plastic. "The Cassa system is a long way behind us, Gordon," Clingman
said. "We've been on our way back to Earth for more than two days."

"To Earth," Troy muttered. "And I . . ."

Clingman jabbed a stubby finger down on a control switch at the table, and the
wall-speaker went silent. "It will be easier to tell you directly," he said.
"You've already grasped the essential fact -- our Tareeg captors, for the most
part, are dead. They were killed, with some careful assistance from the men in
charge of this expedition, by a weapon developed approximately twelve
centuries ago on their ancestral world. A world which still circles today,
though in a rather badly disintegrated condition, about the Cassa sun.

"But let's be seated, if you will. You gave me a very unpleasant fright just
now." Dr. Clingman touched the side of his face. "I had an ear shot off
recently by a man who didn't wait to have the situation explained to him. His



aim, fortunately, was imperfect. And there is still a minor war in progress on
the Atlas. Oh, nothing to worry about now -- it's almost over. I heard less
than twenty minutes ago that the last of the Tareeg guards on board had
surrendered. About fifty of them have become our prisoners. Then there is a
rather large group of armed men in spacesuits in one section of the ship with
whom we have been unable to communicate. They regard us as traitors to the
race, Dr. Dexter and myself in particular. But we have worked out a system of
light signals which should tell them enough to make them willing to parley."

He settled himself carefully into the big chair, turning a white, fatigued
face back to Troy. "That," he said, waving his pudgy hand at the wall-speaker,
"is a talk I made up to explain what actually has happened to the main body of
the mutineers. They comprised a large majority of the crew and of the
expedition members, of course, but fortunately we were able to gas most of
them into unconsciousness almost at once, so that no further lives have been
lost. We have begun to arouse them again in small groups who are told
immediately that the space ice we were bringing in to Cassa One carried a
component which has resulted in the destruction of the Tareeg force, and who
are then given as much additional information as is needed to answer their
general questions and convince them that we are still qualified to command the
Cassa Expedition. I believe that in a few more days normal conditions on the
ship will have been restored."

Clingman glanced over at the smoldering cigarette in the tray, stubbed it out
and 1lit another. "We had been aware for some time of your plan to escape back
to Earth in one of the Tareeg drones," he said. "It was an audacious and
ingenious scheme which might very well have succeeded. We decided to let you
go ahead with it, since it was by no means certain until the very last day
that our own plans would be an unqualified success. On the other hand, we
couldn't let you leave too early because the Tareegs certainly would have
taken the Atlas to the twin world then without completing the Cassa One
operation. And we didn't care to let you in on our secret, for reasons I'm
sure you understand."

Troy nodded. "If they'd got on to me, I might have spilled that, too."

"Exactly," Clingman said. "There was no question of your loyalty or
determination but the Tareegs' methods of persuasion might cause the most
stubborn man to tell more than he should. So no one who was not essential to
the work was given any information whatever. Dr. Rojas applied certain medical
measures which prevented Mr. Newland from recovering prematurely

prematurely from our point of view, that is. It did not keep you from
completing your other preparations but ensured that you would not actually
leave unless we believed the move had become necessary, as a last resort."

Troy shook his head. He'd been working against some thing there had been no
way of knowing about. "Was that Rojas waiting for me in the tunnel?"

"Yes. At that point, we knew we would win, and it had become safe enough to
tell you. Unfortunately, you believed it was a trap."

Troy chewed his lip. "On that home world of the Tareegs when the two factions
were fighting -- the losing side did something which blasted the whole planet
apart?"

"Not exactly," Clingman said. "The appearance of it is rather that the home
world came apart in an almost gentle manner, section separating from section.



How that could be done is something no one on Earth had worked out at the time
we left. The original survey group brought back samples of the asteroid swarm
for analysis. A good deal was learned from them."

He paused, frowning at his cigarette, said slowly, "The twin worlds have
developed a new scientific Tareeg caste which was considered -- or considered
itself -- too valuable to be risked on the interstellar expedition to the
Cassa system. I think that was a very fortunate circumstance for us. Even
before we left Earth, even when it was believed they were all dead, what had
been deduced of the Tareeg genius for destruction was more than a little
disturbing. The apparent purpose of that last defensive action on the home
world was to strip the surface oceans from the hostile sections of the planet.
Obviously, the process got out of hand; the entire planet was broken up
instead. But one can't really doubt that -- given more time -- they would have
learned to master the weapon.

"The killing agent developed by the opposing side evidently had been very
thoroughly mastered. And again we can't say how they did it. It can be
described as a large protein molecule, but its properties can be imagined only
as arising out of a very complex organization, theoretically impossible at
that level of life. It is confined to water, but its method of dispersion
within that medium is not understood at all. At one instant, it is here; at
the next, it apparently will have moved to a point perhaps several hundred
miles away. It is life which has no existence, and cannot exist, except as a
weapon. Unlike a parasite, its purpose is simply to kill, quickly and
efficiently, and go on at once to another victim. Having exhausted the store
of victims -- a short process, obviously, even in an area of planetary
dimensions -- it dies of something like starvation within days.

"That, of course, was as practical a limitation to those employing it as the
one that it attacks only Tareegs. They did not want to be barred indefinitely
from an area which had been cleansed of their enemies, and neither did they
want food animals in that area to be destroyed. They . . ."

His voice trailed off, and Troy stirred restlessly. Dr. Clingman was slumped
farther down in his chair now, and the pale, protruding eyes had begun to
blink drowsily. He seemed about to go to sleep. Troy said, "If the thing
killed the Tareegs on Cassa One inside an hour after they'd gone into the sea,
then they couldn't have had the time to start the interstellar drones back
towards the twin worlds."

Clingman's head turned to him again. "No," Clingman said. "Of course not."

"And even," Troy went on, "if they had been able to ship a couple of loads of
infected water back, it would have been harmless long before it reached their
worlds."

Clingman nodded. "Quite harmless. As harmless as the new ocean on Cassa One
would be by this time to Tareegs who entered it." He paused. "We'd thought,
Gordon . . . as you might be thinking now . . . of sending the drones back
instead with a load of asteroid ice containing the inert agent. That, of
course, would not have reduced its effectiveness. Nevertheless, the scheme
wouldn't have worked."

"Why not?" Troy asked.

"Because the drones, in the Tareeg view, were sacred messengers. They could be



used only to announce in a certain prescribed manner that the Tareeg
interstellar expeditionary force had discovered a water planet and taken
possession of it, again with the required ceremony, for the twin worlds. The
transmission of lumps of interplanetary ice would never have fitted that
picture, would, in fact, have been an immediate warning that something very
much out of order had occurred.

"That Tareeg insistence on exact ritualistic procedure -- essentially a
defensive measure in their dealings with one another -- also happened to delay
our own plans here very badly. Except for it, we would have been ready at
least a year ago to flood Cassa One and entrap our captors."

Troy repeated, stunned, "You would have been ready . . ."

"Yes, but consider what might have resulted from that overhasty action. The
Cassa system is much more readily accessible from the twin worlds than it is
from Earth, and if we made some mistake with the drones, or if the Tareegs
began to suspect for any other reason that their expeditionary force had met
with disaster, they would be certain to establish themselves at once in a very
strong manner here, leaving Earth confronted with a dangerously talented and
implacable new enemy. No, we had to retain the appearance of helplessness
until we had acquired an exact understanding of the manner in which the water-
message must be prepared, and had discovered some substitute for the freezing
effect on the lethal agent. That took an extra year."

Troy said carefully, "And during that year, as you knew would happen, another
dozen or so men died very slow and painful deaths on the Tareeg execution
benches. Any one of those men might have been you or I . . ."

"That is quite true," Clingman said. "But it was something that could not be
avoided. In that time, we did learn the necessary ritual and we did find a
numbing catalyst which will hold the protein agent inert until it loses its
effect by being sufficiently diluted again. So now the drones have been
dispatched. Long before this ship reaches Earth again, the agent will have
been introduced to the twin worlds, and except for the specimens we carry on
board, the Tareeg species will be extinct. It may not be a pleasant thing to
have a pair of ghost worlds forever a little on our conscience -- but one does
not have to fight uncertain wars with ghosts."

Troy studied him in silence for some seconds.

"And I thought you were soft," he said at last. "I thought you were weak and
soft. . . ."

- Chapter 7
Homo Excelsior

In many of Schmitz's stories, especially his Telzey stories and the Agent of
Vega quartet, the protagonists are people with extraordinary powers. Still,
they are not supermen, and their powers and abilities are simply incorporated
into "normal" societies rather than determining them. Unlike many other SF
authors of his day -- A.E. Van Vogt comes immediately to mind -- Schmitz does



not seem to have been particularly fascinated by the theme of what kind of
societies "Homo Excelsior" might produce.

There are a few exceptions, however, and we've collected them together in this
section of the anthology.

- Chapter 8

The Ties of Earth

The Hawkes residence lay in a back area of Beverly Hills, south of Wilshire
and west of La Brea. It was a big house for that neighborhood, a corner house
set back from the street on both sides and screened by trellises, walls and
the flanks of a large garage.

"That's the number," Jean Bohart said, "but don't stop. Drive on at least a
block . . ."

Alan Commager pointed out that there was a parking space right in front of the
house.

"I know," Jean agreed nervously, "but if we park there, somebody inside the
house would notice us and that would spoil the main purpose of our trip."

"You mean," said Commager as he drove on obediently, "they'll fold the black
altar out of sight, drop the remains of the sacrificed virgin through a trap
door and hose out the blood, while we're stumbling across the dichondra? I
thought we were expected."”

"We're not expected till ten thirty," Jean said. "Ira didn't exactly make a
point of it, but he mentioned they'd be doing other work till shortly after
ten."

"Then I come on with the dice, eh? By the way, I didn't bring any along. Would
these Guides keep sordid little items like that around?"

"It isn't going to be a crap game, silly," Jean informed him. "I told you Ira
thinks these people can tell whether you were just lucky last week or whether
you've developed some sort of special ability. They'll test you -- somehow."

Commager looked down at her curiously. Jean was a slim blonde who could look
crisp as chilled lettuce after an afternoon of smashing tennis matches
followed by an hour of diving practice off the high board. She wasn't
intellectually inclined, but, understandably, Ira Bohart had never seemed to
mind that. Neither did Commager. However, she seemed disturbed now.

"Are you beginning to get interested in that sort of thing yourself?" he
inquired lightly.



"No," she said. "I'm just worried about that husband of mine. Honestly, Alan,
this is as bad a metaphysical binge as he's ever been on! And some of those
exercises he was showing me yesterday sort of scared me. If they do something
like that tonight, I'd like to know what you think of it."

"It's just somebody else on the trail of the Bohart stocks and bonds, Jeannie.
Ira will get disillusioned again before any harm is done. You know that."

"That's what I keep telling myself," Jean agreed unhappily. "But this time --

Commager shook his head, parked the car and let her out, a block and a half
from the Hawkes home. "Did you try any of those exercises yourself?"

"I'm not that loony," Jean said briefly. "Anyway, Ira advised me not to."

They walked back to the house in brooding silence. Between them, they'd seen
Ira through a bout of Buddhism and successive experiences with three
psychological fringe groups, in relentless pursuit of some form of control of
the Higher Mind. After each such period, he would revert for a while to
despondent normalcy.

Four years ago, it had seemed rather amusing to Commager, because then it had
been Lona Commager and Ira Bohart who went questing after the Inexpressible
together, while Alan Commager and Jean Bohart went sea-fishing or skin-diving
off Catalina. But then Lona had died and the Inexpressible stopped being a
source of amusement. Sometimes Ira bored Commager to death these days. But he
still liked Jean.
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"Why pick on me to expose these rascals anyway?" he asked as they came in
sight of the house. "I may have surprised the boys at Las Vegas last week, but
I couldn't tell a psychic phenomenon from a ringing in my ears."

She patted his arm. "That may be true, but you do intimidate people," she
explained.

"Shucks!" Commager said modestly. It was true, though; he did. "So I'm to sit
there and glare at them?"

"That's the idea. Just let them know you see through their little tricks and
I'll bet they lose interest in Ira before the evening's out. Of course, you
don't have to put it on too thick . . ."

Their host, Herbert Hawkes, for one, didn't look like a man who'd be easy to
intimidate. He was as big as Commager himself and about the same age; an ex-
football player, it turned out. He and Commager exchanged crushing hand-grips
and soft smiles, as big men will, and released each other with mutual respect.

Ira, who didn't seem any more gaunt and haggard than usual, had appeared a
little startled by their entry, possibly because they were early, but more
likely, Commager thought, because of a girl who had coiled herself becomingly
on the couch very close to Ira.

At first glance, this siren seemed no more than seventeen -- a slender, brown-
skinned creature in an afternoon dress the exact shade of her skin -- but by
the time they were being introduced, Commager had added twelve years to her



probable age.

She was Ruth MacDonald, she told him, secretary of the Parapsychological Group
of Long Beach. Had he heard of it? He said it sounded familiar, which was
untrue, but it seemed to please Miss MacDonald.

The only other person present, a fifty-odd, graying teddy-bear of a man with
very thick eyebrows, announced he was the Reverend Wilson Knox, president of
the Temple of Antique Christianity. The Reverend, Commager realized, was
pretty well plastered, though there was no liquor in sight.

Their interests might be unusual, but they hardly seemed sinister. Commager
was practically certain he could identify Herbert Hawkes as the owner of one
of the biggest downtown automobile agencies -- which made him an unlikely sort
of man to be a member of a group called the Guides. It was Hawkes' own affair,
but it promised to make the evening more interesting than Commager had
expected.

"Were we interrupting anything?" he inquired, looking around benevolently.

Ira cleared his throat. "Well, as a matter of fact, Alan, we were conducting a
series of experiments with me as the guinea pig at the moment. Rather
interesting actually -- " He seemed a trifle nervous.

Commager avoided Jean's glance. "Why not just continue?"

"We can't," the Reverend Knox informed him solemnly. "Our high priestess was
called to the telephone a few minutes ago. We must wait until she returns.”

Ira explained hurriedly, "Mr. Knox is talking about Paylar. She's connected
with the new group I'm interested in, the Guides. I suppose Jean told you
about that?"

"A little." Commager waved his hand around. "But I thought you people were the
Guides."

Hawkes smiled.

Wilson Knox looked startled. "Goodness, no, Mr. Commager! Though as a matter
of fact -- " he glanced somewhat warily at his two companions -- "if someone
here were a Guide, that person would be the only one who knew it! And, of
course, Paylar. That's right, isn't it, Ruth?"

Miss MacDonald nodded and looked bored.

Jean said to Ira, "All I really told Alan was that some friends of yours would
like to experiment with -- well, whatever you think he was using in that crap
game last week." She smiled brightly at the group. "Mr. Commager actually won

eleven hundred dollars in fifteen minutes of playing!"

"Ah, anybody could if they kept the dice for fifteen minutes," Commager said
airily. "Question of mind over matter, you know."

"Eleven hundred dollars? Phenomenal!" Wilson Knox came wide awake. "And may I
ask, sir, whether you employ your powers as a professional gambler?"

Commager replied no, that professionally he was a collector, importer,



wholesaler and retailer of tropical fish. Which was, as it happened, the
truth, but the Reverend looked suspicious.

A door opened then and two other people came in. One was a handsome though

sullen-faced young man whose white-blond hair had been trimmed into a butch
haircut. He was deeply tanned, wore a tee-shirt, white slacks, sneakers and
looked generally as if he would be at home on Muscle Beach.

The other one had to be Paylar: a genuine Guide or, at least, a direct
connection to them. She was downright cute in a slender, dark way. She might
be in her early twenties

But for a moment, as Commager stood up to be introduced, he had the confused
impression that jungles and deserts and auroras mirrored in ice-flows had come
walking into the room with her.

Well, well, he thought. Along with Hawkes, here was another real personality.

They didn't continue with the experiments on Ira. Wilson Knox reported
Commager's feat in Las Vegas to Paylar, who seemed to know all about it, and
then went bumbling on into a series of anecdotes about other dice manipulators
he had known or heard about.

Except for the Boharts, the others listened with varying expressions of polite
boredom. But Ira seemed genuinely fascinated by the subject and kept glancing
at Commager, to see how he was taking it. Jean became argumentative.

"Nobody can really prove that anyone has such abilities," she stated
decisively. "Ira's been working around with this sort of thing for years and
he's never shown me anything that couldn't have been a coincidence!"

Ira grinned apologetically. Wilson Knox sent a quick glance toward Paylar, who
had settled herself in an armchair to Commager's left. The Reverend, Commager
thought, seemed both miffed and curiously apprehensive.

Commager's own interest in the group became suddenly more lively.

"There are people in this world today, my dear young lady," Wilson Knox was
telling Jean, "who control the Secret Powers of the Universe!"

Jean sighed. "When Ira tells me something like that, I always want to know why
we don't hear what these mysterious people are doing."

Wilson Knox glanced at Paylar again. And this time, Commager decided, there
was no question about it: the odd little man seemed genuinely alarmed. The
bushy eyebrows were working in unconcealed agitation.

"We must consider," he told Jean helplessly, "that such people may have their
own reasons for not revealing their abilities."

"Hm," sniffed Jean.

Commager laughed. "Mrs. Bohart has a point there, you know," he said to
Paylar. "I understand the Guides imply they can, at any rate, train people to
develop extrasensory abilities. Would you say they can produce some tangible
proof for that claim?"



"Sometimes," she said. "With some people." She looked a little tired of the
subject, as if it were something she had heard discussed often, as she
probably had, so Commager was surprised when she added in the same tone, "I
could, I think, produce such proofs very easily for you, Mr. Commager. To your
own satisfaction, at least."

As she turned to look at him, her dark elfin face sober and confident,
Commager was aware of a sudden stillness in the room. Wilson Knox started what
seemed to be a protesting gesture and subsided again. And Jean was frowning,
as if she had just discovered an unexpected uncertainty in herself.

"It's a fair offer," Commager acknowledged. "If you're suggesting an
experiment, I'll be glad to cooperate."

For a moment, he saw something almost like compassion in the serious young
face that studied him. Then Paylar turned to the others. "Would you arrange
the lighting in the usual way? Mr. Commager, I should like you to sit here."

It was what they had come here for, Commager thought. Hawkes and the blond
young man, whose name was Lex Barthold, went about the room adjusting the
lights. Commager had a strong impression that Jean now would just as soon keep
the experiment from being carried out, if she could think of a good enough
reason.

But the experiment would be a flop anyway. No such half-mystical parlor games
had worked on Commager since Lona had died.

In Commager's tropical fish store on Wilshire Boulevard, there were display
tanks that were laid out with the casual stateliness of an English park and
others that had the formal delicacy of a Chinese garden or that appeared to
copy, in fantastic miniature detail, sections of some dreamland salt-water
reef. These were the designs of two artistically minded girls who managed the
store for Commager and they were often expensively duplicated by artists
themselves in the homes of the shop's less talented patrons.

But the tanks that most interested Commager were the big ones in the back of
the store, partitioned off from the plate-glass windows and the displays that
faced the boulevard. Here fish and plants were bred, raised and stocked
without regard for art, and the effect, when you sat down to watch them for a
while, was that of being in the center of a secret, green-1lit jungle out of
which God knew what might presently come soaring, wriggling or crawling at
you.

It wasn't a bad way, in Commager's opinion, to pass a few hours at night, when
you didn't happen to be in a mood either for sleep or human company. In his
case, that might happen once or twice a week, or perhaps less than once a
month. When it happened more often, it was time to get organized for another



one of those trips that would wind up at some warm and improbable point on the
big globe of Earth, where people were waiting to help Commager fill his
transport tanks with brightly colored little water-creatures -- which, rather
surprisingly, provided him with a very good income.

It was a pattern he had followed for most of the second half of his thirty-
four years, the only two interruptions having been the second world war and
the nineteen months he'd been married to Lona.

It was odd, he thought, that he'd never found anything more important to do
with his life than that, but the personal games he could watch people play
didn't seem to be even as interesting as the one he'd chosen for himself.

Also, he went on thinking half-seriously, if you got right down to it,
probably all the important elements of life were contained right inside the
big tank he was observing at the moment, so that if he could really understand
what was going on in there, brightly and stealthily among the green underwater
thickets, he might know all that could be known about the entire Universe.

Considered in that light, the tank became as fascinating as a stage play in a
foreign language, in which the actors wore the bright masks of magic and
played games that weren't so very unlike those being played by human beings.
But any real understanding of the purpose of the play, human or otherwise,

always had seemed a little beyond Commager's reach.
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He yawned and shifted position in the chair he had pulled up for himself.
Perhaps he was simply a bit more stupid than most. But there was a fretting
feeling that this game playing, whether on a large scale or a small one, never
really led to much, beyond some more of the same. There was, he conceded, a
good deal of satisfaction in it for a time, but in the long run, the returns
started to diminish.

It seemed that things -- in some way Commager couldn't quite fathom -- should
have been arranged differently.

A car passing on the street outside sent a whisper of sound along the edge of
his consciousness. With that came the awareness that it had been some time
since he'd last heard a car go by and he found himself wondering suddenly what
time of night it was.

He glanced at his wristwatch. Three-thirty. A little startled, he tried to
compute how long he had been sitting there.

Then it struck him in a surge of panic that he couldn't remember coming to the
store at all!

But, of course, his memory told him, you went with Jean to that house
And Paylar had asked him to sit down and
What kind of stunt had she pulled on him?

The blackness of terror burst into his consciousness as soon as his thoughts
carried him that far -- and it wiped out memory. He tried again:

A black explosion. He pushed at it and it retreated a little.



It had been between ten and eleven o'clock. Five hours or so ago. What was the

last specific thing he could remember?
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He had been sitting in a chair, his eyes closed, a little amused, a little
bored. It had been going on for some time. Paylar, a quiet voice off to his
left, was asking him a series of odd questions.

PAYLAR: But where are you, Mr. Commager?
COMMAGER: (tapping his forehead): Right here! Inside my head.
PAYLAR: Could you be more specific about that?

COMMAGER (laughing): I'm somewhere between my ears. Or somewhere back of my
eyes.

PAYLAR: How far do you seem to be from the right side of your head? Do you
sense the exact distance?

Commager discovered he could sense the exact distance. As a point of
awareness, he seemed to be located an inch inside the right side of his skull.
Simultaneously, though, he noticed that his left ear was less than an inch and
a half away from the same spot -- which gave him briefly an odd impression of
the general shape of his head!

But he realized then that his attention was shifting around in there, rapidly
and imperceptibly. His ears seemed to be now above him, now below and, for a
moment, the top of his skull seemed to have moved at least a yard away.

He laughed. "How am I doing?"

Paylar didn't answer. Instead, she asked him to imagine that he was looking at
the wall in front of him.

After a while, that wasn't too difficult; Commager seemed to be seeing the
wall clearly enough, with a standing lamp in either corner, where Hawkes had
placed them. Next, the voice told him to imagine that the same wall now was
only a few inches in front of his face -- and then that it suddenly had moved
six feet behind him. It gave him an odd feeling of having passed straight
through the wall in the moment of shifting it.

"Put it twenty feet in front of you again," she said. "And now twenty feet
behind you."

Again the sensation of shifting in space, as if he were swinging back and
forth, past and through the wall. Commager had become alert and curious now.

On the third swing, he went straight into the blackness . . . with panic
howling around him! After that, everything was blotted out.
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He couldn't, Commager discovered, close the gap any farther now. Somewhere
near eleven o'clock in the evening, he'd gone into that mental blackout with
its peculiarly unpleasant side-effects. His next memory might have been twenty
minutes ago, when he found himself staring into the miniature underwater



forest of the fish tank in his store.

He could phone the Bohart apartment, he thought, and find out what actually
had happened. Immediately, then, he became aware of an immense reluctance to
carry out that notion and he grimaced irritably. It was no time to worry about
what the Boharts might think, but he could imagine Jean's sleepy voice,
annoyedly asking who was calling at this hour.

And he'd say, "Well, look, I've lost my memory, I'm afraid. A piece of it
anyway —--— "

He shook his head. They'd gone there to show up the Guides, after all! He'd
have to work this out by himself. As if in response to his line of thought,
the office telephone, up in the front of the store, began ringing sharply.

The unexpected sound jolted Commager into a set of chills. He sat there
stiffly, while the ring was repeated four times; and then, because there was
really no reason not to answer it, no matter how improbable it was that
someone would be calling the store at this time of night, he got up and
started toward the telephone down the long aisle of back-store tanks. Here and
there, one of the tanks was illuminated by overhead lights, like the one
before which he'd been sitting.

At the corner, where he turned from the aisle into the office, something lay
in his path.

He almost stepped on it. He stopped in shock.

It was a slender woman, lying half on her side, half on her face, in a rumpled
dress and something like a short white fur jacket.

Her loose hair hid her face.
The telephone kept on shrilling.

Commager dropped to one knee beside the woman, touched her and knew she was
dead, turned her over by the shoulders and felt a stickiness on his hands.
There was a slanting cut across her throat, black in the shadows.

"Well," a voice inside Commager's head said with insane calm, "if it isn't
Miss MacDonald!" He felt no pity for her at the moment and no real alarm, only
a vast amazement.

He realized that the telephone had stopped ringing and clusters of thought
burst suddenly and coherently into his awareness again. Somebody apparently
thought he was here, at three-thirty in the morning -- the same somebody might
also suspect that Miss MacDonald was here and even in what condition. And the
phone could have been dialed quite deliberately at that moment to bring
Commager out of the hypnotized or doped trance, or whatever it was that
somebody knew he was trapped in.

In which case, they might be wanting him to discover Ruth MacDonald's body at
about this time.

It would be better, he thought, not to get tangled up just now in wondering
why anyone should want that to happen; or even whether, just possibly, it had
been he himself who had cut Miss MacDonald's brown throat.



What mattered was that, at this instant, somebody was expecting him to react
as reasonably as a shocked and stunned man could react in such a situation.

The only really reasonable course of action open to him was to call the police
promptly —-- wherefore, if his curiously calm assumption was correct, he would
be primarily expected to do just that. It would be much less reasonable,
though still not too unlikely, to carry that ghastly little body far off
somewhere and lose it.

Or he could just walk out of here and leave Miss MacDonald on the floor, to be
discovered by the store's staff in the morning. That would be a stupid thing
to do, but still something that might be expected of a sufficiently dazed and
frightened man.

So he wouldn't do any of those things! The hunch was strong in him that the
best way to react just now was in a manner unreasonable beyond all

calculation.
* k%

He shoved Ruth MacDonald's body aside and flicked on his cigarette lighter. On
the floor were gummily smeared spots, but she had bled to death somewhere else
before she had been dropped here.

Commager's hands and clothes were clean, so it was very improbable that he had
carried her in. The sensible thing, he thought, would be to clean up the few
stains on the floor before he left, removing any obvious evidence that Miss
MacDonald had been in the store at all.

Wherefore, he didn't bother to do it.

Nor did he waste time wondering whether a half dozen tanks in the back part of
the store had been 1lit when he came in here or not. There was a variety of
possible reasons why someone might have left a light on over some of them.

He picked up the slender stiffening body on the floor and carried it to the
front door.

The door was unlocked and his Hudson was at the curb. He shifted Miss
MacDonald to one arm, locked the store door behind him, then placed her in the
back seat of the car.

Even Wilshire Boulevard was a lonely street at this hour, but he saw several
sets of headlights coming toward him as he got into the car and started it. As
far as he could make out, there hadn't been any blood spilled around inside
the Hudson, either.

Twelve minutes later, he drove past the corner house he'd visited with Jean
Bohart some time before ten in the evening. There was a light on in one of the
rooms upstairs, which distinguished Herbert Hawkes's home from any other house
in sight. A few blocks away, a dog began to bark.

Dogs might be a problem, he thought.

* Kk K%

Commager parked the car a few hundred feet away and sat still for perhaps a
minute, listening. The dog stopped barking. Headlights crossed an intersection



a few blocks ahead of him.

He got out, lifted Miss MacDonald's body out of the car and walked unhurriedly
back to the corner house and over the stepping stones of the dichondra lawn to
the side of the house. Here was a trellis, with a gate in it, half open.

Commager eased his burden sideways through the gate. In the half-light of
early morning, he set Ruth MacDonald down under a bush -- which partly
concealed her -- in about the same position in which he'd found her. He had a
moment of pity to spare for her now.

But there was motion inside the house. Commager looked at the door that opened
into this side garden. A vague sequence of motions; somebody walking quietly -
- but without any suggestion of stealth -- was coming closer to the door.
Commager stepped quietly up to the wall beside the door and flattened himself
against the wall.

A key clicked in the lock. The door swung open. A big shape sauntered out.

Commager's fist was cocked and he struck hard, slanting upward, for the side
of the neck and the jaw

He laid Herbert Hawkes down beside the body of Ruth MacDonald, one big arm
draped across her shoulders.

Let the Guides figure that one out, he thought wearily. Not that they
wouldn't, of course, but he was going to continue to react unreasonably.

Twenty minutes later, he was in his apartment and sound asleep.

The bedside phone buzzed waspishly. Commager hung for a moment between two
levels of awareness. The blazing excitement of the fight was over, but he
still hated to relingquish the wild, cold, clear loneliness of the blue --

The thin droning continued to ram at his eardrums. His eyes opened and he sat
up, reaching for the telephone as he glanced at the clock beside it. 8:15.

"Alan? I think it worked! Ira had breakfast and drove off to the office,
wrapped in deep thought. You were terrific, simply terrific! Just sitting
there like a stone wall -- "

Commager blinked, trying to catch up with her. Jean Bohart had an athlete's
healthy contempt for lie-a-beds and felt no compunction about jolting them out
of their torpor. She probably assumed he'd been up and around for the past two
hours.

Then his waking memories suddenly flooded back. He sucked in a shocked breath.



"Eh?" She sounded startled.

1]

"I didn't say anything," he managed. "Go ahead --

He wouldn't, he realized presently, have to ask Jean any leading questions.
There was a nervous tension in her that, on occasion, found its outlet in a
burst of one-way conversation and this was such an occasion. The Boharts had
left the Hawkes home shortly before twelve, Ira apparently depressed by the
negative results of the evening. The Reverend Knox had made a phone call
somewhat earlier and had been picked up within a few minutes by an elderly
woman who, in Jean's phrasing, looked like a French bulldog.

"I think he was glad to get out of there!" she added.

Commager didn't comment on that. He himself had stayed on with the others.
Ruth MacDonald, in Jean's opinion, was making a pretty definite play for him
by that time, while Paylar -- "What's her last name, anyway?" -- had become
withdrawn to the point of rudeness after Commager's spectacular lack of
reaction to her psychological games.

"I think she knew just what we were doing by then!" Jean's voice held
considerable satisfaction. "So did that Hawkes character. Did you know he's
the Herbert Hawkes who owned the Hawkes Chrysler Agency on Figueroa? Well,
there's something interesting about that -- "

Hawkes had sold out his business about eight months before and it was
generally known that his reason had been an imminent nervous breakdown. "What
do you make of that, Alan?"

Offhand, Commager admitted, he didn't know what to make of it.

Well, Jean interrupted, she was convinced Hawkes had gone the way Ira would
have gone if they hadn't stopped him. "Those Guides have him hypnotized or
something!" She laughed nervously. "Does it sound as if I'm getting too
dramatic about it?"

"No," he said, recalling his last glimpse of Hawkes and his horrid little
companion much too vividly. "He doesn't strike me as acting like a man who's
been hypnotized, though. Not that I know much about that sort of thing."

Jean was silent, thinking. "Did anything in particular develop between you and
MacDonald?" she asked suddenly. There was a strange sharpness in her tone.

Commager felt himself whiten. "No," he said, "I just went home by and by." He
tried for a teasing note. "Were you worrying about it?"

"She's poison, that's all!" Jean said sharply.
* k% %

After she hung up, Commager showered, shaved, dressed and breakfasted, with
very little awareness of what he was doing. He was in a frame of mind he
didn't entirely understand himself; under a flow of decidedly unpleasant
speculations was a layer of tingling, almost physical elation which, when he
stopped to consider it, appeared a less than intelligent response to his
present situation. But the realization didn't seem to affect the feeling.



The feeling vanished abruptly when he dumped the clothes he'd been wearing the
night before out of the laundry bag into which he had stuffed them, along with
the blanket on which he'd laid Ruth MacDonald's body in the car.

He had handled her with some caution and he couldn't discover marks on any of
those articles now that seemed likely to incriminate him. But he had no doubt
that a more competent investigation could reveal them.

The odd thing was that he still couldn't get himself to worry about such an
investigation. He had no logical basis for his belief that unless he himself
announced the murder of the secretary of the Parapsychological Group of Long
Beach, nobody else was going to take that step. He couldn't even disprove that
he hadn't, somewhere along the line last night, dropped into sheer criminal
lunacy.

But, so far, nobody had come pounding at his door to accuse him of murder. And
Commager retained the irrationally obstinate conviction that nobody would.

He had an equally strong conviction that he had become the target of the
relentless hostility of a group of people, of whose existence he hadn't known
until the day before -- and that he wouldn't know why until he discovered the
reason for his loss of conscious memory in a period during which he had, to
Jean Bohart's discerning eyes, showed no noticeable change in behavior.

And, Commager decided finally, he'd better not let the lack of satisfactory

conscious evidence for either certainty affect his actions just now.
* k%

He made two appointments by telephone and left the apartment an hour after
he'd been wakened. A few minutes later, he was at the store, which would open
for business at ten o'clock.

Commager unlocked the door and strolled inside. The store's staff had got
there at nine and the floors, he noticed, had been thoroughly mopped. Nobody
inquired whether he'd been in during the night, so it seemed he had guessed
right in leaving the lights on over the big tanks.

He drove into Los Angeles then, to keep his first appointment, at Dr. Henry L.
Warbutt's Psychology Center.

Henry was a stout, white-haired, energetic little man with the dark melancholy
eyes of one of the great apes. "Thirty minutes for free is all I can spare,
even for orphans," he informed Commager. "But you're welcome to that, so come
in and sit down, boy! Cup of tea, eh? What do you hear from the Boharts?"

Commager declined the tea, which was likely to be some nasty kind of disguised
health-brew, and stated that the Boharts, when last heard from, had been doing
fine. It wasn't his first visit to the Center. Both of his parents had been
dead before he was twelve and Henry, who was a relative on his father's side,
had been his legal guardian until he came of age.

"I want to find out what you know about a new local organization called the
Guides, " Commager explained. "They're on the metaphysical side, I'd say, but
they seen to be doing some therapy work. They're not listed in the telephone
book."

Henry looked slightly disturbed. "If you mean the Guides I'm thinking of,



they're not so new. How did you hear about them? Is Ira messing around with
that outfit now?"

Commager told him briefly of last night's earlier events, presenting Jean
Bohart's version of his own role in them, as if that were the way he recalled
it himself.

Henry became interested at that point. "Do you remember Jjust what those
exercises were that the woman put you through?"

When Commager had described them, he nodded. "They got those gimmicks from
another group. I've used them myself now and then. Not on cash clients, of
course, just as an experiment."

"The idea is to divert your attention away from your body-ego, if you know
what I mean. No? Well, then -- "

He made a steeple of his hands and scowled at his fingertips. "Metaphysically,
it's sometimes used as a method to get you out of your physical body." He
waved his hands vaguely around. "Off you go into the astral plane or
something." He grinned. "Understand now?"

"More or less," Commager said doubtfully. "Did you ever see it happen?"

"Eh? Oh, no! With me, they usually just go to sleep. Or else they get bored
and won't react at all, about like you did. There's no therapeutic value in it
that I know of. But probably no harm, either."

"Would you say whether there's any harm in the Guides?"

"Well," said Henry thoughtfully, "they're certainly one of the more
interesting groups of our local psychological fauna. Personally, I wouldn't go
out of my way to antagonize them. Of course, Ira's such a damn fool, you
probably had to do something pretty obvious to discourage him. Fifteen or
twenty years ago, the Guides were working principally with drugs, as far as I
could make out at the time. I don't know whether this is the same organization
or not, but just lately -- the last year or so -- I've been hearing gossip
about them again."

"What kind of gossip?"

"Well, you know a good many of the people who come into this Center for
therapy are interested in metaphysics in one way or another," Henry explained.
"Some of them have been telling me lately that the Guides are the latest thing
in a True Group. And a True Group, in their language, means chiefly that the
people in it have some honest-to-goodness supernatural abilities and powers."

He grimaced unhappily. "Another characteristic is that nobody else knows
exactly who belongs to a True Group. In that way, your acquaintances seem to
be living up to the legend."

Commager said he'd been under the impression that the Guides dealt in
parapsychology.

Henry nodded. "Well, they'd use that, too, of course! Depending on the class
of client -- " He hesitated briefly. "By and large, I'd say the Guides were a
very good outfit for fairly normal citizens like you and the Boharts to stay



away from."

He'd also heard of the Reverend Wilson Knox and of the Temple of Antique
Christianity, though not favorably.

"Knox has a crummy little sect back in one of the Hollywood canyons. They go
in for Greek paganism. Strictly a screwball group." He didn't know anything of
the Parapsychological Group of Long Beach. "You can't keep up with all of
them."

Julius Savage was a lanky, sun-browned hypnotist who'd sometimes gone spear-
fishing with Commager. On one such occasion -- the last, if Julius had
anything to say about it -- Commager had been obliged to haul him half-drowned
out of a kelp bed and thump him back into consciousness. Which made him the
right man right now.

He clasped his hands behind his head, rocked himself back from his desk and
looked first interested and then highly dubious, while Commager went on

talking.

"You're about as lousy a hypnotic subject as I am myself, Alan!" Julius

protested finally. "I tried to put you under twice, remember? Anyway, how
about sending you to my tame M.D. for a checkup first? Amnesia isn't anything
to -- No?" He considered. "Well, how long ago did this happen?"

The fact that it had happened only the night before reassured him somewhat. So
presently Commager was sitting in an armchair being informed that his eyelids
were getting heavier and heavier.

An hour later, Julius said discouragedly, "This isn't getting us anywhere and
I've got another appointment at two o'clock! How bad do you want that

information, Alan?"

"It's a matter of life and death!"

"Oh, hell!" said Julius. He went out of the room and came back with a small
bottle, partly filled with a slightly oily, aromatic liquid. "I don't use this
often, but -- by the way, with the possible exception of last night, did

anyone else ever try to hypnotize you?"

"Ira Bohart did, the first time I met him," Commager recalled. "It was at a
party. No results."

"We'll make it two spoonfuls," Julius decided.
* * %

Ten minutes later, Commager got into the blackness. The next time he



consciously opened his eyes, it was past three in the afternoon. Julius,
looking pale and exhausted, stood at the desk watching him. He'd loosened his
tie and hung his jacket over the back of a chair. His hair was disheveled.

"Brother!" he remarked. "Well, we got something, Alan. I'll play parts of it
back to you." He jerked his head at a gently burbling percolator on a mantel.
"Cup of coffee there for you. Better have some."

Commager sipped black coffee, yawned, and took note of the time. Too much of
the day already was past, he thought uneasily; he wondered what the Guides had
been doing meanwhile. "What happened to your appointments?"

"Canceled them," Julius said, fiddling with the tape recorder. "They'll keep."
He glanced around at Commager. "Here's the first thing we got.
Chronologically, it seems to fit in at the end of the period you can't
remember. Symbolism, but I'm curious. We'll try it first."

Commager listened. After a while, there were pricklings of memory. When Julius
stopped the recorder, he remarked, "I had a dream this morning that seems to
tie in with that."

"Ah?" Julius looked professionally cautious. "Well, let's hear about it."

Commager hesitated. The dream seemed irrelevant and rather childish, like a
fairy tale. He'd been flying around in a great open space, he began at last.
And he'd been wondering why nobody else was up there with him, but he hadn't
felt particularly concerned about it. Then a hawk came swooping at him, trying
to knock him out of the air.

There was a long leash attached to the hawk's leg and Commager noticed that,
far down below, a number of people were holding the leash and watching the
battle. "That explained why there wasn't anyone else around, you see. When
anyone tried it, they simply sent a hawk up after him."

"Hm!" said Julius. "Recognize the people?"

"No -- " Commager checked himself and laughed. "Of course, it Jjust struck me!
Hawkes was the name of one of the people I met last night! That explains the
dream!"

Julius nodded doubtfully. "Possibly. How did it continue?"
* kx ok

As Commager recalled it, there hadn't been much more to it. He couldn't damage
the hawk and the hawk couldn't bring him down; finally it disappeared. Then
he'd been up there alone . . . and then he'd been wakened by the telephone.

Julius tapped the desk with the eraser end of a pencil, looking thoughtful.
"Well -- " he sighed. He turned to the recorder. "Let's try another part of
this now, Alan. The central part. Incidentally, we didn't get into what you
were actually doing last night. These are your subjective impressions and they
aren't necessarily an immediately recognizable reflection of real events, past
or present. You understand that?"

Commager said he did. But he felt a stab of sharp apprehension. He was
reasonably certain that whatever Julius heard or guessed in his office
remained a private matter. But his own line of action had been based on the



solid personal conviction that, whatever had happened last night, it hadn't
been he who had killed Ruth MacDonald.

In view of the hypnotist's careful and almost formal phrasing, Commager was,
for a few moments at least, not quite so sure about that.

There were a bad few moments

Then the recorder was turning again.
*x Kk %

"What do you make of it?" Julius asked. "It will help me formulate my own
opinion."

Commager shrugged. He still felt shaken, after the intermittent waves of
grief, rage and remorse that had pounded through him while a section of the
tape rewound itself again -- with a vividness and immediacy that dazed him,
but still seemed rather unaccountable. After all, that had been over and done
with almost four years ago!

"It's fairly obvious to me," he said reluctantly. At least his voice sounded
steady enough. "A few months before my wife died, I'd begun to get interested
in the ESP experiments she was playing around with. You remember Lona was
almost as bad that way as Ira Bohart."

He managed a brief, careful grin. "It annoyed me at first, but, of course, I
didn't let her know. I thought she'd drop it soon enough. When she didn't, I
decided I'd experiment on the gquiet by myself. Actually, I was after
information I could use to convince Lona she was wasting her time with that
sort of thing -- and then she'd have more time to spare for the kind of fun
and games I was interested in."

Julius smiled faintly and nodded.

"I started making lists of coincidences," Commager explained. "Occasions when
I'd tell myself Lona would be home at six, say, and she'd actually show up
about that time. Or I'd decide what dress she'd select to wear next morning --

"

"Predictions, generally?" Julius drew a precise little circle on the desk
blotter with his pencil and studied it critically.

"Yes. Or I'd put the idea into her head that she wanted to talk about some
particular thing with me -- and sometimes she would!" Commager smiled. "I was
also, you see, keeping a list of the times these little experiments didn't
work out, and they often didn't, at first. So that, when I told Lona about it
finally, it would be obvious that the coincidences had been just that."

He hesitated. "I still think they were just that. But one day, it struck me
I'd accumulated too many coincidences lately. It shook me."

"Did it stop your experimentation?" Julius remained intent on his art work.

"A few days later, it did," Commager said. He discovered suddenly that he was
sweating. "Lona phoned me that afternoon that she was driving down to the
beach to pick me up. After she hung up, I had a sudden positive feeling that
if she drove her car that afternoon, she'd get killed! I almost called her



back. But I decided I wasn't going to turn into another Ira Bohart. As of
then, I was quitting all this ESP business and so was Lona! When she got
there, I'd tell her -- "

The sweat was running down his face now. "Well, you know that part of it. Lona
had a heart attack while driving, the doctors thought, and crashed and got
killed." He paused again, because his voice had begun to shake. "I don't know
why that got on there" -- he nodded at the recorder -- "except that night was
the first time since that I felt, even for a minute, that something might be
going on that couldn't be explained in a perfectly normal way!"

"That," inquired Julius, "was while you were going through that peculiar set
of exercises you were describing, wasn't it? Alan, how long ago has it been,
exactly, since your wife died?"

"Not quite four years." Commager drove back a surge of impatience. "I suppose
I've felt guilty enough about it ever since. But right now, Julius, I'm
interested in finding out why I lost a few hours of memory last night and how
to restore them. Are we getting any closer to that?"

"I think we are. Can you be at this office at 10 a.m. two days from tomorrow?
That's Thursday morning."

"Why should I come here then?"

Julius shrugged. "Because that's the earliest appointment I could make for you
with Dr. Ciardi. I phoned him just before you woke up. He's a friend of mine
and an excellent psychiatrist, Alan. We do a lot of work together."

Commager said in angry amazement, "Damn you, Julius! I told you I didn't want
anyone else to know about this!"

"I know," Julius admitted unhappily. "We've been fairly good friends for about
eight years now, haven't we? We've been in and out of each other's homes and
met each other's acquaintances, right?"

Commager's fingertips drummed on his right knee. He was still furious. "So
what?"

"So hell, Alan! What you were telling me just now never happened! Your wife
wasn't killed in an auto accident four years ago because, four years ago, you
didn't have a wife! To the best of my knowledge, you've never been married!"

Commager had a rather early dinner at Tilford's. A mirror lined the entire
wall on the opposite side of the room; now and then, he glanced at himself.
For a sort of lunatic, he thought, the big, sun-tanned man sitting there
looked remarkably calm and healthy.



He was still amazed, above all, at the apparent instantaneousness with which
he had realized that what Julius had blurted out was true. He could picture
Lona in a hundred different ways, very vividly, but he couldn't actually
recall having ever mentioned her to anybody else. And he couldn't now remember
a single time when he and she and any other person had been together.

It was almost as if the entire episode of Lona had been a story somebody had
told him, illustrated out of his own imaginings. And now, in a few hours, the
story was beginning to fade out. Specific scenes had dropped almost beyond the

reach of memory. The image of Lona herself started to blur.
* kx  *

His immediate reaction had been an odd mixture of shocked self-disgust and
profound relief, threaded with the feeling that actually he'd always known,
without being consciously aware of it, that there wasn't any real Lona.

Even the emotions he'd felt while listening to the tape recorder were a part
of the fabrication; almost at the instant of realization, they began to break
away from him. Like the sudden shattering of a hard shell of alien matter,
Commager thought, which he'd been dragging around, rather like a hermit-crab,
under the pretense that it was a natural part of himself. The self-disgust
became even more pronounced at that comparison.

But whatever his original motives had been for imposing that monstrous
construction upon his mind, Commager couldn't see any further connection
between it and the events of the past night.

Apparently he had thrust himself into a period of amnesia to avoid the full
impact of an artificial set of emotions. In that period, there had been a very
real and very unpleasant occurrence -- a murder.

His main reason now for remaining convinced that he hadn't been the murderer
was that the evening papers carried no indication that the body of Ruth
MacDonald had been found.

Which certainly indicated guilt on the part of those who must have found her.

He could afford to wait until Thursday, Commager decided, to go digging after
the causes of his delusion under Dr. Ciardi's guidance. But he probably
couldn't afford to wait at all to find out what the Guides -- he still had to
assume it was the Guides -- were preparing for him next.

And perhaps the best way to find out would be, quite simply, to ask.

He finished his dinner, walked up the street to a telephone booth and dialed
the number of Herbert Hawkes's home. A man's voice informed him presently that
it was the Hawkes residence, Lex Barthold speaking.

That, Commager recalled, was the name of the blond young man who had been an
untalkative member of the party last night. He gave his own name and said he
was trying to contact Miss Paylar -- a piece of information which produced a
silence of several seconds at the other end. But when Barthold spoke again, he
sounded unshaken.

"Paylar isn't in at the moment. Shall I take your message, Mr. Commager?"



Commager said no, he'd try again, and hung up. Now that, he reflected, walking
back to his car, seemed to be an interesting sort of household!

For the first time since leaving Julius's office, he wasn't too displeased
with himself. If he saw Paylar alone, he might, as far as appearances went, be
taking an interest in the well-being of Ira Bohart or, reasonably enough, in
Paylar herself.

And things could start developing from that point.

Of course, she might avoid letting him see her alone. In any case, his call
would give them something new to consider.

He drove to the beach and turned south toward San Diego. A half hour later, he
parked before the cabin where, among bulkier items of fishing gear, he kept a
45-caliber revolver. He put that in the glove compartment of the car and

started back to town.
* kx X

The telephone rang a few minutes after he reached his apartment.

"I've called you twice in the last hour," Paylar said. "I understand you want
to speak to me."

"I do," said Commager. "Do you happen to have the evening free?"

She laughed. "I've arranged to have it free. You can meet me at your aquarium
store, Mr. Commager."

"Eh?" he said stupidly.

"At your store." Her voice still sounded amused. "You see, I may have a
business proposition for you."

Then the line went dead.

Commager swore and hung up. When he turned into Wilshire Boulevard not very
many minutes later, he saw a long gray car, vague under the street lights,
move away from the curb a hundred feet or so beyond his store and drive off.
There was no sign of Paylar.

He parked and followed the car thoughtfully with his eyes. Then he got out.
The store was locked, the interior dark. But in back of the office, behind the
partition, was a shimmering of light.

He thought of the gun in his car. There had been one murder. It seemed a
little early for another one.

He unlocked the door and locked it again behind him. This time, there were no
bodies lying around the aisles. But at the back of the store, standing before
a lighted fish tank and looking into it, Paylar was waiting for him.

He didn't ask her how she got in. It seemed a theatrical gesture, a boasting
indication that his affairs could be easily invaded from without. Aside from
that, the darkened store undoubtedly was a nice place for an ambush. Commager
wondered briefly why he didn't feel more concerned about that and realized
then that he was enormously angry. An ambush might have been a relief.



"Did you find out much about us today?" Paylar asked.
"Not enough," he admitted. "Perhaps you can tell me more."
"That's why I'm here."

Commager looked at her skeptically. She was wearing a black sweater and slacks
that appeared wine-colored in the inadequate light from the big tank. A small,
finely shaped body and a small, vivid face. The mouth smiled soberly; black
eyes gleamed like an animal's as she turned her head toward him.

"We're an organization," she said, "that operates against the development of
parapsychological abilities in human beings "

Oddly enough, it made sense and he found himself believing her. Then he
laughed. "Do you object to my winning a crap game?"

Paylar said seriously, "We don't object to that. But you're not stopping
there, Mr. Commager."

Again there was an instant of inner agreement; an elation and anxiety.
Commager hesitated, startled by his reaction. He said, "I'm not aware of any
ambition along that line."

She shook her head. "I don't think you're being quite truthful. But it doesn't
really matter how aware you are of it just now. The last twenty-four hours
have indicated clearly that you can't be checked by any ordinary methods." She
frowned. "The possibility had been foreseen -- and so we hit you with
everything that was immediately available, Mr. Commager. I was sure it was
enough."

Commager felt a little bewildered. "Enough for what?"

"Why, almost anybody else would have done something sensible -- and then
refused to ever budge out of the everyday world again, even in his thoughts.
Instead, you turned around and started to smoke us out -- which, incidentally,

saved you for the moment from an even more unnerving experience!"
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Commager stared at her, appalled. That final comment had no present meaning
for him, but she obviously was speaking about a murder of which she, at the
very least, had known at the time. She considered it mildly amusing that it
had back-fired on them!

He said harshly, "I'd enjoy breaking your neck. But I suspect that you're a
little crazy."

She shrugged, smiling. "The trouble is that you're not going to go on thinking
that, Mr. Commager. If you did, we could safely disregard you."

He looked down at his hands. "So what are you going to do?"
"There are others who say you can be stopped. It's certain you won't like

their methods, though I'm not entirely sure they will be effective. I came
here tonight to offer you an alternative."



"Go ahead and offer it."
"You can join us," she said.

Commager gave a short laugh of sheer astonishment. "Now why should I want to
do that?"

"In the end," Paylar said soberly, "you may have very little choice. But
there's another reason. You've been trying, all your life, to bring your
abilities into your consciousness and under your control."

He shook his head. "If you mean wild talents, I haven't done anything of the
sort."

"Unfortunately," she said, "you won't remain unaware of that trend in yourself
very much longer. And, if you cooperate with us, we can and will help you to
do just that. But we can't let you continue by yourself, without safeguards.
You're too likely to be successful, you see. Those wild talents can become
extremely wild!"

"You know," he said, almost good-humoredly, "I think you really believe what
you say. But as far as I'm concerned, you're a group of criminal lunatics
without any more secret ability than I have myself."

"That," Paylar replied undisturbed, "is precisely what we're afraid of. For
the time being, though, we can use our abilities in ways that you cannot. What
happened while you were doing those exercises last night, Mr. Commager?"

He looked at her and then away. "I got rather bored."

Paylar laughed. "You're lying! Exercises of that kind provide very convincing
illusions, and very little else, for people who are hungry for illusion. But
since you have an ability, it took no more than a word to bring it into
action. That was when we knew you had to be stopped. However, I'm afraid
you're still turning down my offer."

"You read my mind that time, lady! I'd turn you over to the police, too, if I
thought it would do any good."

"It wouldn't," she assured him. Her head tilted a moment, with soft grace,
into an attitude of listening. "I think my car is coming back for me. I'll
leave that offer open, Mr. Commager -- in case you survive long enough now to
accept it."

He grinned. "You shouldn't frighten me like that."

"I've frightened you a little, but not nearly enough. But there is more than
one way to shake a man to his senses -- or out of them -- so perhaps we can
still change your mind. Would you let me out the front door now?"

Lights slid over the ceiling above her as she spoke, and the long gray car,
its engine throbbing, stood at the curb when they came out. Paylar turned at
the car door.

"You know where I'm staying," she said, looking up at him, "if you want to
find me."



Commager nodded.

She smiled and then the door opened for her and light briefly filled the
interior of the car.

Seconds later, he stood staring after it as it fled down the street. She'd
been right about there being more than one way of shaking a man out of his
senses.

The driver of the car -- the very much alive driver -- had been Ruth

MacDonald!
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Under what wasn't quite a full moon tonight, the Bay would have looked
artificial if it hadn't been so huge. A savage, wild place, incongruous in
this area with the slow thump and swirl and thunder of the tide.

A mile to the south was a cluster of cottages down near the water's edge.
Commager's cabin was as close as anything could have been built to the flank
of the big northern drop-off. He could look down at the sharp turn of the
highway below him or out at the Bay. Nobody yet had tried to build on the
rocky rises of ground behind him.

Without ordinary distractions, it was a good place for a few hours of
painstaking reorientation. He wasn't exactly frightened, Commager told
himself. But when he had recognized Ruth MacDonald, a wave of unreason inside
him had seemed to rise to meet and merge with the greater wave of unreason
rolling in from a shadow-world without. For that moment, the rules of reality
had flickered out of existence.

An instant later, he'd had them solidly re-established. He was now simply a
man who knew something had happened that he couldn't begin to explain
rationally. It was a much more acceptable situation, since it included the
obvious explanation of irrationality.

On Thursday morning, he could tell Dr. Ciardi, "Look, Doc, I'm having
hallucinations. The last one was a honey. I thought I was carrying a dead
woman all over town! What do we do about it?"

And they'd do whatever was done in such circumstances and it would be a sane,
normal, active life for Alan Commager forever after -- with a woman more or
less like Jean Bohart to live it with, which would keep out the shadowy Lonas.
With everything, in fact, that didn't fit into that kind of life, that
belonged to the shadow-worlds, as completely obliterated and forgotten as they
could become.

Commager wondered what made that picture look so unsatisfactory.
* k%

It struck him suddenly that, according to Paylar, this was exactly how the
Guides had expected him to react as soon as her little games had steered him
into a bout of amnesia and hallucinations. They'd wanted, she'd said, in
approximately those words, to put him in a frame of mind that would make him
refuse to ever budge out of the safe, everyday world again, even in his
thoughts.

Commager grimaced. But they'd become convinced then that he wasn't going to do



it!

He might do it all the same, he thought. But the reason it couldn't be a
completely satisfactory solution was growing clear. One couldn't discount the
probability that there was a little more to the shadow-worlds than lunacy and
shadow. Perhaps only a very little more and perhaps not. But if he avoided
looking at what was there, he would never find out.

And then he realized that he wasn't going to avoid looking at it, hadn't
really been seriously considering it. He swore at himself, because avoidance
did seem still the simple and rational solution, providing one could be
satisfied with it.

He couldn't be satisfied with it and that was that. He could see now that if
an organization such as Paylar had described the Guides to be existed, and if
it were composed, at least in part, of people who really had developed an
understanding and working knowledge of the possibilities of psi, it would be
in a uniquely favorable position to control and check the development of
similar abilities in others.

Its connections and its influence would be primarily with the psychological
fringe groups here and with their analogs elsewhere; and the people who were
drawn to such groups would be those who were dissatisfied with or incompetent
in normal lines of activity, and had become abnormally interested in
compensating for their lack of other achievement by investigating the shadowy,
vague, ego-bolstering promise of psi.

And people frightened by the threat of total war, driven into a search for
psychic refuge by the prospect of physical destruction.

In either case, because they were uncertain, less than normally capable
people, they could be controlled without too much difficulty -- and carefully
diverted then, in groups or as individuals, from the thing they were seeking
and might stumble upon.

The exercises she'd demonstrated to him, Paylar had said, were designed
primarily to provide convincing illusions for those who were hungry for
illusion.

She and her associates, Commager realized, might feel it was necessary. They
might know just enough to be afraid of what such knowledge could lead to. If
it were possible to encourage a pair of dice to bounce and spin in just the
right pattern to win for you, it might, for example, also be possible to send
a few buildings bouncing and spinning through a city! Of course, nobody ever
seemed to have done it, but that might be due precisely to the existence of
some controlling agency, such as the Guides claimed to be.

For a while, Commager regarded the possibility of accepting Paylar's
invitation to join her group -- and, a few seconds later, he knew he wasn't
going to do that either.

However determined he might be to proceed with a painstaking and thorough
investigation of this field of possibilities now, there was still a feeling of
something completely preposterous about the entire business.

He could accept the fact that he had been shaken up mentally to the point
where he might qualify without too much difficulty for the nearest insane



asylum. But he wasn't ready to admit to anybody just yet that he, a grown man,
was taking the matter of psi very seriously.

It was something you could try out for yourself, just as an experiment, behind
locked doors and with the windows shaded.

So Commager locked the front door to his cabin and tried it out.

The telegram which had been shoved under his apartment door during the night
gave a Hollywood telephone number and urgently requested him to call it. It
was signed by Elaine Lovelock. So far as Commager could remember, Elaine was
no one he knew. When he dialed the number, nobody answered.

He'd try to reach her again before he left for the store, he decided. It was
eight-thirty now; he'd just got in from the Bay. The chances were somebody's
deluxe fifty-gallon tropical fish tank had started to leak on the living room
carpet, and it hadn't occurred to them immediately that this was what pails
and pots were for.

He sat down to write a few notes on last night's experiment.

Nothing very striking had happened; he suspected he'd simply fallen asleep
after the first forty minutes or so. But if he kept notes, something like a
recognizable pattern might develop.

Item: The "Lona complex" hadn't bothered him much. It was beginning to feel
like something that had happened to somebody else a long time ago. So perhaps
the emotions connected with it hadn't been triggered by Paylar's exercises, as
Julius seemed to assume. Or else, since he no longer believed in it, it was on
its way out as a complex -- he hoped.

Item: With his eyes closed, he could imagine very easily that he was looking
through the wall of the room into another section of the cabin; also that he
had moved there in person, as a form of awareness. In fact, he had roamed
happily all around the Bay area for about ten minutes. For the present, that
proved only that he had a much more vivid imagination than he'd thought --
though whoever created Lona could be assumed to have considerable hidden
talent along that line!

Item: When he'd tried to "read" specific pages of a closed book lying on a
table near him, he had failed completely.

Item: He had run suddenly -- he might have been asleep by then -- into
successive waves of unexplained panic, which brought him upright in his chair

with his pulse hammering wildly.

Item: The panic had faded out of reach the instant he began to investigate it



and he hadn't been able to recall it.

Item: Either shortly before or after that event, he'd had for a while the
sensation of being the target of stealthy and malevolent observation. He had
made an attempt to "locate" the observer and gained the impression that the
other one unhurriedly withdrew.

Item: Briefly, he'd had a feeling of floating up near the ceiling of the room,
watching his own body sitting in the armchair with its eyes closed. This had
rocked him hard enough to awaken him again and he had concluded the
experiments.

Item: After waking up, he hadn't found or imagined he'd found Ruth MacDonald
or anybody else lying around the cabin, murdered or otherwise. He'd checked.

And that about summed it up, Commager decided. Not very positive results, but
he was determined to continue the experiments.

He suspected Julius would feel very dubious about all this; but Julius wasn't
going to be informed.

He himself was in a remarkably cheerful mood this morning.
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Mrs. Lovelock had a magnificent, musical voice, rather deep for a woman.

"I'm so glad you called again, Mr. Commager," she said. "I was away on an
unavoidable errand. Dr. Knox needs to see you immediately. How soon can you be
here?"

"Dr. Knox?" Commager repeated. "Do you mean the Reverend Wilson Knox?"
"That is correct. Do you have the address of our Temple?"

Commager said he didn't. There was no immediate reason to add that he hadn't
the slightest intention of going there, either. "What did he want to see me
about?"

Mrs. Lovelock hesitated. "I couldn't explain it satisfactorily by telephone,
Mr. Commager." A trace of anxiety came into her voice. "But it's quite
urgent!"

Commager said he was sorry; he had a very full business day ahead of him --
which was true -- so, unless he could get some indication of what this was all
about --

The melodious voice told him gquaveringly, "Dr. Knox had a serious heart attack
last night. He needs your help!"

Commager scowled. She sounded as off-beat as the rest of them and he had an
urgent impulse to hang up.

He said instead, "I don't guite see how I could be of much help under those
circumstances. I'm not a doctor, you know."

"I do know that, Mr. Commager," Mrs. Lovelock replied. "I also know that you
haven't been acquainted with Dr. Knox for more than a few days. But I assure



you that you may be saving a human life by coming out here immediately! And
that is all I can tell you now -- "

She stopped short, sounding as if she were about to burst into tears.

What she said didn't make sense. Also Commager hadn't liked the Reverend Knox,
quite aside from the company he kept. But he could, he supposed resignedly,
afford to waste a few more hours now.

"What was that address?" he asked, trying not to sound too ungracious about
it.
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On the way over, he had time to wonder whether this mightn't be part of some
new little game the Guides wanted to play with him. He was inclined to
discount Paylar's threats -- psychologically, he suspected, they'd already
tried everything they could do to him -- and they didn't look like people who
would resort readily to physical violence, though Hawkes could be an exception
there.

When Commager came in sight of the Temple of Antique Christianity, physical
violence suddenly looked a little more likely. He stopped a moment to consider
the place.

It was in a back canyon beyond Laurel; the last quarter-mile had been a
private road. A tall iron gate blocked the road at this point, opening into a
walled court with a small building to the right. A sign over a door in the
building indicated that this was the office.

Some distance back, looming over the walls of the court and a few intervening
trees, was another structure, an old white building in the Spanish style, the
size of a small hotel.

It looked like the right kind of setting for the kind of screwball cult Henry
Warbutt had described. Depending on who was around, it also looked like a
rather good place for murder or mayhem.

Should he just stroll in carelessly like a big, brave, athletic man? Or should
he be a dirty coward and get his revolver out of the glove compartment? It was
bound to make an unsightly bulge in any of his jacket pockets --

He decided to be a dirty coward.
* * *

The gate was locked, but the lock clicked open a few seconds after Commager
pushed a buzzer button beside it. The only visible way into the area was
through the office door, so he went inside.

A pallid young man and a dark, intense-looking young woman sat at desks across
the room from the door. The young man told Commager he was expected and went
to a side door of the office with him, from where he pointed to an entrance
into the big building, on the other end of what he called the grove.

"Mrs. Lovelock is waiting for you there," he said and went back to his desk.

The grove had the reflective and well-preserved air of a section of an
exclusive cemetery, with just enough trees growing around to justify its name.



There was a large, square lawn in the center, and a large, chaste bronze
statue stood at each corner of the lawn, gazing upon it.

Back among trees to the left was a flat, raised platform, apparently faced
with gray and black marble, but otherwise featureless. Commager had just gone
past this when he realized that somebody had been watching him from the top of
the platform as he passed.

That, at any rate, was the feeling he got. He hadn't actually seen anyone, and
when he looked back, there was nobody there. But the feeling not only had been
a definite and certain one -- it resumed the instant he started walking on
again. This time, he didn't look back.

Before he'd gone a dozen more steps, he knew, too, just when he'd experienced
that exact sensation before. It was the previous night, while he was doing his
parapsychological experiments at the Bay and had suddenly felt that he was
under secret and unfriendly scrutiny.

He laughed at himself, but the impression remained a remarkably vivid one. And
before he reached the entrance to the main building which the young man in the
office had indicated to him, he had time for the thought that playing with the
imagination, as he was doing, might leave one eventually on very shaky ground.

Then he was there, looking into a long hallway, and Mrs. Lovelock's fine, deep
voice greeted him before he caught sight of her.

"I'm so glad you could come, Mr. Commager!" she said.

She was standing in the door of a room that opened on the hall to the left,
and Commager was a trifle startled by her appearance. He had expected a large
handsome woman of about thirty, to match the voice. But Mrs. Lovelock was not
only huge; she was shockingly ugly and probably almost twice the age he'd
estimated. She wore a white uniform, so Commager asked whether she was Wilson
Knox's nurse.

"I've been a registered nurse for nearly forty years, Mr. Commager," the
beautiful voice told him. "At present, I'm attending Dr. Knox. Would you come
in here, please?"

He followed her into the room and she closed the door behind them. Her big,
gray face, Commager decided, looked both worried and very angry.

"The reason I wasn't more open with you over the telephone," she told him,
"was that I was certain you wouldn't have taken the trouble to drive out here
if I had been. And I couldn't have blamed you! Won't you sit down, please?"

Commager took a chair and said he was afraid he didn't understand.

Mrs. Lovelock nodded. "I shall give you the facts. Dr. Knox had a very severe
heart attack at around two o'clock this morning. I have been a member of his
congregation for twenty-four years, and I arrived with a doctor shortly
afterward. Dr. Knox is resting comfortably now, but he is very anxious to see
you. I must let him tell you why, Mr. Commager. But I should like to prepare
you for what you will hear -- "

Mrs. Lovelock stared gloomily at the carpet for a moment and then her face
twisted briefly into a grimace of pure rage.



"Wilson -- Dr. Knox -- 1s a harmless old fool!" she told Commager savagely.
"This Antique Christianity he worked out never hurt anybody. They prayed to
Pan and they had their dances and chants. And there was the Oracle and he read
out of the Book of Pan . . ."

"I don't know anything about Dr. Knox's activities," Commager said, not too
politely.

She had thick, reddened, capable hands and they were locked together now on
her lap, the fingers twisting slowly against one another, as if she were
trying to break something between them.

"I was the Oracle, you see," she explained. "I knew it was foolish, but I'd
sit up there on the dais in the smoke, with a veil over my head, and I'd say
whatever I happened to think of. But this year, Wilson brought in that Ruth
MacDonald -- you know her, he said."

"I've met the lady," Commager admitted. "I wouldn't say I know her."

"She became the Oracle! And then she began to change everything! I told Wilson
he was quite right to resist that. There are things, Mr. Commager, that a good
Christian simply must not do!"

Which, Commager felt, was a remarkable statement, under the circumstances.
Mrs. Lovelock came ponderously to her feet.

"Dr. Knox will tell you what remains to be told," she added rather primly.

"And, of course, you cannot stay too long. Will you follow me now, please?"
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The Reverend didn't look as if he were in too bad a condition, Commager
thought when he saw him first. He was lying in a hospital bed which had been
raised high enough to let him gaze down at the grove out of a window of his
second-story room.

After he'd talked a few moments, Commager felt the man was delirious and he
thought briefly of calling back Mrs. Lovelock or the other nurse who had been
with Wilson Knox when they came in. But those two undoubtedly had been able to
judge for themselves whether they should remain with the Reverend or not.

"Why should they want to kill you?" Commager asked. Knox had been speaking of
the Guides and then had started to weep; now he blew his nose on a piece of
tissue and made a groping motion for Commager's hand, which Commager withdrew
in time.

"It was merely a matter of business as far as I was concerned, Mr. Commager. I
certainly had no intention of blocking any activities of the Guides. In fact,
I should prefer not to know about them. But when Miss MacDonald, who was
employed by the Temple, upset our members, I protested to her, sir! Isn't that
understandable?"

"Entirely," Commager agreed carefully. "What did Miss MacDonald do to upset
them?"

"She predicted two of the congregation would die before the end of the year,"
Wilson Knox said shakily. "It caused a great deal of alarm. Many of our



wealthier clients withdrew from the Temple at once. It is a considerable
financial loss!"

The Reverend appeared rational enough on that point. Commager inquired, "Is
Miss MacDonald one of the Guides, Dr. Knox?"

"It's not for me to say." Knox gave him a suddenly wary look. "When she spoke
to me by telephone last night, I asked whether I had offended anyone. I was,
of course, greatly distressed!" His expression changed back to one of profound
self-pity. "But she repeated only that it had become necessary for me to die
this week and hung up."

It seemed an odd way at that for the Temple's new Oracle to have phrased her
prediction, Commager thought. He regarded Dr. Knox without much sympathy. "So
now you want me to simply tell her not to hurt you, eh?"

"It would be better, Mr. Commager," Knox suggested, "if you addressed yourself
directly to the young woman called Paylar." He reached for his wvisitor's hand
again. "I place myself under your protection, sir. I know you won't refuse
itt"

Which was almost precisely what he had said as soon as the nurses left the
room, and the reason Commager had believed the patient was in a state of
delirium. Now it seemed more probable that he was merely badly mistaken.

Commager decided not to ask why it would be better to speak to Paylar. At any
direct question concerning the Guides, the Reverend became evasive. He said
instead, "What made you decide I could protect you, Dr. Knox?"

Knox looked downright crafty. "I have made no inquiries about you, sir, and I

do not intend to. I am a simple man whose life has been devoted to providing a
measure of beauty and solace for his fellow human beings. In a modest way, of

course. I have never pried into the Greater Mysteries!"

He seemed to expect approval for that, so Commager nodded gravely.

"I speak only of what I saw," Wilson Knox continued. "On Sunday night, I saw
them attempt to bring you directly under their sway. Forgive me for saying,
sir, that they do not do this with an ordinary person! I also saw them fail
and I knew they were frightened. Nevertheless, you were not destroyed."

He tapped Commager's hand significantly. "That, sir, was enough for me. I do
not attempt to pry -- I have merely placed myself under your protection!"

A man with Secret Powers, a man who could tell the Guides to go jump in the
Pacific, might take a passing interest in the gimmicks of an organization like
the Temple of Antique Christianity. So on his way out through the grove,



Commager had turned aside to get a closer look at the dais.

He assumed, at least, that the gray and black marble platform was what Mrs.
Lovelock had referred to as the seat of the Oracle, since nothing else around
seemed suitable for the purpose.

Standing before it, he pictured her sitting up there in the night, veiled, a
vast, featureless bulk, announcing whatever came into her mind in that
stunning voice, and he could see that Wilson Knox's congregation might well
have listened in pop-eyed fascination. Ruth MacDonald couldn't have been
nearly as impressive.

Perhaps that was why she had started passing out death sentences.
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Down on Sunset, he parked his car at the curb and remained in it, watching the
traffic, while he tried to digest the information he had received -- if you
could call it information.

Wilson Knox and Mrs. Lovelock appeared to be people who had fabricated so much
fantastic garbage for the clients of the Temple that they had no judgment left
to resist the fabrications of others.

Commager's parting from Mrs. Lovelock had given him the impression that the
huge woman also was sullenly afraid, though she hid it much better than the
Reverend had. It could be simply that she felt her own position in the Temple
would be lost if Knox died; but he thought that in her case, too, it was a
more personal fear, of the Guides, or even of himself --

And he'd practically promised both of them to put in a word with Paylar to
protect that revolting little man!

However, the Reverend's heart attack, at least, probably had been a real
enough thing. And if Ruth MacDonald actually had telephoned a prediction of
death to him earlier in the night, there was some cause for intervention. The
practice of frightening people into their graves was something that anyone
could reasonably insist should be stopped.

And that, of course, brought up the question of how he expected to stop it.

And the question, once more, of just what that odd group of people -- who
indicated they were the Guides or associated with them -- was after.

Ruth MacDonald's activities concerning the Temple of Antique Christianity
hardly seemed to lie on the lofty, idealistic level he'd been almost willing
to ascribe to them in theory, even if he disliked their methods. She was a
brassy, modern young witch, Commager thought, using the old witchcraft tools
of fear and suggestion out of equally old motives of material gain and
prestige.

But one couldn't account for Hawkes as simply as that, because Hawkes had had
money and prestige.

Commager knew least of all about Paylar, except for the young man called Lex
Barthold, whose connection with the others wasn't clear. The impression of
Paylar was still mainly that she had a physical personality that would be hard
to match if you liked them slender, dark and mysterious, and with a self-



assurance that wasn't aggressive like Ruth MacDonald's, but that might be a
great deal more difficult to crack. Among the three he'd had to deal with, she
seemed to be the leader, though that wasn't necessarily true.

He found himself walking slowly down the street toward a phone booth.

Let's make a game of it, he thought. Assume that what Paylar had said and what
the Reverend had suspected was true -- at least in the Guides' own opinion --
that he had turned out to be exceptionally tough material for their
psychological gimmicks. That he had, in fact, abilities he didn't yet know
about himself, but which, even in a latent state, were sufficient to have got
the Opposition all hot and worried!

Even if the Guides only believed that -- if they, like Knox and his
mountainous registered nurse, had played around so long on the fringes of
reality that they were as badly confused now as the people they'd been
misleading -- his intervention should still be effective. Particularly if he
informed Mrs. Lovelock, with the proper degree of impressiveness, that he'd
passed on the word.

A little play-acting didn't seem too much effort to put out to save a human
life. Even a life like Wilson Knox's

This time, it was Paylar who answered the telephone.

"You've disappointed me a little, Mr. Commager," she said. "When I first heard
your voice, I was certain you were going to invite me out to dine and dance."

Commager assured her that this had been his primary purpose -- and as soon as
he'd said it, he began to wonder whether it wasn't true. But business came
first, he added.

"Well, as to the business," Paylar told him demurely, "I'm not necessarily in
control of Ruth's activities, you know. I hadn't been informed that the
Reverend Knox was 111." She paused a moment. "I'll tell Ruth she isn't to
frighten your friend again. Will that be satisfactory, Mr. Commager?"

"Why, yes, it is," Commager said and found himself flushing. Somehow, in her
easy acceptance of his intervention, she'd managed to make him feel like a
child whose fanciful notions were being humored by an adult. He put the idea
aside, to be investigated later. "Now about where to have dinner -- "

Paylar said she'd prefer to let him surprise her. "But I have a condition,”
she added pleasantly. "There'll be no shop-talk tonight!"

Putting him on the defensive again, Commager thought ruefully. He told her
shop-talk had been far from his mind and would eight o'clock be about right?

It would be about right, she agreed. And then, arriving at the store finally,
some fifteen minutes later, he found Jean Bohart waiting in his office.

"Hi, Alan," she greeted him gloomily. "You're taking me to lunch. Okay?"

In one way and another, Commager felt, Tuesday simply didn't look like a good

day for business.
* kx %



"I'm in a mood today," Jean announced. She picked without enthusiasm at a
grapefruit and watercress salad. "But you're not talking to me, either!"

"I was thinking," Commager said, "that I was glad you didn't look like a
certain lady I met this morning. What's the mood about?"

She hesitated. "I'm making my mind up about something. I'll tell you tomorrow.
Who was the lady? Someone I know?"

"I doubt it. A Mrs. Lovelock."

"I don't know any Lovelocks. What's the matter with her looks?"
"Fat," Commager explained.

"Well," Jean said glumly, "I'm not that."

She was, in fact, in spite of her downcast expression, a model of crisp
attractiveness as usual. A white sharkskin suit, with a lavender veil gathered
lightly at her throat, plus a trim white hat to one side of a blonde head --
neat, alert and healthy-looking as an airline hostess, Commager thought
approvingly.

Jean mightn't care for the comparison, though, so he didn't tell her. And he
wasn't going to press her about the mood, At the rare moments that she became
reserved, probing made her sullen. Probably something to do with Ira again.

"I called off the Taylors for tomorrow," she told him suddenly, with some
traces of embarrassment, "so we could talk. You don't mind, do you?"

"Of course not," Commager said hesitantly. Then it struck him suddenly: they'd
had a date for an all-day fishing party Wednesday, Jean and he and the Taylor
couple. He'd forgotten completely!

"That's all right then," Jean said, looking down at her plate. She still
seemed curiously shy and Commager realized that this was no ordinary problem.
"Will you sleep at your cabin tonight?"

"Sure," he said, concerned -- he was very fond of Jean. His sleeping at the
cabin was the usual arrangement on such occasions; he'd have everything ready
there for the day before anyone else arrived and then they'd be off to an
early start.

"I'll be there tomorrow at eight," said Jean. She gave him a quick, unhappy

smile. "I love you, Alan -- you never ask questions when you shouldn't!"
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So he had two dates at eight now, twelve hours apart. If it hadn't been for
the attendant problems, Commager decided, his social life might have looked
exceptionally well-rounded at the moment to almost anybody.

But he didn't seem to be doing a very good job of keeping clear of attendant
problems. It had struck him for the first time, while they were lunching, that
Jean Bohart might easily have been the prototype of the figment of Lona. There
were obvious general similarities, and the dissimilarities might have been his
own expression of the real-life fact that Jean was Ira's wife.



But he felt himself moving into a mentally foggy area at that point. There had
been occasional light love-making between them, too light to really count; but
Jean certainly had remained emotionally absorbed with Ira, though she tended
to regard him superficially with a kind of fond exasperation.

Commager didn't really know how he felt about Jean, except that he liked her
more than any one else he could think of. There was a warning awareness that
if he tried to push any deeper into that particular fog right now, he might

get himself emotionally snagged again.

It didn't seem advisable to become emotionally snagged. There were still too
many other doubtful issues floating around.

One of the other issues resolved itself -- in a way -- very shortly, with the
ringing of the office telephone.

It was Elaine Lovelock once more.
"Mr. Commager," she said, "about the matter we were discussing -- "

He began to tell her he had spoken to Paylar, but she interrupted him: "Dr.

Knox died an hour ago!"
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Some thirty minutes later, the first hot jolt of pain drove down from the
center of Commager's throat to a point under the end of his breast-bone.

If it hadn't been so damned pat, he thought, he might have yelled for a
doctor. The sensations were thoroughly convincing.

There was a section at the back of the store devoted to the experimental
breeding of fish that were priced high enough to make such domestic
arrangements worthwhile and exceptionally delicate in their requirements for
propagation. The section had a door that could be locked, to avoid
disturbances. Commager went in and locked it.

In the swampy, hot-house atmosphere, he leaned against one of the tank racks,
breathing carefully. The pain was still there, much less substantial than it
had been in the first few moments, but still a vertical, hard cramping inside
his chest. It had shocked him -- it did yet -- but he was not nearly so much
alarmed as angry.

The anger raged against himself -- he was doing this! The suggestion to do it
might have been implanted, but the response wasn't an enemy from outside, a
phantom-tiger pressing cold, steely claws down through his chest. It was a
self-generated thing that used his own muscles, his own nerves, his own brain

It tightened suddenly again. Steel-hard, chilling pain, along with a bitter,
black, strangling nausea in his throat. "I'm doing it!" he thought.

The clamping agony was part of himself; he had created it, structured it, was

holding it there now.
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And so he relaxed it again. Not easily, because the other side of himself, the
hidden, unaware, responsive side was being stubborn about this! It knew it was



supposed to die now, and it did its determined best.

But degree by degree, he relaxed the cramping, the tightness, and then
suddenly felt it dissolve completely.

Commager stood, his legs spread apart, swaying a little drunkenly. Sweat ran
from his body. His head remained cocked to the right as if listening, sensing,
while he breathed in long, harsh gasps that slowed gradually.

It was gone.

And now, he thought, let's really test this thing! Let's produce it again.
That wasn't easy either, because he kept cringing in fear of its return.

But he produced it.

And, this time, it wasn't too hard to let it go, let it dissolve again.

He brought it up briefly once more, a single sharp stab -- and washed it away.
And that, he thought, was enough of that kind of game. He'd proved his point!

He stripped off his shirt and hosed cold water over his head and shoulders and
arms. He dabbed himself with a towel, put his wet shirt back on, combed his
hair and went back to the office.

Sitting there, he thought of an old gag about a moronic wrestler who,
practicing holds and grips all by himself, broke off his left foot and
remarked admiringly, "Jeez, boss, nobody but me could have done that to me,
huh?"

Which more or less covered what had happened. And now that he had made that
quite clear, it seemed safe to wonder whether just possibly there mightn't
have been some direct, immediate prompting from outside -- something that told
him to go ahead and break himself apart, just as the wrestler had done.

Though there needn't have been anything as direct as a telepathic suggestion.
It could also have been done, quite as purposefully, by inducing the disturbed
leaders of the Temple of Antique Christianity to bring their plight to his
attention. By letting him become thoroughly aware of the shadowy,
superstitious possibilities in the situation, opening his mind to them and
their implications -- and then hammering the suggestion home with the simple,
indisputable fact of Wilson Knox's death.

If someone was clever enough to know Alan Commager a little better than he'd
known himself so far -- and had motive enough not to mind killing somebody
else in order to soften him up -- it could have been done in just that way.
And Paylar had told him openly that the motive existed.

Commager decided that that was how it had been done; though now he didn't mind
considering the possibility of a telepathic suggestion either. They might try
something else, but he was quite sure that the kind of trick they had tried --
whichever way it had been done -- wouldn't work at all another time. They
needed his cooperation for that, and he wasn't giving them any.

And still, aside from the fact that Wilson Knox had been threatened, nothing



at all had occurred openly.

The anger in him remained. He couldn't bring himself to feel really sorry for
Knox, or for Elaine Lovelock either. They were destructive mental parasites
who'd had the bad luck to run into what might be simply a more efficient
parasite of the same breed. In spite of their protests, they hadn't been any
less ruthless with the people they controlled.

He could recognize that. But the anger stayed with him, a smoldering and
dangerous thing, a little ugly. Basically, Commager knew, he was still angry
with himself. For reasons still unknown, he had developed an area of soft rot
in his thoughts and emotions; and he was reasonably convinced that, without
that much to start on, the proddings and nibblings of -- parasites -- couldn't
have had any effect. To have reduced himself to the level of becoming
vulnerable to them seemed an intolerably indecent failing, like a filthy
disease.

But anger, however honestly directed where it belongs, wants to strike

outward.
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For a parasite or whatever else she might be, Paylar looked flatteringly
beautiful in a sheath of silver and black -- and he didn't get a significant
word out of her all evening.

Commager hadn't tried to talk shop, but he had expected that she would.
However, in that respect, it might have been simply another interesting,
enjoyable but not too extraordinary night out.

In other respects, it wasn't. He didn't forget at any time that here was
someone who probably shared the responsibility for what he was now rather
certain had been a deliberate murder. In retrospect, her promise to tell Ruth
MacDonald not to frighten Knox any more hadn't meant anything, since Knox by
then had been as good as dead.

The odd thing -- made much odder, of course, by the other probability that he
himself had been the actual target of that killing -- was that, as far as
Paylar was concerned, he seemed unable to feel any convincing moral
indignation about the event. It was puzzling enough so that, under and around
their pleasant but unimportant conversation, he was mainly engaged in hunting
for the cause of that lack of feeling.

Her physical attractiveness seemed involved in it somehow. Not as a
justification for murder; he wasn't even so sure this evening that he liked
Paylar physically. He felt the attraction, but there was also a trace of
something not very far from revulsion in his involuntary response to it. It
wasn't too obvious; but she might have almost an excess of quiet vitality, a
warmth and slender, soft earthiness that seemed almost more animal than human.

That thought-line collapsed suddenly. Rather, it struck Commager, as if he'd
been about to become aware of something he wasn't yet prepared to see.

He suddenly laughed, and Paylar's short black eyebrows lifted questioningly.
"I just worked something out, Mabel!" he explained. He'd asked her earlier

what her full name was, and she had told him gravely it was Mabel Jones, and
that she used Paylar for business purposes only. He didn't believe her, but,



for the evening, they had settled cosily on Mabel and Alan.

"The thing that's different about you," he went on, "is that you don't have a
soul. So, of course, you don't have a human conscience either." He considered
a moment. It seemed, at any rate, to reflect almost exactly how he felt about
her. A cat, say, was attractive, pleasant to see and to touch; and one didn't
blame a cat for the squawking bird it had killed that afternoon. One didn't
fairly blame a cat either if, to avenge some mysterious offense, it lashed out
with a taloned paw at oneself. He developed the notion to Paylar as well as he
could without violating the rule against shop-talk.

The cat-woman seemed neither amused nor annoyed at his description of her. She
listened attentively and then said, "You could still join us, Alan —-- "

"Lady," said Commager, astonished, "there are any number of less disagreeable
suggestions you could have made at this hour!" He added, "Leaving out
everything else, I don't like the company you keep."

Paylar shrugged naked tanned shoulders. Then her gaze went past him and froze
briefly.

"What's the matter?" he inquired.

She looked back at him with a rueful smile. "I'm afraid you're going to see a
little more of my company now," she remarked. "What time of night is it,
Alan?"

Commager checked. It was just past midnight, he told her, so it wasn't
surprising that this and that should have started crawling out of the
woodwork. He turned his head.

"Hello, Oracle!" he said cordially. "What do you see in the tea leaves for
me?"

Ruth MacDonald looked a little out of place here in a neat gray business suit.
For a moment, she had also looked uncomfortably like a resurrected corpse to
Commager, but she was alive enough.

She glanced at him. "I see your death," she said unsmilingly.

Commager told her that she appeared to be in a rut, but wouldn't she sit down
and have a drink? The ice-faced young siren didn't share Paylar's immunity in

his mind -- she made his flesh crawl; she was something that should be stepped
on!
Paylar stood up. "You're fools," she said to Ruth MacDonald without passion.

She turned to Commager. "Alan, I should have told you I intended to drive back
with Ruth -- "

It was a lie, he thought, but he didn't mind. The expression of implacable
hostility on Ruth MacDonald's face had been gratifying -- Paylar's friends
were becoming really unhappy about him!

The gray car stood almost at the far end of the dark parking lot where he had
left his own. He walked them up to it and wished them both good night with
some solemnity. "You, too, Miss MacDonald!" he said, which gained him another
brief glance and nothing more. Then he stepped aside to let them back out.



When he stopped moving, there was no particular psychic ability required to
guess what was pushing against the back of his spine. "We're taking the next
car," Herbert Hawkes' voice announced gently behind him. "And I'm sure we can
count on you to act reasonably this time, Mr. Commager."

It was rather neat, at that. The gray car was moving slowly away, racing its
engine. If there had been anyone in sight at the moment -- but there wasn't --
a back-fire wouldn't have created any particular excitement.

"I'm a reasonable man," Commager said meekly. "Good evening, Mr. Barthold. I'm
to take one of the back seats, I suppose?"

"That's what we had in mind," Hawkes admitted.

They might or might not be amateurs at this kind of thing, but they didn't
seem to be making any obvious mistakes. Lex Barthold was driving, and Commager
sat in the seat behind him. Hawkes sat beside Barthold, half-turned toward
Commager. The gun he held pointed at Commager's chest lay along the top of the
back-rest. From outside, if anyone happened to glance in, it would look as if
the two of them were engaged in conversation.

Commager thought wistfully of his own gun, stacked uselessly away in his car.
This was what came of starting to think in terms of modern witchcraft! One
overlooked the simple solutions.

"I was wondering," he suggested, "what would happen if we passed a patrol-
car."

Hawkes shrugged very slightly. "You might try praying that we do, Commager!"

Whether the possibility was bothering him or not, the big man didn't look
happy. And there was a set tension about the way Lex Barthold drove which
indicated an equal lack of enjoyment there. Witchcraft addicts themselves,
they might feel that physical mayhem, if that was what they were
contemplating, was a little out of their normal lines of activity.

Otherwise, they had brawn enough for almost any kind of mayhem, and while one
needn't assume immediately that the trip was to wind up with outright murder,
their attitude wasn't reassuring.

Meanwhile, he had been fascinated by the discovery that Hawkes sported a
large, discolored bruise at the exact points of his neck and jaw where
Commager had thought his fist had landed early Monday morning. Those
"hallucinations" hadn't been entirely illusory, after all!

However, that made it a little harder again to understand what actually could

have happened that night. Commager's thoughts started darting off after rather
improbable explanations, such as the possibility of Ruth MacDonald's having a

twin sister or a close double who had been sacrificed then -- much as Knox had
been -- as part of the plot to drive Alan Commager out of his mind or into his
grave. He shook his head. It just didn't seem very likely.

The one thing he could be sure of right now was that Hawkes, who mightn't be
the most genial of men at best, hadn't appreciated that sneak punch.



They didn't pass any patrol-cars

He killed Herbert Hawkes not a quarter of a mile away from his own Bayside
cabin. The location wasn't accidental. Once they were past the point of
possible interference, with the last fifty yards of a twisting, precipitous
goat-path down to the Bay behind Commager and a gun still in front of him,
Hawkes took time out to explain.

"We're counting on your being found," he said, "and this is your own backyard,
so to speak. You've gone fishing now and then from that spot down there,
Commager. Tonight, being a little liquored up, you decided to go for a swim.
Or you slipped and fell from all the way up here and died instantly."

Commager looked at the gun. "With a couple of bullets in me?"

"I don't think it will come to that." Both of them, in spite of Hawkes's bland
analysis of the situation, were still as nervous, Commager suspected, as a
couple of cats in a strange cellar. "But if it does -- well, you ran into a
couple of rough characters out here, and they shot you and threw you in! Of
course, we'd prefer to avoid that kind of complication."

He paused as if expecting some comment. They both stood about eight feet away,
looking at Commager.

The Moon was low over the Bay, but it was big, and there was plenty of light
for close-range shooting. This was a lumpy shelf of rock, not more than twenty
by twenty feet, long and wide; the path dropped off to the right of it to
another smaller shelf and ended presently at the water's edge, where there was
a wet patch of sand when the tide was out.

The only way up from here was the path they'd come down by, and the two stood
in front of that. He couldn't read Barthold's expression just now, but Hawkes
was savagely tense -- a big man physically confident of himself, mentally
prepared for murder, but still oddly unsure and -- expectant!

The explanation struck Commager suddenly: they were wondering whether he
wasn't going to produce some witchcraft trick of his own in this emergency. It
was such an odd shifting of their original roles that it startled a snort of
rather hysterical mirth from him; and Hawkes, in the process of handing the
gun to Barthold, tried to jerk it back, and then Commager moved.

He didn't move toward Hawkes but toward Barthold, who seemed to have a better
hold on the gun. They might have thought he was after it, too, because Hawkes
let go and swung too hastily at him, as Barthold took a step back. Commager
slammed a fist into Barthold's body, swung him around between Hawkes and
himself, and struck hard again. The gun didn't even go off.



He had no more time then for Barthold, because Hawkes rammed into him with
disconcerting solidness and speed. In an instant, it was like fighting a
baboon, all nails and muscles and smashing fists and feet. The top of Hawkes's
skull butted his mouth like a rock. Commager hit him in the back of the neck,
was free for a moment and hit again. Hawkes stepped back, straightening
slightly, and Commager followed and struck once more, in the side. Then Hawkes
disappeared.

It was as sudden as that. Realization that he was stumbling on the edge of the
rock shelf himself came together with a glimpse of the thundering white
commotion of surf almost vertically beneath him -- a good hundred and fifty
feet down.

With a terrible trembling still in his muscles, he scrambled six feet back on
the shelf and glared wildly around for Lex Barthold. But his mind refused to

turn away from the thought of how shockingly close he had come to going over

with Hawkes; so a number of seconds passed before he grasped the fact that

Barthold also was nowhere in sight.
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Commager's breathing had slowed gradually, while he stared warily up the trail
to the left. The noise of the water would have covered any sounds of either
stealthy withdrawal or approach; but since Barthold seemed to have preferred
to take himself and the gun out of the fight, it was unlikely he would be
back.

On the other hand, there were a number of points on that path where he could
wait for Commager to come within easy range, while he remained out of
immediate physical reach himself.

To the right, the trail led down. Commager glanced in that direction again
and, this time, saw the gun where it had dropped into the loose shale of the
shelf.

Lex Barthold was lying on his back among the boulders of the next shelf down,
his legs higher than his head, the upper part of his body twisted slightly to
one side. He had fallen only nine feet or so, but he wasn't moving. They
looked at each other for a moment; then Commager safetied the gun and put it
in his pocket. He went on down.

"Hawkes went over the edge," he said, still rather dazed. "What happened to
you?"

Barthold grunted. "Broke my back." He cursed Commager briefly. "But you're a
dead man, too, Commager."

"Neither of us is dead yet," Commager told him. He felt physically heavy, cold
and tired. He hesitated and added, "I'm going to go and get help for you."

Barthold shook his head slowly. "You won't get back up there alive. We've made
sure of you this time . . ." He sounded matter-of-factly certain of it, and if
he felt any concern about what would happen now to himself, there was no trace
of it in his wvoice.

Commager stared down at him for a moment wondering, and then looked around.

Surf crashed rhythmically below them; the Moon seemed to be sliding fast



through clouds far out over the Bay. Overhead, the broken, sloping cliffs
might conceal anything or anybody. The feeling came strongly to him then that
in this savage and lonely place anything could happen without affecting the
human world at all or being noticed by it.

The night-1it earth seemed to shift slowly and giddily about him and then
steadied again, as if he had, just then, drifted far beyond the boundaries of
the reality he knew and were now somewhere else, in an area that followed laws
of its own, if it followed any laws at all.

When he looked at Barthold again, he no longer felt the paradoxical human
desire to find help for a man who had tried to kill him and whom he had nearly
killed. He could talk in Barthold's own terms.

He bent over him. "What makes you so sure your friends have got me?"
Barthold gave him a mocking glance, but he didn't answer.

They weren't certain, Commager thought, straightening up. They were just
hoping again! That something was preparing against him was an impression he'd
gained himself, almost like the physical sensation of a hostile stirring and
shifting in the air and the rocks about him, a secretive gathering of power.
But they weren't certain!

"I think," he said slowly, "that I'll walk away from here when I feel like
it." He paused, and added deliberately, "You people might last longer if you
didn't try to play rough, Barthold. Except, of course, with someone like
Wilson Knox."

Barthold spoke with difficulty. "The reason you're still alive is that Paylar
and I were the only ones who would believe you were a natural of the new mind.
The first one here in twenty-three years -- " His breath seemed to catch; his
face twisted into a grimace of pain. "But tonight they all know that ordinary
controls won't work on you, Commager! That's what makes it too late for you."

Commager hesitated. He said gently, "When did you and Paylar discover I was a
natural of the new mind?"

"Sunday night, of course!" Barthold was plainly anxious now to keep him here.
He hurried on, "The mistake was made five years ago. You should have been
destroyed then, before you had learned anything, not placed under control!"

Commager's eyes widened slightly. Until that statement, he had given only a
fraction of conscious attention to what Barthold was saying, the greater part
of his mind alert to catch those wispy, not-quite-physical indications that
something unhealthy was brewing nearby in the night. But five years ago!

"Paylar made me an offer to join your group," he pointed out. "Wouldn't that
have been satisfactory?"

Barthold stared up at him. His mouth worked, but for a few seconds he made no
audible reply.

"Don't wait!" he said with startling, savage intensity. "Now, or . . ." The
words thickened and slurred into angry, incomprehensible mutterings. The
eyelids closed.



Commager bent down and prodded Barthold's shoulder with a forefinger. The man
might be dying -- those last words hadn't sounded as if they were addressed to
him -- but there were things he had to know now. "What are you, Barthold?
Aren't you a natural, too?"

Barthold's eyes opened and rolled toward him, but remained unpleasantly
unfocused. "0Old mind -- " the thick voice mumbled. And then clearly, "You're a
fool, Commager! You didn't really know anything! If the others -- "

The eyes closed again.

0l1d mind . . . That still told him nothing. "Are the others of the old mind?"
Barthold grinned tiredly. "Why don't you ask Hawkes?"

There was a sound behind Commager like the sloshing of water in the bottom of

a boat. Then he had spun around and was on his feet, his hair bristling.
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Hawkes stood swaying in the moonlight, twenty feet away. Water ran from his
clothes to the rocks among which he stood. Water had smeared his hair down
over his face. And the left side of his head looked horribly flattened.

He took a step forward, and then came on in a swaying rush.

For a long instant of time, Commager only stared. Hawkes was dead; quite
obviously, even now as he moved, he was dead -- so he hadn't come climbing
back up the rocks out of the sweeping tug of the waves! He --

He was gone.

Commager walked over to the point where he had seen Hawkes. The rocks were
dry. He went back to Barthold, his lips still stiff with horror.

"Tell me what this was!" he said hoarsely. "Or I'll kill you now!"

Barthold was still grinning, his eyes open and wickedly alert. "A picture I

let you look at -- but, you see, you learn too fast! You're a natural. You
wouldn't believe a picture now, and the old mind couldn't do anything else to
you. But there are others working for us -- and now -- "

There was a rumbling and a grinding and a rushing sound overhead. Commager
leaped back, his eyes darting up. He heard Lex Barthold screaming.

The whole upper cliff-side was moving, sliding downward. A gray-black,
turning, almost vertical wave of broken rock dropping toward them



"People like us," Jean Bohart remarked, with an air of moody discovery, "are
really pretty lucky!"

Commager went "Hm?" drowsily. Then he lifted his head to look at her. She
stood beside the Sweet Susan's lashed wheel, shaded blue eyes gazing at him
from under the brim of her yachting cap, hands clasped behind her. "What
brought that to mind?" he inquired.

"I was thinking about my troubles," she said. "Then I started thinking they
weren't really so bad! Comparatively -- "

She was keeping her voice light. Commager sat up from where he'd stretched
himself out beside the cabin, gathering his thoughts back out of the aimless
diffusion of sleep. "Ready to talk about your troubles now?"

Jean shook her head. "Not yet." She frowned. "There's something about them I
want to figure out by myself first -- and I'm not quite done." The frown
vanished. "If you've finished your nap, you might look around and see what a
grand morning it is! That's what I meant by being lucky."

They were off Dana Point, he saw, so he'd slept a full hour since Jean had
taken them out of the Newport Beach harbor. The Sweet Susan was running
smoothly southward, through the Pacific's long smooth swells. Now that he was
sitting up, the wind streamed cool about his head and neck and shoulders.

He said, "Yes, I guess we're lucky."

Jean grinned. "And since I've got you awake, I'll catch a nap myself! Not that
I spent the night boozing and brawling."

Commager smiled at her. "Any time you feel like putting in a night like that,
give me a ring."

Superficially, in her white slacks and thin sweater, Jean Bohart looked fresh
as a daisy; only the tautness about her mouth and a controlled rigidity in the
way she stood suggested that the "trouble" might be close to a complete
emotional disaster.

He'd thought earlier that he would have liked to get out of this jaunt if he
could; now he felt guilty and a little alarmed.
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He moved over near the wheel while she lay down on the bench, pulling a pillow
under her head and settling back with the cap-brim down over her eyes. He
could tell that the muscles of the slim straight body weren't actually going
to relax. But she would pretend now to be asleep and Commager let his thoughts
shift away from Jean, promising himself to give her his full attention as soon
as she was ready to talk.

There were a few problems of his own to be considered, though at the moment he
had the sense of a truce, a lull. Last night, he had shaken the Guides badly;
he had killed two of their members. But there were at least three left, and he
hadn't crippled their power to act.

The truce, if it was that, was due in part to their fear of his reaction and



in part to an entirely different kind of restraint -- a restraint which he
believed was self-imposed.

The reason he believed it was that he was now aware of being under a similar
restraint himself. He thought he knew why it was an inescapable limitation,
but impersonally he could agree with Paylar's opinion that, from the Guides'
point of view, he should have been destroyed as soon as they became aware of
him.

Left to himself -- if in curiosity he had begun to investigate psi -- he would
have discovered the limitation quickly enough and abided by it. Even so, it
appeared to permit an enormously extended range of effective activity. And
Barthold had implied a conflict between an "old mind" and a "new mind."

It sounded like an esoteric classification of varying degrees of human psi
potential -- an ascendant individual "new mind" threatening the entrenched and
experienced but more limited older group, which compensated for its limitation
by bringing functioning members of the "new mind" under its control or
repressing or diverting their developing abilities.

He, apparently, was a "natural of the new mind." He couldn't be permanently

controlled. To the older group he represented an intolerable threat.
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Some one, last night, had thrown a few thousand tons of stone at him! And he
had deflected that missile from its course. Not by very much, but just enough
to keep it clear of the frantically scrambling figure of himself, scuttling up
the cliff path like a scared beetle.

He had done it -- how?

Trying to restructure the action, Commager knew that the process itself hadn't
been a conscious one. But it had been symbolized in his awareness by a cluster
of pictures that took in the whole event simultaneously.

A visualization of himself and the long thundering of the rocks, the sideward
distortion of their line of fall, and a final picture again of himself as he
reached the top of the cliff unharmed.

It had all been there, in a momentary, timeless swirling of possibilities
against the background of rock and shadow, the tilted, turning sky and
moonlight glittering on racing waters.

Then, in an instant, the pattern had been set, decided on; and the event
solidified into reality with the final thudding crash. Barthold lay buried
under the rocks and perhaps, down in the water, the body of Hawkes also had
been caught and covered.

He hadn't tried to save Barthold. Instead, automatically, he had flung out
another kind of awareness, a flashing search for the mind that had struck at
him. And he had been prepared, in a way he couldn't have described now, to
strike back.

He "found" three of them; the one who had acted and two who merely observed.
Almost, not quite, he knew where they were. But they were alert. It was as if
something, barely glimpsed, had been flicked out of his sight, leaving a
lifeless black emptiness for him to grope through if he chose.



Commager didn't choose to do any blind groping. He wasn't sure enough of
himself for that.

The limitation that he -- and, apparently, they -- didn't dare to violate had
to do with the preservation of appearances. It was a line of thought he didn't
want to follow too far just now. But it seemed that the reality he knew and
lived in was a framework of appearances, tough and durable normally but
capable of being distorted into possibly chaotic variations.

The penalty seemed to be that to the degree one distorted the framework, he
remained distorted himself. The smooth flow of appearances was quickly re-
established, but the miracle-worker found himself left somehow outside.
Commager suspected that he stayed outside.

He suspected also that a really significant distortion of appearances would
thrust the life and mind that caused it so far out that, for all practical
purposes, it ceased to exist.

He wasn't tempted to test the theory. Its apparent proof was that reality, by
and large, did remain intact, while those who played around too consistently
with even minor infringements notoriously failed to thrive.

To let a pair of dice briefly defy the laws of chance probably did no harm to
anyone, but when you aimed and launched the side of a cliff as a missile of
murder, you were very careful that the result was a rock-slide and not a
miracle!

You didn't -- ever -- disturb the world of reality
*x k%

What he had to fear from them, if they broke the truce, was the ambush, the
thing done secretly under the appearance of a natural series of events. It
left an unpleasantly large number of possibilities open, but until something
new happened, he couldn't know that they weren't ready to call it a draw. So
far, his spontaneous reactions had been entirely effective; the obvious damage
was all on the other side.

But since the damage wasn't all obvious, he had no present intention of
forcing a showdown. "Natural" or not, he might be either not quite good enough
at that kind of game, or much too good.

But meanwhile -- Commager looked thoughtfully at Jean Bohart. She had fallen
asleep finally, but she wasn't sleeping comfortably. Her mouth moved
fretfully, and she made small whimpering sounds from time to time, almost like
a puppy that is dreaming badly. If he'd become a miracle-worker on a small
scale, Commager thought, if he'd already pushed himself to some degree beyond
the normal limits of reality, he might as well get some use out of what he
couldn't undo.

Looking at her, it wasn't too difficult to imagine the rigidities and tensions
that kept Jean from finding any real physical rest. Nor -- a step farther --
was it hard to get a picture of her emotional disturbances shaping themselves
into a scurrying and shifting dream-torment.

Carefully, Commager took hold of the two concepts. He waited until he could no
longer be quite sure whether it was he or Jean who was really experiencing



these things; and then, as he had done yesterday with the pain in his own
body, he let dreams and tensions ebb away and cease to be.

In spite of everything else that had happened, he was still amazed, a few
moments later, to realize that his experiment in therapy had been a complete
success.

10

Clear blue bowl of the sky above. Black-blue choppy water of the Pacific all
about.

The Sweet Susan drifted, throttled down and almost stationary. Near the kelp
beds two miles to the south, eight other boats gradually changed their
relative positions. In the north-east, toward which the Sweet Susan slowly
moved, the dark jaws of the Bay opened out, still too far off to make out the
scars of last night's rock-slide.

Jean had slept steadily for over an hour, and Commager had two lines trailing
under superficial observation. Not even a mackerel had taken any interest so
far, which probably wasn't due to the sinister influence of the Guides, but to
the fact that the deep drop outside the Bay simply wasn't a very good fishing
area.

Unconcerned about that, he'd been sitting there for some while, in a drowsy,
sun-bright daydream composed of an awareness of physical well-being, his odd
certainty that the truce still held, and enjoyment of the coincidence that the
Sun was getting hotter to the exact degree that the breeze got brisker in
compensation. For the hour, under such circumstances, the life of an
unambitious, healthy animal seemed to be about as much as anybody reasonably
could ask for.

He came out of it with a sort of frightened start. He had heard Jean stirring
on the bench behind him. Now she yawned, just audibly, and sat up, and he knew
she was looking at him.

Commager couldn't have said what kept him from turning his head. There was a
momentary questioning alarm in him, which stiffened into cold watchfulness as
Jean got up and went into the cabin. There had been another little shift in
the values of reality while he was off-guard, he thought. Something was a
shade wrong again, a shade otherwise than it had been an hour or so ago. But

he didn't yet know what it was.
* kx  *

In a minute or so Jean came out again, and he guessed she'd changed into her
swimsuit. He heard her come up behind him, and then a pair of smooth arms were
laid lightly across his shoulders and a voice, from a point a little above and
behind his head, inquired, "Had any luck, Alan? The Sun got a bit too hot for
me."



It shocked him completely because it was Lona who touched him and spoke.

It was also, of course, Jean Bohart -- and there was no longer any question
that she'd served as the model for his imaginary woman. It had been out of

just such scraps of illusion as this -- voice sounds and touches, distorted
seconds in time -- that he'd built up that self-deception.

How he had been reached in the first place to get him started on the
construction was something he couldn't yet recall, but the purpose was also
completely obvious.

Five years ago, Lex Barthold had said, they'd taken him under control.

To divert a mind from a direction you didn't want it to follow, you gave it a
delusion to stare at.

You drenched the delusion in violently unpleasant emotions, which kept the
mind from any closer investigation of the disturbance --

Apparently, they'd expected the treatment to be effective for the rest of his
lifetime. But when Ira reported on the minor sensation Commager had created in
a Las Vegas club, they'd come alert to the fact that his developing psi
abilities hadn't been permanently stunted. And then a majority of them had
been afraid to attempt to kill a "natural."

Unconsciously, he'd resisted the next maneuver -- drastic as it had been -- to
throw him into a delusive tizzy.

Then he'd begun to strike back at them.

It wasn't really surprising, he thought, that they'd become a little
desperate. And they might have known of that dice game before Ira told them
about it. Ira had been their means of contacting him directly.

As Jean had been the means of keeping the primary delusion reinforced and

alive.
* k* *

"No luck, so far!" he told her, somewhat carefully. The momentary shock of
recognition had faded, but some of the feeling he'd wasted on the delusion
seemed to have transferred itself back to the model now! It didn't really
surprise him, and it wasn't an unpleasant sensation; but, for a moment, at
least, he didn't want it to show in his wvoice. "Did you get caught up on your
sleep?"

It might have showed in his voice, because she moved away from him and leaned
over the side of the boat, looking at the lines. "Uh-huh," she said casually.
"I feel fine now. Better than I have in a long time, as a matter of fact."
Commager regarded her speculatively. The easy grace of her body confirmed what
she said; the tensions were gone. He patted himself mentally on the back.
Commager the Healer!

"Alan?"

"Yes?" he said.



"I'm leaving Ira." Her face flushed a little. "To be more exact about it,
Ira's leaving me! For that MacDonald woman you met Sunday!"

Commager said softly that he'd be damned. His thoughts were racing as she went
on, "He told me yesterday morning. It jolted my vanity, all right! But the
funny thing is, you know, that as soon as I got over that, I found I actually
didn't care. It was really a relief. Isn't that funny?"

He didn't think it was funny. It was a little too pat.

"For five years," she said, turning to face him, "I thought I loved that guy.
And now I find I never did!" She shook her head. "I don't get it, Alan. How
can anyone be so crazy?"

"What are you going to do?" he asked.

She stared at him for a moment, looking appealing, hurt and lovely. If he put
his hand out to her now, she'd be in his arms.

"I'm going to Florida for a few months. Ira can settle it any way he wants
to."

So that was the way it had been, Commager thought in astounded fury. He was
the one they'd wanted to hold down, but it wasn't only his life they'd twisted
and distorted to do it. They'd used Jean just as ruthlessly. And, perhaps, Ira

For five years, he could have had his imaginary woman. She'd been within his
reach in reality.

And, now that delusions were not working so well any more, they threw the
reality at him!

Only now it was a little too late. He'd changed too far to be able to accept
their gift.

"Jean," he said.
"Yes, Alan?"

"You're going to stop thinking for a while now," he told her gently. "You're
going to just stand there for a while and not be aware of anything that
happens."

A puzzled frown formed on her face as he started to speak, but it smoothed out
again, and then she went on looking placidly at him. Perhaps her eyes had
dulled a trifle.

* Kk K%

This time, it didn't surprise Commager at all. Out beyond the Sweet Susan, he
saw something like a faint haze beginning to shape itself over the moving
surface of the water. He grinned a little.

Slowly and deliberately, he framed the cold thought in his mind: Do what you
can for yourselves! The truce is over!



Their response was an instantaneous one. A long swell rose up behind the Sweet
Susan, lifted the boat, passing beneath it, and dropped it again. The Sweet
Susan was still rising as Commager picked up Jean Bohart and set her down
beside the bench near the wheel; and it slapped down in a smash of spray as he
cut the lashings of the wheel with the emergency knife and pulled out the
throttle.

He glanced around. The haze was a thick fog about them, brilliant white
against the blue of the sky overhead, while they ran through its wet, gray
shade. The boat shuddered sideways behind the big swell, water roiling about
it. Suddenly, with a kind of horror, Commager understood what was there.

He had seen pictures of it, or rather of a part of it, cast up on the coast
years before: a house-sized chunk of rotten, oddly coarse-grained flesh,
hurriedly disposed of and never identified. The drifted remnant of a nameless
phenomenon of the Pacific deeps.

The phenomenon itself was underneath them now!

Still too far down to have done more than briefly convulse the surface as it

turned, it was rising toward the boat. A thing of icy, incredible pressures,

it was disrupted and dying as it rose, incapable of understanding the impulse
that had forced it from the dark ocean up toward the coast hours before. But

it was certain that, in the bright glare above it, it would find and destroy
the cause of its pain.

So it came up with blind, hideous swiftness; and Commager discovered that
rushing bulk could not be simply turned away from them as he had turned the
rocks. It was driven by its own sick and terrible purpose. Neither could he
reach the minds that guided it. This time, they were alertly on guard.

With seconds to spare then, he turned the boat.

In the fog to their left, the sea opened in a thundering series of crashes and
settled again. Water smashed into the boat as it danced and drove raggedly
away, and before it had gone very far it was lifted once more on a thrust of
water from below.

The thing from the sea had followed, and it was terribly close! So close that
the flickering dull glow of a mind as primitive as the monstrous body itself
rose up in Commager's awareness.

He caught at it.

What he drove into the glow was like an insistence on its destruction. It
seemed to blaze up in brief, white fury and then went black

The Sweet Susan drove on through a curiously disturbed sea, surrounded by
dissipating wisps of what might or might not have been an ordinary patch of
fog. Probably, no one on any of the distant fishing boats even noticed that
minor phenomenon.

A half-mile away, the water roiled once more; and that was all. The Pacific
had gone back to its normal behavior.



11

It was sunset on the Bay, and Paylar was talking, at least most of the time.
Sometimes Commager listened and sometimes he didn't.

It was a fairy-tale situation, he thought, somewhat amused at himself. Because
he could feel the mood of it very strongly, a childlike one, a mood of
enchantment around him and of terror along the fringes of the enchantment.
Terror that was in part past, and in part still to come.

Far below the slope where they sat, sun-fires gleamed in the dark, moving
waters, like fire shining out of the heart of a black jewel. Down there, as
was not inappropriate near the end of a fairy tale, two of the bad ones lay
dead and buried, unless one of them had been taken away by the water.

Much farther out, miles out, the body of a defeated dragon bumped slowly along
the sea-bottom, back to the deeps, nibbled at, tugged at, pulled and turned by
armies of hungry fish.

A blonde and beautiful princess was halfway to the far land of flowers called
Florida by now, flying through the night skies, and released at last from an
evil enchantment. She might still wonder at how oddly she'd acted the past few
years, but she'd begun to look forward to new and exciting activities -- and
she was rapidly forgetting Alan Commager in the process.

It had been the only way to arrange it, because this was a trap of magic Jean
had no business being in, and she'd been in it only because of him. He'd got
himself the other one, the dark, beautiful, wicked witch, to keep company
instead.

So Paylar talked of magical things, and he listened, pleasantly fascinated and
willing for an hour to believe anything she told him. Earth turned under them,
vast and ponderous, away from the Sun and into the night, a big, convincing

stage background to what she was talking about.
* k%

All Earth life, she said, was a single entity, growing and developing from
this great globe, and its conscious thinking processes went on mainly in that
part of it that was human. Which was fine, she explained, while all humans
were still Old Mind, as they had been at first, because they were aware of
Earth and cared for it, knowing they were a part of it, and that it all
belonged together. But then New Mind humans came along, as a natural
development. They could think a little better than the others, but they were
no longer aware of being a part of Earth life and didn't care about anything
much but themselves, since they considered themselves to be individuals.

It didn't matter too much. They were still influenced by the purpose and
patterns of Earth life, and had practically no conscious defenses against what
seemed to them to be obscure motivations of their own. And there were always
enough 0ld Mind people around who knew what was going on to direct the rather
directionless New Minders patiently back to the old patterns, so that in the



long run things tended to keep moving along much as they always had done.

It began to matter when New Minders developed a conscious interest in what was
now called psi. That was an Earth life ability which had its purpose in
keeping the patterns intact; and only the New Mind, which had intelligence
without responsibility, was capable of using psi individualistically and
destructively.

In most periods of time, the New Mind was kept from investigating psi
seriously by its superstitious dread of phenomena it couldn't rationalize. But
when it did get interested --

In the 01d Mind, adherence to the Earth life pattern was so complete that
dangerous psi abilities simply didn't develop.

"So you see," she said, "we need New Mind psi to control New Mind psi."
* k%

Commager said he'd come to understand that finally. And also that they were
able to keep control of the people they used by the fact that psi abilities
tended to be as deadly to their possessor as to anyone else, when employed
without careful restraint. "At best, I imagine there's a high turnover rate in
the New Mind section of an organization like the Guides."

"There is," she agreed coolly. "Particularly since we select the ones that are
potentially the most dangerous as recruits. The ones most hungry for power.
Ruth, for example, is not likely to live out another year."

Privately and thoughtfully, Commager confirmed that opinion. "Doesn't that
unusual mortality attract attention?" he inquired. It seemed a little
tactless, but he added, "What about Hawkes and Barthold, for example? Aren't
they going to be officially missed?"

"Hawkes was known to be nearly psychopathic," Paylar replied. "whatever
happened to him will surprise no one officially. And no one but ourselves knew
anything about Lex."

She had showed, Commager thought, an appalling indifference to the fate of her
late companions. He studied her for a moment with interested distaste. "You
know," he remarked then, "I don't feel any very strong urges for power myself.
How does that fit in with your story?"

She shrugged. "A natural is always unpredictable. You have a blend of 0ld Mind
and New Mind qualities, Alan, that might have made you extremely useful to us.
But since you didn't choose to be useful, we can't take a chance on you."

He let that pass. "Where do people like you and Barthold come from?" he

inquired curiously. "How did you get involved in this kind of thing?"
*x kX %

She herself came, she said, from a mountain village in northern Italy. Its
name was as unimportant as her own. As for the role she was playing, in part
she'd been instructed in it, and in part she'd known instinctively what she
had to do. She smiled at him. "But none of that is going to concern you very
much longer, Alan!"

She sounded unpleasantly certain about it. Although he thought he could



foretell quite precisely what was going to happen tonight, Commager felt a
little shaken. He suggested, "What would happen if people like myself were
just left to do as they pleased?"

"Earth would go insane," she said calmly. The extravagance of the statement
jolted him again, but he could see the analogue. The 0ld Mind was full of
fears, too -- the fear of chaos.

"That offer you made me to become one of the Guides -- was that a trap, or was
it meant sincerely?"

Her face abruptly became cautious and alert. "It was meant sincerely."
"How could you have trusted me?"

She said evasively, "There was a great deal you could have learned from us.
You have discovered some of the things you can do by yourself, but you realize
the dangers of uninstructed experimentation."”

He looked at her, remembering the limitations of 0Old Mind and that, because of
them, there couldn't be any real compromise. He didn't doubt they would have
showed him what was safe to do and of use to them; but the only circumstances
under which they really could trust him would be to have him so befuddled that
he'd be almost completely dependent on their assistance and advice. So they
would also have showed him things that were very much less than safe -- for
him.

He thought that Herbert Hawkes had followed that road almost to the end before
he died, and that Ruth MacDonald was rather far advanced on it by now. Those
two had been merely greedy and power-hungry people, utilizing talents which
were more expensive than they'd been allowed to guess. Lex and Paylar had been
the only leaders among the ones he'd met of that group.

He didn't bother to repeat his question; but Paylar said suddenly, "Why did
you bring me out here this evening, Alan?"

"I thought I might find what was left of the Guides at Hawkes' place,"
Commager said. "I was a little annoyed, frankly, both because of something
that happened today, and because of something that was done a while ago to
somebody else. I was going to tell you to stop playing games around me and
people I happen to like -- or else!"

He grinned at her. "Of course, I realized you weren't going to risk a showdown
right in the middle of town. It could get a little too spectacular. But since
you were conveniently waiting alone there for me, I brought you out here."

"Supposing," Paylar said, "that we don't choose to accept a showdown here
either?"

"Lady," he told her, "if it looks as if nothing is going to be settled, there
are experiments I can start on with you that should have you yelling very
quickly for help to any Guides remaining in the area. As I figure it, you see,
a New Mind natural might be able to control an 0ld Mind expert very much as
you intended to control me."

She went a little white. "That could be true. But you can't hope to survive a
showdown, Alan!"



He spread his hands. "Why not? Logically, at least, I don't think there are
very many of you left." He was almost certain he knew of one who hadn't openly
played a part as yet, but he didn't intend to mention that name at the moment.
"It wouldn't take more than a handful of developed New Mind psis to control an
area like this. And you wouldn't want more than a handful around or you
couldn't be sure of controlling them."

She nodded. "That's also true, of course. But you're still at a hopeless
disadvantage, Alan. We -- the 0ld Mind knows exactly how this situation can be
resolved in our favor, if we're prepared to lose a few more of our controlled
psis . . ."

"The psis mightn't feel quite so calm about it," Commager pointed out. He
hesitated. "Though I suppose you might have them believing by now that I'm out
to eat them!"

"They've been led to consider you a deadly threat to their existence," Paylar
agreed with a touch of complacency. "They'll take any risk that's required,
particular since they won't understand the full extent of the risk. And that
isn't all, Alan. You're not the first New Mind natural we've dealt with, you
know. If anything goes seriously wrong in this area, 0ld Mind all over the

Earth will be aware of it."
* k%

He frowned doubtfully at her, because he'd been wondering about that. And then
he let the thought come deliberately into the foreground of his consciousness
that he would prefer to reach an agreement, if it could be done. The Guides'
ability to grasp what was going on in his mind seemed to be a very hazy one;
but in a moment, though Paylar's expression didn't change, he was certain she
had picked up that intentional piece of information.

She said, with a slow smile, "How much do you remember of your parents, Alan?"

He stared at her in surprise. "Not very much. They both died when I was young.
Why?"

She persisted, "Do you recall your mother at all?"

"No," he admitted warily. "She divorced my father about two years after I was
born. I stayed with him and never saw her again. I understand she died about
three years later."

"And your father?" she asked him insistently.

Commager gestured patiently toward the Bay. "My father drowned out there on a
fishing trip when I was eleven. I remember him well enough, actually.
Afterward I was raised by a guardian. Do you mind telling me what these
questions are about?"

"Your father," she said, "was of the 0ld Mind, Alan. So he must have known
what you might develop into almost since your birth."”
* k%

Oddly enough, he found, he was immediately willing to accept that as wvalid
information. "Why didn't he do something about his shocking little offspring?"
he inquired.



"Apparently," Paylar said calmly, "he did. If he hadn't died, your special
abilities might have been blocked away so completely that they would never
have come to your attention -- or brought you to our attention. As it was,
what he did to check you was simply not sufficient."

Commager considered the possibility, and again it seemed that that was what
had occurred. It was too long ago to arouse any particular emotion in him. He
said absently, watching her, "What's all this supposed to prove, Paylar?"

"That we're not trying to control you out of malice. It seems as necessary to
us now as it did to your father then."

He shrugged. "That makes no difference, you know. If more control is all you
have to offer, I'm afraid we'll go right on disagreeing."

Paylar nodded. Then she just sat there, apparently unconcerned, apparently
satisfied with what had been said and with things as they were, until Commager
added suddenly, "I get the notion that you've just informed your little pals
it's time for direct action. Correct?"

"Two of them are on their way here." She gave him her slight smile. "When they
arrive, we'll see what occurs, Alan. Would you like me to show you some
pictures meanwhile?"

"Pictures?" He stared at her and laughed. He was baffled and, for the moment,
furious. He could, as she must realize and as he had once threatened to do,
break her slim neck in one hand. The indications were that he could break her
mind as easily if he exerted himself in that direction. But she seemed
completely unconcerned about either possibility.

Her smile widened. "I caught that," she remarked. "You were really
broadcasting, Alan! You won't try to hurt me -- you're really incapable of it
-- unless you become very frightened. And you're almost sure you can handle
all three of us anyway, so you're not yet afraid . . ."

And in that, for once, she might have given him more information than she
knew. Because he had sensed there had been three of them involved, two
actively and one as an observer, in the last two attempts against him. Paylar,
he guessed, had been the observer -- supervisor might be the better term.

If those three were the only Guides that remained active locally, she was
quite right: he was convinced he could handle them. And if, as seemed likely,
they were going to leave him no choice about it, he would.

What 0Old Mind elsewhere might think or do would be another matter then. He
wasn't at all sure that he couldn't handle that problem also. Another piece of
information Paylar had given him in the last minute or so was that sudden
flares of emotion made him "legible" to those who had her own level of
ability.

He would avoid such emotional outbursts in future.

"What kind of pictures did you intend to show me?" he inquired.

"You think I'm trying to trap you," she accused him.



"Aren't you?" Commager asked, surprised.

"Of course. But only by showing you what Earth-life really is like -- while
there is still time."

"Well," he said agreeably, "go ahead . . ."
* k%

So he sat there in the dark between sunset and moonrise and watched pictures,
though that wasn't quite what they were. At first, it seemed as if time were
flowing around him; the Moon would be overhead briefly and gone again, while
the planes of the ground nearby shifted and changed. That, he thought, was to
get him used to the process, condition him a little. The trickeries would come
next.

But when they came, they weren't really trickery. He was simply, Commager
decided, being shown life as 0l1d Mind knew it and as, in a way, it was; though
he himself had never thought to take quite so dramatic and vivid a view of it.
Laughing and crying, thundering and singing, Earth life drifted past in
terrors and delights, flows of brightness and piercing sound and of blackest
silence and night.

At last, through all that tumult of light and fragrance and emotion, he began
to grow aware of what to 0Old Mind, at least, was primarily there: the driving,
powerful, unconscious but tremendous purpose. Earth dying and living, near-
eternal

In his mind, he found himself agreeing that it was a true picture of life and
a good one.

He was a traitor to that life, 0l1d Mind whispered to him. Earth needed him and
had created him to help hold back the night and the cold forever! But the
tiny, individual selfishness of the New Mind broke away from the flow of life
and denied it.

So, in the end, all would die together --

The flow slowed. Into it crept the cold and the dark -- a chill awareness of
the approaching frozen and meaningless immobility of chaos.

It wasn't till then that Commager reached out carefully and altered the
pictures a trifle. It had been a good show, he thought, though overly
dramatic; and Paylar had timed the paralyzing emergence of chaos very nicely.
The two for whom he'd been waiting had just reached the turnoff from the
highway.
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The headlights of the car glided swiftly down the Bay Road, as he brought his



awareness back hurriedly to his immediate surroundings to check on the
physical condition of his companion. She sat upright a few feet away from him,
her legs crossed under her, her hands dropped laxly into her lap, while the
black animal eyes stared in blind horror at the frozen picture of chaos.

She would keep, he decided. And he wasn't really worried about the other
two . . . Ira Bohart and Ruth MacDonald.

He reached out for them, and as they flashed savagely back at him, he drew
away, out of time, into the space that was open to New Mind only, where they
would have to follow if they wanted to touch him.

They followed instantly, with a furious lust for destruction which wasn't
unexpected but which shocked him nevertheless. They came like daggers of
thought, completely reckless, and if they succeeded in touching him in the
same way he had touched the sea-thing, the struggle would be over in an
instant.

It became obvious immediately that he could prevent them from doing it, which
-- since he was a stronger, more fully developed specimen of their own class -
- was only to be expected. What concerned him was their utter lack of
consideration for their own survival. The car they were in hadn't stopped
moving; in less than half a minute now it would be approaching the sharp curve
above the Bay.

He had counted on the driver's attention being forced away from him
momentarily, either to stop the car or to manipulate it safely around the
curve; in that instant, he would bring the other one under his control as
completely as he had trapped Paylar, and he would then be free to deal at his

leisure with the driver.
* X %

Individually, any one of the Guides was weaker than a New Mind natural; it had
looked as simple as that. He wanted to save what was left of the group, to
operate through them very much as 0ld Mind had been doing, but with a very
different purpose.

The two who attacked should be withdrawing by now, dismayed at not having
found him paralyzed by Paylar's "pictures," as they must have expected. They
might be waiting for her to come to their assistance in some other manner, not
knowing that she was no longer even aware of the struggle. However, within
seconds the need of controlling the car would become urgent enough to settle
the issue --

In an instant, he felt himself drawn down, blinded and smothered, in the grasp
of a completely new antagonist! It was not so much the awareness of power
immensely beyond that of the Guides that stunned him; it was a certainty that
this new contact was a basically horrible and intolerable thing. In the
fractional moment of time that everything in him was straining simply to
escape from it, the New Minders drove through their attack.

Pain was exploding everywhere through his being, as he wrenched himself free.
Death had moved suddenly very close! Because the third opponent wasn't Paylar,
never had been Paylar. He had miscalculated -- and so there had been one he'd
overlooked.

Now they had met, he knew he wasn't capable of handling this third opponent



and the two New Minders together.

Then without warning the New Minders vanished out of his awareness, like twin
gleams of light switched off. Seconds later, from somewhere far out on the
edge of his consciousness, as if someone else were thinking it, the
explanation came: The car! They weren't able to stop the car!

With that, the last of them drove at him again; and for a moment he was swept
down into its surging emotions, into a black wave of rage and terror, heavy
and clinging. But he was not unprepared for it now, and he struck at the
center of its life with deadly purpose, his own terrors driving him. Something
like a long, thin screaming rose in his mind

In that moment, complete understanding came.

As in a dream scene, he was looking down into the yard of the Temple of
Antique Christianity. It was night-time now; and on the dais he'd investigated
the day before, a bulky, shapeless figure twisted and shook under a robelike
cloth which covered it completely.

The screaming ended abruptly, and the shape lay still.
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Commager sat up dizzily. He discovered first that he was incredibly drenched
with sweat, and that Paylar still sat in an unchanged position, as she stared
at the thing he'd set before her mind to fix her attention. Down on the Bay
Road, there was a faint shouting.

He stood up shakily and walked forward till he could look down to the point
where the road curved sharply to the left to parallel the Bay. The shouting
had come from there. A few people were moving about, two of them with
flashlights. Intermittently, in their beams, he could see the white, smashed
guard railings.

A brief, violent shuddering overcame him, and he went back to where Paylar
sat, trying to organize his thoughts. The reason for her confident expectance
of his defeat was obvious now.

The unsuspected opponent -- the gross shape that had kicked about and died on
the dais, the woman he'd known as Mrs. Lovelock -- had been another New Mind
natural. 