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FOREWORD

by
Joun CARNELL

THis fourteenth volume of New Writings In S-F is a partic-
ularly pleasing one to myself, mainly because all the stories
are ones which I like personally. A singularly rare occasion,
because I often select and publish stories which I know
are good but do not necessarily appeal to me as a reader. If
everyone’s taste was the same as my own there would be
little difficulty in preparing each volume. Many years ago,
as a magazine editor, I quickly found out that the most any
editor could hope to do was please half the readership half
the time. Even that is an optimistic average.

However, judging from reviews and reports, it does look
as though the average works out somewhat higher in this
series. Much of my own enjoyment usually comes in the
circumstances surrounding the selection of stories. For in-
stance, James White’s novelette “Blood Brother”, which
opens this volume, had been in the planning stage for some
time, but turned out a great deal different in its final draft
and is a worthy follow-up to “Vertigo” in No. 12. Then
Arthur Sellings recommended a Spanish-published story,
“The Song of Infinity”, by Domingo Santos, and as part of
our policy is to produce as international a volume as pos-
sible, we obtained permission to translate it into English. I
then discovered that this young author who lives in Bar-
celona had had nine novels and over thirty short stories
published and was editor of a Spanish science-fiction
magazine.
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Like Robert A. Heinlein and many other S-F friends, I have
long been a cat lover (we have three at present) and when
American author Paul Corey submitted “If Youre So
Smart”, it was practically guaranteed a sale—the fact that
it turned out to be one of the most powerful telepathy cat
stories since Fritz Leiber’s classic ‘“‘Space-Time For
Springers” (1958) made it a certainty. I was likewise taken
with Sydney ]. Bounds’ “The Ballad of Luna Lil”, but for
very different reasons. The more I thought about the dis-
tortions that obviously go along with history, the more I
liked this futuristic distortion of a ballad and the author’s
analysis of the probable truth.

Then Ron Mackelworth, who has been slowly forging
ahead as a writer for a number of years, came up with
“Tilt Angle”, a story of a future ice age; the atmosphere
and the characterisation he creates are intriguing and al-
most real—and make a welcome change from spaceships
and alien invasions! About this time, as the contents of
this volume were beginning to take shape, I was looking
for and hoping to find another strong novelette to balance
out when Vincent King, who with Keith Roberts and
several other writers is turning out to be among our most
popular contributors, sent in “The Eternity Game”. I had
very much wanted to include an experimental piece of writ-
ing in No. 14—and Mr. King had excelled himself. So much
so that at first [ felt the story would be too obscure for most
readers—the presentation alone is complex. But the more I
thought about it the more I felt the story was like an
abstract painting—the longer you look at it the more you
see; and certainly the underlying plot motive is strongly
there all through the story.

It therefore came as no surprise to learn that Vincent
King had been educated at Falmouth School of Art and was
at present an assistant lecturer at a northern College of Art
and Design. “I'm a painter and etcher, really,” he wrote. “I
take the view that art and life are both one big thing—
on good days it might all be comprehensible.” A truly
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philosophic attitude from one who admires the works of
so wide a field as Conrad, Nabakov, Heller, Golding, Rem-
brandt, Bob Dylan, T. E. Lawrence, Raymond Chandler and
many others!

Everyone’s taste and preferment will be as diversified as
Vincent King’s I am sure, so I do not expect every reader

to like and enjoy the contents of this volume just because
I do. Only about half, to be exact!

JOHN CARNELL
March 1968
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BLOOD BROTHER

by
JAMES WHITE

This is the third novelette in the new ‘‘Sector
General” series. The earlier stories, “Invader” and
“Vertigo”, appeared in New Writings In S-F Nos. 7
and 12. Each story, however, is separate and com-
plete in itself.






BLOOD BROTHER

ONE

LIKE a tremendous cylindrical Christmas tree the lights of
Sector Twelve General Hospital blazed against the misty
backdrop of the stars. From its thousands of viewports
shone light that was yellow or red-orange or a soft, liquid
green. But there were patches of darkness as well, and
behind these areas of solid metal plating lay wards and
corridors wherein the lighting was so viciously in-
candescent that the eyes of approaching ships’ pilots had to
be protected from it, or sections which were so dark and
cold that not even the feeble glow which filtered in from
the stars could be allowed to penetrate to their patients.

In addition to the patients whose numbers and physio-
logical classification varied from day to day it housed a
medical and maintenance staff made up from members of
the sixty-odd—sometimes very odd—intelligent species
known to the Galactic Federation. Together they prided
themselves that no case was too big, too small or too hope-
less for them, and their professional reputation and facili-
ties were second to none.

But the case currently under discussion in the office of
the hospital’s Chief Psychologist was a very large one
indeed.

“This is not a purely medical assignment, Doctor,” said
Chief Psychologist O'Mara seriously, ‘“although that side is
the most important, naturally. Should your problems de-
velop political complications——"

“I shall be guided by the vast experience of the cultural
contact specialists of the Monitor Corps,” said Conway.

“Your tone, Doctor Conway,” said O’'Mara drily, “is an
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implied criticism of the splendid body of men and creatures
to which I have the honour to belong. ...”

The third person in the room continued to make gurgling
sounds as it rotated ponderously like some large, organic
prayer wheel, but otherwise said nothing.

“... But we’re wasting time,” O’Mara went on. “You
have two days before your ship leaves for Meatball—time
enough, I should think, to tidy up any personal or pro-
fessional loose ends. You had better study the details of this
project as much as possible, while you still have comfort-
able surroundings in which to work.”

He continued, “I have decided, reluctantly, to exclude
Doctor Prilicla from this assignment—Meatball is no place
for a being who is so hyper-sensitive to emotional radiation
that it practically curls up and dies if anyone thinks a harsh
thought at it. Instead you will have Surreshun here, who
has volunteered to act as your guide and advisor—although
why it is doing so when it was quite literally kidnapped and
nearly killed by us is a mystery to me....”

“It is because I am so brave and generous and forgiving,”
said Surreshun in its flat, Translated voice. Still rotating, it
added, “I am also far-sighted and altruistic and concerned
only with the ultimate good of both our species.”

“Yes,” said O’Mara in a carefully neutral voice. ‘“But our
purpose is not completely altruistic. We plan to investigate
and assess the medical requirements on your home planet
with a view to rendering assistance in this area. Since we
are also generous, altruistic and ... and highly ethical this
assistance will be given freely in any case, but if you should
offer to make available to us a number of those instru-
ments, quasi-living implements, tools or whatever you
choose to call them which originate on your planet——'

“But Surreshun has already told us that its race does not
use them . ..” began Conway.

“And I believe it,” said Major O’'Mara. “But we know
that they come from its home planet and it is your problem
—one of your problems, Doctor—to find the people who
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do use them. And now, if there are no other questions...”

A few minutes later they were in the corridor. Conway
looked at his watch and said, “Lunch. I don’t know about
you, but I always think better with my mouth full. The
water-breathers’ section is just two levels above us——"

“It is kind of you to offer but I realise how inconvenient
it is for your species to eat in my environment,” replied
Surreshun. ‘“My life support equipment contains an interest-
ing selection of food and, although I am completely un-
selfish and thoughtful where the comfort of my friends is
concerned, I shall be returning home in two days and the
opportunities of experiencing multi-environment conditions
and contacts are therefore limited. I should prefer to use the
dining facilities of your warm-blooded oxygen breathers.”

Conway’s sigh of relief was untranslatable. He merely
said, “After you.”

Theoretically his Senior Physician’s armband should have
cleared the way so far as nurses and subordinate grades of
doctor were concerned, but the corridor was crowded as
usual with six-legged, elephantine Tralthans, the giant crab-
like natives of Melf IV, silver-furred Kelgian caterpillars and
other junior members of the staff who happened to have
the advantage of weight. An added hazard was the entity
bearing down on them in what was nothing less than a
massive refrigerator mounted on balloon tyres. So it was
not simple politeness which made him suggest that Sur-
reshun should lead the way—its half-track mounted water
tank would effectively clear a way through everything but
Tralthans.

Surreshun belonged to a species which did not possess a
heart or, indeed, any other form of muscular pump to
circulate its blood. Physically it was a large, fleshy dough-
nut which rolled continually because to stop rolling was to
die—its ring-like body circulated while its blood, operating
on a form of gravity feed system, remained still. Even the
simplest medical examination or treatment necessitated the
doctor rotating with his patient, and surgery would have
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called for the entire theatre staff, their instuments and
lighting to be attached to an elaborate ferris wheel.

It was hard to imagine how such an odd species had
evolved in the first place. Life for them must have begun in
a wide, shallow tidal pool so constituted that the tide
washed continually around it instead of going in and out.
Surreshun’s ancestors must have been very small, simple
creatures which had been rolled continually by the circular
tides, picking up food as they went. Gradually they had
evolved specialised internal musculature and organs which
enabled them to do the rolling instead of trusting to the
tides or currents, also manipulatory and locomotor
appendages in the shape of a fringe of short tentacles
sprouting from the inner edge of their ring-like bodies and
with the sensory, respiratory and ingestion apparatus posi-
tioned between them. Eventually had come intelligence, an
increasing measure of control over their environment,
nuclear power and spaceflight—which was where Sur-
reshun had come on the scene, its capsule leaking water
vapour at a controlled rate while it whirled and tumbled
along a rapidly decaying orbit giving every indication—to
Earth-human eyes, that was—of being in a distressed con-
dition.

So far as the crew of the Monitor Corps cruiser which
had also been in orbit around the planet was concerned it
was a simple rescue operation, but to Surreshun’s friends
observing the incident from the thick, soupy ocean in
which they lived it was plainly the abduction of a perfectly
healthy astronaut in a fully functioning space vehicle.

As they entered the dining hall Conway put that highly
embarrassing error out of his mind while he tried to decide
whether to eat standing up like a Tralthan or risk giving
himself a multiple hernia on a Melfan torture rack. All the
Earth-human tables were taken.

Conway insinuated himself into a Melfan chair while
Surreshun, whose food supply was suspended in the water
it breathed, parked its mobile life-support system as close as
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possible to the table. He was about to order when there was
an interruption. Thornnastor, the Diagnostician-in-Charge
of Pathology, lumbered up, directed an eye at each of them
while the other two surveyed the room at large and made a
noise like a modulated fog-horn.

The sounds were picked up by their Translator packs,
relayed to the great computer in the bowels of the hospital
and re-transmitted by the packs as a flat, toneless voice
saying, “I saw you come in, Doctor and Friend Surreshun,
and wondered if we might discuss your assignment for a
few minutes—before you begin your meal....”

Like all its fellow Tralthans Thornnastor was a vege-
tarian. Conway had the choice of eating salad—a food
which he considered fit only for rabbits—or waiting, as his
superior had suggested, on a steak.

But it quickly became plain that the delay would be
longer than a few minutes—Thornnastor, it appeared,
would not be itself during the next few days and it had to
take this opportunity to talk. There was a Creppelian
octopoid, physiological classification AMSL, which had
been admitted suffering from some exotic disease which
refused to respond to local treatment. Thornnastor would
have to take the available Educator Tapes on the species
and those of any similar race which might prove helpful in
the diagnosis and treatment. Conway would understand,
therefore, that it would be in no condition to discuss
sensibly any subject not directly relating to sick octopuses.
" Conway understood only too well.

The Hospital was equipped to treat every known form of
intelligent life, but no single person could hold in his brain
even a fraction of the physiological data necessary for this
purpose. Surgical dexterity was a matter of ability and
training, but the complete physiological knowledge needed
for the treatment of an e-t patient had to be furnished by an
Educator Tape, which was simply the brain record of some
medical genius belonging to the same or a similar species to
that of the patient being treated.
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If an Earth-human doctor had to treat a Kelgian patient
he took one of that species’ tapes until treatment was com-
pleted, after which the tape was erased. The sole exceptions
to this rule were Senior Physicians with teaching duties and
Diagnosticians.

Because the tapes did not impart only physiological data
—the complete memory and personality of the entity who
had originally possessed the knowledge was transferred as
well. In effect a Diagnostician spent much of his, her or its
professional life as a voluntary schizophrenic. The entities
apparently sharing one’s mind could be unpleasant, aggres-
sive individuals—geniuses, even medical geniuses, were
rarely charming people—with all sorts of alien peeves and
phobias. For the next few days Thornnastor would be a
very unhappy and confused beastie indeed.

As it discussed the coming assignment, however, Thorn-
nastor’s mind was anything but confused. All around them
people finished their lunches and walked, undulated, and in
one case flew out to be replaced by a similar assortment of
extra-terrestrials, and still Thornnastor continued to discuss
methods of processing the data and specimens they would
be sending him and the efficient organisation of this planet-
sized medical examination. As the being responsible for
analysing this mass of incoming data it had very definite
ideas on how the job should be handled.

But finally the pathologist lumbered off, Conway ordered
his steak and for a few minutes he performed major sur-
gery with knife and fork in silence. Then he became aware
that Surreshun’s Translator was making a low, erratic
growling sound which was probably the equivalent of the
untranslatable noise an Earth-human would make clearing
his throat. He asked, “You have a question?”

“Yes,” said Surreshun. It made another untranslatable
sound then went on, “Brave and resourceful and emotion-
ally stable asI am...”

“Modest, too,” said Conway drily.

“... 1 cannot help but feel slightly concerned over to-
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morrow’s visit to the being O’Mara’s office. Specifically, will
it hurt and are there any mental after-effects?”

“Not a bit and none at all,” said Conway reassuringly. He
went on to explain the procedure used for taking a brain
recording or Educator Tape, adding that the whole affair
was entirely voluntary and should the idea cause Surreshun
mental or physical distress it could change its mind at any
time without loss of respect. It was doing the hospital a
great service by allowing O’'Mara to prepare this tape, a
tape which would enable them to gain a full and valuable
understanding of Surreshun’s world and society.

Surreshun was still making the equivalent of “Aw,
shucks” noises when they finished their meal. Shortly after-
wards it left for a roll around the water-filled AUGL ward
and Conway headed for his own section.

Before morning he would have to make a start on tidying
up loose ends, familiarising himself with Meatball con-
ditions and drawing up some fairly detailed plans for pro-
cedure prior to arrival—if for no other reason than to give
the Corpsman who would be assisting him the idea that
Sector General doctors knew what they were doing.

Currently in his charge were a ward of Kelgians and the
hospital’s Tralthan maternity section. Despite the fact that
one species was covered in thick, silver fur and crawled like
a giant caterpillar and the other resembled a six-legged
elephant, they were fairly easy to deal with because they
had the same atmosphere and gravity requirements as Con-
way. But he was also responsible for a small ward of
Hudlars, beings with hide like flexible armour plate whose
artificial gravity system was set at five Gs and whose
atmosphere was a dense, high-pressure fog—and the odd-
ball TLTU classification entity hailing from he knew not
where who breathed superheated steam. It took more than a
few hours to tidy up such a collection of loose ends, even
though he was fortunate enough to have assistants who
were nearly killing themselves in their efforts to prove how
well they could handle things without him.
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The ‘courses of treatment or convalescence were well
advanced, but he felt obliged to have a word with them all

and say goodbye because they would be discharged and

back on their home planets long before he returned from
Meatball.

Two

CONWAY had a hurried and unbalanced meal off an instru-
ment trolley and then decided to call Murchison. Reaction
to his lengthy bout of medical dedication was setting in, he
thought cynically, and he was beginning to think only of
his own selfish pleasure . . .

But 1n Pathology they told him that Murchison was on
duty in the methane section, encased in a small half-track
vehicle—heavily insulated, jammed with heaters inside
hung with refrigerators outside—which was the only way
of entering the Cold Section without both freezing herself
to death within seconds and blasting the life out of every
patient in the ward with her body heat.

He called her, suggesting a trip to the recreation level
when she came off duty, but discovered that would not be
for six hours. While she spoke he could hear in the back-
ground the ineffably sweet and delicate tinkling—Ilike the
chiming of colliding snowflakes, he thought—of a ward full
of intelligent crystals talking to each other. Conway
promised to collect her in six hours.

His next call was to the office of Colonel Skempton, the
senior Monitor Corps officer at the hospital and the man
most likely to have the latest information on the Meatball
situation. A helpful Major placed the bulky Meatball file in
his hands and apologised for the absence of the Colonel—
apparently it was the middle of the night so far as Skemp-
ton was concerned. Conway yawned suddenly, remember-
ing that his own shift should have ended a long time ago,
then began to study the file.

Christened Meatball because Galactic Survey Reterence
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NI117/136/3 was verbally cumbersome and because Cap-
tain Williamson of the cultural contact and survey vessel
Descartes steadfastly refused the honour of having such an
odd and distasteful planet named after him, the place had
to be seen to be believed. Its oceans were a thick, living
soup and its land masses were almost completely covered
by slow-moving carpets of animal life.

In many areas there were mineral outcroppings and soil
which supported vegetable life, and other forms of vegeta-
tion grew 1n the water or rooted itselt temporarily on the
organic “land” surface. But an enormous area of the planet
was covered by a thick layer of animal life which in some
sections was nearly a mile deep. This vast, organic carpet
was subdivided into strata which crawled and slipped and
fought their way through each other to gain access to
necessary top-surface vegetation or sub-surface minerals or
simply to choke off and cannibalise each other. '

During the course of this slow, gargantuan struggle these
living strata heaved themselves into hills and valleys, alter-
ing the shape of lakes and coastlines and changing the
topography ot the planet from month to month.

The data gathered by Descartes before and during its
single landing attempt had led to a great deal of theorising
by the ship’s specialists.

It had been generally agreed that 1t the planet possessed
intelligent life it should take one of two forms, and both
were a possibility. The first type would be large—one of the
tremendous living- carpets which might be capable of
anchoring itself to the underlying rock while pushing ex-
tensions towards the surface for the purpose of breathing,
Ingestion and the elimination of wastes. It should also
possess a means of defence around its perimeter to keep less
intelligent strata from insinuating themselves between it
and the ground below or from slipping over it and choking
it off from surtace air, water and food. They were assuming

that intelligence in a massive organism of this kind would
require a permanent base from which to grow.
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The second possibility would be a fairly small life-form,
smooth-skinned and flexible so as to enable it to slip be-
tween the carpets on its way to and from the surface. It
should also be able to withstand enormous pressure and to
move fast enough to escape the ingestive processes of the
large types whose metabolism and movements were slow.
Their fixed base, if they needed one, would be a cave or
tunnel system in the underlying rock.

If either life-form existed it was unlikely to possess an
advanced technology—Ilarge industrial complexes or cities
were impossible on this heaving, ever-changing world.
Tools, if they had been developed at all, were almost cer-
tainly small, crude and unspecialised. . ..

But even the most beautiful of theories has to be proved.
Captain Williamson had chosen an area containing a large
clearing composed of some thick, dry, leathery material on
which to set down his ship. The stuff looked dead and
insensitive so that the tail flare should not cause pain to life
in the area, intelligent or otherwise. But the clearing had
slowly opened an enormous mouth and tried to swallow
them while their stern was pelted with small rocks or
pieces of metal. Descartes had taken off hurriedly with one
of the pieces of metal still inside the ship’s hull.

Shortly afterwards the lump of metal had entered Sector
General with a casualty caused by the too-hurried takeoff
and, when i1t was realised what exactly i1t was and what it
could do, the normally highminded medical types at the
hospital began to think covetous thoughts.

Basically it was a small, unspecialised, -thought-controlled
tool. Any desired shape, degree of hardness or cutting edge
could be had—immediately—just by thinking at it. Nobody
knew how or for what purpose it was used on Meatball, but
it was obviously the product of very high intelligence
which was philosophically rather than technologically
oriented. In Sector General, however, there was not a sur-
geon of any species who had not already oftered the equiva-
lent of a right arm to possess one of them.

24




But there was only one available and in all probability it
was immensely valuable and should by rights be returned
to its owner. At the same time the hospital needed it and as
many others as it was possible to lay their hands on, and all
they had to offer by way of trade were their medical facili-
ties—if and when they made contact with the users of these
wonderful tools.

When Surreshun’s vehicle had gone tumbling into orbit
they had thought that problem at least was solved. But the
big, water-breathing, constantly rotating doughnut knew
nothing at all about the tools or their users. Obviously there
was an intelligent species on Meatball which even Sur-
reshun knew nothing about.

Conway returned the file to the Major and left to collect
Murchison. He found himself yawning so hard that he was
in danger of dislocating his jaw.

Half an hour later they were in the recreation level,
where trick lighting and some really inspired landscaping
gave an illusion of spaciousness, lying on a small, tropical
beach enclosed on two sides by cliffs and open to a sea
which seemed to stretch for miles. Only the alien vegeta-
tion growing from the clifftops kept it from looking like a
tropical bay anywhere on Earth, but then space was at a
premium in Sector General and the people who worked
together were expected to play together as well.

Conway was feeling very tired and he realised suddenly
that he would have been due to start tomorrow morning’s
rounds in two hours’ time if he still had had rounds to
make. He would probably spend the rest of his date yawn-
ing in Murchison’s face. But tomorrow—today, that was—
would be even busier and, if he knew his O’'Mara, Conway
would not be completely himself. . . .

When he awakened, Murchison was leaning over him
with an expression which was a mixture of amusement,
irritation and concern. Punching him not too gently in the
stomach she said, “You went to sleep on me, in the middle
of a sentence, over an hour ago! I don’t like that—it makes
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me feel insecure, unwanted, unattractive to men.” She went
on punishing his diaphragm. “I expected to hear some in-
side information, at least. Some idea of the problems or
dangers of your new job and how long you will be gone. At
very least | expected a warm and tender farewell. ...”

“If you want to fight,” ‘said Conway laughing, “let’s
wrestle. ...”

But she slipped free and took off for the water. With
Conway close behind she dived into the area of turbulence
surrounding a Tralthan who was being taught how to
swim. He thought he had lost her until a slim, tanned arm
came around his neck from behind and he swallowed half
of the artificial ocean.

Later as he was taking her back to her quarters Conway
told her all he knew about his new assignment. Their
farewell promised to be tender and very warm indeed, but
it lasted only until the servo responsible for the section
trundled up and said, “I perceive that you are beings of
classification DBDG and are of differing genders, and note
further that you have been in close juxtaposition for a
period of two minutes fifty-three seconds. In the circum-
stances I must respectfully remind you of Regulation
Twenty-one regarding the entertaining of visitors in DBDG
Nurses Quarters. . ..”

“l forgot to tell you,” said Murchison, “they fixed it
again....”

Surreshun had already gone when Conway arrived in
Major O’Mara’s office. ““You know it all already, Doctor,”
said the psychologist as he and Lieutenant Craythorne, his
assistant, hooked him up to the Educator. “But I am never-
theless required to warn you that the first few minutes fol-
lowing memory transfer are the worst—it is then that the
human mind feels sure that it is being taken over by the
alien alter ego. This is a purely subjective phenomenon
caused by the sudden influx of alien memories and ex-
perience. You must try to maintain flexibility of mind and
adapt to these alien, sometimes very alien, impressions as
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quickly as possible. How you do this is up to you. Since this
is a completely new tape I shall monitor your reactions in
case of trouble. How do you feel?”

“Fine,” said Conway, and yawned.

“Don’t show off,”” said O’Mara, and threw the switch.

Conway came to a few seconds later in a small, square,
alien room whose planes and outlines, like its furnishings,
were too straight and sharp-edged. Two grotesque entities—
a small part of his mind insisted they were his friends—
towered over him, studying him with flat, wet eyes set in
two faces made of shapeless pink dough. The room, its
occupants and himself were motionless and . ..

He was dying!

Conway was aware suddenly that he had pushed O'Mara
on to the floor and that he was sitting on the edge of the
treatment couch, fists clenched, arms crossed tightly over
his chest, swaying rapidly back and forth. But the move-
ment did not help at all—the room was still too horrifying,
dizzyingly steady! He was sick with vertigo, his vision was
fading, he was choking, losing all sense of touch. ..

“Take it easy, lad,” said O'Mara gently. “Don’t fight it.
Adapt.”

Conway tried to swear at him but the sound which came
out was like the bleat of a terrified small animal. He rocked
forward and back, faster and faster, waggling his head from
side to side. The room jerked and rolled about but it was
still too steady. The steadiness was terrifying and lethal.
How, Conway asked himself in utter desperation, does one
adapt to dying?

“Pull up his sleeve, Lieutenant,” said O’'Mara urgently,
“and hold him steady.”

Conway lost control then. The alien entity who appar-
ently had control would not allow anyone to immobilise its
body—that was unthinkable! He jumped to his feet and
staggered into O'Mara’s desk. Still trying to find a move-
ment which would pacify the alien inside his mind Con-

27



way crawled on hands and knees through the organised
clutter on top of the desk, rolling and shaking his head.

But the alien in his mind was dizzy from standing still
and the Earth-human portion was dizzy from too much
movement. Conway was no psychologist but he knew that
if he did not think of something quickly he would end up as
a patient—of O’Mara’s—instead of a doctor, because his
alien was firmly convinced that it was dying, right now.

Even by proxy, dying was going to be a severe traumatic
experience.

He had had an idea when he climbed on to the desk, but
it was hard to recall it when most of his mind was in the
grip of panic reaction. Someone tried to pull him off and he
kicked until they let go, but the effort made him lose his
balance and he tumbled head first on to O'Mara’s swivel
chair. He felt himself rolling towards the floor and instinc-
tively shot out his leg to check the fall. The chair swivelled
more than 180 degrees so he kicked out again, and again.
The chair continued to rotate, erratically at first, but then
more smoothly as he got the hang of it.

His body was jack-knifed on its side around the back of
the chair, the left thigh and knee resting flat on the seat
while the right foot kicked steadily against the floor. It was
not too difficult to imagine that the filing cabinets, book-
shelves, office door and the figures of O’Mara and Cray-
thorne were all lying on their sides and that he, Conway,
was rotating in the vertical plane. His panic began to sub-
side a little.

“If you stop me,” said Conway, meaning every word,
“I'll kick you in the face....”

Craythorne’s expression was ludicrous as his face
wobbled into sight. O’'Mara’s was hidden by the open door
of the drug cabinet.

Defensively Conway went on, ‘This is not simply revul-
sion to a suddenly introduced alien viewpoint—believe me,
Surreshun as a person is more human than most of the
taped entities I've had recently. But I can’t take this one!
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I’'m not the psychologist around here, but I don’t think any
sane person can adapt to a continually recurring death
agony.

“On Meatball,” he continued grimly, “there is no such
thing as pretending to be dead, sleeping or unconsciousness.
You are either moving and alive or still and dead. Even the
young of Surreshun’s race rotate during gestation
until—"

“You’ve made your point, Doctor,” said O’Mara,
approaching once again. His right hand, palm upwards,
held three tablets. “I won’t give you a shot because stopping
you to do so will cause distress, obviously. Instead I'll give
you three of these sleep-bombs. The effects will be sudden
and you will be out for at least forty-eight hours. I shall
erase the tape while you’re unconscious. There will be a
few residual memories and impressions when you awaken,
but no panic.

“Now open your mouth, Doctor. Your eyes will close by
themselves. . .”

THREE

CoNwAY awoke in a tiny cabin whose austere colour
scheme told him that he was aboard a Federation cruiser
and whose wall plaque narrowed it down to Cultural
Contact and Survey vessel Descartes. An officer wearing
Major’s insignia was sitting in the single, fold-down chair,
overcrowding the cabin while studying one of the thick
Meatball files. He looked up.

“Edwards, ship’s medical officer,” he said pleasantly.
“Nice to have you with us, Doctor. Are you awake?”

Conway yawned furiously and said, ‘‘Half.”

“In that case,” said Edwards, moving into the corridor so
that Conway could have room to dress, ‘‘the Captain wants
to see us.”

Descartes was a large ship and its control room was
spacious enough to contain Surreshun’s life-support system
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without too much inconvenience to the officers manning it.
Captain Williamson had invited the roller to spend most of
its time there—a compliment which could be appreciated
by any astronaut regardless of species—and for a being
who did not know the meaning of sleep it had the ad-
vantage of always being manned. Surreshun could talk to
them, after a fashion.

The vessel's computer was tiny compared with the
monster which handled Translation at Sector General, and
even then only a fraction of its capacity could be spared for
translation purposes since it still had to serve the ship. As a
result the Captain’s attempts at communicating complex
psycho-political ideas to Surreshun were not meeting with
much success.

The officer standing behind the Captain turned and he
recognised Harrison, the lieutenant who had been the only
casualty of the first Meatball landing. Conway nodded and
said, “How’s the leg, Lieutenant?”

“Fine, thank you,” said Harrison. He added seriously, “It
troubles me a little when it rains, but that isn’t often in a
spaceship ...”

“If you must make conversation, Harrison,” said the
Captain with controlled irritation, *“please make intelligent
conversation.” To Conway he said briskly, “Doctor, its
governmental system is completely beyond me—if any-
thing it appears to be a form of para-military anarchy. But
we must contact its superiors or, failing this, its mate or
close relatives. Trouble is, Surreshun doesn’t even under-
stand the concept of parental affection and its sex relation-
ships seem to be unusually complex. ...”

“That they are,” said Conway with feeling.

“Obviously you know more than we do on this subject,”
said the Captain, looking relieved. “I had hoped for this. As
well as sharing minds for a few minutes it was also your
patient, I'm told?"”’

Conway nodded. “It was not really a patient, sir, since it
wasn't sick, but it co-operated during the many physio-
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logical and psychological tests. It is still anxious to return
home and almost as anxious for us to make friendly con-
tact with its people. What is the problem, sir?’

Basically the Captain’s problem was that he had a sus-
picious mind and he was giving the Meatball natives credit
for having similar minds. So far as they were concerned
Surreshun, the first being of their race to go into space, had
been swallowed up by Descartes’ cargo lock and taken
away.

“They expected to lose me,” Surreshun put in at that
point, “‘but they did not expect to have me stolen.”

Their subsequent reaction on Descartes’ return was pre-
dictable—every form of nastiness of which they were cap-
able had been hurled at the ship. The nuclear missiles were
easily evaded or knocked out, but Williamson had with-
drawn because their warheads had been of a particularly
dirty type and surface life would have been seriously
affected by fallout if the attack had been allowed to con-
tinue. Now he was returning again, this time with Meat-
ball’s first astronaut, and he must prove to the planetary
authorities and/or Surreshun’s friends that nothing un-
pleasant had happened to it.

The easiest way of doing this would be to go into orbit
beyond the range of their missiles and let Surreshun itself
spend as much time as necessary convincing its people that
it had not been tortured or had its mind taken over by some
form of monstrous alien life like the Captain. Its vehicle’s
communications equipment had been duplicated so there
was no technical problem. Nevertheless, Williamson felt
that the proper procedure would be for him to communi-
cate with the Meatball authorities and apologise for the
mistake before Surreshun spoke.

“The original purpose of this exercise was to make
friendly contact with these people,” Williamson concluded,
“even before you people at the hospital got so excited
about these thought-controlled tools and decided that you
wanted more of them.”
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“My reason for being here is not altogether commercial,”
said Conway, in the tone of one whose conscience is not
altogether clear. He went on, ‘“‘So far as the present problem
is concerned, I can help you. The difficulty stems from your
not understanding their complete lack of parental and filial
affection or any other emotional ties other than the brief
but very intense bond which exists prior to and during the
mating process. You see, they really do hate their fathers
and everyone else who .. .”

“Help us, he said,” muttered Edwards.

“... Everyone else who is not directly related to them,”
Conway went on. ““As well, some of Surreshun’s more un-
usual memories have remained in my mind. This sometimes
occurs after exposure to an unusually alien personality, and
these people are unusual. . . .”

The structure of Meatball’s society until the fairly recent
past had been a complete reversal of what most intelligent
species considered normal. Outwardly it was an anarchy in
which the most respected people were the rugged indi-
vidualists, the far travellers, the beings who lived danger-
ously and continually sought for new experiences. Co-
operation and self-imposed discipline was necessary for
mutual protection, of course, since the species had many
natural enemies, but this was completely foreign to their
natures and only the cowards and weaklings who put
safety and comfort above all else were able to overcome
the shame of close physical co-operation.

In the early days this stratum of society was considered to
be the lowest of the low, but it had been one of them who
had devised a method of allowing a person to rotate and
live without having to travel along the sea bed. This, the
ability to live while remaining stationary, was analogous to
the discovery of fire or the wheel on Earth and had been the
beginning of technological development on Meatball.

As the desire for comfort, safety and co-operation grew
the number of rugged individualists dwindled—they tended
to be killed off rather frequently in any case. Real power
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came to lie in the stubby tentacles of the beings who
worried about the future or who were so curious about the
world around them that they were willing to do shameful
things and give up practically all of their physical freedom
to satisfy it. They made a token admission of guilt and lack
of authority, but they were, in fact, the real rulers. The
individualists who were nominally the rulers had become
figureheads with one rather important exception.

The reason for this topsy turvy arrangement was a deep,
sex-based revulsion towards all blood relations. Since the
rollers of Meatball had evolved in a fairly small and con-
fined area and had been forced to move continually within
this area, physical contact for mating purposes—a wholly
instinctive affair in pre-sapient times—was much more
likely to occur between relatives than complete strangers,
they had evolved an effective safeguard against inbreeding.

Surreshun’s species reproduced hermaphroditically. Each
parent after mating grew their twin offspring, one on each
side of their bodies like continuous blisters encircling the
side walls of a tyre. Injury, disease or the mental confusion
immediately following birth could cause the parent to lose
balance, roll on to its side, stop and die. But this type of
fatality occurred less frequently now that there were
machines to maintain the parent’s rotation until it was out
of danger. But the points where the children eventually
detached themselves from their parents remained very
sensitive areas to everyone concerned and their positions
were governed by hereditary factors. The result was that
any close blood relation trying to make mating contact
caused itself and the other being considerable pain. The
rollers really did hate their fathers and every other relative.
They had no choice.

“... And the very brief period of courtship,” Conway
added in conclusion, “explains the apparent boastfulness
we have observed in Surreshun. During a chance converg-
ence on the sea bottom there is never much time to impress
an intended mate with the strength and beauty of one’s
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personality, so that modesty is definitely a non-survival
characteristic.”

The Captain gave Surreshun a long, thoughtful look, then
turned back to Conway. I take it, Doctor, that our friend,
because of the long training and discipline necessary to its
becoming Meatball’s first astronaut, belongs to the lowest
social stratum even though unofficially it may be quite well
thought of 2”

Conway shook his head. “You're forgetting, sir, the im-
portance—again this is tied in with the avoidance of in-
breeding—which these people place on the far travellers
who bring back new blood and knowledge. In this respect
Surreshun is unique. As the planet’s first astronaut it is top
dog no matter which way to view it—it is the most re-
spected being on its world and its influence is, well, con-
siderable.” )

The Captain did not speak, but his features were stretch-
ing themselves into the unusual, for them, configuration of
a smile.

“Speaking as one who has been inside looking out,” said
Conway, “you can be sure that it doesn’t hold a grudge
over being kidnapped—it feels obligated to us, in fact—and
that it will co-operate during contact procedure. Just re-
member, sir, to stress our differences to these people. They
are the strangest species we have encountered—which is
literally true. Be especially careful not to talk about us all
being brothers under the epidermis, or that we belong to the
great, galaxy-wide family of intelligent life. ‘Family’ and
‘Brother’ are dirty words!”

Shortly afterwards Williamson called a meeting of the
cultural contact and communications specialists to discuss
Conway’s new information. Despite the poor translation
facilities available on Descartes, by the time the watch-
keeping officers in the control room had been relieved for
the second time they had completed plans for making con-
tact with the natives of Meatball.

But the senior cultural contact specialist was still not
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satisfied—he wanted to study the culture in depth. Normal
civilisations, he insisted, were based upon the extension of
family ties to tribe, village and country until eventually the
world was united. He could not see how a civilisation could
rise without such co-operation at family and tribal level,
but he thought that a closer study of personal relationships
might clarify things. Perhaps Doctor Conway would like to
take the Surreshun tape again?

Conway was tired, irritable and hungry. His reply was
forestalled by Major Edwards who said, “No! Definitely
not! O’Mara has given me strict instructions about this.
With respect, Doctor, he forbids it even if you are stupid
enough to volunteer. This is one species whose tapes are
unusable. Dammit, I'm hungry and I don’t want more
sandwiches!”

“Me, too,” said Conway.

“Why are doctors always hungry?” asked the CC officer.

“Gentlemen,” said the Captain tiredly.

“Speaking personally,” Conway said, “it is because my
entire adult life has been devoted to the unselfish service of
others and my wide powers of healing and surgical skill in-
stantly available at any time of the day or night. The tenets
of my great and altruistic profession demand no less. These
sacrifices, the long hours, inadequate sleep and irregular
meals I suffer willingly and without complaint. If I should
think of food more often than seems normal for lesser
beings it is because some medical emergency may arise to
make the next meal uncertain and eating now will enable
me to bring a greater degree of skill—even laymen like
yourselves must appreciate the effect of malnutrition on
mind and muscle—to the aid of my patient.”

He added drily, “There is no need to stare, gentlemen. I
am merely preparing my mind for contact with Surreshun’s
people by pretending that modesty does not exist.”

For the remainder of the voyage Conway divided his
time between Communications and Control talking to the
Captain, Edwards and Surreshun. But by the time Descartes
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materialised inside the Meatball solar system he had gained
very little useful information on the practice of medicine
on the planet and even less about its medical practitioners.

Contact with his opposite numbers on Meatball was
essential for the success of the assignment.

But curative surgery and medicine were very recent
developments which had become possible only when the
species learned how to rotate while remaining in one posi-
tion. There were vague references to another species, how-
ever, who acted as physicians of sorts. From Surreshun’s
description they seemed to be part physician, part parasite
and part predator. Carrying one of them was a very risky
business which very often caused imbalance, stoppage
and death in the patient’s continually rotating body. The
doctor, Surreshun insisted, was more to be feared than the
disease.

With the limited translation facilities it was unable to
explain how the beings communicated with their patients.
Surreshun had never met one personally nor was it on
rolling-together terms with anyone who had. The nearest it
could express it was that they made direct contact with the
patient’s soul.

“Oh Lord,” said Edwards, “what next?”

‘““Are you praying or just relieving your feelings?” asked
Conway.

The Major grinned, then went on seriously, “If our friend
uses the word ‘soul’ it is because your hospital translator
carries the word with an equivalent Meatball meaning.
You'll just have to signal the hospital to find out what that
overgrown electronic brain thinks a soul is.”

“O’'Mara,” said Conway, “will begin wondering about
my mental health again. ...”

By the time the answer arrived Captain Williamson had
successfully made his apologies to the Meatball non-
authorities and Surreshun had painted such a glowing pic-
ture of the utter strangeness of the Earth-humans that their
welcome was assured. Descartes had been requested to
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-remain in orbit, however, until a suitable landing area had
been marked out and cleared.

“According to this,” said Edwards as he passed the signal
flimsy to Conway, “the computer’s definition of ‘soul’ is
simply ‘the life principle’. O’'Mara says the programmers
did not want to confuse it with religious and philosophical
factors by including material on immortal souls. So far as
the translation computer is concerned if a thing is alive
then it has a soul. Apparently Meatball physicians make
direct contact with their patients’ life-principle.”

“Faith healing, do you think?”

“I don’t know, Doctor,” said Edwards. “It seems to me
that your Chief Psychologist isn’t being much help on this
one. And if you think I'm going to help by giving you
Surreshun’s tape again, save your breath.”

Conway was surprised at the normal appearance of
Meatball as seen from orbit. It was not until the ship was
within ten miles of the surface that the slow wrinklings and
twitchings of the vast carpets of animal tissue which
crawled over the land surface became obvious, and the un-
natural stillness of the thick, soupy sea. Only along the
shorelines was there activity. Here the sea was stirred into a
yellow-green froth by water-dwelling predators large and
small tearing furiously at the living coastline while the
“land” fought just as viciously back.

Descartes came down about two miles off a peaceful
stretch of coast in the centre of an area marked with
brightly coloured floats, completely hidden in the cloud of
steam produced by its tail-flare. As the stern slipped below
the surface, thrust was reduced and it came to rest gently
on the sandy sea bottom. The great mass of boiled water
produced by the flare drifted slowly away on the tide and
the people began to roll up.

Literally, thought Conway.

Like great soggy doughnuts they rolled out of the green
liquid fog and up to the base of the ship, then around and
around it. When outcroppings of rock or a spikey sea
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growth got in the way they wobbled ponderously around
it, sometimes laying themselves almost flat for an instant if
forced to reverse direction, but always maintaining their
constant rate of rotation and the maximum possible dis-
tance from each other.

Conway waited for a decent interval to allow Surreshun
to descend the ramp and be properly welcomed by its non-
friends. He was wearing a lightweight suit identical to the
type used in the water-breather’s section of the hospital,
both for comfort and to show as much as possible of his
oddly-shaped body to the natives. He stepped off the side of
the ramp and fell slowly towards the sea bottom, listening
to the translated voices of Surreshun, the VIPs and the
louder members of the circling crowd.

When he touched bottom he thought he was being
attacked at first. Every being in the vicinity of the ship tried
to score the nearest possible miss on him and each one said
something as it passed. The suit mike picked up the sound
as a burbling grunt but the translator, because it was a
simple message within the capabilities of the ship’s com-
puter, relayed it as ‘““Welcome stranger”.

There could be no doubt about their sincerity—on this
cockeyed world the warmth of a welcome was directly
proportional to the degree of strangeness. And they did not
mind answering questions one little bit. From here on in,
Conway was sure his job would be easy.

Almost the first thing he discovered was that they had no
real need of his professional services.

It was a society whose members never stopped moving
through and around ‘“‘towns” which were simply facilities
for manufacture, learning or research rather than large
groupings of living quarters—on Meatball there were no
living quarters. After a period of work on a mechanically
rotated frame the doughnut slipped out of its retaining har-
ness and rolled away to seek food, exercise, excitement or
strange company somewhere across the sea bed.
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There was no sleep, no physical contact other than for
reproduction, no tall buildings, no burial places.

When one of the rollers stopped due to age, accident or a
run-in with one of the predators or a poison-spined plant it
was ignored. The generation of internal gases which took
place shortly after death caused the body to float to the
surface where the birds and fish disposed of it.

Conway spoke to several beings who were too old to roll
and who were being kept alive by artificial feeding while
they were rotated in their individual ferris wheels. He was
never quite sure whether they were kept alive because of
their value to the community or simply the subjects of
experimentation. He knew that he was seeing geriatrics
being practised, but other than a similar form of assistance
with difficult births this was the only form of medicine he
encountered.

Four

MEANWHILE the survey teams were mapping the planet and
bringing in specimens by the boat load. Most of this
material was sent to Sector General for processing and very
soon detailed analysis suggestions for treatment began
coming from Thormnastor. According to the Diagnostician-
Pathologist Meatball had a medical problem of the utmost
urgency. Conway and Edwards, who had had a preliminary
look at the data and a number of low-level flights over the
planetary surface, could not have agreed more.

“We can begin a preliminary diagnosis of the planet’s
troubles,” said Conway angrily, “which are caused by the
rollers being too damned free with the use of nuclear
weapons! But we still badly need a local appreciation of
the medical situation and that we are not getting. The big
question is——"

“Is there a doctor in the house?” said Edwards, grinning.
“And if so, where?”

“Exactly,” said Conway. He did not laugh.
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Outside the direct vision port the slow, turgid waves re-
flected the moonlight through a curtain of surface mist. The
moon, which was approaching Roche’s Limit and disin-
tegration, would pose the inhabitants of Meatball yet
another major problem—but not for another million years
or so. At the moment it was a great jagged crescent illu-
minating the sea, the two hundred feet of Descartes which
projected above the surface and the strangely peaceful
shoreline.

Peaceful because it was dead and the predators refused to
eat carrion.

“If I built a rotating framework for myself would
O'Mara .. ?” began Conway.

Edwards shook his head. “Surreshun’s tape is more
dangerous than you think—you were very lucky not to
have lost all of your marbles, permanently. Besides, O’'Mara
has already thought of that idea and discarded it. Rotating
yourself while under the influence of the tape, either in a
swivel chair or in a gadget built by our machine shop, will
fool your mind for only a few minutes, he says. But I'll ask
him again if you like?”

“I'll take your word for it,” said Conway. Thoughtfully,
he went on, “The question I keep asking myself is where on
this planet is a doctor most likely to be found. Suppose the
answer is where the greatest number of casualties occur,
that is, along the coastlines——"’

“Not necessarily,” Edwards objected. “One doesn’t nor-
mally find a doctor in a slaughter-house. And don’t forget
that there is another intelligent race on this planet, the
makers of those thought-controlled tools. Isn’t it possible
that your doctors belong to this race and your answer lies
outside the roller culture entirely?”’

“True,” said Conway. “But here we have the willing co-
operation of the natives and we should make all possible
use of it. I shall ask permission, I think, to follow one of our
far-travelling doughnuts next time it sets off on a trip. It
may be like having a third party along on a honeymoon
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and I may be told politely where to go with my request,
but it is obvious that there are no doctors in the towns or
settled areas and it is only the travellers who have a chance
of meeting one. Meanwhile,” he ended, “let’s try to find
that other intelligent species.”

Two days later Conway made contact with a non-rela-
tive of Surreshun’s who worked in the nearby power
station, a nuclear reactor in which he felt almost at home
because it had four solid walls and a roof. The roller was
planning a trip along an unsettled stretch of coast at the
end of its current work period which, Conway estimated,
would last- two or three days. The being’s name was
Camsaug and it did not mind Conway coming along pro-
vided he did not stay too close if certain circumstances
arose. It described the circumstances in detail and without
apparent shame.

Camsaug had heard about the ‘“‘protectors”, but only at
second or third hand. They did not cut people and sew
them up again as Conway’s doctors did—it did not know
what they did exactly, only that they often killed the
people they were supposed to protect. They were stupid,
slow-moving beings who for some odd reason stayed close
to the most active and dangerous stretches of shore.

“Not a slaughter-house, Major, a battlefield,” said Con-
way smugly. “You expect to find doctors on a battle-
field...”

But they could not wait for Camsaug to start its vacation
—Thomnastor’s reports, the samples brought in by the
scoutships and their own unaided eyes left no doubt about
the urgency of the situation.

Meatball was a very sick planet. Surreshun’s people had
been much too free in the use of their newly discovered
atomic energy. Their reason for this was that they were an
expanding culture which could not afford to be hampered
by the constant threat of the massive land beasts. By
detonating a series of nuclear devices a few miles inland,
taking good care that the wind would not blow the fallout

41



on to their own living area, of course, they had killed large
areas of the land-beast. They were now able to establish
bases on the dead land to further their scientific investiga-
tion in many fields.

They did not care that they spread blight and cancer over
vast areas far inland—the great carpets were their natural
enemy. Hundreds of their people were stopped and eaten
by the land-beasts every year and now they were simply
getting their own back.

“Are these carpets alive and intelligent?” asked Conway
angrily as their scoutship made a low-level run over an area
which seemed to be afflicted with advanced gangrene. ‘“Or
are there small, intelligent organisms living in or under it?
No matter which, Surreshun’s people will have to stop
chucking their filthy bombs about!”

“l agree,” said Edwards. “But we’ll have to tell them
tactfully. We are their guests, you know.”

“You shouldn’t have to tell a man tactfully to stop killing
himself!”

“You must have had unusually intelligent patients, Doc-
tor,” said Edwards drily. He went on, “If the carpets are
intelligent and not just stomachs with the attachments for
keeping them filled they should have eyes, ears and some
kind of nervous system capable of reacting to outside
stimuli >

“When Descartes landed first there was quite a reaction,”
said Harrison from the pilot’s position. “The beastie tried to
swallow us! We'll be passing close to the original landing
site in a few minutes. Do you want to look at it?”

“Yes, please,” said Conway. Thoughtfully, he added,
“Opening a mouth could be an instinctive reaction from a
hungry and unintelligent beast. But intelligence of some
kind was present because those thought-controlled tools
came aboard.”

They cleared the diseased area and began to chase their
shadow across large patches of vivid green vegetation.
Unlike the types which recycled air and wastes these were
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tiny plants which served no apparent purpose. The speci-
mens which Conway had examined in Descartes’ lab had
had very long, thin roots and four wide leaves which rolled
up tight to display their yellow undersides when they were
shaded from the light. Their scoutship trailed a line of
rolled-up leaves in the -wake of its shadow as if the surface
was a bright green oscilloscope screen and the ship’s
shadow a high persistency spot.

Somewhere in the back of Conway’s mind an idea began
to take shape, but it dissolved again as they reached the
original landing site and began to circle.

It was just a shallow crater with a lumpy bottom,
Conway thought, and not at all like a mouth. Harrison
asked if they wanted to land, in a tone which left no doubt
that he expected the answer to be ‘“No”.

“Yes,” said Conway.

They landed in the centre of the crater. The doctors put
on heavy duty suits as protection against the plants which,
both on land and under the sea, defended themselves by
lashing out with poison-thorn branches or shooting lethal
quills at anything that came too close. The ground gave no
indication of opening up and swallowing them so they
went outside leaving Harrison ready to take off in a hurry
should it decide to change its mind.

Nothing happened while they explored the crater and
immediate surroundings so they set up the portable drilling
rig to take back some local samples of skin and underlying
tissue. All scoutships carried these rigs and specimens had
been taken from hundreds of areas all over the planet. But
here the specimen was far from typical—they had to drill
through nearly fifty feet of dry, fibrous skin before they
came to the pink, spongy, underlying tissue. They trans-
ferred the rig to a position outside the crater and tried
again. Here the skin was only twenty feet thick, the
planetary average.

“This bothers me,” said Conway suddenly. “There was
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no oral cavity, no evidence of operating musculature, no
sign of any kind of opening. It can’t be a mouth!”

“It wasn’t an eye it opened,” said Harrison on the suit
frequency. “I was there . .. here, [ mean.”

“It looks just like scar tissue,” said Conway. “But it’s too
deep to have been formed only as a result of burning by
Descartes’ tail flare. And why did it just happen to have a
mouth here anyway, just where the ship decided to land?
The chances against that happening are millions to one.
And why haven’t other mouths been discovered inland?
We’'ve surveyed every square mile of the land mass, but the
only surface mouth to appear was a few minutes after
Descartes landed. Why?”

“It saw us coming and . ..” began Harrison.

“What with?” said Edwards.

“... Or felt us land, then, and decided to form a
mouth ...”

“A mouth,” said Conway, “with muscles to open and
close it, with teeth, pre-digestive juices and an alimentary
canal joining it to a stomach which, unless it decided to
form that as well, could be many miles away—all within a
few minutes of the ship landing? From what we know of
carpet metabolism I can’t see all that happening so quickly,
can you?”

Edwards and Harrison were silent.

“From our study of the carpet inhabiting that small
island to the north,” said Conway, ‘“we have a fair idea of
how they function.”

Since the day after their arrival the island had been kept
under constant observation. Its inhabitant had an incredibly
slow, almost vegetable, metabolism. The carpet’s upper
surface appeared not to move, but it did in fact alter its
contours so as to provide a supply of rain water wherever
needed for the plant-life which recycled its air and wastes
or served as an additional food supply. The only real
activity occurred around the fringes of the carpet where the
great being had its mouths. But here again it was not the
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carpet itself which moved quickly but the hordes of preda-
tors who tried to eat it while it slowly and ponderously ate
them by sucking them in with the thick, food-rich sea
water. The other big carpets unlucky enough not to have a
fringe adjoining the sea ate vegetation and each other.

The carpets did not possess hands or tentacles or manipu-
latory appendages of any kind—just mouths and eyes cap-
able of tracking an arriving spaceship.

“Eyes?” said Edwards. “Why didn’t they see our scout-
ship?”

“There have been dozens of scoutships and copters flit-
ting about recently,” said Conway, “and the beast may be
confused. But what I'd like you to do now, Lieutenant, is
take your ship up to, say, one thousand feet and do a series
of figure-of-eight turns. Do them as tightly and quickly as
possible, cover the same area of ground each time and make
the cross-over point directly above our heads. Got it?”

“Yes, but .. .”

“This will let the beastie know that we aren’t just any
scoutship but a very special one,” Conway explained, then
added, ‘“‘be ready to pick us up in a hurry if something goes
wrong.”

A few minutes later Harrison took off leaving the two
doctors standing beside their drilling rig. Edwards said, I
see what you mean, Doctor. You want to attract attention
to us. ‘X’ marks the spot and an ‘X’ with closed ends is a
figure-of-eight. Persistency of vision will do the rest.”

The scoutship was criss-crossing above them in the
tightest turns Conway had ever seen. Even with the ship’s
gravity compensators working at full capacity Harrison
must have been taking at least four Gs. On the ground the
ship’s shadow whipped past and around them, trailing a
long, bright yellow line of rolled up leaves. The ground
shook to the thunder of the tiny vessel’s jets and then, very
slightly, it began shaking by itself.

“Harrison!”

The scoutship broke off the manoeuvre and roared in
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to a landing behind them. By then the ground was already
beginning to sag.

Suddenly they appeared.

Two large, flat metal discs embedded vertically in the
ground, one about twenty feet in front of them and the
other the same distance behind. As they watched each disc
contracted suddenly into a shapeless blob of metal which
crawled a few feet to the side and then suddenly became a
large, razor-edged disc again, cutting a deep incision in the
ground. The discs had each cut more than a quarter circle
around them and the ground was sagging rapidly inside the
incisions before Conway realised what was happening.

“Think cubes at them!” he yelled. “Think something
blunt! Harrison!”

“Lock’s open. Come running.”

But they could not run without taking their eyes and
minds off the discs, and if they did that they could not run
fast enough to clear the circular incision which was being
made around them. Instead they sidled towards the scout-
ship, willing every inch of the way that the discs become
cubes or spheres or horseshoes—anything but the great,
circular scalpels which something had made them become.

FIVE

AT Sector General Conway had watched his colleague Man-
nen perform incredible feats of surgery, using one of these
thought-controlled tools, an all-purpose surgical instrument
which became anything he wanted it to be, instantly. Now
two of the things were crawling and twisting like metallic
nightmares as they tried to shape them one way and some-
thing else—which was their owner and as such had more
expertise—tried to shape them another. It was a very one-
sided struggle but they did, just barely, manage to hamper
their opponent’s thinking enough to allow them to get clear
before the circular plug of “skin” containing the drilling rig
and other odds and ends of equipment dropped from sight.
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“They’re welcome to do,” said Major Edwards as the lock
slammed shut and Harrison lifted off. ““After all, we’ve been
taking specimens for weeks and it may give them some-
thing to think about before we broaden contact with
shadow diagrams.” He grew suddenly excited as he went
on, “With high-acceleration radio controlled missiles we
can build up quite complex figures!”

Conway said, “I was thinking more in terms of a tight
beam of light projected on to the surface at night. The
leaves should react by opening and the beam could be
moved very quickly in a rectangular sweep pattern like old-
fashioned TV. It might even be possible to project moving
pictures.”

“That’s it,” said Edwards enthusiastically. “But how a
dirty great beast the size of a county, who doesn’t have
arms, legs or anything else will be able to answer our
signals is another matter. Probably it will think of some-
thing.” .

Conway shook his head. “It is possible that despite their
slow movements the carpets are capable of quick thinking,
that they are in fact the tool users we are looking for and
that their enormous bodies undergo voluntary surgery
whenever they want to draw in and examine a specimen
which is not within reach of a mouth. But [ prefer the
theory of a smaller, intelligent life-form inside or under
the big one, an intelligent parasite perhaps which helps
maintain the host in good health by the use of the tools and
other abilities, and which makes use of the host being’s
‘eyes’ as well as everything else. You can take your pick.”

There was silence while the scoutship levelled off on a
course which would take it back to the mother ship, then
Harrison said, ‘“We haven’t made direct contact, then—
we’ve just put squiggles on a vegetable radar screen? But it
is still a big step forward.”

“As I see it,” said Conway, “if tools were being used to
bring us to them, they must be a fair distance from the
surface—perhaps they can’t exist on the surface. And don’t

47



forget they would use the carpet exactly as we use veget-
able and mineral resources. How would they analyse life
samples? Would they be able to see them at all down
there? They use plants for eyes but I can’t imagine a veget-
able microscope. Perhaps they would use the big beastie’s
digestive juices in certain stages of the analysis. . ..”

Harrison was beginning to look a little green around the
gills. He said, “Let’s send down a robot sensor first, to see
what they do, eh?” ’

Conway began, “This is all theory . ..”

He broke off as the ship’s radio hummed, cleared its
throat and said briskly, ‘“Scoutship Nine. Mother here. I
have an urgent signal for Doctor Conway. The being Cam-
saug has gone on vacation wearing the tracer the Doctor
gave it. It is heading for the active stretch of shore in area H-
Twelve. Harrison, have you anything to report?”’

“Yes, indeed,” replied the Lieutenant, glancing at Con-
way. “But first I think the Doctor wants to speak to you.”

Conway spoke briefly and a few minutes later the scout-
ship leapt ahead under emergency thrust, ripping through
the sky too fast for even the leaves to react to its shadow
and trailing an unending shock-wave which would have
deafened anything on the surface with ears to hear. But the
great carpet slipping past them might well number deafness
among its many other infirmities which now, Conway
thought angrily, included a number of well-developed and
extensive skin cancers and God alone knew what else.

He wondered if a great, slow-moving creature like this
could feel pain, and if so, how much? Was the condition he
could see confined to hundreds of acres of “skin” or did it
go much deeper? What would happen to the beings living
in or under it if too many of the carpets died, decomposed?
Even the rollers with their off-shore culture would be
affected—the ecology of the whole planet would be
wrecked! Somebody was going to have to talk to the
rollers, politely but very, very firmly if it wasn’t already
too late.
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All at once the horse-trading aspect of his assignment, the
swapping of tools for medical assistance, was no longer
important. Conway was beginning to think like a doctor
again, a doctor with a desperately ill patient.

At Descartes the copter he had requested was waiting.
Conway changed into a lightweight suit with a propulsion
motor strapped on to his back and extra air tanks on his
chest. Camsaug had too great a lead for him to follow on
foot, so Conway would fly out to the being’s present posi-
tion by helicopter. Harrison was at the controls.

“You again,” said Edwards.

The Lieutenant smiled. “This is where the action is. Hold
tight.”

After the mad dash to the mother ship the helicopter trip
seemed incredibly slow. Conway felt that he would fall flat
on his face if it did not speed up and Edwards assured him
that the feeling was mutual and that they would have made
better time swimming. They watched Camsaug’s trace
grow larger in the search screen while Harrison cursed the
birds and flying lizards diving for fish and suiciding on his
rotor blades.

They flew low over the settled stretch of coast where the
shallows were protected from the large predators of the sea
by a string of off-shore islands and reefs. To this natural
protection the rollers had added a landward barrier of dead
land-beast by detonating a series of low power nuclear
devices inside the vast creature’s body. The area was now
so settled that doughnuts could roll with very little danger
far inside the beast’s cavernous mouths and pre-stomachs
and out again.

But Camsaug was ignoring the safe area. It was rolling
steadily towards the gap in the reef leading to the active
stretch of coast where predators large, medium and small
ate and eroded the living shore.

“Put me down on the other side of the gap,” said Con-
way. “I'll wait until Camsaug comes through, then follow
it.”
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Harrison brought the copter down to a gentle landing on
the spot indicated and Conway lowered himself on to a
float. With his visor open and his head and shoulders pro-
jecting through the floor hatch he could see both the search
screen and the half mile distant shore. Something which
looked like a flatfish grown to the dimensions of a whale
hurled itself out of the water and flopped back again with a
sound like an explosion. The wave reached them a few
seconds later and tossed the copter about like a cork.

“Frankly, Doctor,” said Edwards, “I don’t understand
why you're doing this. Is it scientific curiosity regarding
roller mating habits? A yen to look into the gaping gullet of
a land-beast? We have remote-controlled instruments
which will let you do both without danger once we get a
chance to set them up....”

Conway said, “I'm not a peeping Tom, scientific or
otherwise, and your gadgetry might not tell me what I
want to know. You see, I don’t know what exactly I'm
looking for, but I'm pretty sure that this is where I can
contact them ”’

“The tool users? But we can contact them visually,
through the plants.”

“That may be more difficult than we expect,” Conway
said. “I hate to attack my own lovely theory, but let’s say
that because of their vegetable vision they have difficulty in
grasping concepts like astronomy and space-travel or, as
beings who live in or under their enormous host, of visualis-
ing it from an outside viewpoint. . ..”

This was just another theory, Conway went on to ex-
plain, but the way he saw it the tool users had gained a
large measure of control over their environment. On a
normal world environmental control included such items as
reaforestation, protection against soil erosion, efficient
utilisation of natural resources and so on. Perhaps on this
world these things were not the concern of geologists and
farmers but of people who, because their environment was
a living organism, were specialists in keeping it healthy.
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He was fairly sure that these beings would be found in
peripheral areas where the giant organism was under con-
stant attack and in need of their assistance. He was also
sure that they would do the work themselves rather than
use their tools because these thought-controlled devices had
the disadvantage of obeying and shaping themselves to the
nearest thought source—this had been proved many times
at the Hospital as well as earlier today. Probably the tools
were valuable, too much so to risk them being swallowed
and/or rendered useless by the savage and disorganised
thinking of predators.

Conway did not know what these people called them-
selves—the rollers called them Protectors or Healers or an
almost certain method of committing suicide because they
killed more often than they cured. But then the most
famous Tralthan surgeon in the Federation would probably
kill an Earth-human patient if it had no medical knowledge
of the species and no physiology tape available. The tool
users worked under a similar handicap when they tried to
treat rollers.

“But the important thing is they do try,” Conway went
on. “All their efforts go towards keeping one big patient
alive instead of many. They are the medical profession on
Meatball and they are the people we must contact first!”

There was silence then except for the gargantuan splash-
ing and smacking sounds coming from the shoreline. Sud-
denly Harrison spoke :

“Camsaug is directly below, Doctor.”

Conway nodded, closed his visor and fell awkwardly into
the water. The weight of his suit’s propulsor and extra air
tanks made him sink quickly and in a few minutes he
spotted Camsaug rolling along the sea bottom. Conway
followed, matching the roller’s speed and keeping just
barely in sight. He had no intention of invading anyone’s
privacy, he was a doctor rather than an anthropologist and
he was interested in seeing what Camsaug did only if it ran
into trouble of a medical nature.
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The copter had taken to the air again, keeping pace with
him and maintaining constant radio contact.

Camsaug was angling gradually towards the shore,
wobbling past clumps of sea vines and porcupine carpets
which grew more thickly as the bottom shelved, sometimes
circling for several minutes while one of the big predators
drifted across its path. The vines and prickly carpets had
poisonous thorms and quills and they lashed out or shot
spines at anything which came too close. Conway’s prob-
lem now was how to drift past them at a safe altitude but
remain low enough so as not to be scooped up by a giant
flatfish.

The water was becoming so crowded with life and
animal and vegetable activity that he could no longer see
the surface disturbance caused by the helicopter. Like a
dark red precipice the edge of the land-beast loomed closer,
almost obscured by its mass of underwater attackers, para-
sites and, possibly, defenders—the situation was too chaotic
for Conway to tell which was which. He began to en-
counter new forms of life—a glistening, black and seem-
ingly endless mass which undulated across his path and
tried to wrap itself around his legs and a great, iridescent
jellyfish so transparent that only its internal organs were
visible.

One of the creatures had spread itself over about twenty
square yards of seabed while another drifted just above it.
They did not carry spines or stings so far as he could see,
but everything else seemed to avoid them and so did Con-
way.

Suddenly Camsaug was in trouble.

Conway had not seen it happen, only that the roller had
been wobbling more than usual and when he jetted closer
he saw a group of poisoned quills sticking out of its side. By
the time he reached it Camsaug was rolling in a tight circle,
almost flat against the ground, like a coin in slow motion
that has almost stopped spinning. Conway knew what to
do, having dealt with a similar emergency when Surreshun
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was being transferred into the Hospital. He quickly lifted
the roller upright and began pushing it along the bottom
like an oversize, flabby hoop.

Camsaug was making noises which did not translate, but
he telt its body grow less flabby as he rolled it—it was
beginning to help itself. Suddenly it wobbled away from
him, rolling between two clumps of sea vines. Conway rose
to a sate height meaning to head it off, but a flatfish with
Jaws gaping rushed at him and he dived instinctively to
avoid 1t.

The giant tail flicked past, missing him but tearing the
propulsion unit from his back. Simultaneously a vine lashed
out at his legs, tearing the suit tabric in a dozen places. He
felt cold water forcing its way up his legs and under the
skin something which felt like liquid fire pushing along his
veins. He had a glimpse of Camsaug rolling like a stupid
fool on to the edge of a jellyfish and another of the
creatures was drifting down on him like an iridescent
cloud. Like Camsaug, the noises he was making were not
translatable.

“Doctor!” The voice was so harsh with urgency that he
could not recognise it. “What’s happening?”

Conway did not know and could not speak anyway. As a
precaution against damage in space or In a noxious atmo-
sphere his suit lining was built in annular sections which
sealed off the ruptured area by expanding tightly against
the skin. The idea had been to contain the pressure drop or
gas contamination in the area of damage, but in this in-
stance the expanded rings were acting as a tourniquet which
slowed the progress of the poison into his system. Despite
this Conway could not move his arms, legs or even his jaw.
His mouth was locked open and he was able—just barely
able—to breathe.

The jellyfish was directly above him. Its edges curled
down over his body and tightened, wrapping him in a
nearly invisible cocoon.

“Doctor! I'm coming down!” It sounded like Edwards.
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He felt something stab several times at his legs and dis-
covered that the jellyfish had spines or stings after all and
was using them where the fabric of his suit had been torn
away by the vines. Compared with the burning sensation in
his legs the pain was relatively slight, but it worried him
because the jabs seemed very close to the popliteal arteries
and veins. With a tremendous effort he moved his head to
see what was happening, but by then he already knew. His
transparent cocoon was turning bright red.

“Doctor! Where are you? I can see Camsaug rolling
along. Looks like it's wrapped up in a pink plastic bag.
There’s a big, red ball of something just above it——"

“That’s me . . .” began Conway weakly.

The scarlet curtain around him brightened momentarily.
Something big and dark flashed past and Conway felt him-
self spinning end over end. The redness around him was
becoming less opaque.

“Flatfish,” said Edwards. “I chased it with my laser.
Doctor?”

Conway could see the Major now. Edwards wore a heavy
duty suit which protected him from vines and quills but
made accurate shooting difficult—his weapon seemed to be
pointing directly at Conway. Instinctively he put up his
hands and found that his arms moved easily. He was able to
turn his head, bend his back and his legs were less painful.
When he looked at them the area of his knees was bright
red but the body around it seemed more rather than less
transparent.

Which was ridiculous!

He looked at Edwards again and then at the awkward,
dangerously slow rolling of the wrapped-up Camsaug. A
great light dawned.

“Don’t shoot, Major,” said Conway weakly but dis-
tinctly. “Ask the Lieutenant to drop the rescue net. Winch
both of us up to the copter and to Descartes, fast. Unless
our friend here can’t survive in air, of course. In that case
haul us both to Descartes submerged—my air will last. But
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be very careful,” he added. ‘““We don’t want to risk hurting
the Doctor.”

They both wanted to know what the blazes he was
talking about, but he said that he would explain later.
Conway felt very weak and he had, after all, lost a con-
siderable amount of blood even if it had been returned to
him.

The Doctor lay on the floor of the lock antechamber like
an enormous, translucent slug. It was still tinged pink with
a pint or so of Conway’s blood but he did not mind that. If
a small blood transfusion was the only fee it demanded for
its valuable professional services it was welcome to it. The
being seemed just as happy in air as it had been under the
sea.

In the early days of medicine on Earth doctors had often
been referred to as leeches, but this doctor really was a
leech. It had withdrawn the blood from his body, neutral-
ised the lethal dose of poison it contained and then returned
it to him—most of it, anyway. It had also done a very fast
and almost traceless job of repairing the lacerations which
the vines had caused on his legs. Conway bent suddenly and
stroked the smooth, transparent skin.

It wriggled under his touch, but whether it was with
pleasure, revulsion or through sheer reflex Conway could
not be sure. He straightened up and spoke.

“We have found our local opposite numbers,” he said,
“and with them helping and advising us the solution of the
medical problem here is simply a matter of time. But you
will have to be quite tough with Surreshun’s people, sir. I
don’t want to tell your cultural contact officer his job, but
the problem is medical and very urgent. As things stand the
rollers don’t even know what happens to their bodies after
death and this is something they should be shown in a
hurry.

“I suggest retaining one of the roller cadavers and sealing
it in an air bottle instead of allowing it to drift away,” he
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went on grimly. “Then force them to view it while the
processes of decomposition are well advanced. If it was
explained to them that their whole planet would end up
looking like that if they didn’t stop——"

“We’ll be firm but a little more diplomatic than that,
Doctor,” Captain Williamson broke in drily. He added,
“Right now I'd like to widen contact with your ... col-
league. Can you help there?”

“Not much, I'm afraid,” said Conway, smiling. “It has
eyes, eight of them, situated underneath the transparent
tegument for protection, so you can try visual communica-
tion techniques. It may be able to hear and it is certainly
very sensitive to touch. Eating habits, well, an ounce or so
of blood each day should keep it happy until you reach the
stage where it can communicate its own requirements.
When this happens I would like to be told at once.”

He hesitated, then ended awkwardly, “You see, not only
is it my opposite number, I owe it my life as well. There is
a close, personal bond between us as if we had become . ..
become . ..”

“Blood brothers?” said Edwards.
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IF YOU'RE SO SMART

by
PauL COREY

Empathy between human beings and animals is
often strong but indefinable. Perhaps it borders
on the telepathic. We may well need a different kind
of link to find out, as Paul Corey brilliantly defines
herewith.






IF YOU'RE SO SMART

[T is all there in jiggles on paper printed with little squares.
Doctor Marley says those jiggles show the changes in the
electricity made by my brain. That is all that he and Mr.
Rothy and David Homer ever see in the jiggles. But the
whole story’s there. If they were as smart as they think
they are, they could read it.

Only David’s brain ever touches the edge of anything it
does not know. It feels the surface a little and is kindly.
When Doctor Marley and Mr. Rothy and Erika realised
what his brain did they killed him. Yes, they killed him. Oh,
not like they did old Ozzie to make him dead-dead. They
killed him so that he was dead like they-dead.

The technicians hooked me to the machine they call an
e.e.g. and it began to tick. Doctor Marley asked, “Ibby, why
did you try to strike me with the hammer? Did you think I
was your father?” I felt a great hardness around me.

They have hooked me to the machine many times. They
have asked me: “Did you love your mother? Did you hate
your father? Did you love or hate your brothers and
sisters? Did you wet the bed when you were a little boy?”

Whatever 1 answer—maybe ‘“yes”, maybe ‘“no’’—does
not matter. They already have a hard answer in their brains
and they look at mine through it, and the shadow of it
hides mine.

But this time one word would not say it. I did not want
the saying hidden by the dark shadow in Doctor Marley’s
brain. The answer was soft and full and all around, but I
could not easily make words of it because I am a moron
and have seizures and walk with a shuffle. It is not a noisy
shuffle.
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That is why I am in this hospital. They call it a hospital.
It used to be called The Home and of course a Home is
what it still is.

In those jiggles on the paper is the saying of it. If they
were made into words the saying would go like this :

Saturday morning I took the weekly reports from the
“farm” to Doctor Marley’s house. The farm is where they
do their experimenting with animals to find out how the
human brain works, they say, so that they can help morons
like me who shuffle and have seizures. They also call it “the
lab”. Doctor Marley doesn’t come down to the farm on
Saturday mornings. They let me take the reports over to
him. It makes me feel round and full and kindly.

Erika let me in. She is very in-living and looks like sun
coming up and a cloud. She told me to go up to her father’s
study. The edge of her brain felt kindly.

The Doctor sat at his desk with his back to all-windows.
When he swivels his chair he can look out over a deck and
around a great valley. I like this place because here I can
out-live without effort. The wrinkles of the valley are
woods and vineyards and meadows. They roll on me
greenly and I flow into softness like touching a great soft
body. It is me and I am it. All of me is round and green and
buoyant and kindly.

If I were to say this to Doctor Marley he would nod.
“Yes, Ibby, your mother.” I would feel a great stone.

Many things do this to me or something like it. And if
someone is around they tell me, “Stop daydreaming, Ibby,
it isn’t good for you.”

This morning Doctor Marley took the reports. “Thank
you, Ibby.” He was in-living like his daughter, but it too
was kindly.

Then he leaned back and began talking. Often times he
does this with me. I know he is not talking to me. He is just
thinking out loud. He doesn’t want anyone to hear him
talking to himself, and he thinks better when he puts things
into words. So I stand there out-living in the rollingness of
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the valley. Around him is the feel of no interruptions. That
is why he thinks aloud to me because I am a moron with
seizures and a shuffle and do not interrupt.

His thought words were, “Strange thing, Ibby. The
Charles Adams cat lay on the deck asleep in the sun. Then
he got up and looked towards the end of the deck. I fol-
lowed the direction of his eyes but didn’t see anything.”

Mostly I never listen to out-loud thoughts. I hear words
but don’t know their meaning. I let the words surround me
while I sport in the rollingness of the valley. But this
morning my out-living brain enfolded all he said because
they were words I knew.

You see, Charles Adams is a black cat with a white shirt
and white socks. He washes only the white on him and it is
the whitest white there is.

The Doctor’s thought words flowed around me. ‘“Maybe
he had seen a fly or a grasshopper. But no. He got up and
started to creep towards the end of the deck. His ears were
flat and his tail straight and his legs short. I looked into the
trees beyond the deck. Maybe a bird? No bird.”

I have not made clear about the deck. It is one storey
above the ground. One end is above where cars are parked.
The drive comes up a steep, steep hill and curves into a turn-
around. :

Doctor Morley went on thinking. “I got up and went to
the window that overlooked the parking area. I looked into
it. Nothing. Charles Adams crouched at the edge of the deck
and his ears stayed flat. I looked down the drive.

“I moved along the window to where I could see past the
curve in the drive. Charles Adams couldn’t. And there, a
hundred yards away, came Tiki our Siamese. When Tiki got
to a spot where Charles Adams could see him, Charles
Adams got up and went down the outside stairway to meet
him. I went back to my desk.

“A little thing, Ibby, but I asked myself, how did Charles
Adams know that Tiki was coming up the drive? From
where he lay sleeping he could not even see the driveway.”
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I said, “But he felt a cat coming.”

Then I shuffled my feet. I had interrupted. But these
thought words I knew. What I did not know was why he
did not understand the reason Charles Adams did what he
did. I smelled no thought of understanding around me.

Doctor Marley laughed. “Thank you, Ibby. I knew I
could depend on you for the right answer.”

He was laughing at me. But [ didn’t mind. All the doctors
and technicians laugh at me when I speak, but they are
kindly.

I saw the flyswat on a pile of magazines and I picked it
up and gave it to him. He killed a fly. Then he looked at me
and did not understand why [ knew he wanted the flyswat.

If he is so smart, why didn’t he feel it all simply? He had
been laughing at me. A fly sat on the corner of the reports.
He saw it and I saw it and he thought, where.is that
flyswat? And I gave it to him.

He took up the reports and read. His face became a grey
hill crossed with cloud wrinkles. He began thinking aloud
again.

“It’s impossible. Old Ozzie couldn’t have finished that
new test without an error this morning. He’s getting too
damned smart. We’ll have to work a switch in the routine
and make it tougher.”

Why did he say old Ozzie couldn’t? The report said old
Ozzie did. Maybe you have already felt Ozzie. He's a big
tomcat, a very big tomcat that looks like fog prowling the
valley. He is one of five cats they use at the farm. They
don’t use other animals. I have heard Doctor Marley think
that a cat’s brain is more like the human brain than any
other animal’s brain.

This morning I was at the farm when Mr. Rothy tested
Ozzie. He explained it all to me. He always explains things
to me the way Doctor Marley thinks out loud to me.

“Ibby, when I put Ozzie in this box he will have these
little plastic rings hanging around him. If he pulls the white
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one, he will get a blast of air. If he pulls the green one, that
block will fall down. If he pulls the yellow one, he will get
an ultrasonic sound. And if he pulls the red one, he’ll get
his breakfast.

“He can’t tell colours. They are to make my reporting
easier. When he learns to pull the right ring I'll change
them around and see what he does then. Those things
fastened to his head are electrodes and the wires go to an
e.e.g. here and will make jiggly lines when his brain makes
electricity.”

Mr. Rothy put Ozzie among the dangling rings and
hooked the wires. I felt the electrodes on Ozzie’s head like
whiskers in the wrong place and they troubled him. But Mr.
Rothy says he does not even feel them. How does Mr.
Rothy know?

Big green eyes looked at me from an oval of fog and
there was out-living between us. But I am a moron and
have seizures and walk with a shuffle and should not feel
anyone, not even a cat. Yet there was hunger in the air.
Ozzie stood high and I knew the red ring meant breakfast. .
He could feel the colour between us. Mr. Rothy doesn’t
know there is such feeling. And Ozzie hooked a claw in the
ring and a door opened and his plate of hamburger came
out.

“I'll be goddamned,” Mr. Rothy said. “‘He’s lucky and I'm
unlucky. We'll have to change this before we even start.”

Ozzie ate his breakfast and sat among the dangling rings
and washed. When his paw brushed an electrode or made a
wire pull, he stopped his washing. Once the green eyes
looked at me and the out-living ended between us.

Then I interrupted Doctor Marley’s thought words again.
“They’re coming,” I said.

“What? Who'’s coming, Ibby?” I smelled startledness. He
looked around and out the window.

The black and white cat and the Siamese cat came from
somewhere out of sight. Buttercups and forget-me-nots
looked at me and I looked at them and there was warm
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sun between us. And the two cats stretched out on the
deck.

“Did you mean the cats, Ibby?” Doctor Marley laughed.
It was in-living but kindly. “I suppose they told you they
were coming.” There was no smell of anger at me for
interrupting.

They had not told me they were coming. I had felt them
coming. That was all. It is not new to me. I did not answer
him.

He picked up his thought words. “We’ll stump old Ozzie.
We'll leave the red ring where it is and add an orange one.
The orange ring will give the food.”

He made little words on the margin of the report and
asked me to take it back to Mr. Rothy.

I walked down the hill and across the street and across
the bridge to the farm and gave the report back to Mr.
Rothy. _

He thanked me. He read Doctor Marley’s little words and
said, “Now we’ll see how long it takes old Ozzie to learn
which one hits the jackpot.”

I looked at the five cages and the five cats and they
looked at me. Green eyes prodded a remembering of Doctor
Marley saying that an orange ring would give the food.
Ozzie washed his face. Then the other four cats washed
their faces.

That day a new technician reported at the farm. Mr.
Rothy said, “Ibby, this is Mr. Homer. He is going to help us
this summer. He is studying psychology at the University.”
Then he said to the new technician, ‘“Dave, this is Ibby. He
does all the brain work around here.” He laughed. I felt his
teasing, but it was kindly.

A hand smooth as madrone bark shook mine. “I'm glad
to know you, Ibby,” Mr. Homer said. And I said I was glad
to know him, and I felt him kindly. I knew that the study
of psychology was about the brain. I would like not to be a
moron and have seizures and walk with a shuffle so that I
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could go to a university and study about the brain. But he
did not feel that.

Around the farm I did the usual things. When evening
came they made the test again. I wasn’t there because I had
a seizure. Next morning I heard Doctor Marley and Mr.
Rothy and Mr. Homer talking. I felt running in darkness
because old Ozzie had hooked the orange ring first off. And
the running smelled of anger in the darkness, for the other
cats had pulled the orange ring after only a little hesitation.

“We must be tipping them off,” Doctor Marley said. “Are
you sure you didn’t leave some smell of food on the orange
ring?”

“I didn’t put in the food until after the experiment was
set up,” Mr. Rothy said. “Then I touched none of the rings.”

Doctor Marley looked at the cages. “Cats aren’t that
smart or lucky. Maybe it was the warmth of the colour that
did it. Next time use the green ring for the food pull.”

David Homer listened and said nothing. He was new
here. I do not interrupt on the farm either. But green eyes
looked at me out of a fog-oval and I looked at them. I felt a
softness of fur touched and went away.

Later I heard that all the cats pulled the green ring when
next they were tested and the test was abandoned, at least
for a time. Another test was taken up. Blinders were placed
over the cats’ eyes and glasses were used with different
types of lenses. The reactions were recorded in jiggles the
same kind as Doctor Marley gets when he asks me why I
tried to hit him with the hammer.

One day I came in when Mr. Rothy and David were
making a test. [ heard Mr. Rothy say, ‘“Goddamn, look how
that jumped. What the hell triggered that increase in the
impulse?”

David looked at me. I felt a thin blade prying. Then he
asked me to go over to the dairy and get a pint of milk.

Mr. Rothy said, ‘“We’ve plenty of milk right here.”

David said, “Let him go anyway. Huh?” I smelled a
roundness like wanting.
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When I got back Mr. Rothy said, “It could be. It must be
his shuffle. They hear it. Ozzie hears it.”

David said, “But why should that make a difference?”

“His shuffle disturbs them.”

“But they should be used to that by now. And he doesn’t
have anything to do with their feeding. Maybe there’s some
uh-uh rapport, something like that that we are missing.”

“Come off it, Dave. You're getting way out into ESP
country. That's a dirty word around here.”

“No. This is different.” I smelled roundness again and
wanting. If David had been a cat he would have purred,
“There are emanations from the brain,” he said, “electrical
—we know that. Maybe their emanations meet and overlap
and are absorbed and they feel each other or something.”

“Nuts. They’re cats and Ibby has an IQ of 76. They can
hardly produce enough electricity to jiggle the e.e.g. Don’t
let Doctor Marley hear you say anything like that. Hun-
dreds of guys would jump at the privilege of working with
the old man like you are. And don’t forget Erika. You let
her find out that you have ideas her father doesn’t agree
with and she’ll cut you up into little pieces. No. There’s
something about Ibby that upsets our subjects and spoils
the tests.”

I rubbed a wall of ugly stones. Mr. Rothy asked me to go
over to the dairy and watch the cows eat. David didn’t say
anything. I smelled roundness again, but the roundness was
like a wrinkled apple. So I went. I liked to watch cows eat.
It feels kindly.

I came and went about the farm. When I stopped in the
cat place I felt sharp lights tearing at my eyes and once I
heard Mr. Rothy say, “Don’t be a fool, Dave. It’s his shuffle,
I tell you.”

Then Doctor Marley operated on the cats and took away
part of their brains, a different part from each cat. He
talked gently to old Ozzie while Mr. Rothy prepared the
needle. I felt a smooth wall that was very high and no one
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could climb it. But with David it was different. The wall
crinkled like a thin curtain.

All around old Ozzie was the smell of running and no
place to hide. He lay very still and Mr. Rothy pushed the
plunger of the needle a little more. He snapped old Ozzie’s
ear. ‘I guess he’s ready,” Mr. Rothy said.

I went away because the feeling all about was not kindly.
It was full of wanting: a high tree to climb; thick soft
brush to hide in; a cool dark house to get under and lay in
shadows and be safe. I smelled no place that did not feel go-
away, that did not feel blackness and scare.

Days became tall. I watched the cattle eat and felt
kindly. I stood by the wide hospital lawn and wrapped
myself around with soft greenness and snuggled in it. A
technician said, “‘Stop your daydreaming, Ibby, it will make
you have a seizure.” So I looked up at the sky and felt the
softness of a cloud as my hands moulded it into the shape of
good feeling.

When I came to the cat place again there was emptiness.
I felt only a little smoothness of madrone bark, like the feel
of soft fur not touched.

They set up tests with the cats wearing glasses made to
shut out one eye or the other. Mr. Rothy recorded the
findings and about him was a bubbling. David helped. I
heard the sound of a still lake with underneath the feel of
storms remembered.

Mr. Rothy said, “Here, Ibby, take this over to Doctor
Marley. Dave, the old man's going to like this one.”

I took the report over to Doctor Marley. Erika let me in
like always. I felt blossoms and water singing. She said,
“Ibby, have you seen Dave Homer?”

“He’s at the farm,” I said, and went up with the report.

Doctor Marley thanked me and read and thought aloud :
“I saw it coming. The parts of the brain left have taken
over the work. This can be rechecked in a lab and I'll be
found right.”
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My ribs scraped a great rock in the meadow. So I with-
drew to only a little out-living and it was there. “The black
and white cat is coming out to the deck,” I said.

“Yes, yes, Ibby. You felt him coming.” Doctor Marley
laughed. And the black and white cat came from out of
sight and sat down in front of the window and washed his
face. The Doctor saw him and I felt a riffled wall harden
and took my hands away from it.

Then Doctor Marley made small words on the report and
told me to take it back to the farm. I walked back the way
[ came. Around me was softness. My feet left prints in
the sidewalk that faded slowly. Mr. Rothy read the small
words and said, “The old man wants us to try the food test
again.”

They wouldn’t let me stay now when they made the
tests. I went into the young corn field and swam through
the leaves. Twice I swam the length of the field, then I went
back to the hospital lawn and wrapped it around me.
David came by and I felt the smell of a smile and of
laughter. I felt Erika sitting on a flower. Then he saw me
and the fingers of a seizure hunted me in the blanket of the
lawn, but I crawled away fast and hid in the folds.

David said, “It took old Ozzie a full twenty minutes to
find the green ring to pull. It was the last one he pulled.”

The fingers of a seizure went away. Tears like drops of
rain came through the blanket of lawn and wet my face. I
said, ‘“The green one was the food ring.”

He said, “The green one, Ibby.” And I felt Erika sitting
on a flower and he ran his mind over her body with soft-
ness.

There was a nettle in my wrappings of lawn and I heard
itching and burning and I died a little with a seizure.

The next time 1 walked past the cat place I stopped and
sat on the step. All around me felt kindly, but the sound of
soft fur came faintly through the thin colour of sickness
and [ heard the memory of ‘“‘the green one”.

Mr. Rothy’s voice pounded through the open door. “For a

68



week they’ve fumbled and messed around. Today each one
pulls the green ring first time up. The probabilities of that
happening are way off the blackboard.”

I rocked on my hunkers. The screen latch clicked. “Ibby,
how long have you been sitting there?’’ It was David.

“A while. But I did not shuffle.”

“But you thought, ‘the green one’?”

“I thought the green one.”

“Oh, come off it, Dave,” said Mr. Rothy. “That can't
happen. They haven’t even half a brain left. They can’t read
minds.”

“He thought ‘the green one’, and they pulled the green
one.”

“Why don’t they read our minds then? How come it is»
Ibby’s mind they tune in on?”

“Our brains are walled around with an insulation of
what we call truths. Ibby’s brain, what there is of it, may
not be so restricted. His seizures are caused perhaps by
strong electrical impulses. Maybe he can put out more than
we know.”

Mr. Rothy used a bad word. “‘We’ll change the food ring
back to red. And Ibby, don’t you come around here any
more.”

I heard the red ring. The sound grew big and rang loudly
on the faintness of soft fur.

Then I was up at the reservoir sliding on the smooth
water. I cupped my hands around my eyes to catch the
smell of bluegills in the under-clear.

A seizure or two later, I was a grey house-tit and flew
down to the duck sanctuary in the park. In the bamboo
around me was the smell of ducks sleeping. I heard duck-
lings shedding their down in the shadow of words from a
park bench by the pond walk.

“It has meaning, Erika, I tell you. The next test and the
next they pulled the red ring.”

I smelled a hand patting a child’s head. “Yes, David. But
you said yourself that Ibby wasn’t around.”
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“But he had heard Rothy say a red ring before he left that
day.”

“Yes, and when you changed the colour of the food ring
again, they fumbled, not knowing which one to pull.”

“But Ibby wasn’t there and he didn’t know of the change.
I want to run a real test, Erika. I want Ibby there knowing
the colour of the food ring and see if the cats pull it right
away. Then I want to change it without his knowing, and
have him there and see what happens then. Then I'll let him
know the new colour and see if he communicates it to the
cats.”

Erika’s laughter smelled of a dirty barnyard. And I felt
thoughts as stiff as the bamboo around me with sharp
leaves cutting my cheeks.

“You’ve got to be joking, David. A moron like Ibby can’t
communicate with cats. I wouldn’t even suggest the idea to
Father.”

“I’'m sorry, Erika.” There was the feel of hurt.

“Don’t kiss me. I don’t want you to kiss me.”

They got up from the park bench and I flew to the cedar
tree by my window and went to bed.

Out of the sound of greyness next morning came Mr.
Rothy’s words like winter rain. “Ibby, come bury old Ozzie.
He finally ran out of brains.”

Dave was there. “All we do is hack away their brains
bit by bit and put them back together to see if they live
until they have no more brains left. All we prove is the
obvious.”

“It’s a job,” said Mr. Rothy. “It’s a project, and don’t you
forget it. It’s the kind of project that looks good on paper
and brings in research money. And that’s what figures.”

What was old Ozzie and what was me stood there and all
around was greyness. The soft fur sounded like stone and
lay like blackness in my arms. I stopped at the barn and we
smelled the new hay and the cattle. Old Ozzie had been a
barn cat. We went to the edge of the cornfield and the
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singing meadowlarks felt kindly for us in the greyness. I
dug a hole in the ground and Ozzie and I got into it and I
pulled the dirt over us. Then I shuffled back to the cat
place.

Doctor Marley was there and Mr. Rothy. David cleaned
and repaired old Ozzie’s cage, and tools lay around him.
Doctor Marley asked Mr. Rothy to go over to Administra-
tion and get the cost records on old Ozzie.

Then Doctor Marley said, “David, I'm not satisfied with
your work.” I felt the sending away of Mr. Rothy had pur-
pose. “You haven’t shown the proper attitude towards
scientific discipline.”

David said, “I'm sorry, sir. It seemed to me there was a
proper correlation between the behaviour of the cats and
the presence of Ibby. I wanted to see it checked out.”

To both of them I was still in the ground with old Ozzie.

“Young man, [ just finished saying that your attitude is
unsatisfactory. I direct this project and it is presumptuous
of you to suggest deviation.”

“I'm sorry, sir.”

“l had great hopes for you. You showed promise. But
now your work must be re-evaluated.”

It was then that David began to die. The hammer on the
table raised its head, listening.

“I realise that I was wrong,” David said. “It won’t hap-
pen again, sir.”

He died more and the hammer rose higher.

“Your toying with ESP or whatever you wish to call an
imagined relationship between the lab animals and a moron
is nothing short of a mockery of all I stand for.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And don’t try to see Erika again.”

Then David was as dead as Doctor Marley. Not dead-
dead like old Ozzie, but dead like Mr. Rothy and Doctor
Marley.

The hammer raised very high. My hand clutched the
handle. I was trying to keep it from hitting Doctor Marley.
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I wasn’t trying to hit him. It was David who helped me
stop the hammer and bring it back to the table.

That is what the jiggles on the paper will tell you. If
you’re so smart you can read it all there.
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THE BALLAD OF LUNA LIL

by
SYDNEY ]. BOUNDS

Take an old ballad based officially on fact and try to
analyse it. Providing that you had some historical
records to work from, the ““facts” could be a long
way from the truth.






THE BALLAD OF LUNA LIL

In the long-gone past, long ago
In the time of the Kings,

Black Bart to Mockers Moon did go
On ancient rocket-wings.

THis first verse is, of course, a revised and up-dated version.
For Gerard the Rhymer, who lived through and participated
in these events, wrote his ballad from living material and
would never have written “In the long-gone past, long ago”.
Naturally not; he was there, and it was his present.

Neither would he have sung of “ancient rocket-wings”.
For the record and as a matter of historical fact, Bar-
tholomew Sparrow (better known as Black Bart) travelled
to Mockers Moon in a late model for that day and age.
Powered by a thermo-nuclear drive, the Rogue Queen—the
size of a small asteroid—could whisper up near the speed
of light on a long journey. Her crew was small—pilot,
engineer, astrogator, radarman—and the ship was a free
trader with most of her bulk taken up by storage holds.

There are many versions of the ballad—as many as there
are stars in the universe—but here we are concerned with
the traditional, still the most popular even today.

Mockers Moon, a satellite of Prince Rupert’s star, was
one of those non-tariff worlds that sprang up like bubbles
around the edges of the Empire; as soon as one was pricked,
another developed somewhere else.

No definite reason can be assigned for its rather odd
name, despite unlimited conjecture. Schmidt's theory that
the inhabitants mocked the Kings’ rule is too romantic a
notion to be taken seriously. Gridbane’s proposal that they
mocked the victims they cheated, while intrinsically more
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likely, cannot be regarded as proven. The simple truth is,
we do not know.

"The time of the Kings” refers to the era of the Space
Kings, those few interbred families who came—by financial
trusts and centuries of accrued interest—to own a galaxy.
The events of the ballad occurred near the end of their
reign.

The epoch was already centuries old, and their interests
spanned the whole of the known galaxy; growing decadent,
the Empire was still strong at the centre, but its influence
weakened the further out from the hub.

It was a time of regimentation and boredom; of auto-
mated government and factory food; cities were composed
of geometric blocks, planned to the last detail, housing a
vast populace controlled by tranquillising drugs and social
pressure—this last exerted by the hidden persuaders of the
advertising screens. For the great mass of the people it was
a time of spartan living and grey monotony.

Black Bart he was a ladies’ man
His beard both full and black

A wolf from out of the rim of Space
Looking for worlds to sack.

Bartholomew Sparrow may well have been a ladies’ man.
His only surviving pictograph shows a spare dark-skinned
face, hooked nose and sharp bright eyes; the famous black
beard sprouts like a bush from his jaw. The eyes twinkle,
the firm lips curve upward. Perhaps in his mid-thirties, he
wears not the universal spaceman’s coverall but an exotic
“dress” suit; it looks dated now, and obviously posed. He
seems a free-and-easy sort—but there is no record that he
ever married.

He was captain of a free trader, and came from a long
line of captains. His owner was a Company. Apparently he
served a couple of terms at the Space Academy on Tyrone,
but the faculty released him; the men of Doon were apt
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to be too individual to fit into any academic institution.

As for being a “wolf, looking for worlds to sack”, per-
haps and perhaps not. It all depends on viewpoint. From
our present vantage point in time, looking back, he appears
more an entrepreneur, an adventurer—and so ill-suited to
the robotic society of the Kings.

Whether he ever plundered another world (other than by
sharp trading) is a matter for mythology rather than his-
tory. But certainly the Kings and their law enforcers would
so regard him.

For the Kings lived by a monopoly of commerce; their
space lines linked all the worlds of the Empire. And men
like Black Bart (there were many others who did not have
ballads written about them) traded on a black market. They
bought and sold what they could, wherever they could; this
as a matter of survival, yet the consequence was an under-
mining of Imperial influence.

It is true, of course, that he came from the rim of space.
All the rebels did; the critics and free-thinkers, all those
dissatisfied with the established way of life.

. Doon, bleak unfriendly Doon—Bart’s home world—was
so far out from the hub it was only theoretically in the
galaxy at all! One of those strange planets that do not orbit
a sun but follow a long looping track that takes them far
out into the intergalactic void. Out beyond the stars, touch-
ing the outermost Imperial worlds only occasionally and
then for the briefest period.

He set right down and took his fun
Inside the Pleasure Still

And saw a girl who caught his eye—
That girl was Luna Lil.

The exact spatial co-ordinates of Mockers Moon and
Prince Rupert’s star are no longer known with any
accuracy. Obviously, they were closer to the rim than the
galactic hub. But non-tariff worlds were many in those
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days; they flourished wherever authority was thin on the
ground. Once discovered and neutralised, they were quickly
forgotten.

One of the satellite’s myriad clubs may actually have
been called the Pleasure Still, or the name may simply be
invention on Gerard’s part to provide a rhyme for “Lil”. It
is not important; one such place was much like any other.

Reconstructing the Pleasure Still from historical sources
we get, basically, a warren of sleazy rooms (structurally
unsound and so available at low rental) overlain with a
false glamour, several intimate bars, stairs leading to gam-
ing tables above. The food was apt to be poor in quality;
liquor was invariably absolute alcohol flavoured with
whatever local fruit-juice happened to be prevalent; gaming
was rarely the automated lottery of Centre, but genuine
games of chance played with plastic chips.

And, of course, there were the usual hostesses to induce
spacemen to drink and gamble and provide a good-time
atmosphere. It was certainly noisy. A few tapes of the
music of the period have survived; raw rhythms, blastingly
loud. They sound hideous in isolation.

After Rogue Queen set down, Black Bart—and his crew
shadowy figures in the ballad, but we imagine them
physically hard and mentally shrewd as rim-types tend to
be—would hire a racer at the spaceport and soon be at the
Pleasure Still. The place would be crowded, smoke-filled, a
strange mixture of garish lighting and shadowy tables. The
drinking would be enthusiastic after the long lone voyage
through darkest interstellar space:

And Bart would be sizing up prospects. For clubs like the
Pleasure Still were more than the hives of malcontents, as
authority branded them; they were very much places of
business. A dozen black markets thrived in the back rooms;
contacts were made, deals completed, payments arranged
in trade or bootleg Imperial credit. It was a mart to get
news of whatever interested the captain-trader at the
moment—and there was tough bargaining.
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This, then, was where Bartholomew Sparrow first set
eyeson Luna Lil ...

Luna Lil, the video star,
Handsome she was, and fair,
World-weary of dull robots’ rule
And caught in love’s sweet snare.

Perhaps it is fortunate that no pictograph of the famous
Luna Lil has survived to come down to us, so we may still
dream. Let us take the ballad at face value then and imagine
her, “handsome she was, and fair”’—and, of course, young.
To seek for historical truth about a woman'’s age or appear-
ance is apt to be disillusioning and best left alone.

But she existed; that much is certain. She was a popular
singing artiste on the video (a three-dimensional coloured
moving picture medium, much in vogue at that time). '

She sang ballads, sad ballads and gay, romantic or risqué,
and her accompanist on the gittar (an obsolete many-
stringed musical instrument) was Gerard the Rhymer. It
seems that Gerard composed ballads especially for her; they
travelled together and he made up his rhymes as he went—
from contemporary events, to suit the local audience—to a
few simple chords.

We know even less about Gerard than either Luna Lil or
Black Bart. One story has it that he was a roving minstrel,
passing the hat round, until he teamed up with Lil
Another legend states that he was old enough to be her
father; either is possible. '

Presumably, as a video star, Lil would be on tour at
Mockers Moon; the Pleasure Still would be just one of the
clubs where she made a personal appearance.

Black Bart, long in space without sight of a woman
would (naturally) show interest in the opposite sex. And his
eye fell on Luna Lil . . . more important, Lil fell for him.

Lily La Lune (to give her full stage name) was, like so
many others of the Central worlds, disillusioned by the
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Space Kings' rule; sick and tired of regimentation, auto-
mated existence and robotic supervision. She came of Earth
stock, yet where her parents were redundant ciphers living
on the universal hand-out she, at least, had a name and a
profession.

So, on this off-track planet, in an illegal club, she would
look at the dark hawk face, the twinkling eyes and black
beard of the rim-world adventurer. And, no doubt, ponder
how very different he was from the zombie-men of Central
system.

Certainly, Black Bart would have caught her fancy. She

must have realised immediately that here was a real
man...

Love for Black Bart struck down our Lil
And with him she did flee

To a lone world without a sun
Where they could both be free.

“Our Lil” may simply be a reference to her popularity on
the video circuits—or a later insertion as the ballad became
famous. Yet another version gives ‘“My Lil”; and if this is
the original, as some authorities insist, it would seem to.
indicate that Gerard himself was in love with her.

There is, alas, no proof either way; but it is interesting to
conjecture the relationship between Gerard and Black Bart
if such was the true situation. Did they revolve like satel-
lites about her, competing for the crumbs of her affection?
It is tantalising—but unprofitable—to imagine.

“Flee” might indicate pursuit; and it is possible that Black
Bart had trouble with the local law and took to space in a
hurry. The owners of such clubs were sometimes tardy in
the matter of paying a bribe to the police, and then the
place would be raided; it was not unknown for visiting
spacemen to join in the ensuing fracas with enthusiasm.
Violence appears to have eased the tensions brought on by
space voyaging.
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On the other hand, the term “flee” may simply be artistic
licence. After this gap of time we cannot be sure. But Lil
and Bart left together on Rogue Queen, destination Doon.
That much we have evidence for.

Bart’s home planet was one of those rare celestial hodies;
a wanderer. Heated by its own internal radiation, it had no
need of a sun. A large world of low density, with gravity
somewhere above the human one-G standard (and no doubt
Bart had muscles to match, added attraction for Lil). To this
day, Doon’s fantastic orbit has never been calculated in de-
tail; enough to say it was intergalactic, looping out beyond
the Imperial stars.

The ballad implies that she went of her own free will;
and why should we doubt it? Considering the era, Bart
must have had a magnetic attraction for any woman.
Moreover, Gerard went with them, and he should know.

“Free” implies free from the rule of the Space Kings
with its network of stultifying laws and robotic enforce-
ment. Free to live and love as the submerged millards of
Centre could never do.

So Bart’s ship carried the lovers across the black infinity,
out where no stars shine, out beyond the Rim to the strange

wandering planet of Doon—and their own dreadful des-
tiny.

Now came the maker of the news
One Vileman, with his art,

His voice a wail: “We must save Lil,
Taken by badman Bart!”

On this ironic curtain, Gerard’s ballad leaves Lil and Bart
for the moment, and whisks us into Centre to reveal the
opposite face of his coin ...

Note “maker of the news”, not reporter; indicating that
then (as, alas, now) newscasters were more apt to invent
some nonsense to titillate the mass taste rather than strictly
report the facts of any given situation.
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“Vileman” is almost certainly artistic licence. No news-
caster existed with this name. Gerard is stating his opinion
of the man (and the type, no doubt) and ‘“Vileman” sums
him up admirably.

Some authorities identify Vileman as Ed Moore, a big-
time video columnist of the period; this may be correct, but
cannot be regarded as proven. There were others of the ilk,
some brash and boastful, some smooth and soft-spoken. But
all alike in their disrespect of the truth.

Just how Vileman (to retain Gerard’s name for him)
learnt of this minor incident on the Rim we shall never
know. It is unlikely that he ever visited Mockers Moon
personally; we can only assume that a local contact in-
formed him.

We can, however, be confident that it was a dull time for
hard news and Vileman saw a chance to foist a big story
(even if a lie) on his public—a trick not unknown today.

Ed Moore, for instance, was a clever exploiter of the de-
vice of blowing-up a story out of all proportion to its merit.
“With his art”—the black art of the big lie, of slanting for
effect, of selecting detail to bolster a theory ... ignoring
everything that doesn’t fit.

So he wailed (and don’t they all, these Vilemen?) that
Lily La Lune had been “taken by badman Bart!” With one
stroke, he creates a crime and stigmatises Bart, automatic-
ally putting him outside the law—thus providing a puppet
for his viewers to hound down.

Ed Moore is known to have used this particular trick
twice in his career. Vilemen habitually leech on to those
who hold the reins of power.

Spurred on by popular demand
Robot police sans heart

And their stern chief set off to search
All space for Lil and Bart.

Vileman (Ed Moore, for example) would certainly have
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had a huge audience on such a popular medium as video; he
would, with the tricks of his trade, have had little difficulty
in rousing the mass of viewers to exert pressure on the
authorities. After all, if a video star had really been kid-
napped by a rim outlaw (as was implied, to state the case
mildly), the police would have moved swiftly into action.

And he was successful. The public clamoured for the
excitement of the chase, the hounding down of the quarry,
the rescue of their glamorous star. . . .

The police of this period were metal robots, clumsy in an
over-bearing way; some fashioned to the shape of men
twelve feet in height, others mounted on caterpillar tracks;
a third type was fitted with helicopter vanes. All were
heavily armoured, equipped with built-in weapons and
crudely programmed. A formidable force for law-breakers
to reckon with.

Their chief, the human Beldon, was no more stern than
was necessary for his job; a study of official records shows
him to be unimaginative, inclined to follow the letter
rather than the spirit of the law—or the result might have
turned out very differently.

Beldon, short, a girdle of fat about his middle, totally
bald, looks out of character in the black and silver uniform
of his office. He was something of a cipher; a man as
unlikely to start thinking for himself as the robots he com-
manded. A cautious man, he went by the book, never
deviating a fraction from the politicians’ orders—and that
was Lil and Bart’s bad luck.

“All space” need not be taken literally. Bartholomew
Sparrow, as captain of the Rogue Queen, was not unknown;
neither was the name of his home world. The local police
on Mockers Moon would have alerted Beldon when re-
quested. It was fairly obvious Bart would head for Doon—
and we can assume the pursuit also headed straight there.

Their orders were: “Bring back our Lil!”
And so to Doon they went
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Demanding up the stolen star—
But Bart would not repent.

The automated law-makers of the Space Kings printed
the order to apprehend Bartholomew Sparrow (not neces-
sarily prompted by public hysteria either). For some time,
the wheels of Empire had been running down. Anything
that took public interest out towards the Rim and away
from Centre with its total taxation and meagre standard of
living—anything that provided light and innocent relief
from the day-to-day cares—would be more than welcome
to those in authority.

Gerard gives no indication of the time taken by his
events. We assume the distances involved were not great by
standards of the day. So the police corps might well have
arrived at Doon shortly after Bart and Lil landed there.

Again, no indication of the size of the police action is
given; but in view of the result, it must have been consider-
able—probably a squadron of space cruisers carrying
nuclear weapons was involved. A formidable fleet to rescue
one romantic young girl. ...

And now the threads of the ballad draw together, tighten
into tragedy. The lovers’ honeymoon was short; we hope it
was a happy one.

The mind boggles at what the unimaginative Chief Bel-
don thought and felt as his fleet of cruisers crossed the
empty void and he set eyes on Doon for the first time. A
lone wandering planet, without a sun, far beyond the stars
of his own familiar galaxy and moving further away with
every passing second. One wonders if he felt or thought
anything as he orbited with his robot ships high above the
bleak unfriendly surface of that strange world.

He put little enough on record.

Beldon called down over the ship-to-planet net, demand-
ing the return of Lily La Lune, unlawfully taken from
Mockers Moon against her will—and calling on the
criminal, Bartholomew Sparrow, to surrender his person to
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the forces of law and order. Probably he expected to be
obeyed on the instant!

Beldon seems to have handled the situation as mechanic-
ally as one of his own robots.

Black Bart, being the sort of person he was, would have
simply thumbed his nose at this demand, once he’d got over
the immediate shock—no doubt with Lil’s enthusiastic
approval. It is unlikely that she wanted to be taken back to
Centre.

The dark world spurned the Space Kings’ law
And so that was the start:

Destruction for the rebel world
And death for outlaw Bart!

Doon, far removed from Centre’s dehumanising mode of
life, bred a world of hardy individualists who were natur-
ally opposed to any attempt at domination by the Space
Kings. There would be immediate, indignant resentment of
the law enforcer orbiting their bastion of freedom and
making (to them) such outrageous demands. It was the
equivalent of throwing down a gauntlet. Some, no doubt,
laughed. Others, the more hot-headed, would be all for
launching armed rockets immediately. Certainly, Bart was
a highly respected member of the community.. ..

At the very least, angry words were exchanged.

Chief Beldon, knowing the true strength of his auto-
matons and conscious of the authority vested in him, would
be equally indignant with these rebel upstarts. Conflict was
inevitable.

Equally inevitable was the outcome; a vast police
machine, developed over centuries, against a single planet
taken by surprise. The men of Doon could not have been
expecting an actual attack; to the very end they probably
doubted the cause of it.

No declaration of war was ever made. The people of
Doon possibly had not the weapons to fight back on equal
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terms; or perhaps they were simply disorganised. They
were, after all, a race of individualists with competition
high on their list of virtues—co-operation could only be
effective after a common threat was known—whereas the
Empire had been in business a long time and was fully
equipped for planetary policing action.

Beldon—far from his base and in sole command, a slavish
follower of orders—flung the whole panoply of his robot
police at Doon. . ..

The few accounts that have come down to us make
horrific listening. They tell of almost total destruction, of
nuclear weapons blasting great chasms across the planet’s
surface, loosening whole segments of continents, annihilat-
ing cities and destroying agriculture. There were quakes,
subsidences, frozen lakes boiled away; hundreds of thou-
sands died in the first few seconds.

And, apparently, it went on long after it need have, with
laser beams incinerating the ruins. Neither women nor
children were spared. Beldon seems to have been intent on
gutting the whole planet, perhaps as an example to any
other world that might feel inclined to defy the Space
Kings’ rule.

To this day, the resuscitated Doon advertises itself with
such motifs as: Visit the ruined world—see the death of a
planet! and Here died Black Bart. Tourists flock from all
over the galaxy, paying out a fortune in credits. ... Doon
has never had it so good.

Yet exactly where or how Bartholomew Sparrow died
is not known, despite many varied and heated claims.
Perhaps heroically, fighting for his love (we can hope);
more probably obliterated in those first few moments,
along with most of Doon in the general holocaust.

Set free by metal monsters, Lil,
Back to video came

Taken from her dead love in tears
By popular acclaim.
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Presumably Beldon landed a small force of robot police
on Doon before letting loose his wave of destruction. How
else can we imagine he rescued Lil? And the records are
positive on this point : she did return.

Blood and bone and flesh would stand little chance
against the armoured might of the Empire. So, ironically,
Lil was snatched away by force. . ..

And where was Bart at this moment? Organising a hope-
less defence ? History does not tell us . . . we know only that
Gerard alone came back with her.

After Doon’s end, she was rushed to the nearest video
broadcasting station for a live hook-up with all the major
planets of the Empire; a special performance was adver-
tised. It was probably the largest audience ever known and
Lil had their full attention and sympathy.

Vileman would naturally be prominent, smiling all over
his oily face and bragging a mile-a-minute. But the result was
not quite as anticipated, by anyone.

In fact, the whole stunt backfired because Lil refused
to play the rescued heroine. She accused the promoters
of mass murder—and swung the viewing audience with
her.

It was a black day for the Space Kings. Their authority,
already weakening, suffered a severe slump from which
they never really recovered. Rebellion flared up on many
worlds throughout the galaxy and, eventually, the Empire
was swept away.

Beldon, hastily promoted, was posted to some backwater
planet and soon forgotten.

Not so Vileman. As you know from your daily trans-
ceiver, the name has passed into the language ... “Here is
the news, and this is your local Vileman spieling it.”

Now came Gerard’s moment, Gerard the Rhymer with
his gittar and ballad—the ballad made famous with a single
performance, when he sang his new composition at a
funeral attended by tens of thousands. A ballad that started
a legend. )
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It was the end of her. She pined
Away, love-sick and ill

To death . .. a chord, thus ending this
Ballad of Luna Lil.

I
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