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ROBERT SI LVERBERG
Conmpany Store

The entrepreneurial spirit does find expression in . contenporary science fiction. This
interesting story conveys an inmportant nessage: to be in debt is to be a slave. In an earlier era
of Anerica's history entire towns were controlled by business enterprises which rented the houses
the workers lived in, owned the retail outlets that sold themthe staples of life and buried them
(for a price) when they

di ed. These conpany towns-and the workers' dil emma-have been immortalized in song by Tennessee
Ernie Ford in "Sixteen Tons."

The salesman in Silverberg's tale has a conmpul sive drive to sell. In fact, the sal esman nust sell
or face destruction, a fate that does not occur in the real world, unless one considers

unenmpl oynent to be a form of destruction. The law in the story is on the side of the seller-it is
strictly "buyer beware."” Although witten before the consunmer novenent, "Conpany Store" vividly
portrays the feeling of entrapnment present in the buyer-seller relationship.

Robert Silverberg is one of the finest contenporary science fiction witers. The excell ence and
the poetry of his recent work has overshadowed his creative social criticism exenplified by
stories like "Coing Down Snooth," "Black Is Beautiful," and the present story.

Col oni st Roy Wngert gripped his blaster with shaky hands. He took dead aimat the sliny
worm i ke creatures wiggling behind his newly deposited pile of crates.

They told nme this planet was uninhabited, he thought. Hah
He yanked back the firing stud. A spurt of violet light |eaped out.

His nostrils caught the snell of roasting alien flesh. Shuddering, Wngert turned away fromthe
mess before him in time to see four nore of the wornlike beings withing toward himfromthe
rear.

He ashed those. Two nore dangled invitingly froma thick-boled tree at his left.

Getting into the spirit of the thing now, Wngert turned the beam on

them too. The clearing was beginning to |l ook |ike the vestibule of an abattoir. Sweat ran down
Wngert's face. His stomach was starting to get queasy, and his skin was cold at the prospect of
spending his three year tour on Quellac doing nothing but fighting off these overgrown night
craw ers.

Two nore of themwere wiggling out of a decaying |og near his feet. They were nearly six feet
long, with saw edged teeth glistening in Quellac's bright sunlight. Nothing very dangerous,

W ngert thought grimy. Ho! He recharged the bl aster and roasted the two newconers.

Loud noi ses back of him persuaded himto turn. Sonething very

much like a large gray toad, seven or eight feet high and nmostly nouth, was hopping toward him
through the forest. It was about thirty yards away now. It |ooked very hungry.

Squaring his shoul ders, Wngert prepared to defend hinself against this new assault. But just as
he started to depress the firing stud a notion to his far right registered in the corner of his
eye. Another of the things-approaching rapidly fromthe opposite direction

"Pardon me, sir," a sharp crackling voice said suddenly. "You seemto be in serious straits. My I
of fer you the use of this Duarm Pocket Force-Field Generator in this energency? The cost is only-"
W ngert gasped. "Damn the cost! Turn the thing on! Those toads are only twenty feet away!"

"Of course, sir."

W ngert heard a click, and abruptly a shimering blue bubble of force sprang up around them The
two onrushi ng pseudot oads cracked soundly into it and were thrown back

W ngert staggered over to one of the packing cases and sat down linply. He was soaked with sweat
fromhead to foot.

"Thanks," he said. "You saved ny life. But who the hell are you, and where'd you cone fronf"
"Permit me to introduce nyself. | am XL-ad4l, a new nodel Vending and Distributing Robot

manuf actured on Densobol I11. 1 arrived here not |ong ago, and, perceiving your plight-"

Wngert saw now that the creature was indeed a robot, roughly humanoi d except for a heavy pair of
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| oconpbtory treads. "Hold on! Let's go back to the beginning." The toad things were eyeing him
hungrily fromoutside the force-field. "You say you' re a new nodel what?"

"Vendi ng and Distributing Robot. It is ny function to diffuse through the civilized gal axy the

goods and supplies manufactured by nmy creators, Associated Artisans of Densobol |I.- The robot's
rubberized lips split in an oily smle. "I am you mght say, a nechanized Traveling Sal esnman. Are
you from Terra, perhaps?"

"Yes, but-"

"I thought as rmuch. By conparing your physical appearance with the phenotype data in ny nmenory
banks | reached the conclusion that you were of Terra origin. The confirmation you have just given
is nost gratifying."

"dad to hear it. Densobol Il is in the Magellanic Cluster, isn't it? Lesser or Greater C oud?"
"Lesser. One matter puzzles me, though. In view of your Teffan origin, it seens odd that you
didn't respond when | nentioned that | ama traveling sal esnan.”

W ngert frowned. "How was | supposed to respond? Cap my hands and wiggle ny ears?”

"You were supposed to show hunor response. According to ny

files on Terra, nention of traveling sal esnen customarily strikes upon a comon well of folklore

i mpl anted in the subconsci ous, thereby inducing a conscious hunor reaction.”

"Sorry," Wngert apologized. "I'mafraid | never was too interested in Earth. That's why | signed
on with Planetary Col onization."

"Ali, yes. | had just concluded that your failure to show response to standard fol kl ore indicated
some fundanental dislocation of your position relative to your cultural Gestalt. Again,
confirmation is gratifying. As an experinmental nodel, |'m subject to careful nonitoring by ny
makers. |'m anxious to denonstrate ny capability as a sal esman."

Wngert had al nost conpletely recovered fromhis earlier exertions. He eyed the two toad beings
uneasily and said, "That force-field generator-that's one of the things you sell?"

"The Duarm Generator is one of our finest products. It's strictly one-way, you know. They can't
get in, but you can still fire at them"

"What ? Why didn't you tell nme that |ong ago?" Wngert drew his blaster and di sposed of the toad
creatures with two well-placed shots.

"That's that," he said. "I guess | sit inside this force-field and wait for the next ones, now.
"Ch, they won't be along for a while," the robot said lightly. "The creatures that attacked you
are native to the next continent. They're not found here at all."

"Then how d they get here?"

"I brought them" the robot said sunnily. "I collected the nost hostile creatures | could find on
this world, and left themin your vicinity in order to denpnstrate the necessity for the Duarm
Force Field Generator--

"You brought thenP" Wngert rose and advanced on the robot nenacingly. "Deliberately, as a sales
stunt? They could have killed and eaten ne!"

On the contrary. | was controlling the situation, as you saw. \Wen matters becane serious |
i ntervened."
"Get out of here!" Wngert raged. "Go on, you crazy robot! | have to set up ny bubble. Go!"

"But you owe ne-"

"We'l|l settle up later. Get going,fast!"”

The robot got. Wngert watched it scuttle off into the underbrush

He tried to control his rage. Angry as he was, he felt a certain anusenent at the robot's crude
sales tactics. It was clever, in a coarse way, to assenble a collection of menacing aliens and
arrive at the last minute to supply the force-field. But when you poison a nan in order to sel
himthe antidote, you don't boast about it afterward to the victim

He gl anced specul atively at the forest, hoping the robot had told the truth. He didn't care to
spend his entire tour on Quellac fighting off dangerous beasts.

The generator was still operating; Wngert studied it and found a camthat wi dened the field. He
expanded it to a thirty-yard radius and left it that way. The clearing was littered with alien
cor pses.

W ngert shudder ed.

Well, now that anusenent was over, it was time to get down to business. He had been on Quellac

just an hour, and had spent nost of that tinme fighting for his life.
The Col onists' Manual said, "The first step for a newly arrived colonist is to install his Mitter-
Transmitter." Wngert closed the book and peered at the scattered pile of crates that were his
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possessions until he spied the large yellow box |abeled Matter-Transmitter, Handle Wth Care.
From t he box marked Tools he took a crowbar and delicately pried a couple of planks out of the
packing crate. A silvery netallic object was visible within. Wngert hoped the Matter-Transnmitter
was in working order; it was his nost inportant possession, his sole link to far-off Terra.

The Manual said, "All necessities of life will be sent via mattertransmtter w thout cost."
Wngert snmiled. Necessities of |ife? He could have magneboots, cigars, senso, tapes, |ow power,
short-range matter-transnitters, dreampellets, bottled Martinis and nuclear fizzes, sinply by
requi sitioning them Al the conforts of hone. They had told hi mworking for Planetary

Col oni zation was rugged, but it was hardly that. Not with the Matter-Transmitter to take the sting
out of pioneering.

Unl ess, Wnger thought gloonily, that lunatic robot brings sonme nore giant toads over fromthe
next continent.

W ngert opened the packing crate and bared the Matter-Transmitter. It |ooked, he thought, I|ike an
of fice desk with el ephantiasis of the side drawers; they bul ged grotesquely, aproning out into
shovel - shaped platforns, one | abeled "Send" and the other "Receive."

An i nposi ng-l1ooking array of dials and neters conpleted the nmachine's face. Wngert |ocated the
red Activator Stud along the north perineter and jammed it down.

The Matter-Transmitter cane quiveringly to life.

Dials clicked; meters registered. The squarish device seened to have taken on existence of its
own. The view screen flickered polychromatically, then cleared.

A mld pudgy face stared out at Wngert.

"Hello. I'"m Smathers, fromthe Earth Ofice. |I'mthe conpany contact man for Transmitters AZ-1061
right through BF-80. Can | have your nane, registry nunber, and coordi nates?"

"Roy Wngert, Nunber 76-032-100. The nanme of this planet is Quellac, and | don't know the

coordi nates offhand. If you'll give nme a minute to check ny contract- 11

"No need of that," Smathers said. "Just let me have the serial nunber of your Matter-Transnitter.
It's inscribed on the plate along the west perineter.”

Wngert found it after a nonment's search. " AZ- 1142.

"That checks. W11, wel cone to the Conpany, Colonist Wngert. How s your planet?"

"Not so good," Wngert said.

"How so?"
"It's inhabited. By hostile aliens. And ny contract said | was being sent to an uninhabited
worl d."
"Read it again, Colonist Wngert. As | recall, it sinply said you would neet no hostile creatures
where you were. Qur survey teamre-.' ported sone difficulties on the wild continent to your west
but -"
" You see these dead things here?"
"Yes. "
"I killed them To save ny own neck. They attacked ne about a minute after the Conpany ship
dropped ne off here."
"They're obviously strays fromthat other continent,’
report any further difficulties of this sort. "
"Sure,"” Wngert said. "Big confort that is.”
, To change the subject,” Smathers said frigidly, "I wish to renind you that the Conpany stands
ready to serve you. In the words of the contract, 'All necessities of life will be sent via Matter-
Transmitter.' That's in the Manual too. Wuld you care to make your first order now? The Conpany
is extrenely anxious that its enployees are well taken care of."
Wngert frowned. "Well, | haven't even unpacked, you know. | don't think |I need anything yet-
except-yes! Send ne sonme old fashioned razor blades, will you? And a tube of shaving cream |
forgot to pack mne, and | can't stand these new vi broshaves."
Smat hers emtted a suppressed chuckle. "You're not going to grow a beard?"
"No," Wngert said stiffly. "They itch."
" Very well, then. 1'Il have the routing desk ship a supply of blades,~ and creamto Machi ne AZ-
1142. So long for now, Colonist Wngert, and good | uck. The Conpany sends its best w shes."
"Thanks," Wngert said sourly. "Same to you."
He turned away fromthe bl ank' screen and gl anced beyond the confines of his force-field. Al
seenmed qui et, so he snapped off the generator
Quel l ac, he thought ' had the nmakings of a daned fine world, except for the beasts on the western
continent. The planet was Earth-type, sixth in orbit around a snall yellow main-sequence star. The
soil was red with iron salts, but |ooked fertile enough, judging fromthe thick

Smat hers said. "Mdst unusual. Be sure to
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veget ati on pushing up all around. Not far away a sluggish little stream wound through a sl oping
val | ey and vani shed in a hazy cloud of purple m st near the horizon

it would be a soft enough life, he thought, if no nore toads showed up. O worns with teeth.

The contract specified that his job was to "prepare and otherw se survey the world assigned, for
the purpose of admitting future colonists under the auspices of Planetary Col onization, Inc." He
was an advance agent, sent out by the Conpany to snooth the bugs out of the planet before the
regul ar col onists arrived.

For this they gave him $1000 a nonth, plus "necessities of life" via Matter-Transmitter

There were worse ways of making a living, Wngert told hinself.

A lazy green-edged cloud was drifting over the forest. He pushed aside a bl ackened alien husk and
sprawl ed out on the warmred soil, |eaning against the Matter-Transmitter's conforting bul k.
Before himwere the eight or nine crates containing his equi prent and possessions.

He had made the three-week journey fromEarth to Quellac aboard the first-class |iner Mgred.
Matter-transm ssion woul d have been faster, but a Transmitter could handle a bul k of 150 pounds,
whi ch was Wngert's weight, only in three 50-pound installnents. That idea didn't appeal to him
Besi des, there had been no Matter-Transmitter set on Quellac to receive him which made t he whol e
problem fairly academic.

A bird sang softly. Wngert yawned. It was early afternoon, and he didn't feel inpatient to set up
his shelter. The Manual said it took but an hour to unpack. Later, then, when the sun was sinking
behi nd those cerise nmountains, he would bl ow his bubble home and unpack his goods. R ght now he
just wanted to relax, to let the tension of that first fierce encounter drain away.

"Pardon me, sir," said a familiar sharp voice. "I happened to overhear that order for razor

bl ades, and | think it's only fair to informyou that |I carry a product of much greater face
appeal . "

Wngert was on his feet in an instant, glaring at the robot. "I told you to go away. A-WA-Y."

Undi st urbed, the robot produced a small translucent tube filled with a gl ossy green paste. "This,"
XL-ad41 said, "is doglams Depilating Fluid, twelve units-ah, one dollar, that is-per tube."

W ngert shook his head. "I get ny goods free, fromTerra. Besides, | like to shave with a razor

Pl ease go away."

The robot | ooked about as crestfallen as a robot could possibly look.: "You don't seemto
understand that your refusal to purchase frommne reflects adversely on ny abilities, and may
result in ny being dismantled at the end of this test. Therefore |I insist you approach ny

mer chandi se with an open nind."

A sudden grin of salesman-like inspiration illum nated XL-ad4l's face. "I'Il take the liberty of
offering you this free sanple. Try G oglanms Depilating Fluid and | can guarantee you'll never use

a bl aderazor again.
The robot poured a small quantity of the green fluid into a smaller vial and handed it to Wngert.
"Here. 1'll return shortly to hear your decision. "

The robot departed, tranpling down the shrubbery with its nassive treads. Wngert scratched his
stubbly chin and regarded the vial quizzically.

d oglanmi s Depilating Fluid, eh? And XL-ad4l, the robot traveling salesman. He smiled wyly. On
Earth they bonmbarded you with singing commericals, and here in the wilds of deep space robots from
Densobol canme descending on you trying to sell shaving cream

Well, if the robot sal esman were anything like its Terran counterparts, the only way he'd be able
to get rid of it would be by buying sonething fromit. And particularly since the poor robot
seermed to be on a trial run, and might be destroyed if it didn't nake sales. As a onetine sal esnan
hi msel f, Wngert felt synpathy.

Cautiously he squeezed a couple of drops of Aoglams Depilating Fluid into his pal mand rubbed it
agai nst one cheek. The stuff was cool and slightly sharp, with a pleasant twang. He rubbed it in
for a noment, wondering if it mght be going to dissolve his jawbone, then pulled out his pocket
mrror.

Hi s face was neat and pink where he'd applied the depilator. He hadn't had such a good shave in
years. Enthusiastically he rubbed the renainder of the tube on his face, thereby discovering that
the robot had given himjust enough to shave one cheek and nost of his chin.

W ngert chuckl ed. Bunbling and pedantic it mght be, but the creature knew a little basic

sal esmanshi p, at | east.

"Wl | ?" XL-ad4l asked, reappearing as if beckoned. "Are you satisfied?"
Ginning, Wngert said, "That was pretty sly-giving ne enough to shave half ny face, | nean. But
the stuff is good; there's no denying that. "
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"How many tubes will you take?"

Wngert pulled out his billfold. He had brought only $16 with him he hadn't expected to have any
use for Terran currency on Quellac, but there had been a ten, a five, and a one in his wallet at
bl ast-of f tine.

"One tube," he said. He handed the robot the tattered single. XLad4l bowed courteously, reached
into a pectoral conmpartnent, and drew out the remai nder of the tube he had shown Wngert before.
"Uh-uh," the Earthnman said quickly. "That's the tube you took the sanple from--and the sanple was
supposed to be free. | want a full tube.

"The proverbial innate shrewdness of the Terran," XL-ad4l observed mournfully. "I defer to it."
It gave a second tube to Wngert, who examined it and slid it into his tunic. "And now, if you'l
excuse ne, | have sone unpacking to do," Wngert said.

He strode around the smling robot, grabbed the crowbar, and began opening the crate that housed
hi s bubble honme. Suddenly the Mattertransmitter enmitted a series of |oud buzzes followed by a dul
cl onk.

"Your machi ne has delivered something," XL-ad4l ventured.

Wngert lifted the lid of the "Receive" platformand drew out a small package w apped neatly in
pl astofil. He peel ed away the wrapping.

Wthin was a box containing twenty-four doubl e-edged bl ades, a tube of shaving cream and a bil

fol ded | engt hwi se. Wngert read it:

Razor bl ades, as ordered $00. 23
Shavi ng cream as ordered 00. 77
Charge for transportation 50. 00

Tot al $51. 00

"You | ook pale," the robot said. "Perhaps you have sone disease. You mght be interested in

pur chasi ng the Derbl ong Sel f-Calibrating Medical Autodi agnostical Servonechani sm which | happen
to-" "No," Wngert said grimy. "I don't need anything like that. Get, out of ny way."

He stal ked back to the Transnitter and jabbed down savagely on the Activator Stud. A nonent |ater
Smat hers' bl and voice said, "Hello, Colonist Wngert. Somethi ng wong?"

"There sure is," Wngert said in a strangled voice. "My razor blades just showed up-with a $50
bill for transportation! Wat kind of racket is this, anyway? | was told that you'd ship ny
supplies out free of charge. It says in the contract-"

"The contract says," Smathers interrupted snoothly, "that all necessities of life will be
transmitted w thout cost, Colonist Wngert. It makes no nention of free supply of luxuries. The
Conmpany woul d be unable to bear the crushing financial burden of transporting any and all |uxury
itens a colonist mght desire.”

"Razor bl ades are luxury items?" Wngert choked back an inpulse to kick the Transmitter's contro
panel in. "How can you have the audacity to call razor blades luxury itens?"

"Mpst colonists let their beards grow, " Smathers said. "Your reluctance to do so, Col onist
Wngert, is your own affair. The Company-

"1 know. The Conpany cannot be expected to bear the crushing financial burden. Okay," Wngert
said. "In the future I'll be nore careful about what | order. And as for now, take these damed
razor bl ades back and cancel the requisition." He dunped the package in the "Send" bin and
depressed the control stud.

"I"'msorry you did that," Smathers said. "It will now be necessary for us to assess you an

addi tional $50 to cover the return shipping."

"What ?"
' However," Smathers went on, "we'll see to it after this that you're notified in advance anytine
there nmay be a shipping charge on goods sent to you."
., Thanks, " Wngert said hoarsely.
"Since you don't want razor blades, | presune you9re going to grow a beard. | rather thought you
woul d. Most col onists do, you know. "
"I'''mnot growi ng any beards. Some vendi ng robot fromthe Densobol system wandered through here
about ten minutes ago and sold ne a tube of depilating paste."

Smat hers' eyes nearly popped. "You'll have to cancel that purchase,"” he said, his voice suddenly
stern.

Wngert stared incredulously at the pudgy face in the screen. "Now you're going to interfere with
that, too?"
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"Purchasi ng supplies fromanyone but the Conpany is a gross violation of your contract, Col oni st
Wngert! It makes you subject to heavy penalty! After all, we agreed to supply you with your

needs. For you to call in an outside supplier is to rob the Conpany of its privilege of serving
you, Col oni st Wngert. You see?"

Wngert was silent for alnost a minute, too dizzy with rage to frame words. Finally he said, "So
get charged $50 shipping costs every tinme | requisition razor blades fromyou people, but if I try
to buy depilating paste on nmy own it violates nmy contract? Wy, that's that's usury! Slavery! It's
illegal!"

The voice fromthe Matter-Transmtter coughed warningly. "Powerful accusations, Colonist Wngert.

| suggest that before you hurl any nore abuse at the Conpany you read your contract nore

careful ly."
"I don't give a danm about the contract! |'Il buy anywhere | please! "
Smat hers grinned triunphantly. "I was afraid you'd say that. You realize that you' ve now given us

| egal provocation to slap a spybeamon you in order to make sure you don't cheat us by violating
your contract'?,

W ngert sputtered. "Spybean? But-I1'Ill smash your accursed Transmitter! Then try to spy on ne!"
"W won't be able to," Smathers conceded. "But destroying a Transnitter is a serious felony,

puni shabl e by heavy fine. Good afternoon, Colonist Wngert."

"Hey! Come back here! You can't-"

W ngert punched the Activator Stud three tinmes, but Smathers had broken the contact and woul d not
reopen it.

Scowl i ng, Wngert turned away and sat down on the edge of a crate.

"Can | offer you a box of Sugrath Anti-Choler Tranquilizing Pills?" XL-ad41l said helpfully. "Large
econony si ze. -

"Shut up and | eave ne al one!"

Wngert stared noodily at the shiny tips of his boots. The Conpany, he thought, had himsewed up
neatly. He had no nmoney and no

way of returning to Earth short of dividing hinmself into three equal chunks and tel eporting. And
though Quellac was an attractive planet ' it |acked certain aspects of Earth. Tobacco, for one.

W ngert enjoyed snoking.

A box of cigars would be $2.40 plus $75 shipping costs. And Smathers would smirk and tell him
cigars were |uxuries.

Sensot apes? Luxuries. Short-range transnitters? Maybe those cane under the contract, since they
were tools. But the pattern was clear. By the time his three-year tour was up, there would be
$36,000 in salary waiting in his account-m nus the various accunul ated- charges. He'd be lucky if
he canme out owi ng | ess than $20, 000.

Natural ly, he wouldn't have that sort of noney, and so the benevol ent Conpany would offer a
choice: either go to jail or take another three-year termto pay off your debt. So they'd ship him
sonepl ace el se, and at the end of that tine he'd be in twice as deep

Year after year he would sink further into debt, thanks to that damabl e contract. He'd spend the
rest of his life opening up new planets for Planetary Col oni zations, Inc., and never have anything
to show for it but a staggering debt.

It was worse than sl avery.

There had to be sonme way out.

But after ransacking the contract for nearly an hour, Wngert concluded that it was airtight.
Angrily he glared up at the beaning robot.

"What are you hangi ng around here for? You' ve nade your sale. Shove off!"

XL-ad4l shook its head. "You still owe nme $500 for the generator. And surely you can't expect ne
to return to ny nmanufacturers after having made only two sales. Wiy, they'd turn me off in an

i nstant and begi n devel opi ng an XL-ad42!"

" ' Did you hear what Smathers said? |'Il be violating ny contract if they see ne buying anything
nore fromyou. Go on, now Take your generator back. The sale is cancelled. Visit some other
planet; I'min enough hot water as it is wthout-"

"Sony," the robot said, and it seened to Wngert that there was an omi nous note in its nellow
voice. "This is the seventeenth planet |'ve called at since being sent forth by nmy manufacturers,
and | have no sale to show for it but one tube of doglamDepilating Fluid. It's a poor record.
don't dare return yet."

"Try sonewhere else, then. Find a planet full of suckers and give "emthe hard sell. | can't buy
fromyou."
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"I'mafraid you'll have to," the robot said mildly. "My specifications call for ne to return to
Densobol for inspection after ny seventeenth visit." A panel in the robot's abdonen opened
whirringly and Wngert saw the snout of a Ml ecul ar Di sruptor energe.

"The ultimte sales tactic, eh? If the custonmer won't buy, pull a gun and nmake hi m buy. Except it

won't work here. | haven't any nobney. "

"Your friends on Terra will send some. | nust return to Densobol with a successful sales record.
O herw se- -

"I know. They'll dismantle you."

"Correct. Therefore, | nust approach you this way. And | fully intend to carry out nmy threat if

you refuse
"Hold on here!" a new voice cut in. "Wat's going on, Wngert?"

Wngert glanced at the Transmitter. The screen was lit, and Smathers' plunp face glared outward at
hi m

"It's this robot," Wngert said. "It's under some sort of sales compulsion, and it just pulled a
gun on ne."

"I know. | saw the whole thing on the spybeam

"I'min a nice spot now," Wngert said dismally. He glanced fromthe waiting robot to the
unsmiling Smathers. "If | don't buy fromthis robot, it'll murder me-and if | do buy anything,
you'll spy it and fine ne." Wngert wondered vaguely which woul d be worse.

"I stock many fine devices unknown on Earth," the robot said proudly. "A Pioneer-Mdel Dreeg-
Skinner, in case there are dreegs on Quellac-though frankly |I doubt that. O else you m ght want
our Rotary Diatom Strainer, or perhaps a new nodel Hegley Neuronic Extractor-"

"Quiet," Wngert snapped. He turned back to Smathers. "Well, what do | do? You're the Conpany;
protect your colonist fromthis nmarauding alien.”

"We'll send you a weapon, Colonist Wngert."
"And have ne try to outdraw a robot? You're a lot of help," Wngert said broodingly. Even if he
escaped sonehow fromthis dilemm, he knew the Company still had himby the throat over the

"Necessities of Life" clause. Hi s accunul ated shipping charges in three years woul d-

He sucked his breath in sharply. "Smathers?" "Yes?"

"Listen to ne: if | don't buy fromthe robot, it'lIl blast me with a Mdl ecular Disruptor. But |
can't buy fromthe robot, even if the Conpany would |l et ne, because | don't have any noney.
Money's necessary if | want to stay alive. Get it? Necessary?"

"No," Smathers said. "I don't get it."

"What |'msaying is that the iteml| nost need to preserve ny life is noney. It's a necessity of
life. And therefore you have to supply nme gratis with all the noney | need, until this robot

decides it's sold ne enough. If you don't cone through, I'll sue the Conmpany for breach of
contract."

Smat hers grinned. "Try it. You'll be dead before you can contact a |lawer. The robot will Kkill
you. -

Sweat poured down Wngert's back, but he felt the nonment of triunph approachi ng. Reaching inside
his khaki shirt, he drew out the thick pseudoparchnent sheet that was his contract.

"You refuse! You refuse to supply a necessity of life! The contract," Wngert declared, "is
therefore void." Before Smathers' horrified gaze he ripped the docunent up and tossed the pieces
over his shoul der carel essly.

"Havi ng broken your end of the contract," Wngert said, "you relieve me of all further obligations
to the Conmpany. Therefore I'll thank you to renove your damed spybeam from ny pl anet.

"Your pl anet?"

"Precisely. Squatter's rights-and since there's no longer a contract between us, you're forbidden
by galactic lawto spy on ne!"

Smat hers | ooked dazed. "You're a fast*talker, Wngert. But we'll fight this. Wait till | refer
this upstairs. You won't get out of this so easily!"

W ngert flashed a cocky grin. "Refer it upstairs, if you want. |I've got the law on ny side."
Smat hers snarl ed and broke the contact.

"Ni cely argued," said XL-ad4l approvingly. "I hope you wi n your case.

"I have to," Wngert said. "They can't touch ne, not if their con-

tract is really binding on both parties. If they try to use their spybeamrecord as evi dence
against ne, it'll show you threatening ne. They don't have a leg to stand on."
"But how about ne? I|--

"l haven't forgotten. There is a Mol ecular D sruptor in your belly waiting to disrupt ne." Wngert
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grinned at the robot. "Look here, XL-ad4l, face facts: you're a |ousy sal esman. You have a certain
degree of nisused guile, but you lack tact, subtlety. You can't go selling people things at
gunpoi nt very long w thout involving your manufacturers in an interstellar war. As soon as you get
back to Densobol and they find out what you've done, they'll disnmantle you qui cker than you can
sell a Dreeg- Skinner."

"I was thinking that nmyself," the robot adnmitted.

"Good. But I'Il make a suggestion: 1'll teach you howto be a salesnan. | used to be one, nyself;
besi des, |I'man Earthman, and innately shrewd. Wen |I'mthrough with you, you nove on to the next
pl anet-1 think your makers will forgive you if you make an extra stop-and sell out all your

st ock. "

:'"1It sounds wonderful," XL-ad4l said.

"One string is attached. In return for the education |'Il give you, you're to supply ne with such
things as | need to live confortably here on a permanent basis. C gars, nmagnheboots, short-range
transmitters, depilator, etc. |I'msure your manufacturers will think it's a fair exchange, ny
profit-maki ng shrewdness for your magneboots. Ch, and |I'll need one of those force-field
generators too--just in case the Conpany shows up and tries to nmake trouble."

The robot gl owed happily. "I'm sure such an exchange can be arranged. | believe this now nakes us
partners.”

"I't does indeed," Wngert said. "As your first lesson, |let ne show you an ancient Terran custom
that a good sal esnan ought to know." He gripped the robot's cold nmetal hand firmy in his own.
" Shake, partner! "
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