1.
He was, by choice, a Thing.

Where once he had arns and | egs and long | ean fingers, now he had two soft
gray lunps. There was not hi ng—ei ther stubs nor even scars—to indicate that
his |l egs had ever existed. The snpoth bronzed skin that had once covered his
body was gone, replaced by coarse gray reticul ations that exuded a

foul -snelling sline. H s nose, once short and narrow, was now a broad,

wri nkl ed band of cartilage, the nostrils fully eight inches apart. If he
possessed eyes, no observer could tell. H's nmouth, which had once dined on

st eak, was now equi pped only for sucking fluids. C ouds of vapor engulfed him
whenever he exhal ed.

H s nane was John Edward Carp, and he was content.

2.

"Somehow, " si ghed Thaddeus Flint, popping open a can of beer and surveying the
bl eak, barren, red-brown |andscape, "this wasn't exactly what | had in mnd
when | set this deal up."”

"Surely you didn't think that every world would be like your own, M. Flint,"
said his tall, cadaverous, blue-skinned partner with what passed for a snile

"As a matter of fact, | had rather hoped one or two of them m ght be better—er
at least nore interesting." Flint pulled a handkerchi ef out of his pocket and

wi ped the sweat fromhis face. "This is some galactic civilization you've got

yoursel f, M. Ahasuerus. | don't think |I've been this inpressed since | passed
through Biloxi in the winter."

The blue man shrugged. "View it as a shakedown tour. The Corporation wants to
see what you can do in the sticks before they let you play the Big Lenon."
Flint snorted, and M. Ahasuerus turned to him "Didn't | say it right?"

"Cl ose enough,"” replied Flint, taking a sip of his beer. "Well, where do we
set up?"

"You're the expert," said M. Ahasuerus.

Flint | ooked around, then spat on the sandy loam "This is as good a place as
any. No water, no toilets, no roads, no people. Wiy should we rmake things easy
for ourselves?"

"Do | detect a note of sarcasn®?" asked the blue man mldly.

"Wuld you like me to sing it in E above high C, just so you'll be sure?"
replied Flint. He saw a burly man | eani ng agai nst the spaceship and called to
him "Hey, Swede!"

"Yeah, boss?"

"I realize that standing around sunning yourself is pretty inportant work, but

if you can tear yourself away fromit for a couple of hours, | want you to go
into town, wherever that may be, and start posting signs to the effect that
The Ahasuerus and Flint Traveling Carnival and Sideshow will be open for

busi ness at sunset."



"Anyt hi ng el se?" asked Swede.

"Just try not to get tranmpled in the mad rush,"” said Flint dryly. He turned
back to the blue man. "I assune soneone has made sure that the signs are in
some | anguage that the residents of this vacation spa can read—al ways assum ng
t hey have eyes, of course.”

"I't has been seen to," responded M. Ahasuerus.
"And Swede's not gonna get shot or strung up?"

"Not as an invading alien," said the blue man. "Of course, if they've had a
prior unsatisfactory experience with a carnival "

"Well," shrugged Flint, "that's why we're not sending someone real inportant,
like you or me." He finished his beer, squeezed the can out of shape, and
tossed it on the ground. "God, | don't know what |'mgoing to do when | run
through the last of this stuff. You'd think soneone in this goddamed gal axy
woul d know how to brew a keg of beer!™

H s gaze fell on Jupiter Mnk, the big, ruddy-faced animal trainer. He was
st andi ng about two hundred yards fromthe ship, a huge hoop in his hand,
waiting for Sinba, his aging, near-toothless lion, to junp through it. Sinba
seened nmore interested in watching the strippers unloading their costunes.

"Come on, you fucking overgrown alleycat!" bellowed Mnk. "It ain't as if 1've
got all afternoon!"

Si nba | ooked at hi m and yawned.

Monk shook the hoop in front of himand bell owed a nonstop stream of curses.
Finally the lion sighed, crouched, and junped unenthusiastically toward the
hoop. His head hit the top of it, a forepaw hooked onto the rim and Sinba,
Monk, and the hoop went sprawling in a dusty, tw tching heap

"Goddami t, Thaddeus!" bell owed Monk, pulling lion hair out of his nouth and
carefully rearranging his |ong, drooping nustache.

"What is it this tinme?" asked Flint wearily, wal king over to the scene of the
m ni - di saster.

"Just once, | wish to hell you'd pick a world that has the same gravity as
Earth! Now, that's not so fucking rmuch to ask, is it?" Mnk paused to renove a
final hair fromhis nouth. "Wen you told me we were going to tour all these

worlds, | thought it was going to be a little different, you know what |
mean?"

Flint nodded. "I know exactly what you mean. Talk to nmy partner. He picks the
wor | ds. "

"He keeps picking worlds like this one and he's going to find hinmself with a
little four-1legged conpany in bed some night," said Monk. He sighed. "I could
be wat ching the Ci ncinnati Bengals playing the Pittsburgh Steelers right now,
you know that? | don't need this shit."

"Can you guess what / don't need right now?" asked Flint.

"I"'msorry," said Mnk, brushing hinmself off. "But you got to admit this sure
don't look like all those futuristic worlds we used to see in the novies."



"I know. How s the Dancer adjusting to the gravity?"

"How the hell do |I know?" responded Monk. "I got problens of ny own." He
grimaced. "In point of fact, | got two | eopards who stand a good chance of
| eaping clear out of the tent if | don't do alittle work with "em"

So saying, he reached down, grabbed Sinba by his mane, and started |eading him
off in the direction of the animal cages.

Flint watched himfor a nonment, then sought out Billybuck Dancer, his
trick-shot artist. The young man was sitting cross-1legged on the ground,
staring off at sone fixed point in space and tinme that only he could see.

"How s it going, Dancer?" asked Flint, after standing in front of himfor
alnbst a minute without eliciting a response.

"Just fine," replied the Dancer in his gentle Texas drawl. "Everything' s just
fine, Thaddeus."

"Any problenms with the gravity?"
" Naw, "
"Have you practiced?" persisted Flint.

"Don't need to," responded the young man. "One world's pretty much like the
next."

"You're going to be shooting a cigarette out of a girl's nmouth at a hundred
and fifty feet," continued Hnt. "Wat if sonething goes wong?"

"Not hi ng ever does."
"Danmmit, Dancer!"

The young man sighed, got to his feet, and | oosened the pistol he had tucked
into his belt. Then he | eaned down, picked up a trio of reddish stones, and
hurl ed them high into the air.

"Am | supposed to be inpressed?" asked Flint, as the stones reached their apex
and started falling toward the ground.

The Dancer sniled and suddenly became a blur of notion. The three stones had
been bl own apart before Flint had even heard the first report of the gun

"I't's just like pointing your finger, Thaddeus," said the Dancer softly. He
tucked the gun back into his belt, lowered hinself to the ground, crossed his
| egs, and resumed staring off into the distance. Flint |ooked at himfor a

| ong nonent, then smiled, shrugged, and wal ked over to the ship, where he
spent the next two hours supervising the unl oadi ng and construction of the

M dway by M. Ahasuerus' robotic crew

There were six booths containing ganes of chance,, two food concessi on stands,
a gift stand, a specialty tent for Monk and the Dancer, and a tent for the
strip show He had wanted rides as well, but the Corporation had decided that
the nmere act of hiring a bunch of beings who weren't even menbers of the
Community of Worlds was financial risk enough. The rides -would cone out of
the show s profits, if any.



Flint didn't have to be an accountant to know that the next profitable world
woul d be the first one. He was good at his job, no question about it—that was,
after all, why he had been able to forma partnership with M. Ahasuerus and
convince the distant.Corporation to fund his tour—but noth-

i g he had encountered on Earth had prepared himfor the roblens involved in
taking his show on the galactic road. The first planet they had played was
Domar, a nondescript ttle world circling a nondescript little star known as
Beta ocuti. The Domarians were, for the nost part, a friendly and outgoi ng
race that appeared likely to enjoy just the kind of entertainnent his carnival
was capabl e of providing. <Furthernore, they were tel epaths, which neant that
hi s barkers woul dn't even need the translating devices the Corporation had
furnished. It was an exciting prospect, setting up shop on his first new
worl d, and he had anticipated a happy, prosperous, and wonder-filled two-week
st and.

They were run off the planet in seven hours, and Flint had to explain to M.
Ahasuerus, in no uncertain terns, that if his advance nen ever booked the
carnival, with its crooked ganes and phony patter, onto another telepathic
worl d, there was going to be one |less partner left alive to share the eventual
profits.

The second worl d was Baaskarda. The natives seenmed interested in all aspects
of the carnival, they squandered their nobney on overpriced treats and
treasures and pl ayed the ganes with abandon, and Flint felt in his bones that
this world would nore than make up for the first one.

They were thrown off the planet in eleven hours, barely escaping with their
lives. Apparently Bruno the Bear, the star of Mnk's four-animal stable,
resenbl ed the Baaskardans a little too closely, and the nonent Mnk started
cracking his whip at Bruno a riot ensued.

By the time they reached Kligor, the third world on the tour, Fling had

t horoughly checked out the physiques as well as the nental gifts of the
natives, and couldn't see any reason why the carnival shouldn't finally start
making a little noney. That was just what it nade: a little noney. The
Kligorites crowded into the tent to watch Monk and the Dancer in rapt
fascination, and fell everlastingly in love with cotton candy and hot dogs.
But their religion was based—+n a way Flint never quite understood—en the
principles of ganbling, and the ganes of the M dway were just too tane
conpared to what they could get in church.

By the time they hit Corff, the fourth world, Flint was

learning to inprovise. The | ocal gendarnmes had conme by for their payoff-sone
custons remai ned the sane the gal axy over—and Flint discovered that nothing he
was doing was illegal, which made for sone very unhappy policenen (or

pol ket hings, as Flint mentally classified then). Finally he found out that it
was against the |laws of Corff to wear the color red. While M. Ahasuerus was
puzzling over the social and religious causes for this, Flint dressed two of
his strippers in red gowns, paraded themby the cops, paid the latter to | ook
t he ot her way, and everyone was happy. Unfortunately, the crowds seened nore
interested in gaping at the red outfits for free than payi ng noney to see any
of the shows, and the carny took another bath-also red—but at |east he felt he
was finally starting to adjust to things.

I ndeed, he reflected wyly, if he lived | ong enough he m ght even show a
profit on one of these little jerkwater worlds.

Li ke this one, for instance. Nanme: Ramanos. Location: fifth planet circling



the class G 3 star known as Tau Beta. Domi nant race: the Borgraves, reasonably
humanoi d in appearance if you could get past those ridicul ous white feathers
and the webbed hands and feet. Not a menber of the Community of Worlds, but
aware of its existence.

Flint didn't know what they used for noney, but that wasn't his departnent: he
freely adnmitted to never having seen a French franc, a British pound, or a
Japanese yen, and he left it up to M. Ahasuerus, who seened to have literally
t housands of currency conversion tables at his fingertips, to decide how nmuch
to charge for the carnival's various attractions.

Jason Di ggs, a conpul sive ganbler and card shark who had earned the sobriquet
Di gger the Rigger as the kingpin of the carnival's games, had been nonitoring
t he Borgraves' video programs for the past two days and had finally decided
whi ch ganes to set up in the booths. Flint noted with approval that three of

t hemFasci nati on, the Bozo, and the Loopstick—+equired the Borgraves to throw
objects with sone accuracy, which was going to prove difficult, considering
their oddly webbed hands.

He wi shed that he had a freak showto go with the other features. He'd had one
recently—a very unwilling one, which

had led to his partnership with M. Ahasuerus—and he was firmy convinced that
not hi ng, not even the strippers, could draw dollar-for-dollar against a truly
sensational display of freaks. He'd proved that twice in the past, once with a
bunch of hopeful actors in makeup, nore recently with the alien tourists that
M. Ahasuerus had shepherded to Earth.

Besi des, he needed sonething. The food stands woul d never break even trying to
sell ice creamto aliens. Monk's animals were a little less exotic in their
current setting than on Earth—and sooner or later they were going to die, with
no hope of replacing them Ganbling seemed to be of universal interest, but
the Rigger's games were designed for humans—and Nort heastern American hunans
at that—and it was going to take quite a while before he could devise a
guar ant eed noneymaker and incorporate it into the Mdway. Billybuck Dancer
could always attract a crowd—but just how | ong coul d anyone, even aliens who
had never seen a pistol before, watch his displays of marksmanship before they
got bored? After all, he never m ssed. Maybe if he occasionally wounded one of
the girls ...

H nt considered it for a nonent, then shook his head. They had a limted
supply of wonen, and he had better uses for them

VWhi ch brought him circuitously, back to the strip show O all the carnival's
attractions, it was the only one that was truly uni que—M . Ahasuerus had told
himthat no other planet in the gal axy had di scovered the art of the

stri ptease—and the one he had counted upon to keep the show s financial head
above water while he was |learning the ropes. And yet, of all the draws on the
M dway, it had consistently been the poorest. Anything that ran contrary to
his experience upset him and it was Flint's experience that come good tines
or bad, strict towns or w de-open, tanme shows or raw, sex sold.

"Tojo!" he called out suddenly.
A smal |l hunchbacked man, perhaps thirty years old, with straight black hair
and a slightly yellow cast to his skin, |ooked up froma tent stake he was

securi ng.

"Yes, Thaddeus?" he stamrered.



"Come here a minute. | want to talk to you."

The hunchback finished tying a line to the stake, stood up, and wal ked over to
Flint with an ungainly shuffle. "Wat is it, Thaddeus?"

"I think we're going to make a couple of changes tonight," said Flint,
lighting a cigarette and offering one to the hunchback, who refused it.

"It's ny barking, isn't it?"

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"The way | talk," said Tojo unhappily. "The way |"—he fought to force the
words out—the way | stamer. |'mnot blind, Thaddeus. |'ve seen the size of
the crowds. "

"You want to hand in your notice now, or do you think | can get in a word
first?" said Flint irritably. "For a guy who keeps tripping over his tongue,
you are the tal kiest son of a bitch | ever net."

"I"msorry, Thaddeus," said Tojo. "Go ahead."

"Thank you," said Fling ironically. "First, let's get one thing straight:
what ever's wwong with the meat show, it's not your fault. You ve got a
transl ati ng device that hides your stamrer, and while you' re not half the
barker I am no one else is either, and that never stopped other girl shows
from maki ng noney. So the problemlies sonewhere el se.” He paused. "Is
Priscilla staying off the stuff?"

"You drank it all, Thaddeus," said Tojo.

"I know | drank it all!" snapped Flint. "You don't have to tell me | drank it
all! It was probably the best damed thing that ever happened to her, except
maybe for spending a night in the sack with nme. Is she getting it anywhere
el se?"

"\Whi skey or sex?" asked Toj o.

"\Whi skey, you ugly little wart!"

"No, Thaddeus, she's not getting whi skey anywhere else."

"And her act is as good as ever?"

"Her act was "never very good."

"I"ve been thinking about that," admitted Flint. "Starting tonight, let Aoria
lead it off."

"But she's the headliner," said Tojo.

"But nobody's going to stay to see the headliner if Priscilla chases them al
out of the tent, are they?"

"I don't know if that's a good idea, Thaddeus."
I tell

"I don't recall asking your opinion," replied Hint. "Just tell doria that
she's up first."



"Il tell her," said Tojo with a sigh. "But | w sh you'd stop by and listen
to ny patter. | still think I'"'mthe problem"”

"It's not you," said Flint, alittle nore gently. He took a deep drag on his
cigarette. "You worked with ne every night for six years. Sone of that talent
couldn't help but rub off."

"Still . . ." persisted Tojo.

"All right! Just tell Goria she's up to bat first, and | prom se to cone by
and check you out."

"Thank you, Thaddeus," said Tojo, wal king back to the tent and securing yet
anot her rope to one of the corner stakes. H nt watched the little hunchback
throw himself into his work, whistling the score of sone Broadway show or
other so he wouldn't enbarrass hinself by tripping over the words. At |east,
reflected Flint with a sardonic smle, someone was adjusting to things wthout
much difficulty.

The rest of the afternoon was devoted to printing tickets (different wortds
with different currencies required different tickets, another mnor problem
that had never occurred to himuntil it becane a nmajor one). Swede returned
about thirty mnutes before sunset with the observation that these marks
didn't seem any stranger than any of the others, which Flint tried w thout
much enthusiasmto viewin a positive manner. Then the sun was gone, three
moons slow y cl anbered up over the horizon, Flint gave the signal, and the
M dway was bathed in thousands of colored lights. He wal ked to the contro
tent, inserted a cassette of calliope nusic into a recorder, hooked it in to
t he sound systemand the carnival was open for business.

As he wal ked out to greet those few Borgraves who had arrived ahead of what he
hoped woul d be the huge crowd fromthe city, Mnk pulled himaside and
informed himthat the | eopards sinply couldn't get the hang of this world's
gravity, and that he was going to have to go with just Sinmba and Bruno, which
meant that the Dancer would have to add sone fifteen to twenty minutes to his
act. Flint nodded, and told himto inform M. Ahasuerus and the Dancer of the
problem Then he began checki ng out the games, and realized that

the Rigger was in for a long night: the Borgraves' hands were so m sshapen
that nost of themcouldn't even pick up a ball or a hoop, let alone throw them
accurately, and that in turn nmeant that only three of the six games were going
to take in any nmoney to speak of. He started thinking very fondly of the
l[ittle towns in Maine and Vernont that he had abandoned to seek his fortune
amd the glittering, mysterious stars. At least the marks of Earth were a
little nore predictable, a little nore famliar, and it was a rare evening
that some local girl didn't try to convince him in her own ininitable nanner
that she was just what he needed for the neat show.

A few hundred nore Borgraves filtered in, and then he renenbered the strip
show, and wal ked over to check it out.

He stepped inside the tent and stood at the back as Tojo, dressed in a
candy-striped coat, white pants, and a straw boater, stood atop a box that was
mount ed on the side of the stage and spoke into his translating device. He

wondered if the little hunchback knew how silly he | ooked, |ike some mi sshapen
nmonkey nocki ng a human bei ng, then shrugged as he decided that Tojo probably
didn't look any sillier to the audience than he hinself did.

He becane aware of a strange birdlike sound perneating the tent, and realized



that it was comng fromthe translator. Annoyed—the pitch of the sound hurt
his ears—he wal ked to the side of the tent and approached the stage so that he
could hear Tojo's untranslated patter as he spoke into the mechani sm

". . . the Toast of a Thousand Wrlds," cried the little hunchback, "the nost
sexciting ecdysiast in the civilized universe, a frothy feline norsel who's
got curves in places where nost girls don't even have places ..."

On and on he droned as Flint caught his eye and nodded in approval and Tojo
snmi | ed back in obvious relief. H nt recogni zed nost of the lines as having
been lifted fromhis own patter back on Earth, and wondered what the nechani sm
was doing with the alliteration and the phony come-on words such as
"sexciting."

Toj o kept speaking until the tent was full, then uttered a cue phrase. Soneone
backstage hit a switch, and a recording of "Harlem Nocturne" was piped into
the tent.

"Al'l right, |adies and gentlenen," said Tojo, clinbing off
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his box and carrying it to the edge of the stage. "Here's the nmonent you've
all been waiting for. Here she is, boys; here she is, world; here she is,

gal axy! Here's Butterfly Delight!"

Toj o cl anmbered of f the stage, the rhythm of the recording picked up steam and
then, frombehind a curtain, stepped Goria Stunkel, all feathers and beads
and sequins and satin. She pursed her bright-red |lips, creating soundl ess
little explosions in time with the insistent beat of the snare drum and

undul ated to the center of the stage.

"How did | do, Thaddeus?" asked Tojo, wal king over to join him

"Just fine," replied Hnt, his eyes never leaving the girl on the stage.

"You' re sure?" persisted Tojo.

"I couldn't have done better myself,"” lied Flint. "You' re such a | echerous
little bastard to begin with ..." He snorted. "I just hope you didn't get them
so turned on that Goria can't deliver."

That seermed to satisfy Tojo, and Flint returned his attention to the stage.

G oria had renmoved a shoul der-1length gl ove and was in the process of
slithering out of her gown. It fell to the stage in a heap, and she kicked it
into the wings with an eye- poppi ng bunp.

Si x Borgraves wal ked out of the tent.

G oria started grinding her hips, punctuating the notion with bunps to nmatch

t he drumnbeat, then unhooked her bra and spent about twenty seconds teasing the
audi ence, flashing her breasts at them before renoving it and tossing it
after the gown.

Four nore Borgraves |eft.

Goria's pasties had glittery lassies, and she began rotating them first



cl ockwi se, then countercl ockwi se, then in opposite directions. They began
nmovi ng so fast that Flint hal f-thought she mght take off |ike a helicopter

El even nore Borgraves nade their way to the exit.

G oria stripped down to her Gstring, threw her pasties to the crowd—wahich
ducked—and | owered herself to the floor, where she conmenced a series of
sensuous gyrations.

Flint studied her with an expert eye. This wasn't the kind

of show Ann Corio was putting on for mddl e-aged housew ves who wonder ed what
t heir husbands had been so interested in twenty or thirty years ago, but it
wasn't strong, i either—at |east, not corny strong. And he had to admt she -
was dammed good at her job.

Then she was on her feet again, shaking, bunping, swaying, pulsating,
fantasizing with the curtains, contorting her sweating body in ways that no
one who hadn't seen her performwould ever have believed possible.

Twenty Borgraves left.

Flint becanme aware of an insistent tugging at his sleeve.

"Thaddeus, she's dying up there!"™ whispered Tojo haltingly. "You ve got to do
somet hi ng. "

"Li ke what —+ock the doors?"

"She's a star, Thaddeus," persisted Tojo. "You can't let this happen to her."
"Al'l right," said Flint with a sigh. "Have you got that translator?"

Toj o unhooked the mechanismfromhis collar and handed it to Flint.

"Let's get to the back of the tent, where she can't hear nme speak into it." A
nmonent | ater he had posted hinself hi the doorway. "How do you turn this
dammed t hi ng on?"

Tojo pointed to the switch, and Flint activated it.

"Borgraves!" he shouted into the translating device. "This is one of the
hol i est and nost sacred rituals of ny race. Please do not offend our
practitioner by wal king out or otherw se distracting her. Your nmoney will be

refunded at the conclusion of the performance.”

Most of the Borgraves continued | eaving, but a few hesitated and returned to
their seats as Flint repeated his nessage tw ce nore.

"Satisfied?" he said, handing the nechani smback to Tojo.
"\What happened, Thaddeus?" asked Tojo. "Wy did they all |eave?"

"You know," said Flint thoughtfully, "I think I've finally got a handle on
this problem"'

"What is it?"

"Wul d you pay good noney to watch a bird nmolting to music?" replied Flint
with a rueful grin.



G oria was finishing her act, her sultry animation repl ace! "\'Vhat |'m
trying to say is that aliens have about as mnuch

drawn wild ovations fromthousands of appreciative aujthe strip show

ences on Earth. f G oria | ooked her dismay. "You can't!"

The seventeen renai ni ng Borgraves wal ked out w thout i "j can't afford to
keep it open." sound. ! "But what will | do?" she said plaintively.
"Where will |

Flint and Tojo sat alone in the back of the tent in silenceig®® Stripping is
the only thing I know" Finally Flint lit a cigarette. [ "You'll stay
with us, and you'll learn how to do sonething

"Tojo, starting tonorrow | want you to nove over aWise;" replied Flint,
pulling a flask out of his pocket and bark for Monk and the Dancer.”
[unscrewing the top. "Here. Take a sip. You'll feel better.”

"What about the strip show?" | "i <jon't want a sip, and I don't want to
do anything el se!l™

"I"'mshutting it down." fshe said, fighting back her tears. "l've been a
stripper all ny

"You're sure?" life, i nke being on stage, | |ike naking people happy, |

li ke

FIlint nodded. "Maybe running the only neat show in the;wnat | do. I'mnot |ike
the other girls in the show, Thaddeus—gal axy wasn't as bright an idea as |

t hought." He shook his!yQU know that. | work out every morning, | exercise two
head. "Ch, well. Tell the girls to report to the Rigger in thenOurs a day, |
make ny own costunes, | do ny own chore-norning." ography, 11— , |,

"Al'l right," said Tojo unconfortably. "The problemisn't you," he said
wearily. "It's them

"What's the matter?" ; "You promised me |'d be the headliner," she said
| ook-

"Well, Priscilla and Barbara will probably be overjoyed.!jng at him
reproachfully. "That's the reason | agreed to | eave They never gave a dam
about stripping. But Aoria ..." ; Earth-—because | believed you. You can't

shut down the

"I know," said Flint. "Tell you what. You talk to theshOn " other two, and
"Il speak to Goria nmyself." I; "You' re upset now," said Flint gently.
"We'll tal k about

"Thank you, Thaddeus," said Tojo, |ooking nuch relieved. ~ tonorrow"
"Let's give her a few mnutes to calmdown first," said 8ne | owered her
head in thought, suddenly oblivious to his Flint. He put his feet on the chair
ahead of him finished his presence. "Maybe it was the nusic. Maybe it grated
on their cigarette in silence, then got up and wal ked over to Goria's ears

" makeshi ft backstage dressing room He si ghed and wal ked out of the
tent.



He could tell by the streaks in her makeup that she had Di ggs was trying,

wi t hout nmuch success, to show a Borgrave been crying, and he was gl ad he
hadn't arrived any sooner. famiy how to pick up and hold a rubber ball, and
Jenny and Now she just | ooked puzzled as she sat before her mirror. “mtwo of
t he other ganes workers, were sitting in splendid

"What did | do wrong, Thaddeus?" she asked when she isolation within their
boot hs, unable to attract a single cus-becane aware of his presence. t oner.
The three remai ni ng ganes were doi ng sone busi ness,

"Not hi ng," he said gently. though Flint couldn't tell if it was enough to
break even. The

"But they all wal ked out! You saw them | nean, it's been j)ancer had filled
the specialty tent—but the Dancer always bad on other worlds, but this is the
worst. Is it-me?" filled me specialty tent. He heard a deep bell owi ng curse,

"I't's not you. It's just the nature of the beast." stared off into the
dar kness, and saw that Mnk was stil

"I don't understand." trying unsuccessfully to get his | eopards to adjust to
Ranmanos

gravity. Swede was working the food stand, futilely explain ing the joys of
coffee and soda pop to a trio of dubiou Borgraves. And, Flint was sure, doria
was still convincing herself that the reason the crowd had wal ked out had to
do with the sound of the nusic or the intensity of the lights o the shape of
the chairs.

He | ooked up at the night sky and wondered wi stfully how business was in
Ver nont .

3.
An i guana woul d have been right at home on Procyon Ill. '"A transpl anted
scorpi on woul d never have known that it [wasn't still on a desert back on

Earth. Even Flint was having trouble distinguishing this world fromthe |ast
five, and secretly wondered if the Community of Wrlds really amounted to
anyt hi ng nore than a bunch of gal acti c backwoods provinces.

The Ahasuerus and Flint Traveling Carnival and Sideshow i had pl ayed Rananos
for five days of a projected fourteen-day Itour, then packed up and noved over
to Procyon, sone seven light-years away, with their record still intact: they
had now gone through five worlds w thout once showing a profit.

Flint was sitting on the sand, propped up against a small termite hill (or
rather, the Procyonian equivalent of a termite hill), |ooking out at the vast
expanse of desert and wondering how soon his supply of beer would be gone if
he kept drinking it at his current rate, when he noticed his partner

appr oachi ng him

"I"ve revised nmy opinion," he announced.
"About what ?" asked M. Ahasuerus.

"About how long it's going to take Man to conquer the gal axy once he figures
out howto travel to the stars.” Flint took a |long swallow of his beer and

wi ped his mouth off with a sweaty shirtsleeve. "I give us three weeks, tops."
He
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paused again. "That's twenty days to decide whether it's worth the effort, and
one afternoon to pull it off.’

"Am | to assume you are uninpressed with Procyon I11?" inquired M. Ahasuerus
mldly.

"I'd say that's a pretty fair assunption,” replied Hnt. "Ganting that we are
not playing the nost sophisticated worlds on the circuit to begin wth, why

the hell do we always have to land thirty mles or nore fromthe nearest
goddammed city?"

"Most of these planets don't have spaceports,” the blue man pointed out.

"I know. But why not five or ten mles?"

"Regul ations."

"Well," sighed Flint. "I've got to admt that's one place where you're ahead
of us. | have the feeling ny bureaucracy could | earn one hell of a lot from
your bureaucracy." He finished his beer and threw the can out onto the sand,
where it rolled for twelve or fifteen yards before coming to a halt. "How the
hell do you pick these worlds?"

"It's part of the circuit. We could change the order, if you wi sh."

Flint shook his head. "A cesspool is going to be a cesspool whether we visit
it first or tenth."

"Procyon Il does have a gravity identical to Earth's," said M. Ahasuerus
apol ogetically.

"I suspect that it's also about as heavily popul ated as Saskat chewan. "
"I amunacquainted with that location," said the blue man.

"So is everyone else." Suddenly Flint |ooked up. "You didn't cone out here
just to listen to ne bitch. What's up? Is one of the aninmals sick?"

The bl ue man shook his head.

"I have had a communication fromthe Corporation,” he said.
" And?"

"They are, of course, concerned about our |ack of success.”

"Tell themthese things take a while. | ran in the red the first two years |
had the show back on Earth."

"I told themso," replied M. Ahasuerus, |ooking decidedly unconfortable.

"They'd better not be thinking of closing us down!" said Flint om nously.
"Because if they are, |I've got a contract."”

"That eventuality never cane up," said the blue man. "But . . ."

"But what ?"



"They are sending an efficiency expert out here to exami ne our operation."

"In a pig's asshole they are!" exploded Flint, leaping to his feet. "That's
just what | need—sone hotshot junior executive who's never seen a carny,
trying to score brownie points with the Corporation by telling us howto run
one!"

"Cal mdown, M. Flint."

"Up yours, M. Ahasuerus! You get on the radio and tell the boy wonder that
I"mnot letting himset foot on the grounds.”

"I really don't see how we can stop him" said M. Ahasuerus.

"You watch nme!" snarled Flint. "Your fucking Corporation's got five thousand
busi nesses on six hundred worlds. They're rich enough to carry us until we
find out what conbinations click."

"They didn't get rich by not attending to details, M. Flint," the blue man
pointed out mildly.

"Look—you get themon the radio and tell themthat Thaddeus Flint says he's
getting seriously displeased with them"

"I think the feeling may be nutual ,"
the best of the situation.”

said M. Ahasuerus wyly. "Let us nake

"W aren't going to have a situation if he keeps away," said Flint.

The bl ue man sighed deeply. "M. Flint, | have been an enpl oyee of the
Corporation for well over thirty years. Please don't jeopardize my position by
causing a scene over a problemthat is beyond my power to alleviate."

Flint stared at himfor a long nmonment. "I'msorry," he said at last. "Let ne
know when he's due to arrive, and I'lIl see what we can work out."

"Thank you, M. Flint."

"You woul dn't believe how unwel come you are, M. Ahasuerus,"” replied Flint.
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He wal ked the blue nman tp the M dway, which had

been erwcted that norning, and sought out a chair that was
shaded by the overhang of one of the gane boot hs.

It was, he had to adnmit, a pretty poor excuse for a carnival. No rides, only
si x gane booths, no neat show, no freak show. He knew the real reason he
didn't want anyone fromthe Corporation snooping around, and it had nothing to
do with infringing on his prerogatives: the man (or thing, or whatever) would
take one l ook and start trying to find ways to break Flint's contract.

And yet, there was noney to be nmade on these damed dirtballs, if he could
just figure out howto spring it |oose. Maybe he should be staying three or
four nmonths on each planet, |earning nore about the natives, rather than
trying this scattershot approach . . . but four nonths on any of these worlds
woul d drive himup a tree quicker than four years in Newark, New Jersey. They



just didn't come up to his preconceived notion of a galactic civilization
"CGot a mnute?" said a familiar voice, and Hint turned to face Jason Di ggs,
who, despite the fact that showtime was still hours off, was decked out in his
usual natty garb: derby hat, white shirt, black bowie, red vest, red garters
on his sleeves, brightly checked sl acks, and bl ack patent-Ieather shoes.
"Have a seat,"” said Flint, indicating an enpty chair next to him

The Rigger sat down and lit a small, thin cigar

"Hot," he conment ed.

"So | oosen your tie."

Di ggs shook his head. "Start letting yourself go on these jerkwater worlds,
and pretty soon you're four hundred pounds and shacking up with a | ady
lizard."

Flint shrugged. "Suit yourself. How are the girls working out?"

"Well, considering that you never hired them for their brainpower, |'d say

they're doi ng okay. |'ve got Barbara working the shell gane, and Priscilla's
on the Fascination booth."

"And doria?"
"She still won't report to work. | saw her practicing her
belly dancing this nmorning." He shook his head. "For a sexy broad, she's the

nost awkward goddmed dancer | ever saw. "

"I know. "

"How cone she's such a good stripper?"

"Vulnerability," replied Flint. "In stripping, it translates as just enough
shyness or awkwardness to make the audi ence think she hasn't done her routine
ten thousand tines before.”

"You going to let her belly dance?"

"What am | supposed to do: walk up and tell her she's got two left feet?"

"They' |l laugh at her, Thaddeus."

"No they won't. They've never seen a good belly dancer. They'll wal k out on
her, just like they do when she strips."

"How | ong are you going to let this go on?"

"Until she gets tired of it."

"What makes you think she will?" asked the Rigger

"Sooner or later she'd got to. Even Stogie gave up after a while."

St ogi e was Max Bl oom the ancient baggy-pants conic.



"There's a difference," Diggs pointed out. "Stogi e never thought what he was
doing was an art form He told three dirty jokes to that race that reproduces
by buddi ng—what were they called? The Kligorites—and knew he'd had it. My

bi ggest problemnow is that he wants to work the Bozo cage."

Flint grimaced. "That's just what we need: a seventy-one-year-old cl own
getting dunked in cold water fifty times a night with no doctor around. He
woul dn't |ive out the week."

"You know it and I know it, and probably he knows it too, but he says he's too
old to learn a new routine."

"And getting dunked is an old routine?"

"No," said Diggs. "But insulting the custoners is. And that's what the Bozo is
supposed to do: get 'emso mad they pay for the balls and try to knock him of f
his perch."

"Qut of the question," said Flint.

"That's what | keep telling him but he's pretty adamant."

"What's the platformabout three feet above the water?" asked Flint. "Hell,

the fall would probably kill him Besides, | really wonder if we shoul dn't
| eave the Bozo booth in
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nore irritable tnan usuai: "The Corporation is sending someone to check out
t he

operation.”

"Ahhh!" said Diggs. "Well, we'll just have to flimflam

hi m
"Or somebody. "

"You want us to start gaffing?" asked Diggs. "I thought we were supposed to be
playing it straight.”

"I wanted to, | really did," replied Flint. "But |I've got to show this guy
that we've turned the corner and started naking a profit or there's no telling
what kind of a hassle he'l

give us."
"What ' Il your partner say?"
"He'll say: no crooked games—but there's nore than one [ way to skin a cat."

J

"You got sonething particular in mnd?"

"Yeah. Teach Barbara how to work a Skillo ganme, and you set up a Psychic
boot h. "

The Rigger guffawed, "A Psychic booth! Lord, | haven't worked one of those for



twenty years. Everyone got wise to [ themafter a while." I

"We're not going to be here that long," replied Flint. "We'll run it as |ong
as it keeps the marks happy, and then we'll switch to an Auction."

"My oh ny!" grinned the Rigger, "You really do want to nake a buck, don't
you?"

"It mght be a pleasant change," -comented Hint dryly. "And nake sure Tojo
and Stogie are watching you tonight, so they can learn how it works."
"There's nothing to it,"
smart. "

chuckl ed Diggs. "The trick is just not to be too

"Then we all ought to be experts. Have you got enough
sl un®"
"Probably not."

"Then get sone noney from M. Ahasuerus and take the [ andcar into town and
pi ck up what you need."

"Right," said the Rigger. "I'll be back in two hours."

coction of fruit juices and readi ng a paperback romance novel she'd brought
al ong from Eart h.

"How s it going?" Flint asked pleasantly, taking a seat at her table and
unw appi ng hi s sandwi ch.

"The Rigger thinks I'mnot very good," she replied, |ooking up from her book
"Are you?"

"I will be," she said stubbornly.

Flint shrugged. "Then don't listen to him™"

"He didn't say anything. But | could tell fromthe expression on his face."

"Have you given any thought to what you're going to use for nusic?" he
inquired. "All we have on tape are snare drunms and calliopes.”

"I'"ll come up with sonething. Finger cynbals, maybe."
"I didn't know you had any."

"I don't—but | can have one of Ahasuerus' robots make some. After all, they do
anyt hi ng except set the show up and break it down. They've got lots of tine."

"They're progranmed to assenbl e and di sassenble tents and booths. | don't know
if they can make finger cynbals."

"Then I'11l use sonething else!" she snapped. "Don't you start in on nme too,
Thaddeus! 1've had enough of that for one week."

"Ch? From who?"



"Barbara and Priscilla."”

"What did they say?"

"They keep trying to convince me that stripping is degrading." She snorted
contenmptuously. "I notice they didn't think so as long as they could nake
nmoney at it. Besides, 1'd like to know what's so goddammed uplifting about
shilling for the Rigger!"

"Cal mdown," said Flint. "You don't have to work the ganes unl ess you want
to."

"I know," she said nore gently. "It's just so frustrating!

"I will. And if you and M. Diggs are conspiring to run crooked gane ..
"Partner, you cut ne to the quick!" grinned Flint.

M. Ahasuerus stared at himfor a nmoment, then wal ked to the private el evator
that would take himto his office on the top | evel of the ship.

Flint finished his sandwi ch, had another, washed it down with his sixth beer
of the day, and spent the next couple of hours strolling around the M dway,
checki ng out the booths, making sure Monk's aninals were adapting to the

pl anet, trying unsuccessfully to get the Dancer to practice, and getting
anot her brief but spellbinding demonstration that further practice was
unnecessary. He saw Priscilla diligently trying to raise @oria's

consci ousness and gave the pair of thema w de berth, then went back to his
room aboard ship for a nap

When he awoke the sun was just setting, and Diggs had returned fromtown
bearing two dozen cartons of odd little artifacts: cheap jewelry, rag figures
that seemed to be the Procyoni an equival ent of dolls, and a nunber of
glittery, strangely shaped netallic objects for which he could discern no

pur pose.

A fair-sized openi ng-night crowd began arriving at sunset, and Flint estinated
that better than three thousand Procyoni ans woul d pass through the M dway t hat
night. It wasn't nmuch conpared to sonme of the business he'd done on Earth, but
then, with no rides or girl show or freak show, this wasn't nuch of a carniva

conpared to the one he'd had on Earth either, and he was in no position to

| ook a gift horse in the nmouth—ot even a very snall gift horse.

M. Ahasuerus joined hima few mnutes after dark, and they wal ked over to the
Psychi ¢ booth. Diggs was sitting on a stool, telling jokes that none of the
Procyoni ans understood while waiting for the crowd to build a little nore, and
.doi ng enough card tricks to guarantee that no human who saw hi m woul d ever
get into a poker or blackjack game with him As his patter and routine

conti nued he began getting just a little too ponpous, a little too
ostentati ous about his skill with cards, and the crowd started getting
hosti | e.

"You'd better tell himto nodify his pitch," said M. Ahasuerus softly.
26

"He's got a reason," answered Flint.



"You nmean he wants them mad at hi nf?"
FIlint nodded. "Watch," he whispered.

Di ggs kept on speaking for another five mnutes, then put his cards away and
hooked up a mi crophone to his translator

"Al'l right," he announced. "It's show time. I'mall through showi ng you how
dunb you are." He checked his watch. "It's eight o'clock now —the tine, as
wel | as the | anguage, was translated into Procyonian terms—and |'m so
goddammed sure of nyself | promise that |'mnot going to get out of this booth
until mdnight.'' He gestured to the slum "You see these gifts? Well
ordinarily we limt themone to a custoner, but your brains are so goddamed
easy for me to read that I'mgoing to give each of you a present for every
single question | can't answer." He suddenly pointed to a male at the back of
the cromd. ' 'I read that thought, sir, and all | can say is: the sane to
you!"

He | ooked around until he spotted Tojo. "Tojo, my good man, go out anong these
clods and start collecting noney. One credit per question; no nore, no less.”
He paused to clear his throat. "This is how it works, bunpkins. You ask me any
qguestion you like: how far it is to Sigma Al pha, whose house you robbed | ast
night, anything at all. If | answer it correctly, as I'"'msure to do, you pay
me double—two credits. If |I'mwong, which happens about once every five
years, and then only when |'ve been drinking, you can have any one of these
beauti ful presents.”

He | ooked out at the crowd. "Are we ready to begi n?"

"Do these guys know we're not tel epaths?" whispered Flint.

"Yes," replied the blue man.

Flint smiled. "Duck soup,” he comented.
A male in the front of the crowd gave Tojo a credit.

"What ny name?" he asked.

Di ggs | ooked I ong and hard at him "George Washi ngton Carver," he announced at

| ast.

The mal e gave the Procyoni an equival ent of a raspberry, and showed an
identification tag to Diggs. The Rigger couldn't read a word of it, but he
glared at it as if he couldn't believe

it, then shrugged and gestured to the gifts. The Procyoni an took one, then
asked Diggs to nanme his address.

"One question to a custoner!" roared the R gger

The crowd started scream ng that he had made no such precondition, so Diggs
sighed and went to work. Wthin five mnutes he had guessed that the
Procyonian |lived at 121 Broadway in Manhattan, worked for the New York
Yankees, had eaten scranbl ed eggs for breakfast, and had come to the carnival
in a 1978 Ford Mustang. All, of course, were wong, j

"Enough' s enough!" bell owed Di ggs, getting red in the face. "Is it nmy fault
this creature is too goddamed stupid to have a mind to read? Sonmeone el se ask



me sonething. Fair is fair!"

A fermale offered two credits to Tojo, and asked Diggs to nane her two
of f spri ngs.

"Groucho and Harpo," was the answer.

Wthin another fifteen m nutes he had guessed incorrectly on forty nore
guestions, and was fit to be tied.

"That's all!" he cried. "I don't know what's wrong, but the show s over! This
has never happened to ne before."

A coupl e of huge mal es—lint inmagined they were the equival ent of Procyonian
truckdrivers—shoul dered their way to the front and rem nded hi mthat he had
prom sed not to close the booth until midnight.

"But |'m going broke!" he wail ed.

Tough, was their answer.

"I's he going to make a right answer all night?" asked M. Ahasuerus.
"Probably not," said Flint. "On Earth he'd probably have the bad luck to cone
up with a right one every twenty questions or so, but here he ought to be
safe. ™

"Saf e?" repeated the blue man. "But he's losing a present on every guess!"”
"How much di d each present cost us?"

"About two cents.”

"And how much is he getting for each wong answer?" grinned Flint.

M. Ahasuerus' eyes wi dened. "I see."

"You can't say it's a crooked game. We're giving them presents whether they
want them or not, and poor Diggs is up

there getting humiliated in front of everyone after he started the evening by
insulting them™

"There's a little nore to this than neets the eye, M. Flint," said M.
Ahasuerus, exposing his teeth in what passed for a snile.

"You think that's sonething?" |aughed Flint. "Come on over and |l et me show you
how a Skillo game works."

The bl ue nman acconpanied himto where Barbara was running the Skill o boom

whi ch had five identical ganes hi it. M. Ahasuerus watched for a few ninutes
as the nmarks tried to roll marbles into a nunbered hole, then turned to Flint.
"It | ooks easy."

"It is."

"Then why—-

"It's easy to win. It's inpossible to beat."



"I"'mnot sure | understand you."

"It costs five credits to play," explained Flint. "Depending on the nunerica
conbi nati ons, you can win one, three, ten, or a thousand credits. It's about
fifty-fifty that you'll win one, and you' ve got a one-in-five chance of

wi nning three. You'd have to play an average of fifty ganmes before you'd win
ten. "

"And a thousand?"

"A mathematician | knew in Florida worrked it out once," said Flint with a
smle. "He said it was a ... | can't remenber the term but he had a
funny- soundi ng name for it."

"A googol ?" asked M. Ahasuerus.

"That was it! A googol -to-one against. How much is a googol ?"

"Ten to the one hundredth power."

"Anyway, we aren't real likely to have to pay off."

"And why are you bringing out these ganes now, M. Flint?" asked M.
Ahasuer us.

"To show your friend fromthe Corporation that we can turn a profit if we have
to."

"I must have expressed nyself poorly," said the blue man. "Wat | neant was,
why haven't we been running these ganes all al ong?"

"Because the night we formed our partnership, all | heard fromyou and the
Corporation was how | had to run a totally legit show " He paused to light a
cigarette, another of his rapidly vanishing cormodities. "The thing is, what
I'"mgood at is bilking marks. It's what |'ve done ny whole life. W' re going
to make eight thousand credits tonight just off the Psychic and Skillo boot hs,
and | ook around you—the whol e dammed crew is feeling sharp again. W're doing
what we know how to do."

"As long as the ganes aren't out-and-out crooked, | see no reason why they
shoul dn't be considered legitimate," said the blue man. "You shoul d have
di scussed this with ne earlier.”

"The tim ng was wrong."

"I beg your pardon?"

"W weren't going broke earlier. Wuld you really have agreed to a Skillo gane
on the first couple of worlds?"

"Perhaps not," admitted the blue man. "And | nust confess that | would have
been wong."

H nt chuckled. "W'll nake a Man out of you yet, M. Ahasuerus."
"Fate forfend, M. Flint."

Flint left his partner and nade a tour of the Mdway. The Dancer's showfull,
as al ways—was just letting out, and there was already a noderate crowd |ined



up to see Monk and his aninmals. Diggs was taking in noney faster than he could
count it, and sardonically signaled to Flint that he had inadvertently guessed
right on four questions thus far. Priscilla' s Fascination booth was at | east

br eaki ng even, and Jenny and Lori were actually turning a profit. Only Goria
rigged out in a costune that was hal fway between a stripper's gown and a harem
outfit, had failed to draw a crowd, despite the fact that she had Stogie
barking for her and the old comic was practically dragging reluctant custoners
into her small tent.

"Forty-six hundred credits, Thaddeus," said Tojo, when the carnival had closed

for the night. "That's sone scam that Psychic gane. "|I've never seen it
before. "
"It takes soneone like the Rigger to pull it off,"” remarked Flint. "Mst of

the marks figure out after a half hour or so that he's never going to conme up
with a right answer and that they're getting nothing but slumfor their noney,
but if you

can get 'em nmad enough, make 'emwant to humiliate you enough, you can keep
the thing going all night."

"I hear the Skillo game took in alnpbst three thousand credits, too," said the
little hunchback.

"Yeah. | think we're going to be ready for this hotshot Corporation executive
in a couple nore days."

"I heard about him Can he really cause us any trouble?"

"Not as much as | can cause him" said Flint. "If those bastards really gave a
damm about us, they'd keep their efficiency expert and send us a decent
advance man. This world's okay, but one in six isn't nuch of a percentage."”

"I'sn't that what Fast Johnny's doi ng—advance work?"

"I don't know what the hell Fast Johnny's doing," said Flint irritably. "
sent himout two nonths ago and | haven't heard a word from him since."

"Maybe it took hima while to recover fromthe operation," suggested Tojo.

"You renenber what M. Romany told us back on Earth,"” said Flint. "Two weeks
and out. Three at the nost."

"But | ook what they turned himinto."

"It's old hat to these people, Tojo. Mking Romany | ook |ike a Man was

probably every bit as hard as maki ng Fast Johnny into a—well, whatever the
hell he is now It makes sense, | suppose—neeting the natives of a new world
not just on their own turf but in their owm inage as well. | just hope the son

of a bitch hasn't gone native on us."

"As a six-foot-long gray slug?" said Tojo dubiously.

Flint [aughed. "It's a pretty stupid notion at that.'
the hell he hasn't reported in?"

He paused. "I wonder why

4



John Edward Carp undul ated across the noi st brown vegetation, sniffing colors,
tasting sounds. He had not eaten for three days, but he felt no pangs of
hunger, nor would he for another week.

He cane to a slope in the trail he had been follow ng, and, after considering
his alternatives, elected to roll his gray, reticulated body down to the base
of it. Then, shaking hinself off, he continued slithering in the direction of
his ship, content and serene.

He had only one regret in the world: that he wouldn't be able to see the
expression on Thaddeus Flint's face when he sent in his resignation

5.

Goria was sitting at her vanity, her sewing kit laid out before her
nmeticul ously reattaching a Velcro fastener that was com ng | oose from one of
her gowns, when there was a knock at her door

"Come in," she said, wthout |ooking up

A moment | ater Tojo, dressed in a |long-sleeved shirt and jeans, entered the
room

"Can | speak to you for a m nute?" he stammered
"Just a second," she replied, inserting a last stitch and then carefully
hangi ng t he gown agai nst her cl oset door to stretch the winkles out.

"Thaddeus sent you, didn't he?" she said, finally turning to the hunchback

"He wants to know if you'd like me to teach you the Psychic routine," said
Toj o.

"I thought so! Listen to nme, you ugly little dwarf—you go back to your boss

and tell himto get off my case! I'ma dancer, not a goddammed con artist!"
"I know," said Tojo. "lI'msorry | bothered you, but he's the boss, and ..."
Her face softened. "I didn't mean to yell at you. It's not your fault. You

| ook hot: can | give you sonething to drink?"
"That woul d be very nice, thank you."

She opened a small, built-in refrigerator, pulled out a pitcher, filled two
gl asses, and handed one to him "It's a

coconut - pi neappl e conbi nati on that one of the robots synthesized for nme." He
stared at it dubiously. "Go ahead, drink it. It's a lot healthier than
Thaddeus' beer."

Toj o shrugged. "When you're hot, | suppose anything tastes good." He took a
| ong swal l ow and i mredi ately screwed up his face as the flavor hit him

"I'f you'd wear a T-shirt |ike everyone el se, you wouldn't sweat so nuch," said
doria.

"This fits alittle nore loosely,"” he replied.

"What difference does that make?" she asked. Then her eyes fell on his hunp.



"Ch. | see.”
"Why make people | ook at something they find distasteful ?" he said.

"By the sane token, we ought to | ock M. Ahasuerus in cold storage for the
rest of the tour. Don't be so sensitive, Tojo." She wal ked over to a recliner
chair and sat down. "How | ong before Thaddeus stops asking me to work the
ganes and starts telling me?

The hunchback shrugged. "I really don't know. | think he's a little bit afraid
of you."

She | aughed derisively. "Nothing scares Thaddeus Flint."

"Yes, it does," said Tojo, placing his glass on the vanity and sitting on the

chair. "He's afraid to fail. You were the only stripper we had back on Earth
who refused to work strong when he gave the word, and you nmade it stick. He
m ght be afraid of what will happen if he orders you to run a booth."

"I was the only stripper he had at all,"” said Goria firnmy. "Were does

Priscilia get off lecturing me about degrading nmysel f, anyway? | spent years
studying ny craft and refining ny routines. Al she ever did was wal k out
naked on a stage and | et the audi ence paw her. Were's the art in that, Tojo?"

"There wasn't any," he admitted. "But it was what the marks paid for."

"The marks were a bunch of freaks and perverts. That doesn't nean we had to
| ower ourselves to their level. I'"'ma stripper, not a whore."

"\Whores take noney," he pointed out gently.
"\Whores make transactions: their bodies for sonething they want, whether it's
nmoney or a trip to the stars or good

treatnment fromthe boss. | don't do that. | never did and | never will."
"I never said you did," replied Tojo.

"Yeah? Well, he wanted ne to."

"Thaddeus?"

"He lied to ne to get me to join the carny, and he lied again to get ne to
cone out here. First he told me he wanted a stripper, when all he really
wanted was another slut to sit on the marks' faces. Then he told nme we'd be
playing cities that would nake New York | ook like a hick town." She paused for
breath. "Look around you, Tojo. Do you see any of those cities, any of those
audi ences he promised me? All |'ve seen is one dust bow after another, and ny
audi ences are all things with feathers or scales!"

"I"'msure he didn't knowit was a lie when he said it," replied Tojo gently.
"I know how nmuch he was | ooking forward to com ng out here. He's as
di sappoi nted as you are."

"I find that hard to believe," she said bitterly. "He's still doing what he
al ways di d—findi ng new ways to screw the marks. Hell, he's probably happy to
have a new chal |l enge."

"He's been a driven man all his life. Personally, | think he's tired of
chal | enges." Toj o paused unconfortably. "Wuld it be so terrible for you to



help himin the booths?"

"Yes!"

"Can you help me to understand why?" continued Tojo. "I'mnot asking this for
him" he added hastily. "But it just doesn't nake any sense to me. Al ny life
| wanted to belong to sonething, to feel that | was useful. | nean, who has
any need for a hunchback who stamrers? That's how | wound up with Thaddeus.
Sonetimes he treats ne like shit, | admit that—but he treats everyone el se the
same way. |'m happy here, because |I've finally found a place where | can make

a contribution and stop feeling |ike a parasite—~

"Are you calling me a parasite?" she interrupted.
"No, of course not," he answered her. "But after a lifetinme of being ignored
or pitied or merely tolerated, which is the worst of all, | finally feel like
I'"mearning nmy keep, and it feels good."

"I"'mtrying to earn my keep!"

"But until you figure out a way, why not at |east do sonething and work the
games?"

"Because then |'d just be doria Stunkel again."
"I don't understand," said the hunchback

"Look at ne, Tojo," she said, standing up and turning slowy around in front
of him "Really look at me. My face is plain, ny eyes are too small, my nose
is too big. | keep nmy body in good shape, but it's nothing to wite hone
about: nobody from Pl ayboy was ever going to put it in their centerspread.
This," she said, turning around again, "is Goria Stunkel." She paused

staring sightlessly at an i maginary spot a few feet above Tojo's head, where a
girl who was no longer Goria Stunkel was strutting across a stage to a chorus
of wild cheers and whistles. "But Butterfly Delight, she's sonething
different. When I'mButterfly Delight I'mnot plain and clunmsy and ordi nary
anynore. Butterfly Delight is beautiful and inportant. People actually pay
nmoney to watch her do nothing nore than wal k around a stage and take off her

cl othes. Men who wouldn't give G oria Stunkel a second gl ance on the street
how |ike dogs when Butterfly Delight bunps and grinds; wonmen envy her | ooks
and her glanour. Butterfly Delight is sonmeone speci al -and Thaddeus wants to
kill her and nake ne go back to being Goria Stunkel. Well, I'mnot going to
do it!"

"I"'msure it's just until we can get to a humanoid world," said Tojo
soot hi ngly.

"Humanoi d?" she repeated sarcastically. "You nean |ike M.
Ahasuerus—seven-foot-tall bald blue skeletons who | ook |ike they ought to be
breathing fire? You think they're going to pay to watch Butterfly Delight?"

Toj o made no answer.

"It's just not fair," continued Goria. "I don't just like my work, Tojo: I'm
good at it." She opened a trunk that was next to her bed, pulled out a |arge
vi nyl -covered scrapbook with the Wolworth's pricetag still on die cover, and

carried it over to him

"Look at that," she said, opening it and pointing to an ad froma Wsconsin
newspaper. " 'Back By Popul ar Demand,' " she read. " 'Butterfly Delight.'



That's me, Tojo!" She continued thunbing through the pages, pointing out ads
t hat

ran her photo, ads that nentioned she was the headliner, ads that inplied she
was Bl aze Starr and Tenpest Stormand Lili St. Cyr all rolled into one.

Toj o | ooked at the book and made properly noises. It didn't matter that nost
of the ads vt "mtheaters | ong since gone out of business, or currently
tunni ng hardcore novies instead of burlesque, or piping in music as the girls
danced for fifty businessnen on their lunch hours. It didn't matter that only
two ads in the whole book were nmore than one columm w de or an inch deep. It
didn't even matter that none of them appeared in the journals of any city
boasting as many as two hundred t housand people. In her chosen field Butterfly
Del i ght was indeed a star, and it was hardly her fault that the bottom had
fallen out of the field years before she had entered it.

"Who's this?" asked Tojo, coming to an eight-by-ten glossy photo of a tall,
| eggy brunette. "It |ooks very old."

"That's Gypsy Rose Lee," replied oria proudly. "She autographed it for ne
just before she died."

"That was very nice of her," said the hunchback

"She was a very classy lady," responded Goria. "Did you know that she pl ayed
to nore wonmen than men during her career?"

“No, | didn't."

"It's true. Stripping doesn't have to be cheap and vulgar. It can be anything
the audience will let it be. Ann Corio has been touring the country for the
past fifteen years with an old-tinme burl esque show. Mst of her audiences are
famlies." She closed the book and tenderly returned it to the trunk. "I never
saw a famly audience in ny life," she said at last. "All | ever got were

freaks and drunks."

"You cane along too late," said Tojo synpathetically.

"But | played as if ny audience had class. | was always a | ady on stage."
"I'"'msure you were."

"I never let a custoner touch me, and | never balled anyone to get work."
"Thaddeus used to conplain about that all the time," said Tojo with a smle
"After 1'd been on the circuit for a few years, | found out

there was a school for strippers out in California, and | enrolled there to
see if | could make ny act even better. That's where Thaddeus found ne."

"l renmenber. You were the best we ever had, Joria."

"That's because | work harder at it than anyone you ever had. | jog two nmiles
every norning. One hundred sit-ups. Stretching exercises. Constant dieting.
dance to ny tapes every day. | never get out of condition."

"1 know. "

"This is what | am Tojo. This is ne. | can't help what my audi ences were back



on Earth, and | can't help not having themnow. Goria' s just an ordinary girl
who passes tinme between Butterfly Delight's performances. If | could be
Butterfly Delight twenty-four hours a day, | would. | can't be, so I've made
nmy adjustment—but | can't stop being her altogether. | just can't!"

Tojo stared at her |long and hard, wondering what he could say and wi shing he
knew how to recogni ze the prelimnary synptons of a mental breakdown. He even
found hinmself half believing in Butterfly Delight as a separate entity—hot as
a headlining stripper, but as the person who kept doria Stunkel sane for
twenty hours a day. Suddenly he w shed they had taken a doctor al ong, instead
of the extra ganmes barker

G oria had returned to her chair and seenmed content to sit there, sipping her
fruit juice and staring at the sequined gown that was still hanging on the

cl oset door, but Tojo felt he had to say sonething, anything, to break the
silence. H's brain raced through hundreds of prior conversations he had had
with her over the years, scanning them trying to find sone interest they had
i n conmon, or even sone subject other than her work that she had ever shown
any enthusiasmfor. He was startled to discover that he couldn't come up with
a single one, and wondered what to do next.

Finally she asked himif he would like a refill, and the sound of her voice
breaking the grimsilence of the room' so startled himthat he al nost knocked
his gl ass over.
"Yes, please,"” he said, not wanting one at all but suddenly afraid to offer
her any rejection, no matter how trivial.

He was taken off the hook a nmonment | ater when M. Ahasuerus knocked on the
door and entered the comnpartment.

"Ah, hello, Tojo," said the tall, cadaverous blue nman. "I hope |I'm not
interrupting."”

"No!" said Tojo, so anxious to force the word out that he alnost screaned it.

M. Ahasuerus stared at himecuriously, then turned to Aoria. "lI'd like to
speak to you for a nonent, if | may."

"I"mnot working the booths!" she said defiantly.

"This has nothing to do with the carnival," said the blue nman.

"Ch?" she said, eyeing himsuspiciously.

"Well, only insofar as everything that takes place aboard ship pertains,
directly or indirectly, to the carnival."

"WIl you get to the point?"

"Certainly," said M. Ahasuerus. "It has to do with something you requested
fromthe galley robots. | believe you called it pineappl e-papaya juice."

"What's the matter with that?" she said. "It's perfectly healthy. You m ght
even try some yourself."

"The problem ™ he continued patiently, "is that our computer has nothing in
its menmory banks concerning the chem cal conposition of a papaya—so if it
isn't absolutely essential to your health and well-being, would a substitute
be accept abl e?"



"l suppose so," she shrugged. "Mke it banana-mango instead."

Tojo made a face at the thought of that concoction, and M. Ahasuerus shuffled
his feet unconfortably.

"I"'mafraid there's sonething el se as well," he said.

"Now it cones," she said, glaring at him

"This bicycle you ordered. W're going to have to repro-gramone of the
robots, which will run into quite a bit of noney, and I was wondering if it
was really necessary."

"/ think it is."”

"But what is the purpose of a bicycle that doesn't go anywhere?" asked the
bl ue nman.

"It's an exercise machine," she said. "It keeps my legs in shape."

"I'sn't there sone | ess conplicated way of so doing?" persisted M. Ahasuerus.
"Runni ng, for exanple?"

"Different muscles/' she replied.
"And it is absolutely essential that you have this?"

She shrugged. "No, it's not absolutely essential."

"Then," he continued, "if it will not constitute too great a hardship ..
"Fine," she interrupted him

"Thank you," said M. Ahasuerus.
"I"mdoing you two favors," said Qoria. "I'"mgiving up ny exercise machine
and ny papaya juice. Now | wonder if you can do ne one."

"If it is within nmy power," said the blue man.

"You're an equal partner with Thaddeus," she said. "Wy can't you book us onto
some world where stripteasers are appreci ated?"

"There are no such worlds," he said gently.

"l knew that son of a bitch lied to ne!"

"No," said the blue man. "M. Flint knew that there were no worl ds—except your
own, of course—where stripteasing existed. He had no way of knowi ng that there
were no worlds where it would be appreciated.’

"But you did!" she snapped at him "You could have told ne!"

He shook his head. "You nust believe me: | felt as M. Flint felt, that it
woul d be a novel attraction that woul d delight audi ences.”

"Way woul d you think a bunch of lizards and birdmen woul d be interested?

"Tunnel vision," he said with a shrug. "I have been a wanderer anong the stars



for so many years that | had forgotten how truly parochial |ocal attitudes can
be. |I felt the fact that / found your act diverting neant that everyone woul d.
I was nistaken, and | amsorry about it. But don't blane M. Flint. He is even
nore di sappointed with the results of our tour, thus far, than you are."

"I find it very difficult to work up nmuch conpassion for Thaddeus," replied
Goria. "He's still bilking the marks and running the show and beddi ng every
girl who works for himexcept nme. He's nmaking out just fine."

"He probably woul d be happy to debate the issue with you," said M. Ahasuerus.

"Once you sobered himup and pulled Jenny and Lori out of his bed, that is,"
said Goria sardonically. "Look, M. Ahasuerus, | feel cheated and unhappy,
and the last thing | need to hear fromyou is what a tough tinme poor old
Thaddeus i s having, okay?"

The bl ue man sighed deeply. "I don't know what you want me to say, doria.
truly had no idea so many of you were unhappy."

"What do you nean, so many of us?"

"Jupiter Monk thinks his lion is dying, Max Bloomwants to work at a gane that
will alnmost certainly kill him Thaddeus is displeased with our choice of
wor | ds. Everyone seens unhappy about something or ot her—except Billybuck
Dancer, that is."

"The Dancer always was different," she said. "Let himshoot at things and
spend his life dream ng that he's gunning down Doc Holliday and he's content.
What does all this have to do with nme?"

"I just thought you'd like to know you' re not alone," said M. Ahasuerus.
"I"'mmnore alone than |I've ever been in ny life," she replied unhappily.
"May | ask a personal question?" said the blue man.

"Why not ?"

"I know why sonme of the others came with us—but why did you? You were a star
on Earth."

"I thought 1'd be a star out here, too," said Qoria. "At |east, Thaddeus told
me 1'd be. And you," she added, her eyes flashing, "never said different."

"And that's the only reason?" he asked. "To be a bigger star than you al ready
wer e?"

"What's wong with that?" she said defensively. Then she sighed. "No, it
wasn't the only reason. All my life |I've played in front of slobs. You saw the
audi ences at the neat show, M. Ahasuerus. They never even | ooked at nme unti
I'"d '"gotten out of ny clothes. Just once, | wanted to performin front of
someone who appreci ated what | was doing. Did you ever hear of Gypsy Rose
Lee?"

The bl ue man shook his head.
"I was just tal king about her with Tojo. She was the

greatest stripper that ever was. She used to talk to the audi ence about the
stock market, and what books she'd read, 'and who made her gowns. They were so



interested in that they didn't even care how nuch clothing she took off." She
turned to Tojo. "She never had to worry about being Loui se Hovack again. She
was Gypsy. They even made a nusi cal about her life."

"I know, " said Tojo softly.

"And you think you'd Iike to tal k about stocks and books to your audi ences?"
asked M. Ahasuerus, puzzled.

"OfF course not!" she said. "My God, you're dense! |I'mjust using that as an
exanpl e. She had a class act, and she played for class audiences in class
theaters. They appreciated her art. They'd have been shocked if she rolled
around on the stage and |l et them paw her, the way the carny strippers have to
do. That's why | cane: to find people who cared about how hard | was wor ki ng
i nstead of how easy | was."

"But if you have such contenpt for you audi ences back on Earth, surely you
nmust be happier not stripping at all rather than stripping before them" said
M. Ahasuerus.

"You don't understand at all!" she snapped. "I was a star on Earth. | was
Butterfly Delight!"

"But if the audi ences—

"I didn't always work for the carnival," she said defensively.

"I see.”

"Thaddeus nisrepresented it to ne," she added sullenly.

"Then why didn't you | eave?"

"For what ?" she snapped. "You think a bunch of drunken businessnen pl ayi ng

wi th thensel ves beneath fol ded newspapers are any better? They were all freaks
and sl obs!"

"I seemto have mi ssed sonething," said the blue man. "If all your audi ences
were |ike that, then what benefit accrued to achieving stardomin such a

field?"

"Because it nade ne better than them " she yelled at him Suddenly she began
crying. "Dammit, it was the only thing that made nme better!™

M. Ahasuerus turned to Tojo, a distressed expression on his gaunt face.
"What did | say?" he asked, thoroughly confused.

"It's all right," said the hunchback, getting off his chair

and wal ki ng over to put an armaround Goria. "» *Ane better |eave
now. "

"But . . ."
"She'll be all right," said Tojo, stroking her hair |,
The bl ue man shook his head, sighed again, and “ed out the door

"I"'msorry," said Doria, tears still trickling down her face. "I didn't mean



to make a scene."

"It's all right," crooned Tojo. "It's all right."

"Do you have a Kl eenex?"

He pull ed a handkerchi ef out of his pocket and handed it to her

"Thank you," she said, taking it and dabbing at her face. She | ooked up at
him "Did you know that when | was twelve years old | was the fattest, ugliest
girl in ny class?"

He whi spered neani ngl ess sounds and conti nued stroking her hair.

"It's true. | was such a honely little girl, | used to stare at myself in the
mrror and wonder why God was mad at ne. Even after | thinned down in high
school, | was too awkward to make the cheerl eadi ng squad. | never even had a

boy ask me for a date until my junior year. You should have seen him Tojo,"
she said, a bittersweet snile on her lips. "He even nmade you | ook handsonme and
dashi ng."

"He sounds like nmy kind of person," replied Tojo, returning her smle. "Did he
stammer, too?"

She shook her head. "I was so average, Tojo. Even after | stopped being fat |
was just an average girl with average parents and average grades and average
friends. | was always afraid | was going to have an average husband and sl eep

with him3.4 tinmes a week and have 2.2 children.”

"But you didn't."

"Maybe | shoul d have. That was the best @ oria Stunkel could hope for. If she
didn't do that, she'd have been a waitress at sone truckstop, or maybe a
hooker. Not a call girl in a fancy apartnent, but just some girl standing out
there on a corner.”

She had stemmed the flow of tears, but now they poured forth again.

"Maybe you' d better go," she said, w ping her eyes once nore.

"If you're sure you'll be okay," he said doubtfully.

."Make himleave nme alone and 1'lIl be all right,"” she said.

Toj o wal ked to the door.

"Promse you'll talk to him™"

"I promse."

"Don't let himkill Butterfly Delight. | can't go back to being G oria again.
| just can't!"

He cl osed the door behind him feeling for the first time in many years that
there were worse things to be than an undersized hunchback with a speech
defect, and wondering exactly who was cracking up: Goria Stunkel or Butterfly
Del i ght.

AA



6.
"What are you tal ki ng about—racki ng up?" demanded Flint.

He was sitting in M. Ahasuerus' office with his partner and Toj o, surrounded
by the keepsakes of the blue man's thirty-odd years abroad in the gal axy.
There were prints of sights he hoped he'd never see this side of delirium
trenmens, hol ograns of beings that he thought existed only in his nightnmares,
books in | anguages that no human woul d ever be able to decipher, plagues and
kni ckknacks and curios of every imaginable variety and a few he didn't think
anyone coul d have i nagi ned.

The blue man's refrigerator—there was one in every roomon the ship, but this
was the | argest outside of the kitchen—was filled with brown drinks and
purple neats and oddly shaped canisters containing itenms that Flint didn't
even want to mink about, as well as a few cans of robot-brewed beer that were
there strictly for his benefit and that tasted about the way he thought the
brown stuff nust taste. Still, he accepted a can, just to be polite, and was
quietly furious with Tojo for claining to be a teetotal er and not being forced
to suffer equally with him

Tojo sat on a couch of unearthly design—all of the blue man's furniture was
unearthly, but this was a little nore so than nost—while M. Ahasuerus hinself
sat at his desk,

si pping a cup of coffee, a beverage to which he'd becone passionately addicted
during his brief stay on Earth.

"Just what | said," answered Tojo. "Call it an identity crisis, or whatever
you want, but she's getting awfully close to going off the deep end."

"It's true, M. Flint," interjected M. Ahasuerus. "I was there. | wll
support what Tojo says."

"Not hi ng personal, M. Ahasuerus,” replied Flint, "but what the hell do you
know about it? You entire experience has been with a carny crew. The next
normal human you nmeet will be the first."

"Then let nme say that | find her attitude abnornmal even for a carnival
wor ker," said M. Ahasuerus patiently. "I am concerned about her nental health
and wel | -being, just as | amabout all ny enpl oyees."

"And besides, you wouldn't want her setting fire to the ship," added Flint
sardoni cal | y.

"The ship is inflanmable," the blue man pointed out mldly.

"This isn't a joking matter, Thaddeus," said Tojo.

"And you think letting her strip to an enpty tent is going to make everything
better?" Flint shot back.

"OfF course not," said Tojo. "But | think you' d better realize that you' ve got
a problemon your hands and start considering what to do about it."

"I"ve got nore problenms on ny hands than | know what to do with," said Flint
wearily. "You know | had to put a lock on the Bozo cage to keep old Stogi e out
of it?" He paused to light a cigarette. "Monk's lion is dying. Jenny and Lori
are mad because | gave the Skillo gane to Barbara. The Dancer tells ne he's
going to run out of bullets sometine next week. My partner tells nme the



Corporation is still sending their efficiency expert, even though we nade
thirty thousand credits our first three days here. Diggs got one of the
Procyoni ans so hot that he took a swing at himlast night and we dammed near
had a riot on our hands, the strip show couldn't draw flies at a waternmnel on
party, this beer tastes like shit, and you think |I've got nothing to do except
worry about the fact that G oria' s unhappy?"

He | eaned back in his chair, nomentarily exhausted from

the recitation of his primary annoyances and wondering if he should even
bother listing his secondary ones.

"It's not that Aoria is unhappy," said M. Ahasuerus, after waiting politely
to see if his partner was through speaking for the nonent. "We are all unhappy
for one reason or another."

"Even you?" said Flint.

"Even me," said the blue man, exposing his teeth in his equivalent of a smle
"Seven nonths ago, | was a very successful tour guide."

"On the other hand, six nmonths ago you were a very unhappy and unwilling freak
show attraction,” said Flint, returning his smle. "So things could be worse."

"Cetting back to the subject at hand, the fact that Qoria is unhappy is not a
maj or problem The fact that she is having serious psychol ogi cal and enotiona
di sturbances could well be."

"Isn't it enough that | have to run this goddammed show?" said Flint. "Do |
have to play nursemaid too?"

"I realize that enpathy was never your strong point, M. Flint," said the blue
man dryly. "Neverthel ess, you should realize that it is in your best interest
to do everything within your power to alleviate GQoria' s problens."

"What do you suggest that | do?" asked Flint. "Send for forty sex maniacs from
Hoboken?"

"I am sure you can think of something," said M. Ahasuerus. "As you yourself
poi nted out a few noments ago, | am hardly experienced enough to suggest a
solution."”

"Or take the responsibility for it," said Flint irritably.

"That's not fair, Thaddeus," said Tojo.

"What's fair got to do with anything, you ugly little dwarf?" demanded Flint.
"We've got a girl both of you seemto think is cracking up, and you' ve just
nom nated ne to play the part of her shrink. If you're worried about fair,
maybe you ought to start thinking about whether putting her in nmy hands is
fair to doria."

"Have you any alternative?" asked the blue nman.

"Why not | eave her alone and | et her. work things out on her own?"

"Because her problem as Tojo has explained it, has been

Al



caused by external forces with which she is incapable of dealing," said M.
Ahasuer us.

"Well, short of my slipping each of the Procyonians a couple of credits to
pi nch her ass, I'mgoing to have just as nmuch trouble dealing with it as she
has. "

They both stared at himin silence, and he began tw tching unconfortably.

"Al'l right!" he snapped at last. "I'll think of sonething!"™ He glared at his
partner. "Are you satisfied now?"

"Yes."

"Then you don't mind if | get the hell out of here?" said Flint, rising and
wal ki ng to the door.

"OfF course not. There is one last thing 1'd like to say, though."
"Yeah?" said Flint, pausing in the doorway.

"I amsorry that ny beer tastes |ike excrenent,'
his teeth again.

sai d the blue man, show ng
"Don't let it worry you," said Flint. "It's not half as bad as your sense of
hunor .

He and Tojo left the office and took the el evator back down to the main |evel
of the ship.

"I still don't know what he expects ne to do," nuttered Flint. "I nean, who
the hell ever heard of a stripper with an identity crisis?" He shrugged, "Onh,
wel |, | suppose we could be freezing in New Hanpshire. Tojo, be a good little

bastard and hunt me up sone cigarettes.”

"Where will you be?" asked Toj o.
"Around. |'ve got to check on Monk's lion, and do a couple of other things."
He grinned ironically. "I'lIl be easy to recognize. Just |look for a guy who

keeps trying to convince hinmself he'd really rather be on this dirtball than
Earth."''

Flint turned and wal ked out the airlock, and a few m nutes |ater was standi ng
besi de Jupiter Mnk, looking at the listless lion that lay notionless in its
cage.

"It's all these goddammed worl ds, "
can't make the adjustnents.”

said the burly animal trainer. "He just
"How ol d is he?" asked Flint, reaching his hand between the bars and stroking
Sinba's left ear. The lion paid no attention to him "N ne or ten."

"How ol d do lions get to be?"

"Ader than this one," said Mink. "It's not age, Thadde-us. It's all these
changes in his routine."

"Maybe we should have left himbehind."

"What the hell was | supposed to do?" demanded Monk bitterly. "Turn himl oose



in the Vernont countryside?" He | ooked down at Sinba. "He was born in a circus
and he'll die in a carnival. | suppose that's fitting."

"How are the others doi ng?" asked Flint.

"Bruno's okay, and nothing seens to bother the | eopards. But Jesus, |'m gonna
m ss this goddamed lion. He was the only one | could ever turn ny back on.
That fucking bear woul d sooner take ny head off than | ook at ne."

"I's there anything we can do?"

"For Sinba? Not a chance. He's turned down his food two days in a row A lion
starts turning down neat, he's getting ready to die."

"Maybe we could spice it up with sonmething," suggested Flint. "I could get the
gall ey robots to make—=

"He's dying, Thaddeus!" snapped Monk. "It's not your fault and it's not mne
and it sure as hell ain't his, but pouring a little gravy over his food pan
ain't going to put himback on his feet." Mnk | ooked down at Sinba again.
"Best goddammed lion |I ever had."

"I"'msorry," said Flint softly.

"It's all right. Nothing you can do about it."

"How much | onger are you going to let himlive?" asked Flint.

Monk shrugged. "When the tine cones, |'Il borrow a gun fromthe Dancer and
take care of things nyself. Another day or two, | suppose.”

"I could see if M. Ahasuerus can programa robot to do it."

"I't's my job," said Monk firmy. "I saw himinto this world, 1'll see him out
of it."

"I al ways thought you captured him"

Monk shook his head. "Do you know how hard it's been to get any kind of aninal
out of Africa since they threwthe British out? No, | had his nother in my old
circus act." He
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reached his hand into Sinba's mouth and rubbed his pale guns. "I've had him
si nce he was born."

Flint couldn't think of anything else to say, so he stood quietly and watched
Monk stroke the dying lion

Finally the animal trainer |ooked up at him "1've been thinking, Thaddeus."
"Yeah?"
"W're never going back to Earth, are we?"

"l doubt it."



"What the hell am 1 going to do when the other three die?"

Flint sighed. "Wiy don't we worry about that problemwhen we conme to it?"
"You're the boss—but it's going to happen one of these days."

Flint spent another couple of minutes watching the lion tamer and the lion
then started wal king back to the M dway. Wnderful, he thought grimy. As soon
as | figure out what to do with a stripper who hasn't got an audience, |'m
going to have to deal with an animal trainer who hasn't got any animals.

Mai ne and Vernont started | ooking better and better to him Then Lori sought
hi m out and tongue-lashed himfor spending the past three nights with Jenny,
and even his horrible tw-week playdate on the outskirts of the Evergl ades on

the Florida circuit seened idyllic in retrospect.

As he was passing along the Mdway on his way back to the ship, he saw Stogie
and Di ggs standing next to the Bozo cage, engaged in ani mated conversation

"Dam it, Stogie!" he yelled, wal king over to them "How the hell nany tinmes
have | got to tell you to keep away fromthe cage?"

"Rel ax, Thaddeus," said Diggs. "We're just entering into a friendly little
wager . "

"Yeah?" dermanded Flint. "Wat kind?"

"My friend Max, here, has just bet nme fifty dollars that | can't open this
lock in less than five mnutes.” He gestured to the padlock on the _gate to

t he cage.

"What do you know about picking | ocks?"

"Not hing," admtted Diggs. "But | know a hell of a |ot

about betting. | figure any man who can mani pul ate a deck of cards as well as
| can ought to be able to totally disassenble this thing with a tie pinin
under three mnutes."”

"The bet's off," said Flint.

"Who the hell are you to tell me what | can and can't bet on?" demanded D ggs.
"Or have you got sonething better to spend fifty Anerican dollars on in this

hel | hol e?"

"Just who do you suppose put the goddamed | ock on in the first place?"
shapped Flint.

"You?" asked Diggs, surprised.
"You bet your ass it was ne."

"But | thought it was just to keep the natives out," said D ggs.

"It was to keep himout!" snapped Flint, jerking a thunb in Stogie's
direction.

"I's that true, Max?" said Diggs reproachfully.

"He's got no right to stop me frombeing a Bozo if | want to!" said Stogie



defiantly.

"Well, 1'll be damed!" |aughed Diggs. "You tried to flimflamthe old Ri gger
What the hell do you want to practice for, Max? You' d probably drown in the
first five mnutes."

"Beats the hell out of dying of boredom" said Stogie sullenly. "You' ve seen
Monk's lion, Thaddeus? That's ne in two nore weeks. Maybe nobody up here
appreci ates a good dirty joke, but at least let me go out as a clown."

"When did you ever tell a good dirty joke?" said Flint. "I'mrunning a
goddammed carnival, not presiding over some kind of suicide cerenmony. You want
to feel useful, start spelling the R gger at the Psychic booth."

"I"'man entertainer, not a con nman!" snapped the old comc
"Where have | heard that before?" nuttered Flint grimy.

He stepped over and stood next to Stogie, lowering his head until their faces
were no nore than three inches apart. "Now you listen to nme, you senile prinma
.donna! Mnk's going to have an enpty cage in another two days' tinme. If |
catch you around this one again, I'"'mgoing to lock you in that one until you
get all this kam kaze shit out of your system Understand?"

r

"You don't have to yell at me," said Stogie, lowering his eyes and stepping

back.
"The hell 1 don't! Someone's got to yell at a seventy-one-year-old man who
wants to work the Bozo cage. Hell, do you even know how to sw nP"

"OfF course | do!" said Stogie defensively.

"You sure can't prove it by ne. Wiy don't you practice in a bathtub every once
in a while?"

"I didn't cone here to be insulted!" raged Stogie.

"No. You came here to sneak into the goddammed cage and kill yourself." Flint
paused, trying to control his tenper. "Look," he said nmore softly, "if you
have to be a clown, why not get together with the Dancer and see if you can
wor k out some kind of routine?"

"Wth himshooting bullets all around ne?"

"You'll be safer with himthan in the cage.'-"'

The old comic |owered his head in thought. "I dunno, Thaddeus ..."

"Think about it," said Flint. "And keep the hell away from here or you and
are going to have a race to see who kills you first."

"I"msorry, Thaddeus," replied Stogie earnestly. "And | wll think about
working with the Dancer. It's just that . . . oh, | dunno: sonetines you get a
little crazy when you start feeling useless.”

"l know," said Flint.

He stayed and talked with themfor a few nore nminutes, then checked with the



Dancer to make sure he had given the robots sone bullets so they could start
duplicating them Finally, when he had run out of chores, he grimced and
headed back to the ship and went up to Goria's conpartnent.

"Can | cone in?" he asked, standing in the doorway.

"I't's your ship," she said, never looking up fromthe outfit she was sew ng at
her vanity.

"Not exactly," he replied, wal king over and easing hinself onto her recliner
chair. "But | have a feeling that M. Ahasuerus and | are expected to pay off
the nortgage." He lit a cigarette and she turned to him

"I wish you wouldn't smoke in here.”

"Sorry," he said, |ooking around for an ashtray, and
finally grinding it out on his boot and putting it into his pocket.
"It's bad for your cilia," she said seriously.

He grinned. "That sounds |like the kind of straight line you used to feed
Stogie."

She shrugged. "All right—kill yourself. See if |I care. Just don't do it in
here.”

"What are you working on?" he asked, trying to change the subject.

"A new idea," she said, holding up some red satin material. "It's a breakaway
bl ouse. "

"What's new about breakaway costunes?"
"See this tab?" she asked, gesturing to a small piece of material perhaps an
i nch square just under the arnpit. "Do you think the Dancer could hit it with

his knife at say, sixty feet?"

"You want himto strip you with knives?" asked Flint, interested in spite of
hi nmsel f.

"I haven't spoken to himyet. Do you think he'll be willing?"
"He could kill you."
"Butterfly Delight isn't afraid.”

"Maybe not, but Thaddeus Flint is. Besides, | think I've just got hima
partner."

She glared at him "I'mnot working the booths."
"I know you're not. |'ve got you a new partner, too.
"Ch? Who?" she asked suspi ciously.

"The best goddammed barker in the galaxy and points north," he sumoned in his
finest carny cadence. "In brief: nme."

"What's the catch?"



"No catch,"” he replied. "It just seens that Butterfly Delight has got sone
friends in very high places, and they convinced me to give her one nore
chance. And what the hell—-as long as it's a make-it-or-break-it proposition
you might as well have the best talker in the business telling these hicks
what they're seeing.”

"You mean it, Thaddeus?" she asked, her face suddenly radi ant with happiness.

"OfF course | mean it. But you're going to have to work alone. | can't pujl
Barbara and Priscilla out of the booths."

"When do | start?"
"What's wong with toni ght?" he said.

"Thank Tojo for ne.

"Let's wait and see what happens. If they all walk out again, | may strangle
himfor you."

"You're not half as nean as you pretend to be, Thadde-us," she said with a
smile.

"We could I ock your door and put that theory to the test,"
he suggest ed.

"I have to work tonight."

" gP"

"It's bad for the wind."

He chuckl ed, shook his head, and wal ked out.
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"So where the hell are ny cigarettes?" demanded Flint.
"Gone," replied Tojo. "You snoked the last of themthis norning."
"What are you tal king about? | brought fifty cartons al ong."

"We've been on the road for nore than five nonths,'
been under a | ot of pressure."

said Tojo, "and you' ve
Flint was sitting in the nmess hall, four enpty beer cans lined up on the table
in front of him

"Then have the robots make up a batch!" said Flint irritably.

"They can't," answered Tojo unconfortably.

"OfF course they can,"” said Flint. "Just give "ema butt to analyze."



"I tried,"” said the hunchback. "They refused to synthesize any cigarettes."”

"\What ?" exploded Flint. "How the hell hard can it be to make a goddamed
cigarette? They never have any trouble naking fruit juice for your friend
Qorial"

Toj o shifted his weight.
"I"'mwaiting for an answer, you goddammed dwarf!" bell owed Flint.

"M . Ahasuerus told themthat snoking was unhealthy," said Tojo, trying to
force the words out quickly and stamrering even worse than usual as a result.

"He di d what?"
Tojo tried to answer him but no words cane forth.

"We' || just see about this!" snapped Flint. He got to his feet and storned
over to the elevator. A nonent |ater he energed on the top |l evel of the ship,
and a few seconds after that he was pounding furiously on the blue man's door

"Do come in, M. Flint," said M. Ahasuerus politely, pressing a button that
caused the door to slide into the wall, and Flint stalked into the room

"I have sonebody | want you to neet," said M. Ahasuerus, gesturing to a
smal I, rotund, red-skinned being sitting on one of the couches. The visitor
was dressed in a bright netallic fabric that seened to change col ors even as
Flint | ooked at

hi m
"Who the hell are you?" demanded Flint.

"My name is Kargennian," said the red-hued being, standing up and extending
his hand. "I work for the Corporation.”

"I"ll get to you later," said Flint harshly, turning back to M. Ahasuerus.
"What's all this shit about not letting the robots nmake up any cigarettes for
ne?"

"It's detrinmental to your health, M. Flint," said M.

Ahasuerus calmy

"Not as deterinmental as getting your head shoved up your ass, M. Ahasuerus!"”
snapped Flint. "Unless you want a denonstration, you'd better countermand that

order, and fast!"

"That is hardly the way to behave in front of our guest, M. Flint," said M.
Ahasuerus, showi ng no sign of enotion

Flint turned to face Kargenni an again. "You' re the hotshot

efficiency expert?"

Kargenni an smi |l ed and nodded his head slightly.

"You tell this blue skeleton to have sone cigarettes in my hands before sunset

or you're going to see just how inefficient this joint can be after I go on
strike."



He wal ked out w t hout another word.

"Your partner?" inquired Kargennian dryly.

"He's inclined to be a bit emptional ," said M. Ahasuerus.

"A feif?" said Kargennian

M. Ahasuerus spent the next few mnutes trying alternately to excuse and
explain Flint's behavior, while Flint hinmself returned to the nmess hall and
sought out Toj o.

"It wasn't ny fault," said the hunchback, prepared to duck an antici pated
bl ow.

"Shut up and listen to ne," said Flint. "He's here."
"Who?"

"The Corporation man. He's up there talking with M. Ahasuerus right now |
think," he added wyly, "that | could have made a better first inpression.”

"You didn't hit him did you, Thaddeus?" asked Tojo, who half expected an
affirmative answer.

"No. | was just my usual |ovable self." He paused, |ost in thought. "He mnust
have arrived in the last hour or so, while | was down here drinking."

"I didn't see him pass through."

"Whi ch just goes to show that you're about as observant as the rest of these
slobs,"” said Flint. "Well, as long as he thinks I"'ma little unbal anced, naybe
we can use it to our advantage. He's pretty pudgy, and he's had a long trip."
He nodded his head decisively, as if in approval of his train of thought. "I
want you to show himevery inch of the carny, Tojo."

"When?"

"The second he wal ks out of ny partner's office. Don't. give hima chance to
rest or relax. If you get tired, have the Rigger spell you. Wne him dine
him flatter hi mbut keep him going. Then pass the word that we're opening two
hours | ater than usual tonight."

"I assune there's some purpose to this?"

Flint nodded. "A fat guy like him all this activity's got to tire himout."

"l don't see the connection."

"I"mgoing to wake himup very early tonorrow norning for our neeting. That
ought to take some of the starch out of him GCh—and try to get a little cotton

candy into him or maybe & hot dog. Sonething his systemlis not used to."

"I'f you say so," shrugged Tojo. "Are you sure you don't want soneone else to
show hi m around, though?"

n W]y?"

"You know-the way | talk."



"He'll have to concentrate that nuch harder to understand

you," said Flint. He paused. "By the way, you were always a heavy reader. D d
you bring any books wi th you?"

"Of course.”

"You don't mind if | borrow a couple?"
"Hel p yoursel f."

"Thanks." Flint stared at him "Wl|l?"
"Well what, Thaddeus?"

"Aren't you supposed to be hanging around M. Ahasuerus' office waiting for
this guy to conme out?

Toj o opened his mouth to say something, then thought better of it and shuffled
off to the elevator. Flint went to the hunchback's room picked out a couple
xrf books, tucked them under his arm nen went to Billybuck Dancer's quarters
and knocked on the door

"Cone on in," said the Dancer, and Flint entered.

The roomremninded hima lot of the Dancer's trailer back on Earth. The walls
were covered with old tintypes of Watt Earp and Ben Johnson and Bat Masterson
and Johnny Ringo and scores of other Western | awren and outlaws, with a framed
bl ack- and-whi t e phot ograph of the Dancer's parents sitting on one bedtabl e,
and a picture—lint couldn't tell if it was a photo or a print—ef a young
worman in a gi ngham dress on the opposite table. There were no books, no tapes,
no records in the room nothing but a pair of very plain chairs—the Dancer
had ripped his recliner out and requested a hard wooden chair in its place—and
a bed that seemed never to be slept in. The covers were winkled, as if a body
had occasionally lain down on them but Flint's guess was that the next tine
the Dancer craw ed under the bl anket and sheet would be the first.

"What do you want, Thaddeus?" asked the Dancer in his pleasant Texas draw .
"I need a little help,"” replied Flint.

"You' ve already borrowed all ny liquor," said the Dancer gently.
"l need sone information."

"Ain't nothing I can tell you, unless you want to know about shooting or
kni f e-t hrow ng. "

"Let's tal k about Indians," said Flint, wal king over to one of the chairs and
sitting down.

The Dancer shrugged. "Suits ne." "Ever see a war dance?"

"Dwi ght Ei senhower was President when | was born, Thaddeus," replied the
Dancer with a smile. "You ain't heard of an awful |ot of Indian uprisings
since then, have you?" He took a knife out of his pocket and started flipping

it intothe air. "That all you wanted to ask?" "I've got nmore." "Shoot."

They spoke for another half hour. Then Flint returned to his own room sat on



his bed, propped hinself up against the headboard, and started skiming

t hrough the books he had taken from Tojo's room He toyed w th nmaking notes,
but deci ded that he spoke better off the cuff, so when he finished themjust
before twilight he placed them back in the hunchback's neticul ously ordered
bookcase.

He stuck his head out the airlock, saw that Tojo was

escorting Kargenni an around the M dway, and nodded in

approval . Then he called Goria on the ship's intercomsystem

, and told her that she wouldn't be performing for another two

hour s.

"WIl these be satisfactory?" said a voice behind him and he turned to find
M. Ahasuerus standing there, holding a huge container filled with cigarettes.
"Thank you," said Flint sardonically. "The pleasure is mne," replied the blue
man with dry irony.

"How s the hotshot doing?" asked Flint, taking the container fromhim

"Toj o has been showing himthe M dway for the past few hours," said M.
Ahasuerus. "l understand that we won't be opening for another two hours."
"That's right."

"I's there any particul ar reason?"

"None that you have to concern yourself with," replied Flint. "I suppose
Kargenni an wants to have a long talk with the pair of us after he's had a | ook
around?" "That is correct." "Six o'clock tonmorrow norning." The blue nman
flashed his teeth. "You've never gotten out

of bed before noon in all the time 1I've known you, M. Hint."

"Just giving nmy all for the conpany," said Flint with a snile

"You hope, of course, to wear Kargennian down," observed M. Ahasuerus.

"The t hought had crossed nmy mind."

"To what purpose?"

"I"'msure I'll think of sonething," replied Flint. "First things first, M.
Ahasuerus. Tonight |1've got a half-crazy stripper to worry about. |If you don't
mnd, 1'll put off thinking about Kargennian until tonorrow norning."

"I's there anything you'd like me to do?" asked the blue man. "Don't | ook at ne
so suspiciously, M. Flint. | amyour partner, and both of our careers are at
i ssue, so to speak."

"Keep the hotshot out of the strip tent for the first couple of shows," said

Flint at last. "I'mgoing to have enough trouble worrying about the marks

wi t hout having to keep an eye on himtoo." He paused. MAnd don't tell him what
time we're neeting tonrrow nmorning. We'll let it come as one of life's little
surprises.”

"As you wi sh."



Flint pulled a cigarette out of the container and lit it.
"How does it taste?" inquired M. Ahasuerus politely.
"About the same as the beer."

"You could always try to wean yourself away fromthem™

Flint nmerely glared at him and after a nmonment the bl ue man shrugged and
wal ked away.

He spent the next two hours in the ness hall, trying unsuccessfully to get
used to the taste of the cigarette and trying to get over the urge to wetch
whenever he inhal ed, then gave the signal to open the gates and | et the narks
in. He studied themwith a practiced eye, estimated that tonight's crowd woul d
top three thousand, and hoped that Kargennian didn't cone from sone pl anet
where forty thousand was a small turnout.

Still, he couldn't worrry about it now, and he hunted up Swede, told himto
spel |l Tojo, and requested that the hunchback report to him

"How s it going?" he asked when Tojo had finally joined him

"He's not such a bad guy, Thaddeus," replied Tojo. "He seened friendly enough
Al he really wants us to do is turn a profit.”

"Never mind that. Did you nanage to shove a hot dog into one end or the
ot her ?"

Toj o shook his head. "He didn't want any."

Flint grimaced, then shrugged. Maybe a hungry alien would be even easier to
deal with than a sick one, especially if he didn't have tine to eat breakfast
bef ore the neeti ng began.

"He seened especially interested in the ganes," added Tojo.
"Yeah?"

Toj o nodded. "He was fascinated when | explained how t he Psychi c booth worked,
and he nade ne spend about half an hour telling himevery detail of the
Auction scam "

Flint filed that information away for future use, then turned his attention to
t he problenms of the nonent.

"I want you to stick with ne for an hour or so, Tojo," he said.

"Any particul ar reason?"

"We're going to try a new approach to the art of the striptease,” he replied.
"And if it works, | want soneone who knows how to do it so |I'mnot stuck here
every goddamed ni ght. So keep your ears open, okay?"

"Al'l right, Thaddeus."

"Now why don't you pop backstage and see if doria' s ready?"

Tojo returned a nonment |later to say that she was just putting the fina
touches on her nakeup



"Good," said Flint, picking up a translator and hooking it onto his tie. "Now
as long as you're still on salary, get yourself a translator and get the marks
into the strip tent—but don't tell themwhat they're going to see."

"What will | tell thenP"

"You're a bright little bastard; you'll think of something."
" But —

"Jesus H Christ! There's three thousand marks out there,

all with noney to spend. Sonmebody's got to be curious. Just get up on a
pl at f orm somewhere and start sending themin."

"Who' Il be taking the tickets?" asked Tojo suddenly.

"Who do you think? O ose up shop when you' ve passed about a hundred of them
t hrough, and we'll see what's what."

The hunchback began his patter, wondering what the hell he was supposed to be
selling, but to his surprise Thaddeus had been right. The carnival had pl ayed
Procyon for a few days without a strip show, and the thought of a new
attraction brought one hundred natives into the tent far nore rapidly than he
had expect ed.

"Wl come to the Pageant of the Ages," said Flint, when Tojo had closed the
door and joined himinside the tent. "The Ahasuerus and Flint Traveling
Carnival and Si deshow takes great pride and delight in presenting Earth's
forenpst interpreter of dance, |egend, and nyth—Butterfly Delight!"

He turned the translator off for the last two words so that doria could
recogni ze her cue. Suddenly the tape deck was switched on, the rhythni c beat
of "Stairway to the Stars" was piped in, and Aoria strutted onto the stage

"I realize that the nusic may sound di scordant to your ears,” said Flint,
switching the translator back on, "but it is our holiest of nelodies, so

pl ease bear with us. \Wat you are about to see is the Dance of Suprene
Supplication, perforned so that the Lord of Rain and Thunder, the great Apollo
hinself, will end the fanm ne of our parched and thirsty world.

"Notice how the partici pant nakes offerings to the mghty Apollo: a piece of
fur, a length of cloth, transparent nenbranes that she has carried on her |egs
for this very purpose.”

Flint paused as the audi ence sat spell bound, trying to conprehend the cultura
i nport of what they were seeing.

"Through the posture and gestures of her body, Butterfly Delight is now trying
to direct the Lord Apollo's attention to the very spot where the |ifegiving
rain is nost needed. Note the shimmying and twi tching of her flesh: each

m nuscul e gesture, all carefully controlled, gives further instruction."

G oria began a body-w enching series of bunps.

"As you can plainly see, Butterfly Delight is now casting out the devils from
the synbolic body of her nation, ritually

cleansing the arid soil for the arrival of the nuch-needed rain. In a nonment



she will stand notionless for an instant, the holy music will cease, and she
will bowin gratitude to the Great Lord Apollo for heedi ng her supplication
At this point we would appreciate it if you, as the congregation, would pound
your hands together—not enough to hurt yourselves, but sufficient to nmake a
rat her | oud noi se—for only thus may we gain Apollo's attention and let him
know of our appreciation.”

Goria' s routine came to an end just as Flint finished speaking, and the
audi ence, not wishing to offend the cultural or religious beliefs of another
race, applauded as they had been instructed to.

"Wel | ?" grinned Flint.
"I"'m fl abbergasted," responded Toj o.

"We' |l do four nore shows tonight: a mating ritual, a reenactnment of the Rape
of Lucretia (for which nuch thanks), a physical-fitness program and sone

I ndi an sign | anguage. Then we'll start elimnating the ones that don't seemto
draw enough ent husi am-er maybe we'll'leave "emall in for a couple of days.
Once word gets out, who knows? Maybe the sanme marks will come back to see a
different ritual."

The next four shows went smoothly, and it was a reasonably satisfied Thaddeus
Flint who returned to the nmess hall well after two in the norning to have a
coupl e of beers.

He was sitting there, relaxing and still trying to snoke one of the robots'
cigarettes without feeling as if his chest was on fire, when doria stopped
by, glowing with satisfaction.

"W didit, didn't we?" she said with a happy smle. "W're back in business
agai n!"

"We sure are," said Flint, answering her snile with his own. "Tojo' Il take
over tonorrow, and things ought to be back on track."

"I don't know, Thaddeus," she said doubtfully.
" About what ?"

"Tojo. He's sincere, but he's not you. |I don't know what you said to those
crowds, but they stayed | ong enough to watch. Did you hear the appl ause
got ?"

"You deserved it," replied Flint. "And don't worry about Tojo. He night even
i mprove on what | did. He's going through his library right now, doing
research.”

"How do you research burlie patter in a classical |ibrary?" she | aughed

"Who sai d anything about neat-show patter?" said Flint. "You' ve got to adapt
to conditions. Right now he's probably figuring out how to do Leda and the
Swan. "

"l don't understand."

"You don't think these goddammed Procyoni ans gi ve a damm about naked human
femal es, do you? | gave 'em sone cock-and-bull about a rain dance, and anot her
one about an Indian nmai den describing a buffalo hunt through sign | anguage,
and—~



"What are you sayi ng?"

"Just that you've graduated from Stripper to Cultural Interpreter.”

"But | ama stripper!"

"To ne, you are. To them you're whatever | tell themyou are.™

"Did you tell themto applaud, too?" she demanded.

"No," he said. "That was their idea."

"You're a goddamed liar!"

"What's got you so upset?" he asked her

"Don't you see?" she said, tears of frustration starting to appear. "It wasn't
me they paid to see. It was your goddammed fairy tales. It was you who
entertained them not nme! They don't even know what | was doing up there!"
"What's the difference?" he asked, unable to understand her outburst. "Goria
these creatures don't even wear clothes. We filled the tent for Butterfly
Del i ght and no one wal ked out before the end of the show. Wat the hell else
do you want ?"

She brushed a couple of tears off her cheek and stared at him "I've had
religious groups try to shut ne down," she said at last. "But no one ever made
fun of mnmy act before tonight.'

"Who made fun of it? | just used it."

"You just don't understand what |'m saying, do you?"

"Truthfully? No."

"I'"'mthrough. |I'mnot working for you anynore."

"Where are you going to go?" he asked with a gentle snile

"I'"1l think of sonething. Maybe M. Ahasuerus' visitor will take me with him™"

"What do you think you'll find on his world?" -

"I don't know. But somewhere, somehow, |'mgoing to find someone who
appreci ates who I am and what | do."

She got up fromthe table and wal ked rapidly to the el evator
Flint remained at the table, trying unsuccessfully to conprehend what had
gotten her so upset. He was still working on it a few minutes |ater when M.

Ahasuer us approached him

"I hate to disturb you, M. Flint," he said apologetically, "but we have a bit
of a problem on our hands."

"You' ve talked to doria?"

"No, | haven't. Why?"



Flint shrugged. "You tell me yours, I'lIl tell you mine," he said ironically.

"I have just received a nessage from John Carp."

"Fast Johnny?" said Flint. "Has he lined us up a couple of new worlds yet?"
"I'n point of fact, he has just tendered his resignation."

"Shit! Did he give any reason?"

"No," replied the blue man.

"And he's still shaped like a big gray slug?"

"To the best of my know edge. And what is your particul ar problen®"

Flint sighed. "Go to bed, M. Ahasuerus. It'll still be a problemtonorrow
nmorning. We'll talk about it then."

"You're sure?"
Fl i nt nodded.

"Goodni ght, then," said M. Ahasuerus. "I will see you in ny office in"-he
checked his tinmepi ece—just under three hours."

Flint winced at the thought, and then nodded.

He decided that there was no sense in going to bed hinself, not with the
nmeeting just a couple of hours away, so he wal ked through the airlock and
began strolling along the Mdway, hoping the cool night air mght invigorate
hi m

A moment | ater he heard a single gunshot fromthe area of Monk's cages.

"Perfect," he nmuttered. "Just perfect."

8.

H nt yawned and gl anced across M. Ahasuerus' office at Kargennian, hoping
that the round little alien was sleepier than he | ooked. It wasn't as if
Kargenni an had hair, or nore than one piece of clothing, but somehow he | ooked
grooned. He al so | ooked bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, and Flint felt a certain
amount of | oathing surging up inside hinself: no one should | ook that
goddammed al ert on four hours' sleep

"Are we ready to proceed?" asked M. Ahasuerus, taking a sip fromhis
ever-present cup of coffee-which, Flint noted bitterly, tasted a lot nore |ike
real coffee than his beer tasted like real beer. As for the cigarettes

wel I, he hadn't had one in hours, and he still felt an urge to cough every
time he took a deep breath.

"I believe so," said Kargennian. "That is, if you are equally ready, M.
Flint?"

"Right," said Flint, wondering if he wouldn't have been better off with a nap
t he ni ght before.

"Well, not to put too fine a point on it, the Corporation has been quite
di sappointed in your receipts up until your playdates on Procyon I1l," began



the troubl eshooter.
"I can't honestly say that ny heart bleeds for them" comrented Flint.

"I shall choose to ignore that remark," said Kargennian, and Flint shrugged.
"To continue, your first five playdates
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wer e one unbroken disaster, and | am not convinced you have the capacity to
recoup your | osses based on six gane booths and a—what do you call hinP—a
shar pshoot er .

"W have other attractions," M. Ahasuerus pointed out.

"On the contrary, you have no other attractions worthy of consideration,"
replied Kargennian. "Crcuses and carnivals are ny field of expertise, and
assure you that the games and this Billybuck Dancer constitute your only
assets. You' ve got a conedi an whose jokes were probably not very funny on
Earth and are inconprehensi bl e anywhere el se. You've got a girl who, for
reasons unknown to nme, thinks that shedding her clothing to nmusic constitutes
a noney-making attraction."

"I't nmade nmoney |ast night,"” said Flint.

"An aberration. | was there, M. Flint. | heard you during the |ast two shows.
You and | both know that you were the only reason the audi ence renai ned. This
m ght be acceptable if you were a barker, but you're the owner and nanager

and this is profligately wasteful of such nmanagerial talents as you may
possess.

"To continue: you have an animal trainer who is too good at his job."
"Coul d you explain that?" asked M. Ahasuerus.

"Those animals are so well trai ned and obedi ent that nopbst of the excitenent
has di sappeared fromhis act, if indeed it was ever there."

"Maybe we ought to introduce you to Bruno and see just how tame you find him™"
said Flint dryly.

"I ammerely offering you ny evaluation, M. Flint," said Kargennian. "You
have soneone called Swede on your payroll whose function totally eludes ne."

"He's a conbi nati on gofer and roughie."

"What ever that may be," said Kargennian dryly. "You have four young fenal es
wor ki ng the ganes, but two of them show a total |ack of enthusiasm | was
unable to ascertain the function or whereabouts of one John Edward Carp. That

| eaves your gamesman, Diggs. He's good at his job, but he and Billybuck Dancer
can't support the entire show " He paused, then added nastily: "According to
our latest reports, M. Romany is doing far better with your old carnival back
on Earth than you are doing out here."
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"M . Ronmany took over a show with thirty enpl oyees, a decent reputation,
establ i shed routes and pl aydates, and three hundred thousand dollars' worth of
rides," said Flint. "Don't try to inpress ne with what M. Ronmany is doing. He
hasn't got enough brains to come in out of the rain. Wen he stops taking



advice from Alma and Queeni e and sonme of the others we left behind, he'll be
br oke inside of six months' tine."

"That is neither here nor there," said Kargennian. "Wat we are concerned with
is your carnival, and it is my considered opinion that it is never going to
make a sufficient profit.”

"Are you threatening to shut us down?" asked H nt om nously.

"I never threaten, M. Flint," said Kargennian. "If | decide to shut you down,
"Il doit, plain and sinple. There is an alternative, however."

"And what is that?" asked M. Ahasuerus politely.

"As | said, the showis not a total |oss. The sharpshooter is brilliant, and
have never seen anything like your Psychic and Skillo ganes in ny life. And
this Auction routine that the little one—ahat was his name? Ah, yes: Tojo—that
Toj o explained to me sounds like a scintillating concept."”

"Cet to the point," said Flint.

"The point, M. Flint, is that while you haven't the capacity to produce the
necessary receipts, you do have certain assets—your ganes and your
mar ksman—that certainly can be put to use."

"I'n what way?"

"The Corporation runs a nunber of carnivals and circuses,"” explained
Kargennian. "I feel reasonably sure that | could arrange to have one of them
annex your operation. | hasten to point out that there would be work for
everyone, including yourself and M. Ahasuerus, as well as such enpl oyees as
you wi shed to take along. O course, the deal would revol ve about Billybuck
Dancer and your ganmes expertise." He paused thoughtfully. "Yes, | think | can
guarantee that we could arrange to have one of the shows assinilate your
carnival with no loss of work or incone to anyone."

"That's very generous of you," said Flint.

"Well, you're part of the corporate fanmly now, and we do try to protect our
own. "

"How conforting," said Flint dryly. "Did you have a particular showin nind?"

"As a matter of fact," answered Kargennian, "there is a circus currently
pl ayi ng on Canphor VII that could easily acconmpdate your show. "

"You don't say?" inquired Flint with a snile
"Yes. The nore | think of it, the nore certain | amthat that's the place for
you. What do you say, M. Flint? If you' re agreeable, | think we can nmake al

t he necessary arrangenments before | |eave this evening."

Flint [aughed aloud. "/ say that this is going to be easier than | thought!"
He turned to the blue man. "Did you spot it?"

"I't was the offer, wasn't it?" asked M. Ahasuerus.
"Of course it was."

"Wul d soneone please tell me what is going on here?" demanded Kargenni an



"Why don't you trot outside and take a |ook at all the signs we've got posted
on the grounds?" replied Flint.

"I don't understand," said the efficiency expert.

"I'f you'll read them you'll see that this is The Ahasuerus and Flint

Travel ing Carnival and Sideshow. That's who owns it, and that's who's going to
keep on owning it." He lit up a cigarette and al nost managed to ignore the
searing pain as he inhaled. "Let's see how rmuch you' ve | earned, M.

Ahasuerus. "

"Well, of course, if he really thought we were going broke, it wouldn't make
much sense to assimlate us into another show, would it?" asked the blue man
t hought ful | y.

"You bet your blue ass it wouldn't!" said Flint. "If he thought we were going
down the tubes, he'd cut us loose and let the Corporation take its | osses.”

"But | still don't see the reason for—

"Sure you do," Flint interrupted. "I wasn't sure until he offered to save our
skins for us, but now | know Use your brain, M. Ahasuerus! He saw t he ganes;
he knows they're noneynmakers. He saw the Dancer; he knows he can dammed near
carry the whol e show on his back. He wants them so bad he'll be a rea
charitabl e soul and take the rest of us, just so

we won't starve to death. Add it all up and what do you get?"

The blue man | owered his head in thought for a [ ong noment, then jerked it
erect. "Of course! He owns a piece of the circus on Canphor VII!I"

"I didn't cone here to be insulted!" snapped Kergenni an, grow ng even ruddier
in his anger.

"I know exactly why you cane here, hotshot,"” said H nt. "Your fucking circus
doesn't have anything to match the Dancer, and you don't know the first
goddamed t hi ng about running a gane, so you thought you'd kill two birds with
one stone: shut us down to score brownie points with the Corporation by
showi ng them how well you're protecting their interests, and make a coupl e of
bucks on the side by having your circus take us over."

"M . Ahasuerus, surely you're not going to let this . . . this barbarian make

t hese ungrounded accusations!" demanded Kargenni an

"He is ny partner,"” the blue man pointed out nmldly. "And it has been ny

experience that M. Flint has a certain expertise at identifying particular
ah ... character traits, shall we say? |I think you may safely concl ude

that he speaks for both of us."

"I could always check with the Corporation,” offered Flint. "If it turns out |
was wong, |'ll apologize and you can have the whol e dammed show+tock, stock
and barrel. O course," he added, still grinning, "you'll have to stay here

under house arrest until they're through piercing the corporate veil."

"So what if | do own a piece of the circus—and it's a tiny piece, | assure
you! How does that change anythi ng?" said Kargenni an defensively. "You're too
smal |l to nake the kind of nmoney you need nerely to pay for your travel
expenses. "



"I was just coming to that," replied Flint.

"There is sinply no way you can make ends neet with a show this size,"
persisted the ruddy alien

"I know," said Flint. "So here's what you're going to do: you're going to ship
us fifteen people—en or aliens, | don't care which—+to work our extra ganes,
you're going to ship us

some rides, and you're going to get off our backs for the next three years."

"I'"ll do no such thing!"

"OfF course you will," said Flint easily. "Or we're going to have a little talk
with the Corporation and tell themexactly what you were going to do."

"What makes you think they'll care?" said Kargennian

"Come on now, hotshot," said Flint with a laugh. "If they didn't give a damm,
you woul dn't have tried to talk us into it. You' d have just out and out
ordered us to join your show. " He paused. "Are you ready to talk a little
serious business, now that all the bullshitting is over?

"There is a word for what you are trying to do!" grow ed Kargenni an sullenly.

"The word is blackmail," said Flint. "And |I'mnot just trying, sonny boy—'m
doing it."

"I told you he had qualities,"” said M. Ahasuerus in an anused tone of voice

"Why should | give you all the things you want with nothing in return?"
demanded Kargennian. "I may have private interests of my own, but | don't
throw the Corporation's noney away for no reason."

"Nobody expects sonething for nothing, not even nme," answered Flint. "So we're
going to make a little trade. You're going to give us something we want, and
we're going to give you sonething you want."

"And what do 1 want?" asked Kargenni an suspi ci ously.

"Granting that the Dancer is out of the question, you want to take sonebody
back with you who can show you how to run the ganes."

"1 do?"
Fl'i nt nodded.
"And who are you going to give nme? Diggs?"

"Not a chance,"” replied Flint. "Diggs, to borrow fromthe vernacular, is the
franchi se. "

"Then who?" persisted Kargenni an

"I"ve got an enpl oyee who has expressed sone slight interest in seeing other
worl ds that those that are on our agenda. W'll trade you G oria Stunkel.'*

"Whi ch one is she?" asked the pudgy alien

"The one who takes her clothes off."



"She knows how all the games operate?" said Kargenni an dubiously.

"She will, by the tine | turn her over to you. And you get an added advant age:
she' Il keep doi ng her dance for your show "

"Qut of the question,"” said Kargennian. "It's the least viable attraction |I've
ever seen."

"That's the deal,"” said Flint. "If she goes, she dances. Take it or leave it."

"I have a feeling it would create nore problens than it was worth," said
Kar genni an, after sone consideration.

"I'l'l toss in Max Bl oom"

"Which one is he?"

"The comic. He'd make a great barker."

"M. Flint," said Kargennian slowmy, "I may be unethical, but I'mnot stupid."
"No one ever said you were," put in M. Ahasuerus.

"Then you'll forgive me if | decline the honor of taking all your problem
cases off your hands, no matter how beautifully gift-wapped they nay be."

"M. Flint," said the blue man, "I do believe we could nake do w t hout John
Edward Carp if we were forced to."

"I don't know ..." said Flint, lowering his head in thought. Finally he | ooked
up. "All right, Kargennian: we'll sweeten the pot even further. You can have
Fast Johnny Carp—but it's gonna cost a little extra. | want a new ani mal for

Monk, to replace the lion he lost last night."
"M. Flint, | don't believe you heard a word | said," replied Kargennian with

a smle. "It is obvious to ne that you can nmake do w thout Carp; he is nowhere
to be found. And | have no idea what a lion is."

"A big cat, twice as big as the ones you saw in the show | ast night," said

Flint. "We toss in Carp, you toss in a replacenent aninmal."

"You're offering ne two unhappy enpl oyees and an absent one!" snapped
Kargennian in frustration. "Wat kind of fool do you take me for?"

"We are, of course, open to counteroffers,” said M. Ahasuerus pleasantly.

"Di ggs and Dancer are untouchabl e?'' queried Kargenni an.

"Right," said Flint.

"How about Toj o?"

Flint shook his head. "He's my bodyguard," he grinned.

Kargenni an si ghed. "You're naking this very difficult, M. Flint."

"You're looking at it all wong, hotshot," said Flint. "Woever you take, you

know they' re going to show you how to work the games—and what ever you send us,
you know we're going to use it to rmake noney. You're going to nake a profit,



we're going to make a profit, and the Corporation's going to make a profit.
And, of course, if we can't make a deal, there's always an alternative."

"Ch? What ?"
"I can bl ow the whistle,on you, in which case we'll still nmake a profit, and
the Corporation will still make a profit, but you, nmy friend, are going to be

out in the cold."

Kargenni an glared at himfor a |long monent, then sighed again. "Al'l right.
"Il take the one who worked the Skillo game—provided that | be allowed to
spend the afternoon with Diggs |earning about the other ganes."

"Barbara?" nmused Flint. "Wll, what the hell, we haven't any use for a
stripper."
"But will she go?" asked the bl ue nman.

"How | ong do you need her for?" asked Flint.

"Four months ought to suffice," said Kargennian, |eaning forward and getting
down to business.

"I suppose if we put her on triple-time ..." said Flint. "Hell, she was
serving two years for pushing dope when | sprung her back in Massachusetts."
He nodded his head sharply, then | ooked at Kargennian. "Okay, let's get this
thing straight. You're going to pick Diggs' nmind this afternoon, and borrow
Barbara for four nonths."

"Possibly six," interjected Kargennian

"Four," said Flint firnmy.

Kar genni an shrugged and nodded hi s agreemnent.

"I'n exchange for this, you' re going to have the Corporation send us fifteen
ganes workers, and a pair of rides, and an animal for Monk.'

"What type of rides?"
"Ch, | think a Ferris wheel and maybe a Tilt-a-whirl," said Hint.
"I"ve never heard of either of them"

"No, | don't suppose you would have. Al right: you tell me what's avail abl e,
and 1'll choose."

"One Class A and one C ass B," answered Kargenni an

"What's the difference?"

"Class Bis for children."

"Deal ," nodded Thaddeus. "And Monk needs an oxygen-breathi ng carnivore."

"I't can be arranged," said Kargennian. "How long will you need the workers
for?"

"They' re staying."



"But you're only giving us Barbara for four nonths!"

"Yeah, but Barbara is ours. You're just giving us the Corporation's workers;
nothing is com ng out of your pocket."

Kargenni an stared at himfor a nmonent. "Done," he said finally.
"Cood," said Hint. "Now, that wasn't so hard, was it?"

"I wonder why the Corporation ever made an acconmodation with you in the first
pl ace," said Kargennian sullenly.

"For the sanme reason you nmade an acconmodation.”

"And what was that?"

"No choice,"” grinned Flint. He stood up and stretched. "And now, M.
Ahasuerus, if you think you can handl e the choice of our rides, |'ve got to go
tell Barbara to pack." He wal ked to the door and stopped.

"Hey, Kargenni an?"

"Yes?"

"Tell you what. You were such a good loser, I'lIl toss GQoriain for free."

"To work the games?"

"To strip."

"No, thank you, M. Flint."

"You're sure? You' d be nmaking her very happy."

"Maki ng people happy isn't my business, M. Flint," said Kargennian

Flint shrugged, left the room and tracked Barbara down in the mess hall. She
didn't like the idea of being the only human in Kargennian's circus, but the

t hought of four nonths'

triple-tine pay weakened her resolve, and finally she consented, w thout—Flint
t hankful Iy noti ced—ever once wonderi ng where she would be able to spend her

newf ound ri ches.

Then he went up to Goria's room knocked on the door, and waited for her to
open it.

"What do you want?" she said coldly, but stepped aside to et himin.

"I want to tell you that | tried nmy dammedest to get the efficiency expert to
take you with him and he turned ne down cold."

"Il just bet you tried!"
"I did. You can ask M. Ahasuerus."
"Then |'m stuck here," she said dully.

"For the time being,” Flint replied. "However, now that |'ve introduced the
noti on of trading personnel around, | think it's just a matter of time before



we can place you sonewhere where you'll be happier."

"Who did you trade?" she asked, interested in spite of herself.
" Bar bara. "

"I"'mten times the stripper she is!"

"He didn't want a stripper. Barbara's going with himto show his crew how to
run the ganes."

"I"l1l bet she convinces himto let her strip," said Qoria bitterly.

"No chance,"” said Flint. "First of all, she doesn't like stripping. And
second, round little red things aren't going to want to watch a woman take off
her clothes any nore than the birdmen did."

"You really tried?" she asked at last, looking into his eyes.

"I really did."

"Then it's over," she said softly. "It's over, and Butterfly Delight is dead,
and |'mhere forever." She | owered her head for a nonent, then said: "Damm you
for ever neeting ne, Thaddeus Flint." She took a deep breath. "Tell the Ri gger
["I'l report for work tonorrow norning."

Flint wal ked out of the room and doria Stunkel [ay on her bed, and cried,
and nourned the unheral ded passing of Butterfly Delight, the greatest artiste
and ecdysiast in the gal axy.

9.

"Ckay now, love," said Diggs, lighting a thin cigar and pushing his straw
boat er back on his head, "let me show you how t he shell gane works."

"You just put a pea under one of the shells and nove themall around," said
G oria, stepping closer to the booth's counter to keep out of the sun

"Sounds pretty sinmple, right?" grinned Diggs.

He took a pea, placed it under one of the three shells, and began novi ng t hem
slowl y around the counter

"Ckay," he said after a monent. "Where's the pea?"

Goria pointed to the left-hand shell, and Diggs picked it up, revealing the
pea.

"Pretty good," he said, still smling. He covered the pea, noved them around
again, and then | ooked at her question-ingly. "And now?"

She pointed to the mddle shell, and again she was right.

"You're a very perceptive young |lady, ny dear," said Diggs. "Let's try it one
nore time—enly this time, let's make it a little nore interesting. Shall we
bet a dollar?"

A oria shrugged and nodded.

Di ggs began moving the shells again, even slower than before. H s hands, which



could appear as little nore than a blur when shuffling a deck of cards, seened
al nrost to be nmoving in slow notion. At |ast he was finished.

"Wl | 2"
"The mddle one," said doria.

Di ggs picked up the middle shell, and pursed his lips in nock synpathy when no
pea appear ed.

"Too bad, ny dear," he said, trying not to |laugh. "But just because of ny
generous nature, I'mgoing to give you a chance to win your dollar back. I'll
bet you five to one that you can't guess which shell the pea is under."
"Wthout noving them agai n?" she asked suspi ci ously.

He said nothing, but folded his arnms behind his back.

"The left one," said doria.

"Pick itup," replied Diggs.

She did so. There was no pea.

"Dam!" she said. "I had the funniest feeling that it was on the right al
al ong. "

"Care to bet?" grinned Diggs.

She reached out and picked up the shell.

"Where did it go?" she demanded

"Well, now," he chuckled, "that's what you're here to learn, isn't it?"
"You cheated!" she said accusingly.

" "Cheat' is an ugly word, love," grinned the Rigger. He reached a hand out
and pretended to pluck the pea frombehind Goria' s right ear

"You palned it!"

"Actually, | didn't,"” he sniled. "This is a different pea. Keep your eye on
the table."”

He touched a small button with his foot, and a tiny hol e appeared.

"Al'l you have to do is renenber where the hole is, so you know where to pl ace
the shell with the pea. This second pea is just to keep the suckers from
wonderi ng what happened to the first one." He paused. "Sinple, but effective."

"Sinmple, but dishonest,"” said doria.

"You're being too harsh, ny dear," he said. "After all, we played three ganes
and you won two of them"
"No matter how you justify it, it's still dishonest," said Aoria

"You mustn't rush to noral judgnents of your peers,"
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said Diggs. "After all, | don't conplain about the fact that you disrobe in
public."”

"What | do is an arf!"

"I will grant that for the sake of argunent," said the Rigger. "But by the
same token, you nmust accept that what we do at the game booths is also an
art."

"What's artful about putting a hole in the counter?" said doria
cont enpt uousl y.

"For that matter, what's artful about breakaway cl othing?" replied D ggs
calmy. "Both are devices designed to make our jobs a little easier. You would
manage to renove your clothing even if you had to rely on buttons and zi ppers,
and | would nmanage to fleece the marks even if | had to rely on nothing but ny
skill. But neither of us |likes making things hard on ourselves, and so we use
nmechani cal assi stance whenever possible."

"It's not the sane thing."

"Of course it is.
"I entertain people. You bilk them"

"OfF course | bilk them" |aughed the Rigger. "They conme here to be bil ked. And
| give themtheir noney's worth. | always lose the first gane, no matter what
gane |'mplaying. | tell jokes. | huff and puff, | strut, | roar like Mnk's
dear departed lion, |I bluff and bluster, and | play the gane like ny life
depended on it. They get their noney's worth fromthe entertainnent alone.”

"You could entertain themw thout cheating them" said doria

"Not really. 1'd be concentrating too hard on winning. This way we all have a
good tine." Goria just glared at him and he took a deep breath and
continued. "You object to the nature of my business. Well, love, | object to
the nature of ypurs. | was working the carny circuits before they had anyt hi ng

stronger than a hootch dancer who'd get out there in half a ton of silks and
robes and shinmy for five mnutes. You say | don't show the marks everything
' mdoi ng. Perhaps not. But you show themthings that only your |over ought to
be | ooking at. Which of us is the |ess noral ?"

"I work at ny craft,"” she said defensively. "I give themtheir noney's worth.
| don't try to rob anyone.™

"You think I don't work at mineT" he responded. He reached into his pocket,
pul l ed out a deck of cards, shuffled it vigorously for a few seconds, and
dealt out four five-card hands. He turned themup in turn, revealing that each
possessed a royal flush. "May | suggest that this takes even nore skill than
copul ating with the curtains?"

"Don't you ever feel sorry for themafter you' ve fl eeced thenf"

"Ever been to a sl aughterhouse?" he replied. "Do you feel sorry for the
hanbur gers you eat ?"

"Yes, | do!" she snapped. "That's why | became a vegetarian!"



"doria, the world-hell, the whole dammed uni verse—s divided into just two
groups: meat eaters and neat. It has been ny experience that the forner never
feels sorry for the latter. As Thaddeus says, it m ght even be sacril egious."

"Well, you and Thaddeus can do what you want, but |I'mnot going to cheat. It's
i moral, and nothing you can say is going to change nmy mnd about it."'

Di ggs sighed. "All right," he said at last. "Let's go up the row and see what
the hell, we can find for you to do."

"How s she working out?" asked Flint, as the crowds started departing an hour
after mdnight.

"Just awful," said Diggs, shaking his head sadly.
"I'n what way?"

"Thaddeus, for a girl who's worked the carny circuit for a couple of years,
she just doesn't seemto know how things work around here."

"How the hell can she mess up the bottle booth?" demanded Flint. "She takes
their noney, gives themthree throws to knock the bottles over, and that's the
whol e of it."

"I keep showi ng her how to set themup," conplained the Rigger. "You know,
putting themin the shadows, centering them on the bench, reaching over the
counter to hand out the balls so the mark is a couple of feet farther away,
and she just won't do it. And hell, she sets '"emup so unsteadily that you
could practically bl ow em over."

"What's the bottomline?" sighed Flint.

"She took in nine hundred credits."”
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"Not bad."

"And she gave out twelve hundred credits' worth of prizes."
"So give her sonme slum"

"She won't display it,"
the marks."

said Diggs. "She keeps pointing out the good stuff to
Flint shrugged. "We can take a three-hundred-credit-a-night beating until |
figure out what to do with her.’

"It's going to get worse,"” said the Rigger

"Yeah?"

Di ggs nodded. "The narks | ose everywhere el se and they win at her booth. It
starts themthinking, if you know what | nean."

"I see your point," replied Flint with a grimace.

"Can't you let her go back to stripping?" persisted Diggs. "It's all she tal ks
about anyway."



Flint shook his head. "Qut of the question."
"But you filled the tent last night."

"It's a matter of aesthetics, not custoners,” said Flint wyly.

"l don't understand."

"Wl conme to the club,” said Flint.

Di ggs returned to supervise the closing of the booths, and Flint wandered over
to the mess hall. He dialed a cup of coffee and a sandw ch, specifying that
the neat could be anything except blue, and joined Tojo, who was sitting al one
at one of the tabl es.

"How d it go tonight?" he asked, pulling up a chair.

"We sold out all three shows," replied the hunchback. "The Dancer had to
adjust and do a few extra tricks, since Monk's showis a little shorter

wi t hout Sinmba, but it went over okay. He's fantastic!"

"Who?"

"The Dancer."

"You spent your whole life wanting to be a barker,"” smled Flint. "Now that
you' re a barker, have you decided you'd rather be a trick-shot artist?"

Toj o shook his head. "I'm happy doing what | do. But | can adnmire him can't
| ?"

"As long as you renenber that he's a little crazy."
"We all are,” replied Tojo with a snile

"H mmore than nost," said Flint seriously.
"How did doria do?"

"Don't ask," said Flint.

"That badl y?"

"Sometines | think that in her own way she's as mad as Watt Earp. At any
rate, she's a hell of a lot nore self-destructive."

They fell silent for a few mnutes while Flint ate his sandwi ch and fi ni shed
his coffee. Then M. Ahasuerus wal ked through the airlock, spied themsitting
t oget her, and wandered over.

"Did the hotshot get off okay?" asked Flint idly.

"Two hours ago," replied the blue man. "What's this | hear about a magician?"
"A magician or a juggler," said Flint. "It's up to him"

"Why are we getting either?"

"Kargennian wants to run a three-card nonte ganme, so | traded himone of the
Ri gger's marked decks for an entertainer. | figure the specialty show can use



anot her act." He paused and allowed hinmself the luxury of a small grin. "And
the deck only cost three dollars back on Earth."

"I feel very fortunate to have you as ny partner, M. Flint," said the blue
nman.

"You should, M. Ahasuerus,"” replied Flint. Suddenly the snile vanished from
his face. "Anything further from Fast Johnny?"

"Not a word."

"If he doesn't conme back, who's on the hook for his ship—ds or the
Cor por ati on?"

"I suspect that we are," replied M. Ahasuerus. "After all, he was a carnival
enpl oyee on carnival business, and as best | can determine he is not being
hel d against his will."

"How much is the ship worth?"

"More than we can possibly afford," answered the blue man.

"Shit!" snapped Flint. "Well, he's not going anywhere. W'll let it ride for a
few days, until we work the new crew i nto shape. \Wen are they due to arrive?"
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"Two days from now. '
"Good. Then we'll only be without the bottle booth for two nights.”

"doria s not working out?" asked the blue man. "She's not exactly doggi ng
it," said Flint. "She's just not cut out to be a con artist." He shook his
head. "Hell, | wonder if she was cut out to be anything but a stripper." "What
shall we do with her, then?" asked M. Ahasuerus. "Wo knows?"

"I have a suggestion," interjected Tojo. "Yeah?"

"Well, she's nmore of an entertainer than a ganes operator, and Mnk's act is
runni ng short with Sinba dead. Maybe we can work her into it somehow "

"You know, that's not half bad," mused Flint. "A pretty girl sticking her head
into a leopard's nouth, sonething like that. It nmight dress up the act.’

"WIl Mnk agree to it?" asked the blue man. "You nake it sound as if he's got
a choice," said Flint. He lowered his head in thought for a nonment, then

| ooked up again. "Yeah, that just m ght work out all the way around. Every now
and then you cone up with a decent idea, you ugly little dwarf."

"Thank you," said Tojo. Flint rose fromhis chair.
"Hunt her up after she knocks off work for the night and tell her to get her
ass over to the training cage tomorrow norning," he said as he |left the ness

hal I .

"Tojo, do you mind if | ask you a question?' said M. Ahasuerus after Flint
had departed. "Not at all."

"Why do you let himspeak to you like that?" "You asked me that question back
on Earth," Tojo said with a smle.



"I know. But if I'mto spend the next few years with Men, | really should nake
an effort to understand them and | seemto be having some difficulty." "He's
rude to everyone." "But he is especially abusive to you," said the blue nan.
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"He |likes ne better. It's his manner."
"You could ask himto noderate it."

"Why bot her?" asked Tojo. "He's not going to change. | probably woul dn't
recogni ze himif he did."

"But these remarks he makes about your appearance ..

"They're nostly true," said Tojo with no sign of self-consciousness. "I am
ugly and I amlittle. Wuld it make you happier if he called ne a hunchback
i nstead of a dwarf?"

"No," said M. Ahasuerus, shaking his head in bewilderment. "If it doesn't
bot her you, | don't know why it should bother me. But as |long as you don't
seemto mnd discussing your ... ah ... physique, | have another question

You' ve seen what our surgeons have been able to do to Fast Johnny, and what
they did to M. Romany before he went to Earth . " He paused and | ooked
across the table at Tojo.

"And you want to know why | haven't asked themto straighten nmy back?" sniled
Toj o.

"Well, yes," said the blue man unconfortably.

"AIl my life l've tried to be accepted for what | am" said Tojo. "I've taken
thirty years of abuse and teasing and ridicule and pity."

"All the nore reason, | should think."
Toj o shook his head. "Now |I'm doing what | want, and |'mdoing it well. | pul
my weight, |1'maccepted as a useful menmber of the carnival, and | did it on ny

own terns. |If | changed nmy shape now, it would nake all the abuse and ridicule
nmeani ngl ess. "

"I don't quite see it that way," said M. Ahasuerus.

"Then let nme put it as sinply as possible: | know that |'m happy right now,
the way | am | don't know for a fact that 1'd be happy if | was |ike
everybody el se. ™

"But that's ridicul ous."

"Maybe so," said Tojo with a shrug. "But | haven't been happy |ong enough to
take the chance. Let nme enjoy nyself for a few nonths or a few years. Then
maybe we'll talk about it."

"If that is your desire," said the blue nman.

"It is. And don't start feeling sorry for ne,
"No one el se does—ncluding ne."

sai d the hunchback seriously.
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The bl ue nman wat ched himget up and shuffle out through the airlock in search
of Goria, and reflected upon how nuch he still had to | earn about this odd
race i nto whose conpany, for better or worse, Fate had thrust both himand his
career.

"Al'l right," said Monk. "I'm gonna keep his muzzle on until he gets used to
you. Step through the door now "

He was standing in the center of his training cage, a structure of canvas
flooring and titaniumbars perhaps fifty feet in dianeter. Goria, dressed in
jeans and a sweatshirt, stood at the barred door, staring apprehensively at
Bruno the Bear, who despite his nuzzle was not a particularly reassuring

si ght.

"You sure he won't hurt nme?"

"He's just a big playful puppy," said Mnk, ducking a swi pe of Bruno's paw
t hat woul d have decapitated himif it had | anded.

"I didn't like the |ooks of that," said @oria hesitantly. Mnk slamred the
handl e of his whip into the bear's belly. "Don't worry about it," he said,
wat chi ng Bruno out of the corner of his eye. "If push cones to shove, he'd
much rather kill me than you."

"Ckay," she said, stepping gingerly into the cage. "But |'m staying by the
door. "

"Goria, get out in the nmddle," said Monk. "For what it's worth, if he wants
to get out of here, that door sure as hell ain't going to stop him"

G oria took another step, then stopped as Bruno emitted a | ow, runbling grow .
"I'"mscared!" said Goria.

"I won't let himhurt you," said Monk patiently. "Just walk out into the
center of the cage." "l can't."

"The hell you can't."
"Dammit, Jupiter—'m about two seconds away fromwetting ny pants.”

"Come on, doria-you ve seen ne westle with himwhen he's not wearing a
muzzle. Let's get this show on the road."
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She took another tentative step, froze as Bruno grow ed again, and then
st epped back to the door

"There's nothing to be afraid of as long as I'"'mhere with him" snapped Mnk
"Maybe not for you."

"What the hell's the difference?"

"Look, Jupiter. I'mscared, I'msorry, but I'mscared to death. Maybe you' d be

scared if you had to strip in front of six hundred scream ng wonmen. It just
af fects people differently, that's all."



"Well, if you won't work with him you won't work with him" said Mnk. He
whacked Bruno on the shoulder with the flat of his hand. "Get over there!"

The bear snarled and lunbered to the far side of the cage.

"Now stay put!" snapped Monk. He backed away coupl e of steps, then wal ked over
to doria.

"I suppose if you can work with the cats, | can still use you."
"Il try," she said tightly.
"Ckay. Back off while | get Snokey the Bear out of here.”

He unsnapped Bruno's chain and collar fromwhere they were hanging on the
door, wal ked over, ducked anot her sw pe of the bear's forepaw, attached the
col lar, and hooked the chain on

"Al'l fours!" he shouted, and the bear, which had been standing erect, |owered
his front feet to the canvas. Monk |l ed himout the door while doria backed
off to give himplenty of room took himto a nearby hol di ng cage, and | ocked
himinit.

Then he rolled the cage containing his two | eopards—ene spotted and one
bl ack—p to the door of the training cage, hit a catch, and released theminto
the | arger cage

They frisked around like kittens for a few mnutes. Then Mnk wal ked into the
cage carrying a pair of stools, set them down at opposite sides, wal ked out,
and returned once nore with a | arge hoop

He cracked his whip twice, and the | eopards each junped onto a stool

"Ckay," he said to @oria, who was standing just outside the door again. "This
is an easy one, but it looks pretty good to an audi ence. Stand about six feet
away fromthis guy here," he said, positioning hinmself near the black |eopard,
"hold the hoop out |like so, and holler: 'Junp!" "

As he said the word the black cat hurled hinself through the hoop, hit the
floor running, and circled the cage, winding up atop his stool again.

"Nothing to it," said Monk with a smle. "OF course, we'll set fire to the
hoop for the performance.”

"Wwn't that burn hin?" asked dori a.

"He goes through it too fast to feel the heat," explained Mnk. "And of course
it won't be burning at the point where you hold it. W let each cat do it

once. Then we nove the stools about twelve feet apart, and then they'll junp
toget her and wind up on each other's stool. You'll have to hold stock-stil

for that one, though. There's not a hell of a lot of roomwhen they' re both
passing through it, and if you nove, one of 'enmls going to get burned." He

wal ked to the door. "Ready to take a shot at it?"

G oria took a deep breath and nodded.

"Try not to look so red in the face, a nice pretty girl like you," smled
Monk. He led her into the cage and handed her the hoop

"Don't | get a whip or a gun or anythi ng?"



"Do you know how to handl e a whi p?" he asked.

"No," she admitted. "But I'd feel a lot safer with a pistol in ny pocket."
"I"ve already killed a quarter of this act with a pistol,"” said Mnk grimy.
"That's enough shooting for the tine being." He wal ked over to the bars and

| eaned agai nst them "Anytine you're ready."

Goria wal ked slowy, carefully, to the center of the cage, then hesitantly
approached the bl ack | eopard.

"I's this close enough?" she asked at | ast.
"Anot her couple of feet," said Mnk.
"You're sure?" she said. "You | ooked Iike you were this far."

"Two nore steps,"” Mnk answered firnly.
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Goria took two very small steps.

"Al'l right?" she asked, never taking her eyes off the |eopard,

"Fine. Now hold up the hoop and holler 'Junp!' at him"

G oria held the hoop out very stiffly. The leopard curled his |lips back and
grow ed.

"Just clearing his throat," said Mink easily.

"You're sure?"

"I"msure. Just don't look so hesitant or you'll make hi m nervous."
"Hi n?" repeated G oria. "Wat about ne?"

"Just tell himto junp."

G oria | ooked at the | eopard again, held the hoop out rigidly, and said,
“Junp! "

The bl ack | eopard |l eaped fromhis stool with a roar, and d oria dropped the
hoop as he was passing through it and ran toward the door. The cat got tangled
in the hoop and fell to the canvas. He was up again in an instant, growing
furiously. Suddenly he saw a flash of novenent as G oria reached the door and
instinctively hurled hinself after her.

Monk bel |l owed a curse and dove for the | eopard, grabbing his tail just as his
head was passing through the open door. The cat turned, hissing, and | ashed
out with a forepaw. Mnk took the bl ow on his shoul der, cursed again, and
struck the cat in the face. The |eopard, startled, backed off, hissing and
snarling, and now its conpanion | eaped down fromits stool and began slinking
toward Monk. The trainer got to his knees, clutching his shoul der

"Shut the fucking door!" he bell owed.

"You're bleeding!" cried oria, closing the door behind her



"That's a lot less than you're going to be if | get nmy hands on you!"
*"I"msorry! | just panicked when | saw himjunping at ne!"

The door began cracki ng open

"Latch the goddammed thing!" holl ered Mnk

Goria funbled with the catch for a mnute before it fell into place.
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"I"'msorry, Jupiter," she began

"Shut up!" snapped Monk, swinging a blow at the | eopards to remind themto
keep their distance. "That's the first time |'ve been nailed in five goddamed

years."

"I didn't nmean to run," said Goria, staring in horrified fascination as the
bl ood began seeping through Monk's shirt.

"Just get the hell out of ny sight, and send soneone over here with sone
antiseptic and a roll of gauze—and don't you ever cone near ny ani mals again!"

She ran to the ship for medical help as Monk gl owered at the bl ack | eopard.

"What the hell is left?" said Flint, popping open a can of beer and peering
glumy out through a porthole.

"Maybe we ought to let the Dancer shoot her clothes off," offered Tojo.

"How di d you know about that ?"

"She nentioned it to ne," said the hunchback. "Even if the audi ence doesn't
know what stripping is, it nmight be a novel trick."

"And if she flinches Iike she did with the cat, have you got a graveyard

pi cked out?" asked Hint. He took a | ong swallow "You know, Stogie decided not
to work up a routine with the Dancer, and he's a lot nore interested in dying
than she is." He paused, staring at his beer can. "Maybe we can kill two birds
with one stone."

"What do you nean?"

"Stogie and Goria."

"I don't follow you," said Tojo.

"Maybe they can work out a routine together."

"But no one understands Stogie's jokes,'
t hese beings just don't relate to that."

said Tojo. "They're all dirty, and

"So we'll have themwork out a slapstick routine,"” said Flint. "Al
pant omi ne. "

"Can they do it?" asked the hunchback dubi ously.

"Who knows? At least it can't be any worse than his working the Bozo cage and



her playing with Monk's cats."

"Well," muttered Stogie just before he and G oria wal ked out onto the
makeshi ft stage in the specialty tent, "it ain't New York—but at |least we're
wor ki ng. "

They had spent a full day working out a skit, rehearsing their pratfalls,
practicing their nmugging. Then, before trying it out on the Procyonians, Flint
had suggested a practice run in front of the human crew to deterni ne whet her
they were at |east funny by normal standards, and Stogi e had agreed.

Now t he noment was upon them and the skit began. The old man was no | onger
St ogi e the burl esque conedi an; he was once again Max Bl oom the vaudeville
headl i ner who could get |aughs just by raising an eyebrow, who no | onger
needed to use four-letter words and obscene gestures to keep an audi ence's
eyes from straying eagerly to the wi ngs.

"You know, " whi spered Tojo excitedly to Flint, "he rem nds nme of Harpo Marx!"
"Better," replied Flint softly.

"Then why isn't anyone | aughi ng?"

"Because he's not playing off of Chico or Goucho up there," said H nt, as
Goria mssed a cue, took a pratfall before Stogie stuck out his leg to trip
her, and anticipated too quickly a nunber of obscure itens he withdrew froma

seem ngly bottonm ess pocket.

When it was over, everyone—Mbnk, the Dancer, Swede, Diggs, Flint, Tojo, and
the girl s—applauded politely, and all of themexcept Flint left the tent,

"Where's doria?" asked Flint as Stogie approached him

"Cleaning up. She'll be by in a couple of minutes." Stogie paused and | ooked
at him his face flushed with excitenent. "Wl | Thaddeus, are we in business?"

"You are,"” replied Flint. "I had no idea you were this good, Max."

"I felt sharp!" enthused Stogie. "I felt alive again! It's been a long tine
between dirty jokes, Thaddeus."

"Can you work up a single routine?" asked Flint. "Maybe an Emrett Kelly kind
of thing? You know-go around the grounds entertaining the kids, |eading them
to the attractions, sort of like the camy's goodw Il anbassador?"

"No problem" said Stogie. "But what about 4 oria?"

" Uh-uh. "

"She was that bad?" asked Stogie, as G oria wal ked through the doorway of the
tent.

"Max," said Flint wearily, unaware of her presence, "she can't even get a pie
in the face without screw ng up."

The girl who was no longer Butterfly Delight silently left the tent and went
to her room where she made three rather singular discoveries: she didn't
di sagree with Hint, she was all out of bitterness, and she had no tears left.

10.



"Jesus H Christ!" exclaimed Flint. "Wat the hell is
that!"
"I think," said M. Ahasuerus dryly, "that Sinba's replacenent has arrived."

Flint shook his head in awe. "I wouldn't trade places with Mnk for anything
in the universe."”

The robots were slowy | owering a huge cage fromthe hold of a small cargo
ship. Inside it, pacing, glaring, snarling, was an animl that seened to be
all nuscle and sinew and rage. It was perhaps seven hundred pounds, built very
long and low to the ground, with an amazingly flexible spine and powerful
haunches that seermed nade for springing long distances in very little tine.
Its eyes were red, its nose broad, its teeth huge and nultitudinous, as if

| ayered. It possessed four legs and a short tail that seemed to act nore as a
rudder than a balance. It was bright red, and covered with very rough scal es.
At first and even second glance, Flint couldn't decide if it was canine,
feline, or reptilian; it sinply wasn't |ike anything he had ever seen before.

"What does it eat—besides lion tanmers, that is?" he asked

at | ast.

"I"'msure Kargennian sent along a supply of food, as well as instructions to
our galley robots," replied M. Ahasuerus. "A fascinating animal. Note the
retractable claws, M. Flint."

91

"Note the lion trainer, M. Ahasuerus,"” replied Flint, nodding in Mnk's
direction.

Jupiter Monk was standi ng, hands on hips, staring at the aninal with a
practiced eye. The burly trainer stood notionless for a few mnutes, then
turned to Hint.

"This is sonmeone's idea of a joke, right?" he said at |ast.

"Maybe," agreed Flint. "But it's a joke we're stuck with."

"I"lIl bet every penny |'ve got that no one has ever trained one of those
babi es," said Mnk fervently.

"What makes you so sure?" asked Flint. "After all, you ve only seen himfor a
couple of minutes, and just in a cage."

"That's just the way | plan to keep on seeing him" said Mnk. "That son of a
bitch is built for quickness, Thaddeus."

"Wth all that bul k?" replied Flint dubiously. "I think he'd run out of gas
inside a quarter of a nile."

"I didn't say speed," said Monk. "I said quickness. Look how flexible he is,
how bal anced. And those front feet—they' re made for reaching out and hol di ng
t hi ngs, not just for swatting them™

"So are alion's."



"Not so," said Monk. "Alion'll swat an antelope's neck and break it. He
doesn't have to be accurate. This bastard catches things with those paws.
What's the return policy on hin®"

"Well, the ship's still here," said Flint. "Do you want to put himright back
on?"

Monk stared at the creature for a long nonment. "I gotta have sonething el se
for the act. Maybe if |I give hima few days to calmdown ..." H s voice
trailed off. "Can we still return himin a week or two?"

"We can try," said Flint doubtfully.
"Ckay, that's what we'll do," said Monk. "Has it got a nanme?"

"I'ndividually or generically?" inquired M. Ahasuerus, who had remnai ned sil ent
up to that point.

"Ei t her one."

"I"ve seen hol ographs of this type of creature before,"” said the blue man,
"and | believe |I've seen its skeleton in a nuseumon Lodin XI. The nane is
unpronounceabl e to you, but it translates, roughly, as Denoncat."

"There's not that nmuch catli ke about it," said Mnk.

"Of course, | could be wong," admtted M. Ahasuerus. "If you'd like, | can
put it through the ship's conputer and translator."

"Not necessary," said Monk, never taking his eyes fromthe beast. "Red Devil's
as good a nanme as any."

"l believe it translates as Denoncat,"” corrected M. Ahasuerus.

"Fine," said Monk, walking to within a few feet of the cage. "Red Devil it
is."

"But — began the bl ue man,

"Shut up, M. Ahasuerus,"” interrupted Flint. "He's the one who's got to get
into the cage with it. The least we can do is let himnane it."

"But he's wrong," persisted M. Ahasuerus.

"Il tell you what," said Flint with a smle. "You train it, and you can give
it any goddammed nane you like."

The bl ue man | ooked at the beast for a few seconds, then turned back to Flint
and exposed his teeth.

"Red Devil it is," he agreed.

"Good. That's over with." Flint stepped aside as the robots carried the cage
by and fell into step behind Monk, who |l ed themoff to where he kept his
ani nal s.

Then, once the beast was a safe distance away, the aliens began to di senbark
There were three nenbers of Kargennian's rotund reddi sh race, and a dozen
assorted others, about two-thirds of them humanoid in shape.



Finally one alien, a portly three-legged creature, separated himself fromthe
group and approached Flint.

"Excuse me, sir," he said, "but I was told to report to—
"Never mind that shit,” Flint broke in. "Were the hell are ny rides?"
"Rides, sir?" repeated the alien blankly.

"Yeah, ny rides. You know+Ferris wheels, stuff like that."

The alien | ooked confused. "I"'mafraid | have no idea, sir. Can you tell ne
where | may find M. Thaddeus Flint?"

"You're looking at him" said Flint, craning his neck to try to see inside the
hold. "Were there any big boxes or crates marked for Procyon I11]?"

"I really couldn't say, sir. | kept to ny quarters for nost of the voyage."

Flint turned to the blue man. "Get on board and make sure he shi pped the
rides."

M. Ahasuerus sighed, nodded his head, and clinbed aboard the ship.
"Ckay, friend," said Flint, turning back to the alien, "why don't you and al
your pals nosey on over to the Mdway? I'Il join you in a few ni nutes and

we'll get to work teaching you the ganes."

The alien remai ned standi ng where he was, while his conmpanions nilled
restlessly in the vicinity of the |landing field.

"Wel | ?" demanded Flint harshly.

"Excuse me, sir," said the alien, "but I do not know any of them"
"Then how the hell do you work with then"
"I don't. I ama mmgician."

""You?" said Flint unbelievingly.

The alien reached out a stubby hand, and suddenly a bouquet of flowers
appeared init. "M, " he replied.

"Hard to imagine you in a tuxedo and top hat," said Flint, "but what the
hel | + guess we'll have to make do. How is it that you speak-English?"

"I took an intensive sleep-therapy course on the voyage here. Languages are
one of ny specialties, sir."

"Someday you must tell ne what your other-specialties are," replied Flint
dryly.

"Not just now, Houdini."

"My name is Martthlplexorp,” said the alien.

"Not anynore, it isn't," replied Flint.



"Have you sone reason for choosing the name Houdini, sir?"
"Yes," said Flint.

The alien waited for an expl anation, then sighed and shrugged when none was
forthcom ng

"Al'l right," said Flint. "How the hell do | comunicate with the rest of
t hen?"

"I assune they all have translators,"”
one."

replied Houdini. "I know | was given

Flint, followed by Houdini, wal ked over to where the aliens were mlling
around and whistled for attention

"Can everyone understand nme?" he asked.
They all | ooked blankly at him

He pulled a translator out of his belt and held it up. "Does anyone have one
of these?

He received nothing but curious expressions.
"Figures," he nmuttered. "The son of a bitch only gave it to the one guy who
didn't need it."

By dint of hand signals and facial expressions, he managed to nake them
understand that they were to follow himto the ganes area, where D ggs was
waiting. Once there, he hunted up fourteen transl ating devices and handed them
out. Five of themrequired extensive adjustnments before they were of any use
to their new owners, but at |ast everyone signaled that they coul d understand
what he was sayi ng.

"My name is Thaddeus Flint," he announced, "and you are now enpl oyees of The
Ahasuerus and Flint Traveling Carnival and Sideshow. W have very few rul es
here, but those we have nust be obeyed. You don't fight with the custoners,
you don't |eave the grounds without telling myself or M. Ahasuerus-he's the
bl ue skel eton who was with nme when you | anded—where you're goi ng, you never
try to cheat the carnival, and you never give a sucker an even break. Cot it?"

There was a general nurnuring of acqui escence.

"Good. You'll all be quartered on the fourth I evel of the ship. As soon asj'm
t hrough speaking to you you'll have half an hour to go pick out your
conpartnents and unpack any gear you may have brought along. If you' ve got any
speci al dietary needs, tell the galley robots about it, and may God have nercy
on your souls."

He notioned Diggs to step over

"This gentleman is Jason Aiver Diggs. He likes to be called Diggs. He's in
charge of the game booths. Wen you report back here after selecting your
rooms, you will be working directly under him He'll explain how all the games
wor k, and assign each of you to a booth where he feels you are best suited.
woul d strongly recomrend that you run the

ganes precisely as Diggs tells you to, as he has been known to break a few



heads when he feels he's being cheated. Does everyone understand the
translation so far?"

He waited for questions, but there were none, and he continued. "Mst of you
have nanes that are totally unpronounceable to nyself and ot her nenbers of the
carny. Don't worry about it. Sonetime in the next couple of days we'll give
you all carny nanes, like nmy friend Houdini here." He gestured to the alien
magi ci an. "OQther than that, | strongly advise you not to stick your hands into
the cages of any of the animals. Your personal habits are your own business,
but you'd better show up clean and sober. That's it."

The aliens wandered off to the ship, and Flint pulled D ggs aside.
"Did you see the big one?" he asked.

"The green one with all the nuscles?" grinned the Rigger. "I wonder if you're
t hi nki ng what |' mthi nki ng?"

"Probably. Find out if he knows howto westle."

"Fifty credits to anyone who can last five mnutes with hinm" |aughed Di ggs.
"Dam! W haven't had a real live westler since Sheboygan!"

"Make sure he knows how to use all those nuscles first, and then see if he's
interested,"” said Flint. "We'll cut.himin for a quarter, but | don't want him
out there unless he likes throw ng people around. If he's going to be a
gentleman, they' Il kill him™"

"He didn't look all that gentle to nme," opined Diggs.

"Well, check it out with himlater."

Flint wal ked over to the cargo ship, where M. Ahasuerus was supervising the
unl oadi ng of a number of plastic crates.

"Any idea what they are yet?" asked Flint.
"Not really,"” replied the blue nman. "We'll have to assenble themfirst. 'l

put the robots to work right away." He paused and | ooked at the crates.
"There's nothing as large as a roller coaster in here, that's for certain.”

"Well, then it's a damed good thing Barbara only knows how hal f the ganes
work, isn't it?" grinned Flint. "I sure
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woul dn't want the hotshot to think he was taking advantage of us."
"Son of a bitch!" exclainmed M. Ahasuerus.

"Why partner, wherever did you learn to speak like that?" |aughed Flint.

11.

The odd-1 ooking magician, still dressed in his flight fatigues, paused in the
doorway and cleared his throat. Wen the girl didn't | ook up fromher book, he
coughed a little louder. There was still no response.

"Excuse ne," he said at |ast.



"Who are you?" demanded G oria, |ooking up and then junping to, her feet.

"I did not mean to startle you," he said softly. "But | have becone confused.
Is this the fourth |l evel of the ship?"

She shook her head. "The third. Are you one of the new ganes workers?"

"I ama magician," he said gravely.

"Real | y?"

Hi s broad face contorted in a smle. "Is it so hard to believe?"
"Thaddeus didn't mention a magician. Wat kind of tricks can you do?"
H s gaze fell to her vanity, and he picked up a small conb.

"May |1?" he asked.

She nodded, and he waved his free hand in the air, lowered it slowy over the
conb—and suddenly the conb was no | onger there.

"That's very good!" said Goria, smling. "Were is it?"

@

"That," replied the alien, returning her snile, "would be telling."
"What's your nanme?"

"My nanme is'.
Houdi ni . "

The magi ci an paused, then started again. "My nane is

"OfF course," |aughed doria.

"May | inquire who Houdini is?"

"Was," corrected Joria. "He was the nost fanous magician in the history of ny
race."

"Truly?" he asked, and she nodded. "Then | should feel highly conplinmented."
He paused. "May | ask who you are?"

"My nane is Goria."
"And what is your function with the carnival ?"

Her face darkened for a noment, then became expressionless. "I take tickets at
the specialty tent."

"It sounds . . . fulfilling," said the nagician diplomatically.

"Does it now?" said Aoria. "Tell ne about yourself, Houdini. Wwere do you
cone fronP?" She wal ked to her refrigerator. "Can | offer you sonething to
dri nk?"
"Thank you," he said. "I"'mnot sure if ny netabolismcan cope with it, but
I've had so many odd things in the past two years | suppose one nore won't
hurt.”



"Fine," she said, withdrawing a pitcher of fruit juice. "Have a seat."
"That, alas, | cannot do," he replied.
"Why not ?"

"Your furniture,'
structure."

he explained. "It was not nade for beings with a tripoda

She | ooked at himfor a nmonent, as if seeing himfor the first time. "You nust
forgive me: nost of the aliens 1've net are so difficult to speak with that
when | come across soneone |ike you or M. Ahasuerus, | tend to forget that
you're really very different fromne."

"That's perfectly understandable,” said Houdini with a smle. "I nust confess
that | tend to think of everyone except nyself as an alien."

G oria laughed. "Then, as one alien to another, let me ask you a question: do
you ever sit down?"

"Ch, yes," replied Houdini. "But while | can adapt to
@
nost gravities and atnosphere contents and foodstuffs, | amafraid that I

cannot use any chairs that were not nmade specifically for ny race.”
"And what is your race?" asked doria, pouring a glass of
juice and handing it to him

"I amof the race of Djjong, fromthe planet of Hesporite

in"
She tried pronouncing it a couple of tines until he assured her that she had
gotten it right.

"How | ong have you been an entertainer?" she asked.

"Ch, nmost of my life," replied Houdini, taking a wary sip of the juice. "This
is quite good. | think the word is tart, is it not?" She nodded, and he
continued. "I left Hesporite five years ago to work for the Corporation. | was
very glad to hear that | had been transferred here."

"I didn't know we had all that w despread a reputation,” commented G oria
dryly.

"You have none at all, although of course word has gone out over the grapevine
that your show is sonmewhat in the nature of an experiment proposed by M.

Flint under what | understand were rather unusual conditions." He paused. "I
have even heard that he held el even alien tourists hostage until the deal was
struck. "

"That's not exactly right,"” said doria.
"What a relief to know that he is not the nonster he is said

to be."



"He was hol ding them against their wills |long before he ever got the idea of
joining up with M. Ahasuerus," said doria.

"But why?"

"He wanted an attraction, and they constituted a ready-nade freak show " She
snmled. "Don't worry about it. He's nellowed a little since then." Her
expression darkened. "Which isn't to say that he can't still be a Gade A
bastard when the nood takes him"

"Ch, dear," said Houdini, |ooking troubled. "I had hoped this place would be
different.”
"Different fromwhat?" asked Goria, still having sone difficulty viewing him

as an alien, rather than an oddly shaped Man.
"Fromthe circus. | wasn't very happy there."

"Any particul ar reason?"

"I had sonme difficulty making friends," said Houdi ni
"You seemlike a very friendly sort to ne."

"I try to be," said the alien. "I like to think that it was nostly due to
resent nment."

"Because you were so good at what you did?"
"Because | was so unnecessary," said Houdini with a sigh
"What do you nean?" asked d oria, suddenly interested.

"I ama very good magician. | realize that this is an i nmpbdest statenent, but
it is the truth. | have studied and worked at my craft all ny life." He
paused, reached into the air, and produced doria's conb, which he handed back
to her. "Most of ny tricks are sleight-of-hand. They depend on skill and

swi ftness and mi sdirection. | disdain production boxes and ot her manufactured
aids. | feel that a true magician never relies on nechanical contrivances, and
so | have never incorporated any into ny act.'

"l see."

"On Hesporite Ill, I was acknow edged to be one of the finest magicians of ny
era. | had a booki ng agent and a busi ness nanager and three assistants, and
peopl e appreciated what | did."

"What happened?" asked doria, who had a sinking feeling that she knew the
answer .

"I had an opportunity to tour the galaxy as a perforner with one of the
Corporation's shows, which was when |I found out that what appeals to one race
may arouse no interest at all in another. What good is a mnd-reading act in a
soci ety of tel epaths? Wiy should a race that possesses the power of

tel ekinesis, that can nove objects fromone place to another or make them w nk

out of existence at will, care to see a magician produce flowers out of enpty
air? What need have they of ny illusions?" He paused, lost in thought, for a
monent. "l was sent from one show to another, seeking an appreciative

audi ence. At Kargennian's circus | was actually relegated to the role of
cl eaning up after the ani mal s—but of course | still have a nunber of years to



run on ny initial contract, and so | was perhaps the highest-paid | ackey in
t he
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show, whi ch caused consi derable resentnent. That's why | was so hopeful when
M. Flint actually requested a magician. O course, | found out later that his
first choice was a juggler. But nmy hands are rather deft and facile; perhaps I
can learn to juggle if ny illusions do not please him™

"You'll do no such thing!" said Goria hotly. "You' re a magician: be a
magi ci an! "

" '"But if M. H nt doesn't—

"M. H nt has ruined enough careers!" she continued. "You go out and do what
you're best at."

Houdi ni stared at her for a long nonent, his face alien and
i nscrut abl e.

"May | assune," he said at last, "that you were not

al ways a ticket-taker?" "You may." "Wuld it be indiscreet to ask what your
speci alty may

have been?"

"No, it's not indiscreet," said Aoria. "I just don't want

to talk about it. It's over."

"As you wish. | understand," he said, changing the subject, "that we are to be
| eaving Procyon Il shortly."

G oria nodded. "I heard sonething to that effect. | think the only reason
we're still here is because we were waiting

for you."

"And where will we be going next?"

"It doesn't really matter. One world is pretty nmuch like the

next."

"Ch, no!" he said enthusiastically. "You are m staken. Each, no matter how
simlar in appearance, has certain intangibles that nmake it uni que. Have you
ever been to Altair

VI

She shook her head.

"Bareinmus |11? No? How about —

"I"ve been on five ugly little worlds, each nore primtive than the |last,"
interrupted doria.



"Then you have nuch to | ook forward to," said Houdini. "Just within the
Community of Worlds itself there are nore than three thousand popul at ed
pl anets. Have you ever heard of Vasor?"

"No, | haven't."

"A fabulous world! It's populated by a race of incredibly |ong-legged beings
who spend their entire lives followi ng the sun over the horizon. They never
pause to rest, they never know nightfall, they—=

"They al so don't have any use for a carnival, do they?" she interrupted.
"No, | suppose not," replied Houdini. "But with so many wondrous worl ds at
your disposal, you can't viewthemonly in the |light of whether or not they
woul d support a carnival."

"Way not? |I'mstuck with the show. If it doesn't go there, / don't go there."

"But surely you don't plan to remain with the carnival forever,’
"Once your contract funs out—=-

he persi sted.

"W can't go back to Earth," said Goria. "Earth isn't a menber of your
Community. It's not even supposed to know that you exist. So |I'm stuck here.
These peopl e may not be nmuch, but they're all |'ve got."

"I see," said the magician slowy.

"You can go home, where peopl e appreciate what you do," continued doria
bitterly. "/ can't."

There was an awkward sil ence, during which Houdini sipped thoughtfully at his
drink. Finally he | ooked at her and spoke again. "Can you tell ne something
about the other specialty acts with which I shall be working?"

"Well, there's Jupiter Monk. You may have seen him since he was supposed to
be having sonme kind of aninmal delivered. He's a big guy with a handl ebar
nust ache. "

"He requested a Denoncat?" asked Houdi ni unbelievingly.
"I don't know the story on it," replied oria. "All | knowis that he cane

out with four animals, and one of them has already di ed. He needed a
repl acenment. "

"I't happens," agreed the magician. "Animals seemto have a much harder tine
maki ng adj ustnents to new worlds than do sentient beings."

"The other one is Billybuck Dancer. You probably won't see himuntil showti ne.
He keeps pretty rmuch to hinself."

"And what is his area of expertise?"
"He's a sharpshooter."
"I"'mafraid the termis unfamliar to ne."

"How can | put it?" said Aoria. "He has this gun that shoots bullets ..

"Ah! A projectile weapon!"



"I guess so. Anyway, he can shoot a cigarette out of your nobuth at one hundred
feet. He al so throws knives."

"It sounds fascinating," said Houdini. "I nust be sure to watch his
per f or mance. "

"He's pretty good," admitted Goria. "Alittle crazy, but good."

"Crazy?" repeated Houdini with a worried expression.

"Ch, he doesn't go around shooting people,"” said Aoria with an anused snile
"if that's what you're worrying about. He's just a bit ... well, odd. You

al ways get the feeling that he's not really listening to you, that his mnd is

somewhere el se. "

"It's all very confusing," answered the magician, "but I"'msure I'll be highly
entertained."

"Most people are.”

"I wonder if | could make one further inposition upon you," said Houdin
hesitantly.

"I don't know," said Joria. "Wat is it?"

"M. Hnt seems to have left me totally on nmy own, while he is concentrating
on helping Diggs train the new staff for the gane booths. Since the nature of
your job is such that you do not have to spend |long hours practicing at it, |
wonder if you night show nme around."” He | ooked hopefully at her. "I really
don't know who el se to ask."

She shrugged. "Sure. Wy not ?"

"Good!" he exclainmed. "I will go to the fourth | evel and claima conpartnent,
and then return for you."

"I'"l'l be here," said doria.

He wal ked to the door, then turned briefly to face her. "You have been very
kind to ne. | hope that you will becone ny friend."

"You sound |ike you could use one," she replied.

She waited until he had | eft, then added under her breath: "Al nbst as nuch as
me. "

12.

John Edward Carp | oconoted—there is no other word for it—hrough the muck and
the slime that had beconme his home, exulting in the feel of his undul ating
muscul ature, the rich texture of the oxygen coursing through his bl oodstream

t he pungent odors that existed nowhere else in the gal axy.

Though he no | onger had eyes, he saw-again, no other word will suffice—three
of his conpani ons huddl ed about a small puddl e, sucking sustenance fromit.

"Greetings, John Edward Carp," burbled the nearest of the three. "May strength
and heal th permeate your essence.”

Carp attenpted an obei sance that he had not yet fully mastered, and returned



the sal utation.

' '"Have they contacted you yet?"

" 'fr/o,"" answered Carp.

"They will. The ship is valuable. Soon they will come for it—-and for you."''
Carp winkled his vast gray nostrils contenptuously.

"Let "em" he replied.

13.

"Back of f!" shouted Mnk.

The entire crew of the carnival, which had crowded around the training cage to
wat ch Monk's first encounter with the Red Devil, backed away.

"Farther! 1 don't want himgetting the idea that he's surrounded."

The carnival had left the Procyonian system forty-ei ght hours after the
aliens* arrival, but instead of going directly to Mrzam X, the next planet on
its agenda, it had diverted to Belore Il when Mnk insisted upon a gravity
identical to Earth's for his first few sessions with the beast.

"What makes you think he'll like Earth gravity?" Flint had protested. "W
don't even know what kind of world he comes from"

"Maybe not," Monk had answered firmy. "But |I know what kind of world / cone
fromand if |1've got to junp or sidestep to save ny life, | want ny feet to
wi nd up where | was planning for themto wi nd up."

Flint had argued futilely, and finally had M. Ahasuerus arrange a six-day
booki ng on Belore Il, which, with 98.3% Earth gravity, was the closest Mnk
was likely to get to his ideal conditions.

Actual Iy, thought Flint as the Red Devil's cage was wheel ed out and buttressed
up agai nst the door of the training cage,
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the trip to Belore mght work out all the way around. While Mnk was wor ki ng
with the animal, he and Diggs would rumit into a shakedown period for the new
crew, learning their strengths and weaknesses and figuring out what to do

about the latter.

"Careful!" snapped Monk to the two robots that were handling the cage. "Don't
get himriled up."

Then the door slid open, and suddenly the Red Devil |eaped to the center of
the training cage with incredible sw ftness.

"Jesus, he's quick!" muttered Monk fromhis position just outside the door.

Fl int approached him "You sure you want to go through with this? He | ooks a
| ot bigger here than in his own cage."

"Mght as well," said Monk grimy. "I ain't getting any younger and he ain't
getting any nicer." He turned to the crowmd until he spotted the man he was



| ooking for. "Hey, Dancer!™

The Dancer approached him "Want ne to ride shotgun, Jupiter?" he asked
pl easantly.

"Sonmething like that," admitted Monk. "Stay close to the door and put a bull et
into this bastard if it looks like I"'min trouble."

"I'"d say you were in a ness of trouble already," offered the Dancer

"I agree," said Flint. "Jupiter, let's call this whole thing off and send the
goddammed ani mal back gift-w apped to Kargennian."

Monk sighed and shook his head. "I'man aninal trainer, Thaddeus. This is ny
job. It's what you pay nme to do."

"I"'mnot paying you enough to nmess with that thing," said Flint fervently.

"If it conmes to that, Thaddeus," said Monk with a smile, "you ain't paying nme
enough to ness with Bruno or the | eopards, either.”

He withdrew his whip fromhis belt, picked up a small netal chair with his
| eft hand, and wal ked to the door

"Dancer, go around the other side and get his attention for a mnute," he
sai d.

The Dancer wal ked hal fway around the cage and stepped
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up to the bars. The result was electrifying: the Red Devil |eaped across the
i ntervening distance in a single bound, shot a forepaw between the bars, and
m ssed taking off the Dancer's face by less than an inch

"That's sone pet you've got, Jupiter," said the Dancer, nore anused than

startl ed.

Monk didn't answer. He had stepped inside the cage and was waiting for the
robots to | ock the door before calling the beast's attention to hinself. Wen
he heard the catch click into place he whistled once, then held the chair out
in front of himas the Red Devil turned to face him

The huge carnivore crouched as if to spring again, and Monk cracked his whip.
The sound caused the Red Devil to flinch, and it junped some ten feet to its
ri ght.

"Quick," nmuttered Monk, not without a touch of admiration. "Goddamed quick!"

He stood motionless for a few seconds, waiting to see what the Red Devil would
do next. When the beast contented itself with glaring at him he took a step
forward, extending the chair in front of him Nothing happened, and he took
anot her step.

Then the Red Devil roared and charged at him He backed up two paces, and the
creature canme to a stop twelve feet fromhim

He knew he'd nade a mistake. The next tinme the Red Devil tried to bluff himit
woul d assume he was going to back away, and if he didn't, they were likely to
collide nmore by accident than design



He cracked the whip again and took a step toward the beast, hoping to nmake it
back away. It didn't nove, and he extended the armthat was hol ding the chair
and took another step—and, with a suddenness that surprised himeven though he
was expecting it, the Red Devil bounded forward and sl apped at the chair with
a forepaw. It was ripped out of his hand, and careened off the bars sone
fifteen feet away.

"Now?" asked the Dancer.

Monk shook his head, afraid that the sound of his voice mght startle the
creature and precipitate a charge

They stood notionless, glaring at each other, for the better part of thirty
seconds. Then Munk's gaze fell on one of the i

stools he used for the | eopards, and he decided to see if he could drive the
Red Devil over to it. He cracked the whip once to get the creature's attention
riveted upon it, then snaked it out and snapped it again.

The Red Devil hissed and backed away. Monk circled around it, always keeping
the whip between them until he reached the chair. Never taking his eyes from
the creature, he | eaned down and retrieved it. Not that the chair would afford
hi many protection, but it would give the Red Devil an extra target, and m ght
buy himthe fraction of a second he needed to avoid an all-out attack if one
was | aunched.

He started nuttering words, mneaningless words to get the creature used to the
sound of his voice. The Red Devil hissed and snarled and crouched as if to
charge, but then the whip cracked again and once nore it backed off.

Monk approached a little closer, then started swayi ng back and forth to make
it harder for the creature to gauge his distance. Finally it was the constant
nmotion itself that precipitated another charge, and this tinme Mnk snapped the
whi p against the Red Devil's noist, |eathery nostrils.

The creature roared in pain and surprise, and junped conpletely across the
cage before turning to face Monk once again.

"So now you know it does nore than make noise," whispered Monk. "Now let's see
if you're smart enough to avoid it."

He began cracking the whip to the left side of the Red Devil, hoping to nove
it tothe right. It took two steps to the right, then stood notionless while
t he whip touched it again.

Then, without a sound, it hurled itself straight at the animal trainer. Mnk
held the chair out, only to see it go flying across the cage again. He flicked
out the whip, but the Red Devil paid it no attention. It stalked him belly to
ground, soundl essly, oblivious to the noise and pain of the whip, and Mnk
began backi ng away toward the door

Suddenly the Red Devil |eaped right past himand positioned itself by the
door, and Monk began backing away in the opposite direction

And now the stal k continued, as the creature, silent as
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Death, its red eyes gleanm ng, slowy approached the trainer, no | onger even



pretending to notice the whip.
"Cet ready, Dancer!" said Mnk sharply.

The Red Devil backed hi mup against the bars, then slowy, alnpost |eisurely,
gathered itself to pounce upon him Mnk yelled and took a single step toward
it, hoping to scare it back, but it paid no notice whatsoever.

Then a single shot rang out, and all hell broke |oose. The Red Devil screaned,
careened over backward, and started clawing at the canvas floor. Finally it
| ooked up at Monk and hurled itself at him and the Dancer fired again.

The creature did a full flip in the air and began turning in circles, totally
di soriented. Three nore quick shots finally put it onits side, and then the
Dancer entered the cage and put a final bullet through the Red Devil's eye. It
shuddered once and then lay still.

"Not much stopping power in a cowboy pistol,"” said the Dancer apol ogetically.
Monk was too weak and breathless to answer. He stood where he was, propped up
agai nst the bars of the cage, until his heart stopped pounding. Then, finally,
he took a deep breath, let it out, and wal ked to the door

"I"'msorry, Thaddeus," he said as Flint approached him
"About what ?" asked Flint, honestly bew | dered.

"I cost you an animal." He turned back and | ooked at the Red Devil. "Lord, he
was sonet hing! | never saw anything that big nove that fast. And smart! He was
just playing ganmes the whole time | was trying to work himw th ny whip."

"You al nbst sound as if you liked him" said Houdini, stepping forward to get
a better | ook at the dead aninal.

"No one could like sonmething Iike that," said Monk. "But | sure as hel
respected him Still do, for that matter. Lord, he was quick!" He shrugged.
"Well, | guess it's back to the | eopards and bears. I'd sure like to neet the
guy who puts a Red Devil through its paces.™

"No one ever has," said Houdini

"Sonmehow t hat doesn't surprise ne," said Monk. He turned to Flint. "Thaddeus,
| want another one."

"What the hell are you tal king about?" demanded Flint.

"I want another Red Devil. If the show won't pay for it, take it out of ny
salary. |'ve got no place to spend it anyway."

"Are you crazy?" said Flint. "You were in there with it. You saw what it's
like."

"Thaddeus," said Mnk patiently, "I"man animal trainer. It's what | am it's
what | do. This is an animal that's never been tamed. | can't keep fucking
around with bears and | eopards after being in there with sonmething |like a Red
Devil."

"You're nuts, you know that?" snapped Flint. "What woul d have happened if the
Dancer's ai m had been of f?"



"I don't want the Dancer around next tine. |I'll take other
precauti on®—precautions that won't wind up killing it."

"We' || talk about it tonorrow, " said Flint, "after your brain starts
functioning again."

"I"mgonna tell you the sane thing tonmorrow,” answered Monk. Flint snorted and
wal ked of f, and the aninmal trainer turned to Houdini. "Do you know a | ot about
t hese ani mal s?"

"Very little, actually," replied the magician. "I've seen two on display in
zoos, and of course Kargenni an exhibited this one for al nost a year."

"I'"ve got to shower and grab sone |unch and work out with ny animals," said
Monk, "but | want to talk to you later. How s dinnertine suit you?"

"Fine," said Houdini. "But | must agree with M. Flint. Only a person bent on
sui ci de woul d want a second encounter with a Denoncat."

"Maybe," said Monk. "But if |I let one of these bastards scare nme, then pretty
soon I'Il be afraid to work with Bruno and the cats. An aninmal trainer who's
lost his guts ain't an aninmal trainer anynore. You foll ow ne?"

"I amtrying to," admtted Houdini. "But | think there is a fallacy in your
reasoni ng. "

"I"mnot tal king about being right!" snapped Monk. "I'mtal king about being
mel" He smiled and shrugged. "I didn't nean to yell at you. Keep dinnertinme
open, okay?"

"Al'l right," said the magician with a sigh

Monk wal ked of f to the ship, and the crew began di spers-
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i ng. Houdini saw @ oria wal king away and hurried ahead to join her

"It was quite exciting, wasn't it?" he asked her. "He was alnost killed," she
replied coldly. "lIs that your idea of excitenment?"

"Well, to be honest, yes," admitted Houdini. "I nean, isn't that the
under | yi ng reason why people come to see hi mthe thought that he m ght be
killed?" "If you say so."

"You seem unhappy. Is it something | have said or done?"

"No, Houdini. Can't a person be unhappy over sonething you're not responsible
for?"

They wandered to a |lichen-covered knoll about a quarter of a mile fromthe
ship and sat down in the shade of a large, treelike fern possessed of huge

yel | ow | eaves.

"It has sonmething to do with Mnk," said Houdini, finally breaking the
si | ence.

"Nosy, aren't you?"

"I don't nmean to be, but you're the only person here who has taken an interest



in me, so naturally | amdistressed that you are unhappy. You have sone
enoti onal attachnment toward Monk and were afraid that the aninmal would kil
him"

"Toward Jupiter?" she laughed. "Don't be silly!"

"Then perhaps it is the fact that he will very likely be throwi ng away his
life the next tinme he steps into a cage wi th aDenoncat."

She shook her head. "It's what he'll be throwing his Iife away for."
"You object to aninmal training?"

"I object to the fact that he'll be allowed to give everything, even his life,
for his art, and that | amallowed to give nothing. Now do you understand?"

"Ah, yes!" he said, his features brightening perceptibly. "I believe | do."

"By this time you ought to. You've been tagging around after me |ike a puppy
t hese past three days."

"Does it offend you?" he asked, suddenly solicitous.
"No," she sighed. "I suppose not."

She pulled a few pieces of |ichen out of the ground and
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began rolling themidly between her fingers while |ooking off toward the
hori zon.

"doria?" Houdini said hesitantly after a few mnutes had passed
"Yes?"

"I heard someone nention this norning that you were a stripper.”
"So now you know. "

"Not really,"” he replied apologetically. "I know that you were one, but |
don't know what a stripper does.”

"You're putting nme on," she said disbelievingly.
"Truly I amnot."

"A stripper disrobes to nusical acconpaninment."
"l see," said Houdini. "And then what?"

"What do you nean—then what"? That's it."

"Perhaps | msunderstood you," said the magician. "You' re saying that what you
do is take off your clothes while nusic plays?"

She | ooked at himwearily. "Doesn't do nuch for you, does it?"

"There nust be nore to it than that. After all, howlong can it take to
di srobe? Five seconds? Ten? Surely not thirty."



"Sonmetines it took as rmuch as twenty minutes," said Aoria with a wistfu
smile.

"I knew it was nore conplex than you made it seem "-said Houdini triunphantly.
"Did you sing?"

She shook her head, still smiling. "No. | didn't tell jokes or recite poetry
or do magic tricks, either.”

G oria thought his face had become | ess hunan and nore alien again, as he
tried to envision soneone taking twenty mnutes nmerely to clinb out of her
cl ot hes.

"Well, whatever you did, | amcertain there was an art to it," he said

di pl omatically.

"There was," said doria.

He was silent for a long mnute. Then he | ooked up brightly. "You juggled!"
"No," she | aughed. "Not even that."
"Then ..." He shrugged and let his voice trail off.

"Al'l right," she said. "You're just going to nmake an ass of yourself asking
Monk or soneone else if | don't explain it
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to you." He snmiled gratefully at her, and she continued. "I notice that you
wear clothing. Is that comon to your race, or do you do it because the other
nmenbers of the carnival do?"

"Al'l the Djjongi wear clothing," he replied. "Only for warnth?"

"No," he said. "W control our environment, |ike alnost all civilized races."
"Then why?"

"Custom" he'said. "And religious strictures." "Does anyone ever go naked in
your society?" He shook his head. "Only infants, and then only in the privacy
of their homes."

"I have been assuming all along that you are a nale, but this seens |like a
proper time to ask: are you?" "Mst definitely," he assured her. "Wat woul d
your reaction be to seeing an unclad femal e of your race?

"Shock," he replied pronptly. Then he considered the matter for a nonent. "And
shame, " he added. "And sexual excitement?" asked Goria. "Please," he

st ammer ed. "This is not a fit topic for discussion."

"Then it would excite you?" "Possibly," he answered al oofly.

"Possibly, hell!" laughed Aoria. "It would drive you right up a wall, you
dirty old man!"

"I hope you have a reason for enbarrassing nme," he said unconfortably.

"I"'mnot trying to enbarrass you. |I'm explaining what | do; | disrobe, as
sensual |y and suggestively as | can, to nmusic.” "In front of males of your



race?" he demanded, visibly shocked.
"And an occasional kinky fermale." "And do you then perform-how shall | say
it—the act of propagation with thenf"

"No. The purpose of stripping is sinply to titillate." "I've never heard of
anything like that!" exclainmed Houdini. "Neither, it seems, has anyone else in
t hi s goddammed gal axy. "
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"Aren't you horribly enbarrassed when you perforn®?" he persisted.
"OfF course not. It's ny job—er anyway, it was my job."

He | owered his head in thought, toying absentm ndedly with some fronds that
had fallen near him Finally he | ooked up. "It is a unique concept, | wll
grant you that. Is it very popular on your world?"

"Less and less," admtted doria.

"Stricter norality?" he asked.
"Just the opposite.”
" But —=2"

"Once upon a tine, the only place you could see a naked wonan outside your own
bedroom or maybe the National Ceographic—that's a nagazine—was in a strip
show. Now that's all changed. Every actress we have has taken her clothes off.
The magazines are filled with nudes. The beaches are covered w th naked
peopl e. Wonen wear see-through dresses. All strippers do is tease; Linda

Lovel ace delivers." ' "Linda—2"

"An actress, of sorts. No, to be truthful, tinme and norality have kind of
passed strippers by. That's why | canme out here: | thought |I could keep on
doi ng what | wanted to do, what |I'm good at."JShe shrugged. "I was wong."

"Possi bly you haven't played the proper world yet," he said confortingly.

"There is no proper world for me," she said. "You can't be a magician on
wor | ds where they have psi powers. Well, / can't be a stripper anywhere but
Earth." She | ooked at him "Wat would you do if | took off my shirt right

now?"
"Not hi ng. Why?"

"What would you do if a Djjong | ady took off her shirt five feet away from
you?"

He turned away and funbl ed for an answer.
"See what | nean?" she said.

"Yes," he adm tted unconfortably. "But still, it seens to ne that an art form
that incorporates dance and nusic should be able to find an appreciative
audi ence on its own nerits sonewhere."

"The art is to elicit a biological response by virtue of the
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dance," she replied. "That sort of linmts the audi ence, doesn't it?"
"I agree. But why be a stripper at all?"

"Why are you a mmgici an?" she shot back

"I doit well, and it makes me happy," said Houdi ni

"Ditto."

"There nust be a world for you sonmewhere,"” he said.

"There is," replied oria. "I walked out on it." She paused. "Anyway, nhow you

know why |' m upset about Monk. It isn't that he's going to throw his |ife away
inthe ring with a Denponcat. It's that he's got sonething to throw his life
away/ or."

They sat in silence for a few nore mnutes, then rose and prepared to return
to the ship.

"Just a mnute, doria," said Houdini

She turned to him and he noved his hands nystically in the air. Suddenly he
muttered a pair of odd-sounding words, and produced a small bouquet of
colorfufe flowers.

"For you," he said, extending his hand.

"Thank you," said GJoria, taking the proffered gift. "lIt's been a long tine
since anyone gave nme flowers. For a snoopy little alien who's doing what he
wants for a living, you're not such a bad apple at that."

"May | assune that is a conplinment?" asked Houdini, beam ng

"Assume anything you want," said Goria, holding the flowers up to her face
and hoping he didn't see the tear that trickled down her cheek

14.

It was three in the norning, the show was shut down for the night, and Flint
sat in the ness hall, sharing his rapidly dinnishing stock of beer with

Di ggs, Monk, and Tojo. The only other person in the roomwas Billybuck Dancer
who sat alone at a table in the corner, staring off into tine and space,
totally oblivious to the argunment that was taking place at Flint's table.

"Thaddeus, that's the worst dammed carny nanme | ever heard of!" excl ai nmed
D ggs.

Fl int popped open another can and grinned at him
"He wears a toga, doesn't he?"
"So what ?" denanded Di ggs.

"And he's got green skin, just |like a snake—and he wi ns nmost of his matches
with a bear hug," added Flint.

"I know. But Julius Squeezer, for Christ's sake!"



"You got a better nane?"

"No," admitted Diggs. "But |I'd sure be hard pressed to come up with a worse
one."

"The guy's won thirty-one out of thirty-three matches: he deserves a cany
nane," said Flint firmy. "Hell, 1'd invite himto join us for a beer, but |
i magi ne he's gotta keep in training." He turned to the hunchback. "Tojo,
that's how | want you to announce himstarting tonorrow. "

"Julius Squeezer it is,"” said Tojo wearily.
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"While we're on the subject of nanes," Mnk put in, "maybe we ought to change
Stogie's to the Pied Piper. Have you seen the way the crowds have been
followi ng himout fromtown the past couple of weeks?"

"Never woul d have thought the old boy had it in him" admtted D ggs. "Still,
at —-what ?7—two t housand extra a night, hell, he must be responsible for thirty

t housand admi ssions just since we touched down on Mrzam X. And he pulled
about ten thousand back on that world where you killed the Red Devil. Wat was
its name?"

"Belore," said Flint. "You know, Rigger, sonmetines | think your nenory's
starting to go."

"I remenber the inportant stuff,” Diggs shot back. "Like howto fleece a mark.
W took in alnost a quarter of a mllion credits tonight."

"I know," said Flint. "And the rides picked up forty thousand nore."

"Sonme rides!" snorted Monk. "They nake a merry-go-round | ook wild by
conpari son. "

"Yeah," said Flint. "But these people have never even seen a nerry-go-round.
As long as we're making noney with them that's all that counts."

"We've turned things around, that's for sure," said Diggs. "lI've got a good
feeling about the rest of the tour, Thaddeus." "You'd sure as hell better,"
replied Flint with a smle. "It's not as if you can go home if you're
unhappy. "

"Who wants to go hone?" persisted Diggs. "Maybe now that we're naking noney,
we can finally get out of the sticks and hit a couple of interesting worlds."
"If there are any," said Flint sardonically. "Ch, there are," Diggs said with
assurance. "Any worlds that produced sone of the aliens |I've got working the
ganes have to be interesting.”

"Any word on Fast Johnny yet?" said Mnk. Flint shrugged. "Not a peep. And the
son of a bitch has still got our ship. | suppose |I'mgoing to have to go out
after himone of these days, if | can ever learn to pilot one of the two-man
jobs."

"M . Ahasuerus says the piloting is easy," offered Tojo. "It's the navigation
that's difficult." |,
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"What ever," said Flint.

"Thaddeus ..." began Mnk hesitantly.
"Yeah?"

"Let me go out after him™

"What the hell for?"

"I gotta hunt up sonme animals," said Monk. "I haven't wanted to bring it up
with everything going so well, but both the cats have diarrhea.’

"The food?" asked Flint.

"Who the hell knows? We've been using synthesized food for the past two
mont hs. We ran out of real neat back on Kligor." He paused, staring at his
beer can. "I think I'mgonna | ose them pretty soon."

"I"'msorry to hear that, Jupiter,” said Flint. "But what makes you m nk sone
ani mal you capture on one of these planets can take the routine any better
t han they coul d?"

"I't'"ll take nore than a little traveling to kill one of those Red Devils,"
said Monk fervently.

"And it'll take nore than one guy who doesn't even know where they conme from
to capture one,"” replied Flint firmy. "Besides, you know the score on them

t hey' ve never been tanmed. You'd either have to kill it or give up onit, and

then you'd just be going off to hunt up another one." He shook his head. "No,
now t hat we've turned the corner, | think I can get the Corporation to supply
us with whatever aninmals you need."

"What ever they send, it'll be something people have seen before. There's a
mllion worlds out there that haven't been touched, Thaddeus," said Mnk, his
eyes shining. "Let me go out there and bring back sonething no one's ever laid
eyes on!"

"And by the time you get what you're after, Fast Johnny will have died of old
age and his ship will be buried in sone swanmp,"” said Flint with a smle. "I
can't okay it, Jupiter. Let's see what el se we can cone up with."

"Al'l right," sighed Monk. "But it better be fast. Those poor cats are gonna be
dehydrated in another week or two." He stared across the table at Flint. "And
| ain't about to spend the rest of ny life holding up targets for the Dancer."

no

"Nobody' s asking you to," said Flint. "Do you want nme to try to get a vet for
the cats?"

"I spoke with M. Ahasuerus about it," said Monk. "He tells me that by the
time they anal yze what makes 'emtick, they' Il probably be dead. So | guess
["I'l just tend to themthe best | can, and hope |I can pull themthrough
it—this tine."

"You expect themto get sick again?" asked Tojo.

"These things ain't housecats, Tojo," said Monk. "They're hard enough to keep
alive in zoos. If a |leopard nmakes up his mnd to die, the best vet in the



world ain't gonna talk himout of it."

"How s Bruno doi ng?" asked Flint.

"Mean as ever. But he ain't exactly the smartest bear that ever lived. It took
me five years to drill five minutes' worth of tricks into that pea-sized brain
of his. There's no way |'mever going to fill a twenty-m nute act with just

him Besides," he added with a smle, "we're not real fond of each other."

"I"l1l have M. Ahasuerus get in touch with Kargennian and see what he can
arrange. "

"Ckay—but 1'd still like to go out there and hunt up ny own animals."
Flint shook his head. "No way. | can't put the Dancer on for a whole hour."
"How about Houdini ?" persisted Mnk.

"He's good for seven mnutes, tops,"” said Flint. He | ooked toward the airlock
where the magi ci an was just entering the ship. "Speaking of the devil "

"Good evening, M. Flint," said Houdini, walking toward the el evat or
"Centl enen.’

"What are you doing up so |ate?" asked Flint.

"I was helping doria balance her receipts at the specialty tent, sir.

"You mean she's still working on then?" demanded Flint unbelievingly.
"Actually, we were talking," replied Houdini. "I wasn't aware that there was a
deadl i ne. "

"There's not," said Flint. "Well, don't just stand there |ooking awkward. Pul
up a chair and have a beer."

"I thank you for the invitation, sir,"
cannot cope with al cohol."

said the magician, "but my netabolism

"Better and better," said Flint. "Come join us anyway."

"I would like to, sir," said Houdini, "but I'mafraid that | cannot use your
chairs."”

"Then come on over and don't pull up a chair,"” said Flint irritably.

"Thank you, sir," said Houdini, walking across the nmess hall and joining them
"Shoul d I asked Billybuck Dancer to join us al so?"

"Leave him alone," said Monk. "He's busy shooting it out with Doc Holliday."
"I amafraid | don't understand."

"Don't worry about it," said Monk. "He's happy where he is."

"So," said Flint, "how do you like carny life so far?"

"It's quite different from Kargennian's circus, sir.

"I'n what way? And stop calling me sir."



"Yes, sir," replied Houdini. "I find that everyone here is nmore involved in
things. You all seemto take a vital interest in the success of the
operation.”

"That's because we ain't got anyplace to go if it folds,"” said Monk with a
smle. "You sure you won't have a beer? Thaddeus loves to give it away."

"Really, | cannot," said the nagician.

"By the way," added Mnk, "I've been neaning to tell you—I've caught your act
a fewtimes, and you're pretty damed good."

"Thank you very much, sir," replied Houdini.

"That sounds kind of nice," |aughed Monk. "You can call ne sir whenever the
nmood takes you."

"/ haven't seen your act yet," said Diggs. "Just how good are you?"
"I try ny best, sir," said Houdini. "That's all | can tell you."
"No fal se nodesty around here," said Monk. "Like |I said, you re good."

Di ggs pulled a deck of cards out of his pocket. "Ever do any tricks with these
t hi ngs, Houdi ni ?"

The magi ci an shook his head. "G oria has told ne to borrow a deck and start
| earning howto do tricks with them but so far |I haven't found the tine."
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"Nothing to it," grinned Diggs. "Pick a card." Houdini pulled a card and
| ooked at it. "Got it menorized?" asked Diggs. "Good. Now put it back."

Houdi ni replaced the card, and Diggs shuffled the deck thoroughly. "Now pick a
nunber fromone to ten,”

"Seven, " sai d Houdi ni.

Di ggs gave the deck one final shuffle, then dealt out six cards and turned the
sevent h one up.

"I's that 1t?" he asked.

"Yes, it is!" exclained Houdini. "Now | know why Goria wanted ne to learn
card tricks. That was very inpressive, sirl"

"Just Diggs will do. O Rigger, if you prefer. Here," he added, handing the
deck to Houdini. "Let's see what you can do with them™

The magi ci an went through the cards one by one, asking Diggs to identify the
court cards and the names of the suits. Then he shuffled themtentatively a
couple of tines and had Diggs pick a card.

The process was the sane, up until the result, at which point the card turned
up fourth when the Rigger's nunber was five.

"I see it will take |long hours of practice,” said Houdini glunmy.



"Don't sell yourself short," said Monk. "For a guy who's never held a deck of
cards before, that's damed good work."

"And these are just for tricks?" asked the magician.

"We play ganmes with "emfromtine to tine," said Diggs, a | ook of predation
passing swiftly over his face. "l don't suppose you'd like to | earn one?"

"I should be honored, sir," replied Houdini

Di ggs began expl ai ning the basics of poker, while Tojo | eaned over to Flint
and whi spered: "You've got to stop this, Thaddeus. It's not right to fleece
one of our own!"

"Viewit as a |l earning experience,"
it if it gets out of hand."

whi spered Flint with a smle. "I'll stop

They pl ayed three hands of draw, and Diggs lost all three
"It's really very sinple, isn't it, sir?" asked Houdi ni
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"Diggs. And yes, it is. In fact, sonetines it gets so out-and-out dull that we
make little bets, just to amuse ourselves." He cocked an eyebrow. "I don't
suppose you' d be interested?"

"Well, as long as it's just a small bet . . ."
"Fine," said Diggs with a grin. "Shall we say five credits?"

The magi ci an nodded, and Di ggs dealt another hand. Houdi ni won again, and
Di ggs doubled the bet. This tinme Houdini had a straight to the Rigger's two
pairs.

"You're getting good at this,"
st akes agai n?"

said Diggs grudgingly. "Care to double the
"I'f we do nothing but double them then sooner or later we're going to wi nd up
even," pointed out the nagician. "Why don't | just return your noney now?"

"Well, if the thought of breaking even bothers you, we mght as well start
playing this man-to-man, if you'll pardon the expression."

"I thought we were."

"Well, actually, it's customary to bet at the begi nning of the hand and bet
again after the draw "

"But why not just determ ne the ampbunt of the bets and play for that sunP"
asked Houdi ni .

Diggs went on to explain the art of bluffing and of backing one's cards with
the coin of the realm and finally Houdini nodded.

They pl ayed three nmore hands. Diggs won a small pot and Houdini won two rat her
| arge ones.

"Well," said Diggs, closing in for the kill, "I seemto be out alnost two
hundred credits."



"I amsorry," said Houdini. "Again, if you wish, I will sinply return your
nmoney. "

"Why don't we play one |ast hand?" asked D ggs.

"But you seemto be having such poor luck," said the nagician

"Well, now, luck's a funny thing. It can change on a second' s notice."
"Not tonight, Rigger," said Flint, picking up on Diggs' signal

"The hell it won't!" snapped Di ggs.

"Forget it," said Flint. "He's too good for you."

"Screw you, Thaddeus!" snarled Diggs. He turned to face the nagician. "W'l
play this one for five hundred credits!"”

" But -

"No goddammed carny owner is gonna say that Digger the R gger's over the hill!
Cone on, Houdini —put up your noney!"

"But | don't have that nmuch with ne.’
"Il take your marker."
"My what ?" asked the nagician.

"I'f I win, you can owe it to ne," said Diggs, reaching into his pocket and
sl apping five one-hundred-credit notes on the table. "Ready?"

The magi ci an shrugged. "l guess so."

Di ggs dealt out the cards, and Flint stood up and wal ked behi nd Houdini to see
what he had. The magician held four jacks and a two of spades.

"Jacks or better to open?" asked Flint.
"By ne," said Diggs. "I can't make it."

"I believe | can," said Houdini. "I feel guilty about this, sir, but | nust
bet all of ny accumul ated wi nnings."

"Dam!" muttered Di ggs, reaching into his pocket for another two hundred
credits. "All | needed was one decent hand!" He placed the notes on the table.
"I"ll take three cards,"” he said, reaching for the deck

"Excuse me, sir," said Houdini, "but | believe / go first."

"Huh? Ain't you standing pat?"

"I do not know the expression," adnmitted the magician, "but |I would like two
cards, please." He threw away a jack and the deuce.

" But -

"My cards, please," said Houdini, smling pleasantly.



Diggs glared at himsilently for a mnute, then disgustedly dealt two cards to
hi m

"Deal er takes three,"” he announced, taking three cards for hinself.
"I believe | have a full house, sir," said Houdini with a
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smle. He turned over the two cards to reveal a pah- of kings. "And you, of
course, have a pair of kings—ene that you kept and one that you drew. "

"Goddamed three-|egged card shark!" said Diggs, scowing and throwing his
cards onto the table.

Flint and Monk emitted roars of delightful |aughter

"That was a very deftly performed shuffle, sir," said Houdini politely. "
assure you that only a magician would have noticed it."

"Fuck you!" snapped Di ggs, shouting to be heard over the |aughter
"I like poker," continued Houdini. "It's an invigorating ganme. Perhaps we can
pl ay again tonorrow, and |let soneone else deal. | really have no desire for

your noney."

"You keep out of nmy way for a few days, you hear?" grow ed Diggs. He stood up
"I"'mgoing to bed."

Flint and Monk were still laughing as he left the mess hall and took the
el evator to his room

"Wel come to the club, Houdini!" said Flint. "If you weren't one of us before,
you sure as hell are now"

"Thank you, sir," replied the magician
"Are you sure you' ve never seen a deck of cards before?"

"Well, not with those particular figures and nunbers on them" replied Houdin
with a smle.

"Houdi ni," said Monk, "I think you and | are going to be friends. Ain't nobody
flimflamed the Ri gger since | done it back on Earth."

"Wth cards, sir?" asked the nmgician

"Nope. Just as wel | —aobody fools himtwice. |I'd be real careful if | played
hi m agai n. "
"I shall take your advice to heart," said Houdini sincerely. "I only hope he

isn't too mad."
"So what if he is?" said Flint. "He had it conming."

"He'll get over it," put in Tojo. "He just doesn't like to appear foolish in
front of his friends."

"I should have probably let himw n," said the nagician. "It's just that /
don't like to appear foolish either."



"You're quite a guy, Houdini!" said Flint.

"Thank you, sir.
"God, | love to see the Rigger lose!" continued Flint. "You ve nade ny week,"
"Then | wonder if | mght ask you a favor, sir."
" Shoot . "

"It's not for nyself," said Houdini hastily.

Suddenly Flint's face hardened. "If it's for your girlfriend, the answer's
no. "

"I don't understand the term'girlfriend,' sir, but |I assune you are referring
to Goria."

III am n
"And you are refusing nmy request before you even hear it?"

"There is only one thing in the world she wants, and | just can't give it to
her."

"But she's so unhappy just taking tickets," persisted Houdini

"Did she put you up to this?" demanded Flint.

"No!" excl ai ned the nmagici an, suddenly upset. "I think she would be quite nad
at me for broaching the subject. Please don't tell her about this
conversation, sir!"

"I won't," said Flint, his expression softening. "But damm it, Houdi ni

there's not a thing | can do for her. | nmet her halfway on Procyon and it
wasn't enough."

"Perhaps a world where her art is appreciated ..." suggested Houdi ni

"If there was such a world, I'd make it our next stop just to shut her up
Jesus! Do you think I enjoy watching her wal k around |i ke Death warnmed over?"

"But she has described her act to ne, and | nust admt that | find it
fascinating."

"Wul d you pay noney to watch her undress?" said Flint. "If you can truthfully
tell me you would, we'll take off for your world tonorrow "

Houdi ni net his gaze with a troubled expression. "That's not a fair question
sir."

"It's not a fair situation," responded Flint. "Wat's your answer?"
"No," said Houdini at last. "I wouldn't pay to watch her.'
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"I know," replied Flint.



"Then is she to spend the rest of her life counting other people's nmoney?"

"It sure as hell looks like it," said Flint, wondering what he had found so
side-splittingly funny only a few nonents ago.
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"Good nmorning," said Goria, as Houdini approached her on the |ichen-covered
knoll. "1"lIl be with you in a mnute."

She finished her last twenty sit-ups, then propped herself up agai nst one of
t he huge, yellow |l eafed ferns and wi ped her face with a towel.

"Good nmorning, Goria," said the magician. "May | join you?"
"Of course. | hear you got involved in a little card gane |ast night.'
"I't was nothing."

"That's not the way | heard it. Monk is going around telling anyone who wil|l
listen to himhow you conned the Rigger."

"It was really a case of the biter getting bitten," replied Houdini with a
smle. "Had he not tried to stack the cards against ne, | would not have been
able to anticipate the nature of his hand."

"Wel |, Thaddeus is fond of saying that you should never try to bullshit a
bull shitter. | guess it applies to card sharps, too," she said, returning his
smle. "I'"mvery proud of you for standing up to them"

"Then?" he repeated, puzzled. "It was only Diggs."

"Nonsense. It was all of them except maybe Tojo."

"The only person | played cards with was Diggs."
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"But Thaddeus and Monk knew what he was trying to do to you. They coul d have
war ned you. "

"It is only natural that they did not. After all, Diggs is one of them | am
not . "

"The hell you're not!" she said firmy. "Stop being so self-effacing! You work
for the show, don't you? That's the only qualification anyone's ever needed.
It's the carnies against the marks."

"Well, they did seemdelighted that Diggs lost,"” he admtted thoughtfully.
"And even Diggs hinmself cane around this norning to tell me that he bore me no
grudge. | offered to give himback his noney again, but he refused to accept
it—so tonight we are playing a new gane call ed bl ackjack. | gather that M.
Flint has agreed to deal, so as to avoid any m sunderstandi ngs.'

"Keep an eye on him" warned Goria. "He's alnbst as good with a deck of cards
as Diggs is."

"Really? He is quite a remarkable man. | understand that he is al so the best



barker the show possesses, and | have been told that he once junped into the
trai ni ng cage—any years back, to be sure-when Monk was being attacked by a
trio of cats. Is that true?"

"I'"ve heard the sane story," said Aoria. "l suppose it is true—but | always
thought it wasn't so nmuch heroismas the thought of losing a top attraction
Besi des, he likes to fight; maybe he thought the cats would give hima good
wor kout . "

"Did they?"

She | aughed. "Monk says he scared them off just by yelling at them O course,
you can't always believe what Monk says . . . and if Thaddeus' |ips are
moving, it's a fifty-fifty chance that he's lying." Her face clouded over with

bitterness. "Especially if he's naking promses.”

She tossed the towel aside and started work on her stretch-, ing exercises.
Houdi ni stared expressionlessly at her.

"Don't just stand there like a lunmp,"” she said. "I can talk and bend at the
sane tine."

"I don't know quite what to say," he admitted.

"That's a novelty!" she |aughed. "You've hardly shut up for the past four
days."

"I can't help wondering why you maintain your daily
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regimen with such vigor when it is apparent that you will not be performng."

"I't's not apparent to nmel" she snapped. "One of these days we're going to hit
a world with humans, instead of just humanoids. |1've_ jot to keep fit."

He shook his head sadly. "When M. Ahasuerus says there are no such worlds,
other than your own, he is telling the truth. Besides," he added with a smle
"I was raised to believe that / was a human and you were a hunanoid."

"Real | y?"
He nodded his head. "It is the truth. Each race likes to think of itself as

being in the true i mage of God, and views all other races as sonehow aberrant.
Mne is no different.”

"You mean you believe in God?" she asked, surprised.
"Certainly," said Houdini. "Don't you?"
"l used to."

"It is curious," nused the magician. "The only nenber of your race who admits
to the existence of God is Tojo, and yet he would seemto have | ess reason
than any of the others."

"Because of the way he | ooks, you nean?" asked doria

"And the way he sounds," agreed Houdini. "If he believes in God, then he nust
surely believe that God has deserted him It would seemfar nore sensible for



say, M. Flint, an obviously successful man, to spend his days praising his
God, and yet he scoffs at the concept."

"Thaddeus was never nuch for thanking anyone," replied oria wyly. "As for
Toj o, he's probably the happi est person you know. "

"Trul y?"
"He spent his whole life looking for a famly. Now he has one."

"I see," said the magician.
"Sormetines / don't," admitted GQoria. "Tojo can be totally satisfied just
bei ng anmong his friends."

"And you can't?"

"No of fense, Houdini," she said. "But no, | can't. W're not all |ike that,
you know. Look at Monk. He'd sooner risk his |life agai nst anot her Denpncat
than stop being what he is.

Sone peopl e are only happy doi ng what they've been trained to do. It's all in
how you |l ook at it."

"Despite the fact that your profession is considered degradi ng?" asked
Houdi ni

"Who told you that?" she demanded. v
The magi ci an | ooked flustered. "I've spoken to sone of the others about
it—ust to try to understand your devotion to your craft."

"Yeah? Well, Priscilla would degrade herself in two seconds flat if Thaddeus
of fered her a raise. She's done it before.”

"l nmeant no offense," said Houdini

"I"msure you didn't, but you have to understand that degradation is in the
eye of the beholder. | never felt cheap or degraded when | was dancing, or
even when | heard Thaddeus and some of the others discussing it. | can't help
what they think. Al | can do is be true to nmyself. I'mnot |ike Tojo, or even
you. Friends and security aren't enough for me. I want to do what |'m good
at!"

"So do we all," he said gently.

"But most of you will settle for sonmething else. | can't."

"You feel | have settled for sonething | ess?" he asked earnestly.
"Do you plan to stay with the show?"

"It isinfinitely preferable to Kargennian's circus,” he replied. "I am
allowed to performny illusions, the people are congenial, and | have nade a
friend. Yes, | plan to remain."

"And you don't feel you've made any conprom ses?"



"But you only performfor five mnutes at a tinme, three shows a night," she
poi nted out.

"M. Flint feels that is all the audience will accept before becom ng
restless.”

"And you agree with hinP?" she persisted.
"No. Not really,"” he admtted

"But you don't fight it. You work less than two percent of each day, and you
settle for it because it's better than being wth Kargennian."

"I never looked at it that way," he said, his face troubl ed.
"Do you try new tricks, new routines that push you to the limts of your
abilities?"

"No, | do not."
"You settle," she repeated.

"But | amstill a magician," he insisted defensively. "I still performfor an
audience. | amnot like Tojo in that respect.”

She shook her head. "Tojo doesn't want to be a nmgician. He just wants to
bel ong, and he'll put up with every kind of abuse Thaddeus can dish out for
fear of |osing what he's got."

"Yes, | see," he said thoughtfully. "I am nmuch nore |like Tojo than like you."

"Cheer up," she said. "It's probably a lot nmore confortable."
"Confortable or not, it's nme," he said with a wan snile. "Wat can | do?"
"If it's you, why do you want to do anythi ng?" she replied.

"Because you make ne feel guilty,” he said. Then he shook his head. "No. You
make me feel ashaned.”

"Why? You're what you are. You can't be anything else. You' re Houdini the
Great, and at least you're working. I'mtrying to be a Butterfly Delight, and
I"'mtaking tickets from people who are paying to watch you and Monk and the
Dancer."

"Then be doria."

"I tried," she said seriously. "I really did. And | found out what | guess |
had known all along: doria' s not worth being."

"She is nmy friend," Houdini said firmy.

"That's only because you're a funny-looking alien who wal ks on three | egs and
pl ays poker with the boys," she replied with a sad smle. "Once you've been
around for a while, you won't like her or dislike her at all. You just won't
thi nk of her." She paused for a nmoment and gazed wistfully into the distance.
"I wish you could have net Butterfly Delight."

"Maybe soneday,” he said quietly.



G oria suddenly seenmed oblivious to his presence, and after
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a few mnutes the magician sighed and wandered back to the Mdway. Mnk was
nmedi cating his | eopards, Diggs was schooling his workers in some new scam or
other, and Stogie was trying out a new pantom ne routine on the Dancer, who
wat ched himw th a pl easant, inpassive smle on his face.

Finally Houdini spied Flint and M. Ahasuerus wal king toward the ship, and he
appr oached t hem

"M. Flint, I wish to have a word with you," he said harshly.

"I"ll speak to you later,’
toward the airl ock.

said the blue man to his partner, and started off

"No," said Houdini. "This concerns you, too.
M. Ahasuerus stared at him but said nothing.
"It's about doria," said the magician

"I told you | ast night— began Flint,

"I know what you told me last night," continued Houdini. "It is not good
enough. "

"I notice the word sir seens to have vani shed fromyour vocabul ary," renarked
Flint, |looking mldly anused.

"What is all this about, M. Flint?" inquired the blue man.

"Aoria s picked up a convert," replied Flint. "I suppose we're going to have
to let her play to another enpty house before he shuts up."

"No," said the magjcian. "But you can let her performin the specialty show "

"And have everyone wal k out before the Dancer arrives?" said Flint. "No
chance, Houdini."

"Let her go on in ny place," persisted Houdini

"I already told you: No," said Flint. "Besides, you' re a damed fine
magi ci an. "

"It doesn't mean as nuch to ne as her art does to her."

"You keep talking as if an audience wasn't involved," said Flint. "Look, if I
could run her act at a loss, 1'd doit, just to shut both of you up. But if
she sees one nore crowd get up and | eave, she could wind up in a
straitjacket."

"I amnot famliar with that term"

"My partner is trying to say that one nore rejection could well upset her
nment al bal ance,” said the blue man gently. "Sadly, | nust agree with him

GQoria is not a stable person.™
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"That's because she's not Joria at all," said Houdini. "She is Butterfly
Del i ght . "

"You, too?" said Flint disgustedly. "Butterfly Delight is a goddamed st age
nane, nothing nore."

"You are wong!" snapped the magician. "It is the only real thing in her
life!™

"The only goddammed reality that accrues to Butterfly Delight these days is
.that she's making the hired help awfully uppity!" snapped Flint.

Houdi ni turned to face the blue man. "l appeal to you, sir. Make him put her
back in the show "

"What can | say?" replied M. Ahasuerus with an el oquent shrug. "I agree with
him"
"But you are different fromhim" insisted Houdini. "You nust be!"

The bl ue man shook his head. "W are two sides of a coin. He | acks enpathy and
tact, although he is slowy acquiring both. I lack drive and anbition, though
| too am |l earning. W conpl ement each other perfectly.”

"I's there nothing I can say, no means by which | can supplicate you?" said the
magi ci an

"Let M. Flint and nyself discuss the matter in private," replied M.
Ahasuerus. "Possibly there is a conpronise to be discovered."

"Thank you, sir," said Houdini. He |looked at Flint. "I apol ogi ze for ny
rudeness. "
The magi ci an turned and began wal ki ng back toward the knoll, his shoul ders

hunched, his head | ower ed.

"I't's not just her anynmore, M. Flint," said the blue man. "She is starting to
affect the staff.”

"I know," Flint responded with a grinmace. "And if she can get an unaggressive
guy like Houdini to start yelling at us, how | ong before Mink and his bear
cone around dermanding Fair Play for Strippers?"

"Then shall we let her go back to perform ng?" nused M. Ahasuerus.

Flint shook his head. "I can't put her through that again. | wasn't kidding
bef ore—there's a chance she'll conme unglued if audi ences keep wal ki ng out on
her. Things like that aren't supposed to happen to Butterfly Delight."
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"Then what ?" asked the bl ue man.

Flint lowered his head in thought for a nonment, then suddenly | ooked up with a
smile.

"You know, M. Ahasuerus, a change of scenery just might do her a world of
good. "



"What are you suggesting?" asked the blue man. "Returning her to Earth is out
of the question.”

"I know," replied Flint. "But she's not doing herself any good sitting around
here noping day in and day out."

"Agreed."

"Look—the show can't spare you or ne just now, not the way business has been
pi cking up. And |I'm sure as hell not about to |let Mnk spend five years
hunti ng down a Red Devil. But sooner or later, sonmebody's got to go out after
Fast Johnny. Wy not her?"

"You' d be sendi ng one unstable personality out in search of another," replied
M. Ahasuerus dubiously.

"I don't think so," said Flint. "She's only in danger of cracking up when she
doesn't know who she is or whether she's worth anything. G ve her a ship and a
task and it just nmight convince her that she can be useful even if she keeps
her clothes on."

"Can she pilot a ship?"

"What difference does it make?" replied Flint. "This isn't a game of
hi de- and- seek. W know where Fast Johnny is. Just program one of the robots to
fly her there and back."

"M. Flint," said the blue man after considering the matter for a few nonments,
"I believe you may have hit upon a solution."

"Well," said Flint, "at least it can't hurt to give it a try."

"Indeed. It will give her tine to collect her thoughts and distance herself
from her problenms, and even Houdini wll have to acknow edge that we are
maki ng a sincere attenpt to alleviate the situation. M. Flint, | think you
have di scovered an al nost perfect conprom se."

"I'"ve been studying a master of the art,"” replied Flint with a snle. "Wen
haven't been trying to convert him that is."

Shoul der to shoul der, the unlikely partners entered the ship and began naking
t he necessary arrangenents.
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The journey took five days at speeds that were many nultiples of light. Goria
was resentful that the confines of the small ship were such that she was
unabl e to exercise, and before long resentnent had given way to

cl austrophobi a. She wi shed that M. Ahasuerus had programred the robot pil ot
to play cards or checkers, or at least to talk, though she couldn't imagine
what she would have to tal k about with a nmachine.

Finally, 117 hours into the voyage, the robot applied the braking mechani sm
and as the universe once nore becane intelligible on the ship's view ng
screen, she saw a large red star loonming off in the distance, above her and to
the right. They were approaching it so rapidly she was sure they woul d plunge
right into it, but after another hour had passed she realized that they were
going to slingshot around it. The robot chose an orbit al nost two hundred



mllion mles out fromthe star, and then she saw her destination: a brown
pl anet, partially hidden fromview by thick gray cloud cover. Again she had
the feeling that the ship was noving too rapidly to avoid a disaster, and
again she breathed a sigh of relief when it snapped around the planet as it
had done with the star, and began orbiting it at a height of alnost three
hundred mi | es.

The orbit was rapid and eccentric, and she guessed that the ship's sonmewhat
limted sensing devices were trying to find Carp's ship. It seemed an
i npossi ble task to her, but after

seven orbits a nunber of Iights began blinking on and off and the ship started
descendi ng.

She deci ded she woul d be happier if she didn't watch the ground cone up to
nmeet her, so she |eaned back in her seat and cl osed her eyes until she felt
the very gentle jarring sensation of touchdown and heard a nunber of the
ship's systens begin clicking off.

Only then did she ook at the viewscrBen again, and what she saw filled her
wi th di smay. How coul d Fast Johnny have chosen to stay on a world that | ooked
i ke watery chocol at e puddi ng—and how, given the size of that world, was she
ever supposed to find hinP

One of the ship's conputer screens began flashing an atnospheric readout, hut
she paid no attention to it. The planet's oxygen-nitrogen content held no
interest for her, and besides, M. Ahasuerus had al ready warned her that
conti nued exposure to the air—anything over fifteen m nutes—aould prove
hazardous. She had hoped to get away with just wearing a breathing mask, but
then she noticed on another screen that the tenperature was 16° centi grade.
She didn't know what that translated into as Fahrenheit, but she decided to
wear an entire spacesuit just to be on the safe side.

She pressed the button Flint had pointed out to her, and the ship produced a
burst of high-pitched whistles, intended to be |oud enough to draw the
attention of any nearby natives. (He had expl ained, as gently as he coul d,
that he didn't trust her to read a conpass and didn't want her straying out of
sight of the ship, and she had instantly agreed with no trace of enbarrassnent
or humliation.)

She pushed anot her button and the ship began sendi ng out short-wave radio
signals as well. Then, having nothing further to do, she watched the view ng
screen and waited. She had a sinking feeling that it would take days before
any inhabitants of the planet found the ship, but to her surprise she saw
three enormous gray slugs slither into vieww thin twenty ninutes. She

i medi atel y donned her spacesuit, hooked up her translating devi ces—ene for
sendi ng, one for receiving—and went out to neet them (They had used only one
devi ce—a sender—at the carnival, but that was because Flint didn't
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much care what the marks said as | ong as they spent their noney.)

"Hello," she said uneasily. "Can one of you tell me where |I might find John
Edwar d Car p?"

The three slugs responded with shrill hooting noises, and she realized that
she had not activated the translating devices. She did so now, and repeated
her questi on.



"One of us can," replied the nearest of the slugs.

Perhaps it was the way the translator worded the sentence, perhaps not.
Certainly there was nothing human in the tone of the voice, nor any trace of
humanity in the slug's body . . . but sonehow she knew.

"Johnny?" she said hesitantly. "Is that you?"

"H, Goria," replied the slug. "How s tricks?"

"My God-what have they done to you?"

Carp turned to his two conpanions. "You can | eave us now," he said. "I'll be
all right." He wiggled around and faced G oria again, as the other two slugs
crawm ed off into the slime and ooze of the planet's surface. "I figured
Thaddeus woul d send soneone after me before too rmuch |onger. That's why |'ve
been hangi ng around the ship. / can tell the Hods apart, but | inagine we mnust
all look alike to you."

"They're call ed Hods?"

"Yes. So am |, these days."

"I hardly know what to say," began Goria. "They told me what you had becone,
but being told is one thing and seeing it with my own eyes is another."

"I wouldn't know about that," said Carp, wiggling closer. "I don't have eyes
anynore."

"Ch!" said Joria, startled. "I hadn't noticed."

"Don't let it upset you. There are conmpensations. | assume you' re here for the
shi p?"

She nodded. "And for you."

"Good ol d Thaddeus!" said Carp, and fromthe way his body undul ated she was

sure he was laughing. "I'll bet he thinks he's going to hold me to ny
contract!"
"Johnny," said Aoria, "I knowit's you, but would you stop comng so near to

me? It nmakes ne nervous."

"Anything you say," said Carp. "Well, give me your

sales pitch, get it over with, and then take the goddammed ship and go."
"You really don't want to cone back?" she asked unbelievingly.

"To what? A five-and-di ne carnival ? | spent enough time |ooking at hicks and
freaks. Now |'ve joined them"

"But why?"

Carp's entire body shivered as he enmitted a | ong, hooting sigh. "You woul dn't
under stand. "

"Try nme."

"What the hell,"” said Carp. "You're probably the last human |'ve ever going to



see, so why not? By the way, you don't happen to have a cigarette with you, do
you?"

"I don't snoke," she replied. "It's bad for your cilia." Suddenly she was
struck by the absurdity of lecturing a slug on the evils of tobacco.

"I don't even know if the new inproved ne has any cilia," said Carp. "Onh,
well, it was a silly request at that. For all | know I m ght explode the
second | took a puff. Dam, but | mss them That's ny only regret,

d oria—eutside of the fact that | never got you into bed. Just tell ne
Thaddeus hasn't made it with you either, and all will be forgiven."

"He hasn't."

"Good." He paused. "Wy are you smling?"

"I thought you couldn't see," said G oria.

"I don't have eyes. That's not quite the same thing."

"Ch," said GQoria, bewildered. "I was smling because |'msitting here on a
strange world having a conversation with a gray slug who's dying for a
cigarette and regrets not having gone to bed with ne. | think that's pretty

funny, don't you?"

"I suppose it is at that," admtted Carp. "You know, | never thought | was
going to stay this way, not in the beginning. The only reason | vol unteered
was because the show was goi ng broke playing the worlds Ahasuerus chose, and
Thaddeus offered me too nmuch to turn it down."

"Where did they do it to you?" she asked.

"A Cor por at e-owned hospital over on Zeta PisciumIX " replied Carp. "That was
the cl osest one," he added. "I guess they've got about two hundred hospitals
that can performthe operation.’
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"How long did it take?"

"Three weeks fromstart to finish. They tell nme the usual surgery goes about
hal f that time, but they really had their work cut out for themwth ne."

"Did it hurt nmuch?" she asked, fascinated.

"Like hell itself," he said, and she was struck by the |lack of emotion in his
transl ated voice. "I cursed Thaddeus every second of every mnute | was”here.
The doctors had told nme there woul d be sone pain involved. Hah! When a surgeon
suggests that you might feel a bit of mld disconfort, you can bet your bottom
dol lar you're about to undergo the agony of the dammed." He paused. "And after
t hree weeks the pain was gone, and so was Fast Johnny Carp. They put nme in ny
ship and set the navigational computer for Baxite."

"Baxite?"
"That's what the Hods call this place. | guess you were told it's Gamma Scuti
V. Anyway, | landed here and went out to convince the natives that they

really wanted to play host to Thaddeus' carnival."

"But why here, of all places?"



"How the hell would I know? I'mjust a two-bit advance man, doria. | do know
t hey haven't been stockpiling any gold or dianonds or uranium You'd have to
ask Thaddeus or Ahasuerus or probably someone high up in the Corporation why
this place neans anything to them Al | knowis why it's valuable to ne."

"And why is that?"
"It feels good."
"l don't understand," said doria.

"I told you you wouldn't," said Carp. "I know it would sound better if |I said
t hey' ve got a Utopian society going here, or that no one ever breaks the |aw,
or that all the wonen are oversexed. But none of that's true. Actually,
they're kind of primitive, and there are a hell of a |lot of |awbreakers
around, and | haven't had the slightest desire to roll in the hay—er the
muck—ai th any of the wonen."

"Then why!"

"I know it's going to be hard for you to swallow, but | feel like a mllion
dollars. | like being a Hod. | like the new
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senses they gave ne, | like the way it feels when | wiggle around on the
ground, | like the taste of the stuff | suck up through this thing that used
to be ny nouth. | know it must disgust you, but 1 feel happier and healthier

than |'ve ever felt before."

"Have you a job?"

"Hell, no! Nobody has. Wat do | need noney for? When |'m hungry | stop
wherever | am and suck this stuff up. When I'm sleepy | burrow into the sline
and let it cover nme up. The Hods are friendly. They don't nake any demands
upon ne, they accept ne as one of them and we get along fine."

"But who wants to sleep in slinme?" she said, naking a face.

"That's the translator screwing up," said Carp. "Let nme see if | can rephrase
it. To you, it's slime. To ne, the way | amnow, it's |ike a warm wat erbed

with satin sheets and goosefeather pillows. To you, | drink muck and filth; to
me, it's like the finest dishes fromMaxims all laid out for me, waiting for
nmy choice." He paused again. "How can | make it clear to you? Walking is
nothing special. | did it every day of nmy life, and except for getting nme from
one place to another | never gave it any thought. But |loconoting in this body
is a sensual experience. It's like ... | can't come up with an anal ogous
word. "

"Li ke an orgasn®?" she suggest ed.

"No. That woul d drive anyone crazy. But it's like twenty-four hours a day of
mld foreplay, if you see the difference."

"I suppose so," she replied dubiously. "And you're really hooked on this
body?"

"Well, that's one way of putting it,"” said Carp. "I have no desire to ever
leave it, that's for sure. | nean, what the hell is there to go back to,



anyway? Just a bunch of m sfits—begging your pardon, Goria."

"But you were good at running the ganes," she said. "Al nost as good as the
Ri gger."

"So what? They were just ganes." He paused. "Not everyone is as much in |ove
with their professions as you are, Goria,, Sone of us would rather just be

happy. "

"You make it seemvery sinple.”
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"It is. Wiy not spend a few nonths as a Hod and give it a try? | guarantee
you'll like it. Who knows? | might finally get you under the covers—er the Hod
equi val ent of them"

"But | don't want to be a Hod," she said firmy.

"Then be whatever nakes you happy."

"My work makes nme happy."

"Well, | guess that's that," said Carp. "You can't be a stripper and a Hod at
the sane tine. We don't wear any clothes.” He paused. "l suppose | should be
enbarrassed about ny nudity, but | know how Hods | ooked to nme before | was one
of them"

"They | ook different now?" asked Goria slowy.

"Ch, yes. Nothing Iike becom ng a nenber of a species to |ose your distaste

for their |less el egant aspects. To be perfectly honest, |'m propositioning you
nostly frommenory; |'ve only been a Hod for a couple of nonths and al ready
you appear . . . well, alien, if you know what | nean."

"You get assinilated that quickly?"

"/ did," replied Carp. "But then, | like what | am | seemto renmenber that
M. Romany couldn't wait to stop |ooking like a Man."

"But it doesn't bother you at all?" she persisted.

"Not a bit. Look at how fast | |earned the |anguage. Oh, | took an intensive
sl eep-course in it on the way here, but that's not the sane as actually maki ng
all these hooting sounds. | practically scared nyself to death the first tinme
| heard nyself. Now | think it sounds kind of pretty."

"And there's no residual pain fromthe surgery?"

"Not a bit. | feel like . . . well, if I was still a Man, like | could screw
all night long, play three quick sets of tennis in the norning, and then go
out and run a marat hon. Those surgeons know what they're doing, all right.
They even fixed ny asthma while they were at it."

"What did it cost?"

"I don't know. Thaddeus paid for it.

"Tell me nmore about the pain."



"What's there to tell? It hurt."” He noved closer to her. "Don't tell me you're
t hi nki ng of becom ng a Hod!"

"No," she said slowy. "Not a Hod."
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"But sormet hi ng?"

"I"mconsidering it."

"Well, hot damm! Now Thaddeus can't have you either!"

"He never could, Johnny," said Aoria. "Can they turn you into anything you
want ?"

"No. They can't make you a chlorine or nethane breather, and I seemto
renmenber them turning down sone guy who wanted to nmove to a high-gravity
worl d. They said they could make himl ook the part, but that his bones and
muscl es woul dn't be able to support him But |I could be wong; | wasn't paying
much attention.” He raised his eyel ess head and studi ed her. "Just out of
curiosity, what do you want to becone?-"

"The sane as you, Johnny," she answered him "I want to becone sonet hing
like."

"I always |iked you just fine."

"You never knew me. You liked Butterfly Delight."

"Same difference," he replied.

"There's nore difference than you can inagine. How far is it to Zeta Pisci un?"
"I have no idea," he said. "My ship nade it in about three days—but | stil
don't know why shi ps sonetinmes go at |ight speed and sonetimes at fifty tines
light speed. In fact, there's a hell of a lot |I don't know about this dammed
gal axy. Maybe that's why | like being a Hod: | get to sink into the ooze and
not worry about stuff |ike that."

"Three days?" she repeat ed.

"/ thought so—but hell, maybe it was nine. They changed my metabol i sm around
to fit the world. It seenms to ne |ike a day and night are twelve hours apiece,
but for all | know they're ten mnutes or three weeks. That's what you've got
to understand about the surgery. I'mnot |like a Hod; | ama Hod." He paused.
"You m ght think about that before you nmake up your mind. If you go through
with it, you won't just be Goria Stunkel in a masquerade costune."

"That's fine by me," she said. "I never |liked being doria Stunkel anyway."
"I think that's what | |ike best about you," said Carp.

"\What ?"
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"You're even crazier than ne."

"If | decide to go to Zeta Piscium how do | get there from here?"



"Well, you can flap your arnms real hard or you can take a spaceship—+t's up to
you. "

"I see that becoming a Hod hasn't inproved your sense of humor," she said

dryly. "I don't know how to pilot a ship."
"How did you get here?"

"M . Ahasuerus programred one of the robots to fly me here. Do you know how to
reprogramit?"

"No—and even if | did, 1"'mno longer able to do any real delicate tinkering,"
answered Carp. He paused. "Wait a minute! |'ve got an idea. Your ship may not
have the route to Zeta Pisciumin its menory banks, but mne sure as hel

does. You can have the robot fly your ship back to wherever the showis at and
take mne."

"I still don't know howto fly it."

"I can't show you," said Carp, "but |I can tell you. It's not that difficult.
The navi gati onal conputer does just about everything except land it."

"I can't land a ship!" protested Joria. "I don't even know how to drive a
car!"

"It's up to you," said Carp. "Just how badly do you want to stop being doria
and become whatever it is that seens to appeal to you so nmuch?"

"Bad enough," she responded at last. "How long will it take for you to teach
ne?"

"An hour, a day, a week-who the hell knows? You' ve been doria Stunkel al
your life; can you keep being her for as long as it takes to learn.”

"Al'l right. Were is your ship? It nmust be close by, or the robot woul dn't
have | anded here."

"About two miles away," said Carp. "But we don't have to go there yet. | can
explain howit works while we're here, where you'll be confortable. My ship
was renodel ed, so to speak, for ny new i nmage."

"Yes, but your ship has a radio | can use w thout spending hours convincing
the robot that |'ve got a nmessage worth sending."

"And who do you want to talk to?"
"Thaddeus. "

"Al'l right," said Carp. "Follow me. We'll be going through what passes for
| ush vegetation on this world, but don't worry. Even if you |ose sight of ne,
I"'mnot the fastest-noving thing you' ve ever seen.”

They set off for Carp's ship together, and within half a mle doria was
sinking up to her knees in the mre with every step. Carp offered to let her
ride on his back, but sonehow the thought of naking physical contact with him
was nore repul sive than foot-slogging through her surroundi ngs, and she
declined the offer.

It took them al nost three hours to cover the distance, but at |ast they



reached the ship, and Carp entered It first.
"I know you aren't thrilled by ny proximty," he explained, "but the radio is
also rigged for a Hod. I'lIl get it homed in and then you can take over."

He spent a few minutes adjusting various dials and buttons and then slithered
back down to the ground.

"It's all yours,"” he said. "Press the blue button when you want to speak. This
i s going on subspace tightbeam which nmean it's pretty dammed fast, but it's
still going to take five or six mnutes for you to get an answer to anything
you say."

"Thank you, Johnny," she said, stepping around his pul sating bul k and cli nmbing
the stairs to the pilot's cabin. They took a bit of negotiating, since they
were made for a Hod, but finally she reached the radi o and pushed the bl ue
but t on.

"Thaddeus. This is @ oria. Can you hear ne?"

"It's going to take hima while to answer, even if he's sitting right next to
the radio," remarked Carp. "Want to play Three Thirds of a CGhost while we're
wai ting?"

She shook her head and stared intently at the radio. Just when she was sure it
wasn't working. Flint's voice cane over the speaker, crackling with static.

"This is Thaddeus. M. Ahasuerus says that it takes forever to hold a
conversation on these things, so let me ask you a batch of questions at once.
Did you find Fast Johnny? |Is he okay? Are you okay? Wen will you be comni ng
back? And is he com ng with you?" Then, as an afterthought: "Ch, yeah—Tojo
says hello."
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"Yes, | found fast Johnny, and no, he's not coming back with ne," replied
Goria. "And, while we're on the subject,. I'mnot com ng back either. But
don't worry, Thaddeus—'m not going native. In fact, |I've got a little

busi ness proposition for you.
17.

"Look at it, Thaddeus!" exclaimed Tojo, standing at the base of their two-nan
ship. "It's fabul ous!"

"Somehow | ' mnot surprised,” replied Flint, clinbing down the stairs and
joining him He paused to activate his sending and receiving translators.

"Ch? Had Houdini described it to you?"

"No," said Flint, looking at the sprawing nmegal opolis that crept up to the
edge of the spaceport. "But M. Ahasuerus has never expressed any interest in
pl ayi ng the Hesporite system so it stood to reason that they've got |ots of
people and a thriving econonmy.” He Iit an artificial cigarette and tried not
to cough.

Three nonths had passed since he had agreed to Aoria's deal, during which
tinme the carnival had crawl ed out of the red and into the black, and he had
managed to get Kargennian to spring for two nore rides and anot her dozen ganes
wor kers. The Dancer was still playing to packed houses, Stogie was pulling in



an extra two to three thousand custoners per night, and Julius Squeezer's
record now stood at 308 wi ns against only 17 defeats. Except for the death of
Monk' s | eopards, things couldn't have gone nuch nore snoothly, and Flint had
finally decided to take a few days off to check out his npbst recent

i nvest ment .

"I"msurprised soneone's not here to nmeet us," remarked Tojo, |ooking around.
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"If this were a science fiction story," said Flint, scanning the huge nunber
of boul evards that converged about a half nile fromthem "I1'd say the aliens
were giving us a survival test. Ch, well,"” he added with a shrug, "we night as

wel | announce oursel ves. "

He pulled a pistol out of his pocket and fired it into the air.

"That ought to get a response,” he said with a snile

"I didn't know you owned a gun, Thaddeus," said the hunchback
"l borrowed it fromthe Dancer."

"But why?"

"You never know when you're going to need one."

"But Hesporite Ill is a nmenber of the Community of Worlds! Surely you don't
expect any trouble here!"

"Tojo, there are carny people, and there's everyone else. You can't trust half
the carnies you know, and you can't trust none of the rest of "em" He fired
the pistol again. "If someone doesn't come by pretty damed soon, |'mgoing to
ai mthe next shot at sonething breakable."

Suddenly a snmall open vehicle approached them driven by a menber of Houdini's
race.

"I must informyou that weaponry of any type is illegal on Hesporite II1I,"
said the driver as the vehicle came to a stop

"Thi s?" asked Flint into his translator, holding his pistol up. "lIt's just a
noi senaker . "

"I arn afraid | mnmust examine it, sir," replied the driver
"Tell you what," said Flint. "You point out the way to The Seven- Star
Carnival, and you can keep the goddamed -thing."

"I must confiscate it regardless,” said the driver, "but once you give it to
me, | will be happy to ferry you to a public conveyance and gi ve you
directions to your |ocation."

FIl int shrugged, handed over the pistol, and clanbered into the vehicle after
first boosting Tojo onto the back seat.

They were driven to a train, which obviously term nated at the spaceport, and
told to get off at the tenth stop. The seats were not made for humans, and
they elected to stand for the duration of the journey. Aliens were not unknown
on Hesporite 111, but they were still rare enough so the two hunans got nore



than their share of curious stares during the trip.
/1S

Finally they got off and foll owed the signs—the witing was unintelligible,
but the illustrations were quite adequate—and within a nile they had cone to
the carnival, which had set up shop in the Hesporitan equival ent of a
cornfield.

"Lousy ganes," said Flint, surveying the Mdway with a practiced eye. "I guess
t hese guys never heard what old P.T. had to say about suckers and even
br eaks. "

"It seens clean, though," renmarked Tojo. "And they have sone nice rides."

"No freak show," said Flint. "Jesus! You'd think they'd be easy to put
together with a whol e gal axy to choose from"

"I think I've found what we're |ooking for!" exclaimed Tojo suddenly. He
pointed to a tent about two hundred feet distant, with a huge illustration of
a magi cian pulling sone kind of alien animal out of a hat.

"Looks like it," agreed Flint.

They wal ked up to the tent, paid their adm ssions after waiting a few m nutes
to find out the current value of a credit on Hesporite, and entered.

Houdi ni was standing on a makeshift stage, produci ng bouquets out of enpty
air with wild abandon, and even incorporating sonme tricks with one of the
Ri gger's ol d decks of cards.

"Full house," whispered Tojo, after doing a quick head count. "About three
hundred. "

FIl'int nodded, and concentrated on the magician. Houdi ni took about ten mi nutes
to work his way through his repertoire of illusions, then stepped forward to a
m cr ophone.

"And now, the nmoment you've all been waiting for," he announced, as the crowd
suddenly becanme nore attentive. "Presenting the first ecdysiast in the history
of Hesporite: the one, the only, the fabulous Butterfly Delight!"

The lights di med, the music began, and a single spotlight hit the stage as
Butterfly Delight stepped out and strutted to the center amid a wild cheer
fromthe crowd.

"That's not her," whispered Tojo. "It can't be!"

"Shut up and watch," answered Flint.

The dancer's features were still hunmanoid, but there was no trace of doria
Stunkel in them Her eyes, like Houdini's, were small and w de-set; her ears
were |large and set |ow on
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her head; her arnms seenmed to be jointed at slightly different places; and of
course she had the same tripodal structure as the other menbers of the race.

The t hree-1egged hootch dancer started bunping and shimying to the



nmusi c—alien nmusic, but with a primal beat that seenmed universal —and the

audi ence went crazy, filling the air with hoots and whistles and cheers. She
renoved a glove and threwit to them and a fight al nost broke out for
possession of it.

"They like her, Thaddeus!" whispered Tojo excitedly. "They really like her!"
Flint grunted an affirmative and kept his eyes on the dancer. Sone of her
nmoves had changed because of the nature of her new body, but as the act
continued he started noticing little touches that had carried oven the double
bunps in time with the snare drum the false nodesty until the audi ence
literally begged her to renobve her |ast few pieces of clothing, the way she
clung to the curtains. The floor work was gone—her three-|egged body coul dn't
adapt to it—but she had sone interesting noves in its place.

Finally the performance was over, and the dancer struck a pose, waited for the
ovation to die down, bowed once, and stepped back behind the curtain.

Flint waited until the tent had enptied out, then clinbed onto the stage,

hel ped Tojo up onto it, and felt behind the curtains until he cane to a flap
in the canvas structure.

He stepped through, and found the dancer seated on an incredibly conplicated
chair, a satin robe wapped around her sweating body, |ooking into a nmrror as
she renoved her makeup

"Not bad for a broad with three legs," said Flint softly.

She turned suddenly to face him

"Thaddeus!" she cried happily in English. "Did you see the show?"

Flint nodded. "Tojo doesn't believe it's you."

"It's me, all right," she replied with an alien smle. "Hello, Tojo. How are
you?"

"Fine, Aoria," stamered the hunchback. "And you?"

"Better than |'ve ever been," she said. She turned back to
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Flint. "Did you see the audi ence, Thaddeus? Did you hear then®"
"Yes."

"They' ve been like this since we got here! Two religious groups have even
tried to shut us down. It's just like the old days!"

"/f is," said Flint. "You aren't."

"You' re not backi ng down on our deal ?" she said quickly.
He smiled. "No. | |ike what | saw "

"Then we can stay in business?"

Flint nodded. "We'll pick up the tab for the surgery and bankroll the show in
exchange for half the profits.™



"I knew you'd go for it if you saw the show " she exclaimed, smling happily.
"Just one thing troubles nme," said Flint.

"What ?"

"Well, everything is new and exciting to you now, but you weren't born in this
body, and sooner or later | think you're going to get tired of it. \Wat
happens t hen?"

"She can al ways becone one of us again,” put in Tojo.

She shook her head. "Never again. But if | get tired of being a three-|egged
stripper, |I've got the whole galaxy to choose from There's thousands of races
out there, Thaddeus. Maybe |'Il becone a lizard and shed ny skin. Maybe 1'I

be a bird and molt to music. Who knows? But it's all there for the taking. As

long as | can work and make audi ences happy, |'m never changi ng back."

"Well, that's it," said Flint. He | eaned over and ki ssed her on a | eathery
cheek. "Good luck, Goria."

"Goria was a dull little stunmbl ebumthat nobody wanted,"” she corrected him
still smling. "I"mButterfly Delight."

"I guess you finally are," admtted Flint.
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18.

"Well, at least she is happy," said M. Ahasuerus, sitting behind his desk and
si pping fromhis ever-present cup of coffee. Flint was sprawl ed on his
partner's couch, while Tojo, unable to make hinmself confortable on any of the

f urni shings, stood by the doorway.

"She's nore than happy," replied Flint. "She's a goddamed star. She's going
to make us al nost as much noney as the Dancer."

"Who woul d have thought it?" nused M. Ahasuerus. "Qur dorial"
"She may be ours,” said Flint, "but she's not Qoria. Not any |onger."

They fell silent for a monent while Flint Iit a cigarette, coughed once, and
made a face.

"Are you ever going to teach those idiot robots how to nake one of these
t hi ngs?"

"They do their best," said the blue man.

"I notice they didn't have any trouble synthesizing decent coffee for you,"
muttered Flint.

"Well," sighed M. Ahasuerus, "at |east we're back to problens that we're used
to. 1'll reprogramthe galley robots tonorrow norning."

"See that you do," said Flint. Suddenly he grinned. "It does beat the hell out
of identity crises, doesn't it?"



"Indeed it does,"” replied the blue man, exposing his teeth in his equival ent
of a smile. "I assume everybody here knows who he is?"

"Sure," said Tojo. "I'mthe person Thaddeus yells at."

"And I'mthe guy who yells at the dwarf,’
M. Ahasuerus. "What about you?"

responded Flint easily. He turned to

"I"'mthe one who puts up with all of this and wonders why," replied the bl ue
man with a weariness that didn't quite mask his delight.
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