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Well, anyway, wherever that spot happens to be on an extra-
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Oniyone power controls your
destiny—a strange force sleeping
in your mind. Awaken it! Com-
mand it to obey you! Push
obstacles aside and attain your
fondest hopes and ideals. Let
the Rosicrucians show you how
this can be done.

Learn why many of history’s
great masters were Rosicrucians
such as Leonardo de Vinci, Ben-
jamin Franklin, Isaac Newton,
Sir Francis Bacon, etc. Each of
these men learned how to con-
trol their fate, to develop mind

ower, to attain success and
Ea piness. The knowledge that
hered these men of history is
now helping thousands of think-
ing men and women throughout
the world climb to new heights
they, at one time, thought im-
Fossible. And they are no dif-

erent than you! |

SEND FOR FREE BOOK

Why not discover for yourself how
you can take advantage of this price-
less knowledge The Rosicrucians
have preserved through the ages.
If you are sincere in wanting greater
success, security and happiness send
TODAY for the fascinating FREE
book, “The Mastery of Life.” There
is no obligation and it may mean
the turning point in your };'fe, to-
ward achievements you’'ve never be-
lieved possible. Why not do it
NOW ? Just address your request to:_

Scribe O.LA.

The ROSICRUCIANS AMOROC)

SAN JOSE, CALIFORNIA
(NOT a religious organization)
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RAK, as you will notice on

page 6 of this issue, is up to
his brawny sinews in trouble
again. And the question for to-
day, fen, is why the adventures
of Brak the Barbarian are always
so fascinating—at least to us.

After all—and even author John -

Jakes would not demur too vio-
lently at this—Brak is not a
‘three-dimensional character. We
know what he is going to do, we
know to a degree the twists and
turns of plot that await us, and
we know that Brak will win. If
only because he must eventually
get to Khurdisan.

We got to musing on these
points after reading, with many a
pleasurable quiver, two more
Brak stories which we recently
added to our inventory. And we
thought that the pleasure—or
part of it, anyway—Ilies in that
very sense of foreknowledge, in
the sense of being ‘“at home.”
There is something about a Brak
story much like a Bach fugue
(if the Bach fans will forgive
us)—a feeling of completion as
the variations on theme come to
their predestined resolution.

Then, just as we were con-
gratulating ourselves on Brak,
we got a letter from reader Car-
rington Dixon, Jr., of Garland,
Texas, from which we quote the
following:

“lI think part of the problem
with these stories lies with Brak
himself. Although yvou refer to
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him as “Brak the Barbarian”, he
i8 not a barbarian in the sense
that Howard’s Conan and Leib-
er’'s Kafhrd are barbarians.
These latter are more barbaric
than Brak in many ways. They
both relish liquor and women and
are not above unlawfully appro-
priating private property. Brak,
on the other hand, has little in-
terest in liquor or women and
seems to exist, like many comic
book heroes, without apparent
source of income, lawful or oth-
erwise. Conan and Fafhrd de-
pend more on their thews than on
their brains to rescue them from
the dangers that confront them.
Brak, however, seems as able to
think his way out of danger as
to fight his way out. Brak seems
to me to be a civilized adventurer
in the clothes of a barbarian,
while Conan remains a barbarian
(Continued on page 130)




THE GIRI

IN THE GEM

JOHN
JAKES

-

A trap...a beautiful princess . .. an evil tower

raised from the sea . . . a sorcerer . . . a hellish

monster . . . treachery..

. bravery . .. It all adds

up to another adventure of Brak the Barbarian.

HE yellow-headed barbarian

had been sleeping but a short
and fitful time when the sinister
troop of dwarfs stole down upon
him.

The shutters of the inn’s large
window creaked open. A bulbous,
misshapen head stood out against
the stars in the opening. Another
appeared, a third.
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Faint monkey-like footfalls
scurried over the rooftiles. A
‘half dozen little bodies leaped
from the roof to the yard outside
the window, a half dozen more,
~until the starry night sky seemed
to rain tiny figures. Dwarf-hands
clasped the sill. Then, with a bat-
like belling of a silken cloak, the
first of them was inside.

Lonesome and weary after rid-
ing many days down through the
hills to the port beside the pur-
ple-foamed sea, Brak the bar-
barian had feasted heavily at the
empty inn. He’d squandered his
last few dinshas for wine, and the
wine had taken its toll. He
sprawled full length atop a
trestle table now, stirring and
muttering in haunted sleep as, on
tiny feet, the dwarfs came jump-
ing through the window and
scurrying through the stealthlly-
opened door.

Brak’s single long yellow braid
and one brawny arm hung down
off the table. Just below his out-
stretched fingers, an empty wine
goblet lay on its side. His gigan-
tic chest heaved up and down as
he breathed raggedly. He was
wide-shouldered, and naked save
for a garment of lion’s hide about
his hips. A great broadsword
scabbard gleamed beside his
mighty leg.

The dwarfs gathered about the
table like mourners at a bier.
The leader of the group leaned
down. He grasped the fallen wine
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goblet. With a little leap, he
hurled it up against the rafters.

‘‘He wakes,’”” the leader
squeaked. “Knives out!”

The winecup fell back to the
floor, clanking. Brak sat up. He
rubbed his eyes. Then pit-fear
cold and harrowing, clutched his
bowels.

The dwarfs caught the table
edge and used it to vault up.
With a great roar of rage, Brak
tried to throw off the little
cloaked figure landing hard on
his chest. By the starglare com-
ing through the window, he saw a
flicker of silver-white metal.
Wildly he twisted his head to the
the side. A knife in a tiny fist
chunked into the wood next to his
ear.

More of the dwarfs swarmed
upon him. Brak gathered his
strength, gave one huge heave.
Tiny bodies flew.

Brak leaped off the trestle ta-
ble. All around his legs, the air
whispered as dwarf handsg
whipped knives back and forth.
He slid the mighty broadsword
free of its sheath, raised it over
his head with both hands on the
haft.

Then something stayed him.
The dwarfs chittered softly,
screeched unintelligibly.

But not once did a blade-point
prick his skin. It was as though
they deliberately intended to
miss.

“Stand away!” Brak bellowed.
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“I warn you—stand away or 'l
hack you up.”

HIS shout was the big bar-

barian’s concession to the
guilt he suddenly felt at the pros-
pect of having to bring the broad-
sword down upon men so much
smaller than he. It seemed un-
fair, almost. The dwarfs
screeched devilishly, and their
brandished daggers still flashed.
But no steel touched his skin.

Brak wondered whether he was
still asleep and prisoned in a
nightmare. ‘“The window!” one
of the dwarfs chirruped.

He pivoted on a miniature
heel, vaulted up into the shutter-
frame, erook-backed against the
stars. |

“Leave him!”’

And, like insects or plague-
rats, the dwarfs began an exodus
as swift as their arrival.

Rubbing his eyes, Brak rushed
to the door, then into the yard.
Already the dwarf company, a
dozen, two dozen, was up and
away over the rooftiles, to van-
ish down the other side. The inn
building backed against a high
wall overlooking a sour street.
Out there, Brak heard footfalls
die away.

His pony tethered in the yard’_
corner stamped and blew. “A
light,” Brak muttered. “Where in
the name of Shaitan is a lant-
horn?”

He blundered noisily back in-
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side the inn. From above-stairs
a voice cried, “What’s going on
down there? Must yvou make all
that racket, outlander ?”

“Haul yourself off your pallet,
landlord, and come down here,”
Brak shouted. |

He located a dark-lantern be-
side a great hogshead resting on
logs. By the time he had struck
sparks and blown the lantern

alight, the oafish, porecine land-

lord in his nightrobe appeared.

“I heard a commotion,” the
landlord said testily. “More loot-
ers? Aye, we’ve had nothing but
riot and rapine in the streets for
a fortnight, ever since the earth
shook and Great Tyros rose from
beneath the waves again off-.
shore.” The landlord bent over.
“What mice-tracks are these?”
He pointed to the traces of tiny
foot-marks left on the dirt floor.

“A pack of little assassins
swarmed in on me,” Brak said.
“Why, the gods only know.”

“Little assassins ?”’

“Dwarf-men.”

The landlord turned red.
“You're still drunk. Swallow
your tongue for blasphemy.”

Not understanding the remark,
Brak growled, ‘“’Tis true. There
was a pack of them, carrying
knives they somehow did not
want to use.” Quickly Brak told
the tale.

The landlord’s face showed
mixed horror and revulsion. “Do
you want to be hung up by your
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heels? Keep that drunken vision
to yourself, or you’ll wish you’d
never ridden imto this eity.”

Now Brak was growing angry.
“Do you deny the evidence of
those tracks?”

The landlord gazed at the raft-
ers. “I see nothing, stranger.”

“In the name of all the devils
—1”” Brak shouted, rushing for-
ward to seize the man.

The landlord darted baek,
bawled, ‘“Outlander, there are no
dwarfs in the port kingdom of
Lesser Tyros save those tiny
men who wear the livery of the
king, Archimed of the Wide
Sails, the very lord whe lies ifl
with the fatal fever in the palace.
Already the black crepes are
hung from monuments and eaves
in preparation for his passing.
When disaster and mourning
have already fallen upon us, sure-
ly you dare not aceuse the king’s
own retainers of prowling the
dark to loot.”

“The little men are in—your
ruler’s service?” Brak said, as-
tonished. |

“Ave. Repeat, there are no oth-
ers in Lesser Tyros. Therefore,
you’d be wise to say yeu saw
nothing, no matter what you
saw.”

“Be damned! I saw a troop of
tiny devils who—"

“You saw nothing, if you wish
to live for other sunsets,” re-
peated the landlord, and hurried
back to his chambers.
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NGRILY Brak slammed his
broadsword back into the
scabbard. He stalked outside in-
to the waning starlight.

This eursed kingdom was af-
flicted with more assorted mad-
nesses than he'd ever encoun-
tered anywhere else during his
long journy down from the high
steppes, the wild lands of the
north where he’d been born.
Bound to seek his fortune in the
warm climes of Khurdisan far
southward, Brak had let his
pony’s hoof lead him through
ragged foothills to the dilapidat-
ed port named Lesser Tyros.

Days ago, while he was still
riding up In those same hills,
Brak had felt the very earth
tremble. He'’d seen rockslides
erashing off the peaks. Upon ar-
riving in Lesser Tyros and tak-
ing space at the deserted inn, he
had been told that the area round-
about had been struck by one of
the infrequent earth-shakings
which, in years past, had caused

- the original city of Great Tyros

to sink beneath the waves of the
purple-foamed sea. This latest
cataclysm had re-twisted the sea
bottom somehow. As a result, a
collection of gleaming green-and-
purple spires and buildings now
thrust upward in plain sight
above the water offshore. Brak
himself had seen the slime-fes-
tooned towers at sundown, from
the top of one of the hills upon
which Lesser Tyros was built.

FANTASTIC



The portion of Great Tyros,

home of sea-kings and merchant-
adventurers, so the landlord said,
had simply reappeared a fort-
night ago when the earth trem-
bled. A part of an equally long-
sunken causeway leading out te
the ruins had also become visible
again. The natural disaster had
triggered a flood of nocturnal
lootings and, as a cap to all the
other woes of the area, the ruler,
Archimed of the Wide Sails’ had
been stricken ill by the kingly
plague a few days later. Palace
seers foresaw his death quite
soon.

Pondering all these strange
circumstances, Brak did not for
a moment hear the jingle of trae-
es and clatter of armor in the
street outside the wall. As he
glanced up, the gates were thrust
open. Officers wearing breast
plates of beaten brass and car-
rying pikes and lanterns
swarmed through the yard.

Several rushed inside the inn,
re-appeared carrying a coarse
clothwork bag which they imme-
diately opened.

“Here, commander,” a soldier
called. ‘““Twas carelessly hid un-
der the trestle table.” A fist dug
into the bag, drew out a platter
which gleamed gold. Then came a
gem-studded cup and another
platter.

Dim suspicions whirled in
Brak’s head. He dropped his
hand to his broadsword. The
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commander of the foerce turned,
came stalking back, peinted at
him.

“Hold that one. From the looks
of him, he’s a foreigner. He did
not even bother to hide his spoil.”

Quickly a ringiofm:ﬁ)‘rmed, |
sharp and gleaming, around the
barbarian. The commander ap-
proached closer.

“Tonight the palace storehous-
es were desecrated by a thief,”
he said. “And it now appears we
have found that thief. Better
you’d taken your loot and ridden
out, you simpleton. Because now
you face punishment. Take his
arms and bring him along!”

The mission of the dwarf-pack

made a kind of warped sense at

last. “This is mummery!” Brak
shouted. “That sack is none of
mine. It was planted there by a
flock of little men who—"

“Shut the liar’s mouth and
fetch him,” the commander cut
in., A pike-butt slammed Brak in
the side of the head.

Snarling, the big barbarian
reeled back. He whipped out his
broadsword. His face was Sav-
age. The single long yellow braid
of his hair swung back and forth
as he crouched to fight.

A soldier darted in from the
left. Brak understood now why
the dwarfs had not atttacked.
That was not their mission. In a
rage, he thrust his right arm out,
the broadsword-point racing for
the charging soldier’s throat.



Against the back of his skull,
a pike-butt hammered. Another,
another, another.

Its killing stroke undelivered,
the broadsword dropped from
Brak’s hand. He spun, cursing,
flailing. There were too many of
them. He keeled over.

Brak was trussed with ecord-
ing. He was thrown across the
back of a horse. From this un-
dignified and painful position, he
saw the commander of the sol-

dier troop pass a purse to the
oafish landlord. The latter had

appeared in the shadows of the

inn door, and smiled smugly.

So that was how it was done,
Brak thought grimly as the troop
started through the dark, hilly
streets, hoofs clattering, torches
flaring. The innkeeper kept a
lookout for a likely victim, and
then sent word to the palace.

But why did the palace need a
victim at all?

And what kind of kings ruled
Lesser Tyros that they should
resort to such trickery?

Brak did not know. He only
knew that his trouble was dire,
and his broadsword gone.

S the horses clopped along

the hilly streets, Brak sever-

al times glimpsed the newly-ris-

en spires of Great Tyros gleam-

ing far out at the end of the half-

sunken causeway. Presently pal-
ace walls shut out the view.

The palace of Lesser Tyros
12

was a huge collection of ':e
buildings fronting on the harbor,
which was filled with rotting,
sagging merchant galleys that
gave testimony to the kingdom’s
declining maritime status. Brak
was carried in through a huge
courtyard where mourning ban-
ners already fluttered. He was
dumped unceremoniously on his
feet in a vast, high-vaulted hall.
Beyond its windows the spires of
Great Tyros were visible again,
glowing eerily in the starshine.

The soldiers unfastened the
cording. Brak stood in a docile
manner, determined to await de-
velopments. A gong beat some-
where. The soldiers retreated.
Huge doors closed. The shrill so-
prano keening of female mourn-
ers rose up in a ritual song, echo-
ing as though the music sounded
and re-sounded through many
corridors.

From behind a filigreed screen
a girl appeared. She was fragile
as porcelain, alone and unarmed.

But she walked with head held
high. Her gown was cut of the
rich purple cloth of Tyros which
Brak had seen in marketplaces
far away. Upen her black-raven
hair was a circlet of gold deco-
rated with peculiar zodiacal sym-
bols. She was young, full-bodied,
imperious, with wave-green eyes.
She glanced at Brak’s shoulders,
the savage cast of his features,
his long braid, his lion-hide gar-
ment. She smiled.

FANTASTIC



“Have they given you back
your sword?”’

“Given me—7?" Brak gaped.
“No, lady. If they do, I'll cut a
throat or two, I vow.”

- The girl laughed. She settled
on a divan, indicated a tall am-
phora. “Please. Drink some wine
to calm your rage. We had no
choice but to send the palace
dwarfs to plant a sack of house-
hold plate and thus cause you te
be arrested as a criminal. But
there is no need for us to quarrel
now, or grow ugly with one an-
other, so long as you fully under-
stand your situation. For, you
see, the crime of which you’re
accused is punishable by heel-
hanging, your head over live

coals, until you simmer or stran-

gle to death. Yet there is another
way. Please. Have some wine.”

On the point of erupting with
anger, Brak laughed. The wench
had a certain audacity.

He stalked over, picked up the
amphora;, drank without bother-
ing with goblets. He swiped his
forearm across his mouth. “My
name is Brak. As long as you’ve
arranged my fate so neatly, at
least do me the honor of telling
me yours.”

“Marjana,” she said. “It is my
father Archimed of the Wide
Sails who lies dying. I will suc-
ceed him when his illness has run
its course.” |

“You—" Brak gestured. “You
will rule this kingdom?”

THE GIRL IN THE GEM

“Presently, yes. hk at task,
I need help. The help ‘of my
younger sister. One woman can-
not begin to control this unruly
realm of rogues and sea-rovers.
That is why I must send you
where no man of this household
has courage to go—or, indeed, 1
fear, the strength. You must go
to the Sea-Stone. You must bring
back my younger sister Mardela,
if truly she still lives, so that
she may sit beside me and help
me rule.”

Brak scowled. “What is this
Sea-Stone of which you speak?”

“A great gem blue as the
deeps. It once burned in a place
of honor above the throne of my
father’s grandsires, the kings
who ruled Great Tyros.”

“Where is this fabulous
stone?”’

Slowly Marjana raised her
hand. Gracefully she pointed.

“Out there.”

RAK followed the tip of her
finger. His brows knotted to-
gether. For she had indicated one
of the epen window embrasures
high above the dilapidated hulls
in the harber, and she was point-
ing to the beslimed, strangely
phospherescent towers of Great
Tyros that rose from beneath
the purplish lapping waves.
Before Brak could speak, Mar-
jana eentinued:
“When 1 was younger, there
was a warlock in my father’s
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court who intrigued behind his
back. When my father discov-
ered this, he ordered him pun-
ished. Executed. Before this
could happen, the warlock
burned sacred powders and drew
diagrams upon the floor of his
apartment. My younger sister
Mardela vanished. Before he
- died under excruciating torture,
the warlock said he had impris-
oned Mardela in endless sleep
within the Sea-Stone, in the pal-
ace of Great Tyros which had
long before sunk beneath the
waves. .

“Only a fortnight ago, as you
have doubtless heard, the land in
these parts heaved and shook
again. The chronicles say such a
cataclysm sank Great Tyros long
ago. Now the towers thrust up
once more. Or a part of them,
anyway. So if Mardela is truly
prisoned within the Sea-Stone
out there, neither living nor dead
these many years, it requires but
the hack of a great sword to
smash the stone and loose her.”

“Send yvour own men,” Brak
snarled.

She shook her head. “Great
Tyros is a haunted place. Even
offered fabulous rewards, or
faced with threats of death, the
soldiers will not go. We have been
searching for a strong man who
would. It can be no more than an
hour’s journey, out and back. If
Mardela is not within the stone
—if the warlock lied—no harm is

14

done. But if she sleeps in the gem

—she did indeed vanish eom-
pletely when the warlock cast his
spell—then I want her beside
me, to help me rule when my fa-
ther breathes his last. If you will
go, I will pay a purse of one hun-
dred dinshas. If you refuse, then
the punishment for the crime of
which you are accused will be
carried out before the sun has set
again.”

Brak gnawed his lip, rumbled,
“l should be flattered by your
faith in me. I do not think I am.”

Marjana shrugged. “Be that as
it may, the choice is clear.” For
an instant her eyes flickered with
a warmth that set Brak’s back-
bone tingling. “And I can offer
other rewards, Brak.”

“That is evident.” He paused.
“Very well. I will strike the bar-
gain.”

Now Marjana smiled a little,
her lips shining in the torchflare.
“So quickly decided ?”’

Brak shrugged. “My purse is
empty. A hundred dinshas will
speed me nicely on my way to the
lands of Khurdisan to the south
if I succeed. Should I refuse you,
then I will never know what for-
tune has stored up for me over
the horizon, now will I ?”

“That is true. You will die heel-
hung, a common c¢riminal.” |

“At least your forcing is in the
open.”

Now Marjana rose, crossed to
him in a swirl of purple gar-
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ments. “I will be more than kind
to you when you return, barbari-
an, as I would be more than cruel
if you refused. I loved my young-
er sister dearly. If it can be done,
I wish to have her restored to
me'ﬂ

Suppressing a certain grudg-
ing admiration for the girl’s
strength, Brak said, “Give me an
ample meal, and wine, and a few
hours rest. It has been a long

night, Princess Marjana, full of
~ twists and turns.”

Marjana reached up, touched
his cheek. “There is yet another
peril.”

“Surely not, after so many al-
ready unveiled.”

“The Hellarms,” she said.

Unaccountably, Brak’s spine
crawled. “What are they ?”

“A myth, perhaps, but fisher-
folk maintain they have seen
them—or it. A great black beast
with many arms like whips. It
swims among the sunken towers.
It is said to be ten times bigger
than a man.” Mockingly she add-
ed, “Are you afraid?”

The Hellarms. The name rang
in Brak’s brain like some sinister
chord. The Hellarms.

“I would be a fool not to be.
But I have faced the demons of
this world before.”

“Then take this.” Marjana
drew from her girdle a scarf of
a particularly dark wine-colored
silk, marbled and mottled, with a
tiny stain of white at one corner.

THE GIRL IN THE GEM

“My own scarlet scarf, as a token
of my wish for your success.”
And she tied the silk around the
bosses of his empty broadsword-
scabbard. |

With the commission settled
upon, she rose on tiptoe to press
his mouth warmly, even wan-

tenly, with hers.

Holding her by the shoulders,
Brak chuckled. He did not really
know whether to damn her for a
conniving sly fox, or admire her
for her frank use of her power.
Rulers were a strange breed.
And certainly the world through
which he travelled was full of
strange rulers of every stamp. If
she wanted her younger sister
returned, and would pay a hun-
dred dinshas, he was a fool not
to try, especially considering the
alternative.

As Marjana summoned her
dwarfs with a clap of her hands,
Brak found his gaze drawn out
the window to the slimed spires
beginning to gleam brighter in
false dawn. Was it all a sea-sunk-
en dream, the Sea-Stone where
the younger princess was pris-
oned, and the Hellarms floating
in the deep? He would learn soon
enough.

“This way, this way, mighty
lord,” one of the dwarfs chit-
tered, ushering Brak out. Shak-
ing his head in obvious puzzle-
ment, the big barbarian went
loping away to one of the palace
apartments.
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- A Marjana and two of her
dwarfs led Brak down and down
through labrynthine passages to
a nail-studded door deep within
the palace. Swung inward, the
door revealed the purple-brakish
water of the harbor a short dis-
tance below. A punt bumped
against the foundation stones.

Without a word, Brak accepted
his broadsword from one of the
dwarfs. |

“Come back safely with Mar-
dela and the sword will never
leave your side again,” Marjana
called as Brak clambered down

into the punt. He undid the paint-
er and used the pole to push off.
- Lights gleamed in the towers
of Lesser Tyros on the main-
land. But the spires of Great Ty-
ros lying beyond the rotting hulls
among which Brak poled were
dark. The night wind was pierc-
ing, the sea a wide curving gleam
of silver-darkness. The air
smelled of salt-spray.

Brak stood in the punt with his
great legs braced apart, poling
vigorously. From his scabbard
flutter Marjana’s wine-hued
scarf. Presently he left the last
of the anchored merchantmen be-
hind. The punt moved onto the
empty waters toward the re-risen
causeway whose sheared-off end
reared ahead.
| The nearer Brak approached,

the taller loomed the intricately
fluted spires of the cluster of
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T moonrise the next night,

buildings thrust up from the sea.
The punt bumped against the
crumbled causeway. Brak tied
up, wedging the painter in a
crack in one of the causeway
blocks. He clambered up on the
slippery stones, stared ahead.

Far at the causeway’s end, a
huge, black arch yvawned. Carry-
ing a length of resinous wood in
one hand, the other hand on his
broadsword-haft, Brak loped to-
ward it, a tiny figure beneath the

shadowed immensity of the tow-

ers festooned with great green
loops of sea-fungus. The closer
Brak came to the buildings, the
stronger grew the stench of
weedy wetness. | |

As he drew near the looming
arch, Brak paused. He struck
sparks, finally got the torch go-
ing in the gusty air. The wind
whined, sang, keened as he
stepped through the arch, which
was actually an opening in what
must have once been a city wall.

He walked across a ‘wide,
square-like space paved with gi-
gantic marble blocks butted to-
gether crookedly and tilted at
odd angles. Some of the blocks
had crumbled away altogether.
In these openings, the purplish
water rose up, forming pools.
Brak suspected that a vast net-
work of underwater canals ran
below the shaky structures tow-
ering to the moon.

Ahead, a mammoth, imposing
and many-turreted edifice rose.
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Broad steps led up to its en-
trance. Just as Brak was climb-
ing these steps, a strange, flitting
radiance caught his attention.

He whirled. The light winked
and vanished, down in one of the

pools left by missing paving
~ stones.

Brak’s flesh crawled. For one
dreadful instant, he had im-
agined that, down in the pool, a
great yellow-blotchy eye of inhu-
man size had looked up at him.

RAK stopped at the top of the
steps, cursed low. The wind,
soughing around building cer-
ners, had blown out his torch. He
struggled to kindle fresh sparks.
The air was too damp. Swallow-
ing, he cast the half-burned wood
aside. He snaked out his broad-
sword with a faint whisper of
iron on iron.

He passed between two great
pillars, blinked. Ahead, there was
a faint pearl-blue glow. Careful
of each step, Brak moved into the
palace of blackness toward that
narrow, vertical, flame-like blue-
 ness. '

Abruptly he banged against
damp, sea-cold metal. He had
blundered into great doors, he
discovered. The bluish radiance
washed through the narrow ver-
tical opening between them. Brak
slid his sword away, braced his
palms on the doors, thrust. He
gasped with exertion. The doors,
ponderous metal, gave but little.

THE GIRL IN THE GEM

He bent his back. The huge
muscles in his shoulders writhed
and eorded. All at once the right-
hand door gave all the way. Brak
stumbled forward into a burst
of blue light.

He caught himself just in time
te keep from falling over a stone
lip into water below. |

Panting from exertion, Brak
raised his head. He was in a gi-
gantic chamber whose walls were
decorated with fantastically col-
ored friezes depicting the mighty
vessels of the sailor-kings of
Great Tyros. The pool below, in

~which Brak’s image rippled and

reflected blue, was in actuality
the all-but-disintegrated sunken
central floor of a throne room.
Only a few paving-blocks could
be glimpsed down in the pur-
plish depths. The bluish radiance
hurt Brak’s eyes. Despite this, he
raised his head. He goggled at
the sight on the far gside of the
chamber.

A massive golden carved
throne-chair sat tilted on a cocked
block of flooring. Above it, em-
bedded in the stone wall and five
times as high as Brak was tall,
shone the Sea-Stone.

It was an immense transpar-
ent gem of a thousand or more
facets, deep and cool-blue as a
peaceful ocean. And within it
was a human figure. The figure
of a young girl without clothing,
perfectly preserved.

Her head was bowed forward
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as though she slept. Her hands
were folded over the lower part
of her body, thereby also conceal-
ing her bosom. Her hair was
white as silver as she hung in the
crystalline-blue prison high over
Brak’s head.

“True, then,” he whispered.
“Mardela in the Sea-Stone.”

He felt encouraged, even

though the girl whose hair must

have turned white looked lifeless
behind her blue-walled catacomb.
Quickly Brak surveyed the cham-
ber.

He could not cross the sunken
floor because it did not exist. But
he could make his way around
the chamber on the narrow rim
on which he now stood. He want-
ed to make quick work of the job
if possible. The shadows in the
chamber, coupled with the gem’s
blue light which must have shone
for centuries in unearthly radi-
ance under the sea, somehow
unnerved him.

Being careful of his footmg,
he began to pad around the stone
rim of the chamber. Half way
down the long side, he started.
He whipped his head to the
right.

- The surface of the water in the
center of the chamber rippled,
moiled, erupted a string of bub-
bles. Deep, deep below, there was
a yellow flash, swiftly gone.

Brak yvanked out his sword. He
raced around toward the crazy-
tilted throne chair. Had he seen

18

the Hellarms? Was it the same

- eye which had watched him out-

side the once-sunken city? Were
there passages between the foun-
dations through which a—thing
—could swim and await the com-

~ ing of its prey?

TILL as death, the white-
haired girl hung up there in-
side the gem. Brak ecalculated
swiftly. He climbed up on the
arms of the golden throne. The
gem’s radiance was so bright it

nearly blinded him. He closed both

hands on the broadsword hilt.
Reaching high, he uttered a si-
lent, terse prayer to the unknown
gods, and brought the broad-
sword blade whistling forward
with all the power of his mighty
body.

The impact nearly knocked him
from his perch. Thinking he had
failed, he drew his sword back
for another blow. Suddenly a
star-shaped crack appeared in a
lower facet of the gem.

Like a spiderwebbing of ice,
the crack shot outward, became
many cracks, and, with a thun-
derous smash and clatter, the
Sea-Stone fell into great sharp
pieces that rained down.

Brak instinctively ducked his
head. He was battered off the
chair by one of the huge frag-
ments whose sharp edge ripped
open his left shoulder. A moment
later he lay on his back, blood
sliming his biceps, dazed.
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- He lurched up. Fear quickened
his breathing. The mammoth
oval in the wall into which the
Sea-Stone had been set was
empty. Wind whistled through
it. All around, like a meadow of
crystal, great cruel-cornered bits
of the Sea-Stone gleamed. Each
fragment radiated blue light. The
throne chamber had become a
patchwork of intersecting, daz-
zling beams and glitters.

Brak stumbled forward, cut his
ankle on a shard lying in his
path. Another big piece teetering
on the stone ledge fell off,
plopped and sank into the cham-
ber’s watery center. Behind still
another fallen section of the gem,
a section as wide as Brak was
tall, a strand of silver hair lay
damply.

Certain the fall had killed her
if she was not already dead, Brak
rushed around the piece of stone.
He choked back an exclamation
of surprise.

The girl Mardela lay on her
side, her silver hair around her
like a shimmering garment. A
bit of the stone had cut into her
calf. From the short, shallow
wound, red blood trickled.

Brak reached over, touched the
girl’s shoulder. She moaned
lightly. Brak pressed his lips to
‘her cheek, felt the flesh warming
beneath the touch of his mouth.
She had slumbered within the
Sea-Stone, prisoned there by the
warlock’s spell. She wasn’t dead.

THE GIRL IN THE GEM

- Brak

Brak turned her _over gently,
to pick her up and carry her from
the chamber and the ruins of
Great Tyros. Doing so, he saw
her face clearly for the first time.

Tiny wrinkles radiated from
the corners of Mardela’s closed,
porcelain-lidded eyes. She was
not an old woman, but neither
was she a young maiden. Brak
scowled, grunted under his
breath. The stink of treachery
was in his nostrils.

Something black, thick, jelly-
ish, as round as his own huge
torso, curled around Brak’s leg
where he crouched. Glancing
down, Brak eried out.

A pinkish, sucker-like orifice
as wide as his arm was long
gleamed and pulsed on the under-
surface of the black thing which
now began to wrap itself round
and round his leg. £

The orifice touched his flesh.
threw his head back,
shrieked in mortal agony as the
sucker began to strip the skin
from his leg.

Maniacally, Brak hauled his
broadsword back. He chopped it
downward behind him. There was
a sudden noise of erupting,
churning water. As his blade
cleft the tentacle, the orifice
against his leg relaxed. Brak
fought free of the slimy black
tube twisted around him, stag-
gered to his feet—

~As the Hellarms rose from its
underwater lair.
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RAK’S mind threatened to

crack at the sight of the
monster that came plowing and
heaving up from the endless
fathoms below the ancient city.
The center of its body was a
huge, black, obscenely-shimmer-
ing pulp-like dome nearly ten
times as high as Brak himself.
This central dome swayed higher
and higher, rising toward the
distant ceiling while tentacle aft-
er mammoth tentacle emerged
from the water, came slithering
over the rim of the stone on
which Brak stood. Two immense
baleful yellow-blotchy eyes, pu-
pilless, flamed in the dome.

The Hellarms seemed to have
scores of the whiplike tentacles.
One went streaking for Brak’s
scabbard, swaying in the air just
a hand’s width from the place
where Marjana’s wine-colored
scarf was knotted. The orifice of
the tentacle opened and closed
and emitted whistling, sucking
noises with an insane frequency
not matched by the orifices of
the other tentacles which came
slithering and crawling toward
Brak, to surround him and strip
off his skin.

Horror-struck, Brak hacked
out at the first tentacle, split it.
A gush of foul-smelling tarry
ligquid spilled over the stones. An-
other tentacle sailed at his head,
whipped past as Brak dodged
backwards. He slammed against
a big fragment of the Sea-Stone.

THE GIRL IN THE GEM

His spine was cruelly cut by one
of its sharp edges.

The attacking tentacle swept
over Brak’s head. The end curled
back toward the lower center of
the dome in which yawned a
huge, rotting-pink mouth open-
ing. But the tentacle had no hu-
man gobbet to drop into the cen-
tral mouth, which closed sudden-
ly. All at once the orifices in the
tentacles began to whistle and
make sucking sounds at a faster
rate, as though the monster were
angered.

Still the tentacle swaying near
Brak’s scabbard did not fasten.
It wavered back and forth near
the knotted scarf and, through
his pain and fright, Brak at last
understood why Marjana had
given him the bit of silk. The
deephued dye was a human dye
which drew the Hellarms. It was
blood.

He cursed himself for a fool
for not guessing it. The marbled
swirls of the color should have
made it apparent, and also the
whitish corner, which was not a
stain, but a place where the blood
had not seeped and colored.

It was too late for such self-

cursing. Brak had trouble enough

staying on his feet, hacking mad-
ly at this tentacle, then that one.
The Hellarms thrashed and
writhed and threw up fountain-
ing sprays of water in the sunk-
en center of the chamber. All at
once, one of the tentacles caught
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- Brak off guard and wrapped
round and round his middle.

E was blinded by blood from
his wound, by spray from
the pool. He felt the orifice close
on his belly, sending hot agonies
- of pain through his body.

Other tentacles swiped at his
head, missed, went curling and
sailing back in dumb instinectual
response toward the central
mouth of the dome. Wildly Brak
sliced and hacked at the tentacle
around his waist. He sawed back
and forth, back and forth, until
the blackish fibrous stuff parted,
spilling out more of the tarry ef-
fluvium.

He peeled the severed end
away from his belly, leaped back
shaking with pain as the orifice
came free. Panting, he stumbled
backwards, crouched above the
unconscious Princess Mardela
while the angered whistlings and
sucking of the Hellarms in-
creased, denoting -its maddened
frustration.

Six tentacles came crawling
over the rim of the stone ledge,

all sliding toward Brak’s body at

once. He raised his sword, then
lowered i1t. He sobbed raggedly.
To struggle with a puny iron
blade was futile. He could not
win against the creature.

Long yvellow braid dappled

with blood and hanging over his

shoulder, Brak leaned his head
against the cool blue-radiating

22

surface of a gigantic fragment of
the Sea-Stone. He gulped air.
The tentacles came crawling,
slithering, creeping toward his
legs—

In the corner of his vision, the
bluish radiance of the great chip
of Sea-Stone burned. Wildly
Brak slammed his broadsword
back in the scabbard. He darted
behind the huge fragment, which _
was precariously balanced upon
one of its shatter-cut facets. He
leaned his shoulder against the

hunk of stone which towered
twice his height.
Thrusting and bending his

huge back, cursing aloud and

calling on the nameless gods, he

tipped the great chip over with a
crash. The tumbling, glittering-
blue glass-like piece smashed
down atop the out-creeping tenta-
cles.

Instinctively, the tentacle ori-
fices closed. The tentacle-ends
turned—and while Brak watched,
the six obscenely black tubes to-
gether lifted the mighty chunk of
Sea-Stone, carried it out high
in the air to the central dome and
rammed it into the pink-rotting
mouth.

The mouth closed.

Then, as the knife-sharp edges
of the fragment cut and sliced
away at the inside of the mon-
ster’s maw, new horror began.

Swallowing the instrument of
its own destruction, the Hellarms
began to writhe, crash about the
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pool even more wildly. Poisonous
ichor gushed from its suddenly
opened mouth, deep inside which
the fragment of Sea-Stone was
now lodged, choking and cutting,
choking and cutting—

The tentacles one by one slid
thrashing back into the pool. The
baleful yellow eyes began to
pulse and dim, pulse and dim.
With its whistling rising higher
and higher, until Brak’s ears be-
gan to ache and throb, the Hell-
arms sank downward into water
darkening with the tarry ichor.
- Groggy, hurt, Brak felt dimly
that the Hellarms knew a human
being had slain it with a jagged
gem which cut its insides to bits.

- He felt the Hellarms knew be-

cause the baleful yellow eyes
pulsed flame-bright an instant
before the monster sank.

- One last tentacle reached fee-
bly over the rim of the ledge.

Brak hacked it off. The Hellarms
vanished from sight.

ARDLY remembering the
rest of it, Brak the barbari-
an gathered the still-living Mar-
dela in his arms. He trudged

- around the rim of the sunken

floor. He walked out of the palace
and under the arch. Mardela’s
hair hung silver-damp in the
starlight. Brak’s eyes were wet
with mixed sweat and blood. For
a moment he did not glimpse
what was waiting for him at the
crumbled end of the causeway.

THE GIRL IN THE GEM

Off to the right, out below the
foaming purple waves, there was
a will-of-the-wisp flicker of yel-
low, now bright, now dull. But
Brak’s gaze fastened straight
ahead. :

A second punt was tied beside
the one he had poled.

A figure stood on the cause-
way.

A cloak belled from its shoul-
ders, rippled by the wind which
blew from behind Brak now. The
figure held a bow, fully drawn.
The arrowhead shone in the glare
of the waning moon.

Suddenly a gust of wind blew
back the cowl. Marjana’s hair
streamed out in the wind.

“No one told me that she was
your younger sister,” Bark
shouted. “No one except you.”

“Stand there, Dbarbarian,”
Marjana cried. “This arrow can
travel faster than your legs.”

“She’s alive,” Brak called back,
taking a pace forward. His eyes
were fastened on that trembling
arrow-tip standing far out ahead
of the bow’s curve. ‘“Alive, and
not a young girl, either. Your
older sister. And therefore heir-
ess to the ecrown, am I right?”

“As long as she was prisoned
in there—"’ Marjana screamed,
“—she was—threat—"’ The wind
blew away some of her words as
Brak took another pace forward,
another. “—if it turned out—she
was alive—someday, someone
might—free her—"
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“So you cleverly trapped me as
a criminal and set me to learn
whether she did truly live,” Brak
responded in a ragged shout. “Of
course you could send no one
from your household, because
they would have smelled a plot.
S0 you gave me a token of your
faith when you sent me. A scarf
dyed with the blood whose silent
the Hellarms
would somehow recognize, some-
how scent. With that scarf, you
gave me the very means by which
I’d be slain, and your sister too.”

Now, far on his right, Brak
noticed a pulsing yellow flash.
There must indeed be subterra-
nean canals beneath the thrust-
up ruins of Great Tyros. Through
them, the Hellarms had come
lumbering along in the depths,
death-wounded, but chasing to
the last its slayer.,

RAK heard a ripple of water,

a foaming roar. Something
sucked wetly and came slipping
across the causeway.

Drawing the bow to full nock,
Marjana screamed, “I can kill
you before you half reach me.
Barbarian, stop!”

Shrieking, she released the ar-
row. Brak had bent swiftly,
dropping Mardela. Running for-
ward, he did not lurch out of the
way in time. The arrow plowed
threugh his left thigh. It left a
deep, bloody gorge into which
the bloed from his hacked left
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arm drained and mingled. But
the fingers of his right hand were
busy ripping at silk.

He raised his hand. Something
fluttered, then skated through
the air the short distance to
Marjana’s head, fluttered there,
held against her face by the wind
blowing from behind Brak.

Too late she recognized what it |

was, flung away her bow, plucked
madly at it—

Just as two slimed-black ten-
tacles of the dying Hellarms
slithered along the causeway,
scented the silent tang of the
blood-dyed scarf, wrapped around
Marjana’s body.

High against the waning moon
she was lifted, shrieking, dying.
One of the ghastly orifices com-
pletely concealed her head as the
Hellarms sank beneath the waves
carrying its final victim.

Shambling, weakened, Brak
turned around. He lurched back
to where Mardela lay. Her silver
hair was afire in the luminescence
of the night. She was breathing
lightly, soundly.

Slowly Brak bent down. He
picked her up. He turned his

scarlet-streaked back on the evil

obscenity of Great Tyros.

Brak the barbarian reached
the end of the causeway carrying
the rightful queen in his arms.
He laid her gently in the punt,
cast off, and began to pole back
toward the mainland under the
light of the stars. THE END

THE GIRL IN THE GEM
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JOURNAL OF A

LEISURED MAN

By BRYCE WALTON
lHlustrator SCHELLING

Everyone was lonely . . . but loneliness could be
dispelled with a Life-Like pet, or a sibling, or a
model, or even an ex-wife. Exawives? Ah, that’s

when things began to get—shall we say, sticky?

First Entry (Undated)

O years ago, when I was
only 38 years of age, my life
stopped having what I was
trained to consider a meaningful
goal or purpose. I was ehief ac-
countant at Greater Animations,
Inc.,, and of course accountants
were among the first to be dis-
placed by eomputors. There
won’t be a need for my sort
again. You see I'm not legally un-
emploved, and I'm legally un-
employable. I'm a certified “re-
tiree.” I draw Federal retire-
ment benefits and a monthly
company bonus check and am
not, therefore, supposed to have
gripes. I'm financially secure,
fixed to the grave. So I can’t be
allowed useful, productive work.
My status forbids by law my

taking jobs from men who have
families to support.

I tried to join some planned
leisure play group, but I ean’t
bear the idea of just playing
stupid games the rest of my life.
I never did like to play games.

Then right after I was re-
tired, Elsa, my wife, left me. Oh
not that I blame her. When 1
needed warmth, her support, she
left me cold, but she had to do
it. She had to avoid eontracting
a dread disease, the disease of
emptiness and boredom, of idle-
ness fthat disintegrates into a
kind of non-existence, a non-in-
volvement with the world.

Later 1 heard that Elsa had
moved in with one of her lovers,
one of her so-called “artist”
friends. He’'d gotten her a job
with Greater Animations as an
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artist, in quotes. She had always
dabbled in water colors but had
no talent. However, anything the
automated assemblies can’t give
the human touch to is now in
terrific demand. Anyone, though
strictly third-rate, who can sat-
isfy a need for the human touch
in manufactured items can about
set his own price. Especially with
outfits like Greater Animations.
The human touch is still needed
to give a simulated spark of life
and color to lips, eyes, cheeks of
animated toys, dolls, puppets
and automated animals.

Elsa and her friend are said
. to be touch-up artists. They paint
mouths on things.

I don’t blame her for leaving
me, finding a productive life with
meaning for herself. I stopped
having illusions about myself. I
never had any creative talent
and never will. All I ever had, as
they used to say, was “a head for
figures.”

But I couldn’t stay in the com-
pany housing units and face
former friends and acquaintanc-
es. I felt empty and useless, not
needed. I caught myself feeling
as though the world was going
past my door while I just had to
sit and watch and might soon
not exist.

‘I found this room in a cheap
rooming house across the river,
where a vast area 18 being torn
down. Many street-level store-
keepers and tenants from old
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apartments and houses havé

gone away into the planned lei-

sure tracts, or somewhere. Rows
of white X’s mark most win-
dows. Whole square miles are to
be demolished—in order to build
more factories, I hear, to make
more toys and games, more com-
plex and clever diversions for
the planned leisure consumers.
People can’t seem to get enough
playthings anymore.

I look at television mostly,
especially old movies. Drinking
takes the edge off of the terror.
It is a kind of terror, you know,
being useless and alone and still
young.

Second Entry (Undated)

I’VE lain here too long, but what
else 1s there for me? I'm
wasting away, not physically,
that doesn’t count, but in other
ways. My life has been burning
away inside these four walls, this
fortress erected around my life
and thoughts. I've been occupy-
ing my thoughts for hours at a
stretch with the slightest details
of life in this room. For example
with a little spider in a wall
crevice. Patterns of faded grease
spots and cracked plaster. Odors
get stronger, smells people left
here. A burned steak, urine,
sweat, feet, fried onions, medi-
cines and perfumes. Even a smell
I think must have been left by
someone dying here. I remind
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myself of the flies which take
refuge indoors at the beginning
of autumn. I see them now, up
there near the ceiling. It’s warm-
er up there. They, too, are wait-
ing. '

And out there what is consid-
~ ered one of the greatest cities in
the world breathes and lives its
life and has no knowledge or feel-
ing of me whatever.

It’s getting to be too much. I
really should get out of here,
Walk somewhere, get some fresh
r.. L

Third Entry (Undated)

VERY disturbing thing hap-
pened to me last night. The
loneliness of this room was tee
much, so I went downstairs te
ask Mrs. Crane for a pot of tea,
she’s the landlady. She always
politely asks me to sit and talk a
while.

Thin autumn rain and wind
drummed on walls and windows
as I started past the opened dou-
ble-doors that lead into the par-
lor. Television was on in there,
very low at that late hour. Then
I heard the younger Crane bey,
Teddy, calling my name. Mr.
Alding. Mr. Alding. Over and
over, very fast. The little fellow
had called to me before but this
was strangely different. It get
higher-pitched, faster, shriller,

like a tape-recorded voice going

too fast. I looked into the shad-
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ows of the parlor through a jum-
ble of faded furniture. I asked,
what do you want, Teddy?

He kept calling my name, fast-
er, shriller. Worried I stepped in-
to the parler as the older broth-
er, Mare, giggled. Just as 1
thought it was probably a prank,
Teddy eame at me from behind a
chair, swinging his arms and
pumping his fat little legs. Be-
fore I knew what was happen-
ing, he had jumped at me and I
had fallen backward onto the
fleer. Little Teddy was on my
chest clawing at my eyes. I
threw him off as Marc ran past me
down the hall laughing, and Mrs.
Crane ran in from the kitchen at
the end of the hall, sereaming
after Marc. “Get to 'bed. I'll
whip you goeod. You know I told
you not te use Teddy until it got
fixed. Didn’t I tell you?”

She grabbed up a metal disc
and turned a control lever. At
closer range I saw it was a re-
mote eontrol switch. Teddy, who
had been lying on his back kick-
ing his legs, suddenly went limp.
Mrs. Crane looked at me as she
nervously lit a cigarette. “Called
and called for repairs to pick up
Teddy. Told Marc to wait till it’s
fixed. But he gets lonesome. Has
to have a playmate and he’s too

sensitive to get along with the
other kids.”

I found the frademark
stamped on Teddy’s back.
Like-Life
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A famous brand name of
- Greater Animations Ine. prod-
ucts.

I looked at Mrs. Crane’s crude- .

ly painted lips mouthing the cig-
arette. She stared up at me curi-
ously. “You look worse than usu-
al, Mr. Alding. What’s wrong?”

I shrugged. I had no intention
of letting anyone know that I
had been deceived for a year into
thinking an automaton was a
real live boy. I despised Mrs.
Crane for supporting this decep-
tion, treating that disgusting
toy as if it were her own. But
I’ve since read the directions
that come with delivery. “. . the
illusions of being real folks is
greatly improved if the entire
family joins in the game of
make-believe. Accept your child’s
Like-Life Playmate, make him
feel at home. Remember, reality
is faith.”

“What’s wrong, Mr. Alding?”

“Frankly,” I said, “I don’t ap-
prove of those things.”

“Well, you played the game
straight enough all along.”

“Well, I'm only a guest here.
And it’s entirely your business.
But I should prefer a boy to play
with real kids, rather than a vi-
cious little dummy.” |

She bristled. “Marc’s therapist
recommended a Like-Life Play-
mate for him. He has trouble
playing with kids. Got beaten
up, and always was coming home
crying. Kids here are mean—
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dark you know. It isn’t their
fault, it’s social but it’s there.
And Marc kept coming home
and having nightmares.” .

“Doesn’t he still have night-
mares?”’

“Not so much though. Almost
no conflicts or tensions now. It’s
marvelous for Marc. He really
got to believing he has a baby
brother. And little Ted is always
so nice and permissive. Never
argues or disagrees or fights or
upsets Marc in any way. He al-
ways plays fair and never uses
obscene language. Perfect little
playmate. Marc never wants to
play with anyone else anymore.
I don’t know what we’ll do if
they don’t hurry and repair Ted-
dy.”

I pointed out that little Teddy
hadn’t been so nice to me.

“Some circuits went bad in
him is all. But he’s guaranteed!”

I remembered Marc hiding in
the shadows laughing when little
Teddy came at me, and Marc had
the control box then. Something
was going wrong all right, but
with who, or what? I came back
up to my room without saying
anything more, even asking for
my pot of tea. I had a sudden
thirst for whiskey.

It usually helps me sleep, but
not last night. I kept thinking of
that little playmate. It seemed so
strange and evil; I've simply
been cut off from things and ap-
parently haven’t noticed or heard
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of these advanced toys that oth-
ers take for granted as ordinary
items.

I was also disturbed that these
items had been perfected and
distributed by my old company.
But it isn’t really odd that I did
not know such things were being
produced perhaps even while I
was still considered useful there,
and not obsolete. A doll in my
accounting department was just
another doll, a number on a ledg-
er tape. During my years with
Greater Animations I'd never
had cause to familiarize myself
with other departments.

Fourth Entry (Undated)

I’VErhad some bad dreams, but
maybe that’s better than not
having any.

Another disturbing incident
happened yesterday afternoon. I
had to get out of this room, and
I finally forced myself from the
bed and over to the window. I
slid back the blind. The old
street was drab with thin cold
rain. Water dripped from un-
tended shrubbery: it shone on
 broken sidewalks, - cracked

Streets and a few stunted weeds.

flowering in rubble. The sky
seemed a bit lighter though so I
ventured out.

But the weather soon got
worse. A rising wind whirled
leaves and rubble past the X’d
windows. Low clouds raced up
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dark alleys. I started across the
corner of an area of wasteland
where many square blocks of
tenements have been torn down.
Several kids ran out suddenly
ahead of me over flat-topped
heaps of bulldozed rubble and
thousands of crushed and leveled
bricks. They joined a little girl
on the edge of a refuse pit who
was on her knees pointing down
and yelling. “Help her, she can’t
last longer without a Mediec.” .

A boy in a ragged coat, carry-
ing a black bag, said. “I'm a
Medic. I can handle this emer-
gency.” And he leapt into the pit
just as I ran to the edge and
looked down at a pitiable broken
body of a girl in a clot of refuse.
A frightful gash in her head
streamed blood. Her legs
twitched. The boy Medic opened
his first-aid kit as the others
gathered round. It was well-
stocked with all sorts of medical
equipment. The Medic put on
rubber gloves. The girl adjusted .
a gauze mask over his mouth.
Bitter cold wind whined around
me as I looked down in horror,
not knowing what to do, or rath-
er being too shocked to think for
a time. Finally I yelled, “Some-
boedy call an ambulance.”

They all looked up at me with
disdain. The kid with the masked
mouth nodded impatiently. The
girl nurse shouted at me. “Our
Medic says it must be done at
onee, or she’ll bleed to death.”
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The girl held a wad of eotton
over the ©patient’s bleeding
mouth, her movements stopped.
The Medic gave her an injection
and bandaged her head, while a
tripod was set up from which a
plasma bottle or something was
suspended with tubes which the
Medic inserted into the little
arms.

“Not such a hot job,” said an-
other boy, sneering.

“You can do better ?”’

“I couldn’t do worse.”

“You’re all mouth.”

“I'll show you!” And the chal-
lenger ripped the bandage off.
Blood spurted over the kid’s face
and clothing as they laughed and
I ran, sickened, until I found a
policeman. I ran with him back
to the pit. He looked down. The

kids laughed up at us. The police- .

man started to laugh too. But he
frowned at me.

“You never seen a first-aid doll
before ?”’ the policeman asked.

“No,” I said.

“Where you been h1d1ng g

But somehow it was hardly less
horrible to me as 1 listened to
the kids in the pit. “Finish her
off I”

“Sure, she can’t live now any-
way. Hopeless.”

“Don’t prolong her suffering.”

“Mercy kill her. Merey kill
her.” They cut her open.

“I advise you,” the policeman
said stermly, ‘“to keep yourself
better informed on contemporary
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affairs.” Then he went away
shaking his head and the kids fol-
lowed after him, covered with the
stains of surgery, and laughing
back at me. I climbed down and
looked at the brand name on its
back.
Like-Life

Later I did remember the ad.
About every child learning to be
an expert Medic or nurse by ac-
tual experience on a Like-Life
model injury victim. Very realis-
tic and responsive to all sorts of
treatment, both proper and neg-
ligent. First-aid kits included.
Practice on a Like-Life victim.
There was more I remembered.
The blood is stainless, washes off
easily with plain water, has a
pleasant odor and is harmless if
taken internally. It also contains
a powerful repellant that discour-
ages all insects, including flies.
They won’t touch it.

Fifth Entry (Undated)

AST night I went to the liquor

store. Coming back, I heard
screams from an alley. I saw
scuffling figures in there, jumbled
shadows that twisted in move-
ment blacker than the surround-
ing darkness. A pale light burned
at the back of some store. The
gang of coloreds, all kids, ran out
of the alley past me. They ran
half a block, then in through the
gate adjoining the big building
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with wiremesh windows. It’s the
City Hospital Extension. Branch
218. Psychotherapy for Disor-
dered Children. The gate had ob-
viously been left open for the
kids, and it promptly shut and
locked after they ran inside.

I went into the alley where
they had left a white man hang-
ing by his neck. His face was wet,
his extended tongue swollen blue,
dripping saliva. The body was
still warm and quivering, dang-
ling its toes a few inches off the
ground. I turned the figure
around to see the trademark
stamped on its back. Like-Laife.

Under that, in smaller letters,
was stamped :

Property of: Psychotherapy

Branch 218

Staxth Entry (Undated)

ERTZOG first visited me last
night, by a deception. I was
in bed looking at the Magic Box.
There was a knock at seven-thir-
ty, just when the kid from the
diner down the street usually
brings me some sort of food for
the evening. So I said, “come in,”
but it wasn’t the kid from the
diner. It was Hertzog, only I did
not know it then.

It was just someone in a dark
suit, with a tanned assertive face.
He had silver temples too, and 1
hated him a little, though not real-
ly, whoever he was, for he was at
least 20 years older than I, but
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was obviously still demanded for
productive work. He carried a
black attache case with the trade-
mark glowing on the side. Like-
Life.

Something furry, with black
bright eyes, squirmed in his oth-
er arm. But I couldn’t make out
just then what it was over the
Tevee shadows. Pets are the rage
now, imported from all over the
world. More people seem to be

accompanied by animals or birds .

than by other people now. So this
might be anything. i

I said, “You’re in the wrong
room.”’

“Not if you’re Alding.” It was
a virile, aggressive voice. I knew
that I had heard it somewhere
before. I also knew that I had
never seen him before. “I’'m Hert-
zog, from our company, Greater
Animations. Its Therapy Clinic
sent me actually, to help you.”

- “Get out,” I said, as politely as
I could.

“The company feels responsi-
ble for you, Alding. You’re re-
tired but the Company still feels,
always will feel, that you’re its
child. It will make your years of
retirement and leisure happy and
fulfilling if you cooperate.”

Hertzog came nearer and
leaned down. He had bright dis-
turbing eyes. “Our company has
been experimenting with thera-
peutic aid models for some time.
An aging man loses a wife he
loved dearly, and gets a Like-Life
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duplicate and his suicidal de-
pression dissolves. A dead child’s
duplicate is introduced to be-
- reaved parents who once again
have something to live for. A man
obsessed with a lust to murder
is given a Like-Life image he has
always dreamed of destroying,
and he never needs to kill again.
A remarkable percentage of
cures.”

“I don’t want anything but for
you and the company to leave me
alone,” 1 said.

“Here’s a gift, little bundle of
love for the lonely,” he said.
“Compliments of the company.”

The dog, it was a little dog,
jumped and yapped with joy over
the bed and onto my chest. It
licked me all over the face, in the
eyes and ears with its long pink
and warm tongue. My heart melt-
ed. I've always loved dogs. I held
it close, but the Hertzog slid a
remote control box from under
his coat and turned it off. The
dog died on my chest, its tongue
still hanging out and dripping
but cold as a length of pink plas-
tic. Its eyes turned marble hard
and dry. I switched on a lamp
so I could read the sales card
hanging from its collar.

“A new marvel from Like-
Life, Greater Animations,
Inc., makers of Like-Life toys,
tanks, guns, dolls, playmates,
and automatons of stunning
variety and adaptability.

Meet Hugo, the joy-bringing
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pup. Never growls, never scrat-
ches, or messes floors, or gets
hungry or lost. Never bites or
strays from home. Always
comes when called. Always
wags replaceable tail, licks
face, grins, whines. Never fails
to show unconditional love to
its master—and only to its
master. Never an ill-temper,
can only give love, $9.90 COD.”

ISGUSTED, I threw it across
the room. I started to tell
Hertzog off, but then he said,

“Our model of your wife will
be far more convincing.”

“I heard you say my wife?”

“We promise something even
you can’t distinguish from the
real thing, Alding. You may
know better intellectually, but
the primitive emotional Gestalt
—it can’t tell the difference and
reacts as if it’s the real item. It’s
a scientific rule.of thumb, Alding.
That a difference that makes no
difference is no difference.”

“lI hope she’s happy,” 1 said.
“I still love her, and—"

Not according to my records
at the company Clinic. Hertzog
explained about that. Hertzog,
quoting the clinic reports made
on me during that hard time of
my retirement, said it wasn’t the
company or getting retired that
had made me bitter. I know that
greater efficiency is necessary for
greater production and that com-
putors are more efficient. I should
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know I couldn’t hate the company
for acting in the interests of the
greater good for the greatest
number. I didn’t really hate the
idea of a long life of games, fun
and organized leisure. That was
just a coverup for what I really
hated—

Elsa. The woman who had hu-
miliated me and denied me my
rights. I hated her so much that
I was in this room slowly killing
myself because I couldn’t kill her,
because I couldn’t get even.

But wasn’t she really the one
that had poisoned my life?

When he stopped talking I saw
that I had been beating the bed
with my fists.

He was very convincing after
that. He set up a small projector
and demonstrated some fantasti-
cally genuine female automatons
in action. He said they’d had a
complete file on Elsa, and that the
duplication would be remarkable.
I began to imagine the possibili-
ties.

Then he took my—I started to
say “‘my wife’s eye” when of
course I mean the synthetic sam-
ple for my inspection that he took
out of the attache case. What a
shocking likeness! The exact pur-
plish-black brilliance of Elsa’s
eyes. Her expression too—that
amused contempt she used to re-
serve just for me.

I couldn’t hide my reaction.
Hertzog who had been- watching
me closely, smiled and held the
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thing closer, almost under my
nose. “Here, Alding. You must
feel it—the texture.”

I dropped it at once. It sound-
ed as genuine as it looked and
felt. It made a soft, dull plop on
the table, rolled a few inches
then looked up at me scornfully.
It seemed so real that her whole
face began to form around the
eye. Black hair, the curling nose.
Then her mouth—always sensual
so that her contemptuous smile
was even more condemning of my
supposed inadequacy. I turned to
the bureau after jumping out of
bed, and wiped at my fingers. The
thing had left a wet trail like a
snail’s across the bedtable. A
moist film clung to my thumb and
forefinger. My hands were un-
steady, a fact I concealed from
Hertzog. I didn’t want him to no-
tice the effectiveness of the thing,
for he hadn’t quoted a price on

the complete model.

He picked the sample up and
dropped it back into the case.
“Now you must see the exciting
potentialities of having her en-
tire body up here to do with just
as you please.”

I turned toward the window to
hide my éxpression. Gray rain
fell and I thought of the damp
leaves gathering out there

‘against the walls. I asked him

about the financial arrangements.

Hertzog put on his topcoat,
while replying. “Our company is
not interested just yet in profits
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on this rather new item, but in
testing its value as a therapeu-
tic tool. So you get the model at
cost if you agree to fill out a
questionnaire concerning your
experiences with it.”

The cost he quoted was ex-
tremely cheap. He then said 1
could have it within a few days
but he wasn’t sure how many.
That was fair enough. He shook
my hand, opened the door and
gave me a warm smile.

“You won’t be . disappointed,
Alding. So far, on our other tests,
it’s worked as a very effective
emotional cathartic, especially
with repressed hostility cases.”

“lI don’t care about that,” 1
said. “I only want to get even.”

“You will.” And Hertzog went
out and closed the door.

Seventh Entry (Unda-téd)

HIS damn waiting for deliv-

ery. I don’t know how many
days. I've been drinking too
much again. I should get out of
this dinky room but the weather’s
a bad gray again. Anyway I
might get a call from Hertzog. I
don’t want to miss the delivery.
I'd better stay and watch tele-
vision . . .

I keep seeing the eye, or rather
Elsa’s eyes. The contempt and
ridicule sometimes changes to
something else. Perhaps a look of
reproach, as though they had
seen me commit some inexpiable
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sin of which I have no knowledge.
Sometimes they are frightening
magic eyes with an expression of
anxiety and wonder, of promise
and menace. |

I hardly notice the room now.
I wait actually shivering some-
times with excitement for the de-
livery of the finished model. I see
nothing now but her eyes. Her
image takes form on the bed.
I shiver in mingled fear and joy
such as I used to feel in one of
those frightening but delicious
dreams.

Even the thought of some copy
of her—that doesn’t matter—it
arouses an intense desire. Her
slender body with that dress that
was my favorite—that excited
me the most. Black, thin, that
clung to her all over as if she
were wet., I can already feel the
warmth of her, smell the odors of
dampness from her black hair. I
can’t wait to thrust my hand in-
to her hair. It always felt damp
and warm.

Will her mouth still taste acrid
and bitter?

It won’t matter. It isn’t really
Elsa who will be sent to me. I
must remind myself, be realistie.
She’ll look just like Elsa, so de-
sirable. But she won’t be Elsa.
She won’t be cold and rejecting.
She’ll be whatever I want her to
be. I'm buying the model, and
she is guaranteed to do whatever
I want, however and whenever 1
want it.
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Eighth Entry (Undated)

T DIDN’T occur to me that she

might have been delivered by
someone—someone who wasn’t
visible to me. I mean there was
a knock, her familiar knock. And
when I opened the door Elsa
stood there alone., Someone must
have brought her at least to the
stairs, but I didn’t see anyone.

I had lit a small lamp on the
other side of the room. I purpose-
fully wanted a dim light, I think,
wanting to flatter whatever the
- model was, make it seem more
real. But I didn’t need any special
lighting effects, I knew that at
once. I was shocked, so stunned
by the reality that I could hardly
say anything. I pulled her inside
and shut the door. She felt so
warm and real, and the way she
gave a little exclamation and
stumbled a little and smiled and
regained her balance. And the
dress—my favorite black thin
dress clinging to her as if her
body were wet. Even the famil-
iar odor—that acrid peppery
sweat mingled with perfume.

This was Elsa—but with one
marvelous difference. This was
the Elsa I had always really
wanted and deserved. And when
she spoke her voice was the way
I had always wanted it, too.

“I want to please you, darling.
I want to make up for every-
thing. I don’t want to say I'm
sorry. I want to show you.”
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‘small of her

Her voice had a pleasant qual-
ity, as it was when I'd first met
her. Before I knew what she was
really like. It reminded me of the
unconscious murmuring of some-
one dreaming. |

I picked her up and sat her on
my lap. I pressed her to me. How
warm and responsive she was
now. The calves of her legs re-
minded me of Elsa’s. She had the
same unconstrained manner as
Elsa should always have had with
me and had displayed with oth-
ers. Now only for me. |

I told her to get on the bed and
she did. I was trembling and
laughing as I leaned over to see
her more plainly. It was no illu-
sion. She had come here, willing-
ly, obediently. She would surren-
der her body to me. She would
give herself to me, with her eyes
closed. I laughed. I ran around
the room. My leg muscles were
funetioning with suppleness and
speed that I hadn’t known for
such a long time. Then I insulted
her and slapped her and she said,
“Yes, darling. I only want you.
Love me, love me, I'm yours. Do
anything you want with me.”

I knelt on the bed and exam-
ined her thoroughly. I compared
her body, every inch of it. I saw
the line of her thigh and that fine
little band of hair across the
back. The birth
mark on her right side over the
third rib—

I made her walk around and
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come back to the bed, back to me.
Then I had the idea that she

moved like a sleepwalker, inde-

pendently of any will of her own.

She seemed to be asleep, or

dreaming, or perhaps in a half-
dream, not quite asleep.

HAT pleasant warmth and

vitality seemed to be in her
breath. I could breathe in the
warmth for a while, I thought,
and maybe I could come alive
again.

Her arms pulled at my neck.
And her face seemed to turn lean
and drawn and cruel. I drew back
and struck her to make her let go
of me. I reminded her, myself,
" that this was the woman who had
finally not allowed me any favors,
who had ridiculed and humiliated

me and left me nothing. I wanted

to love her but—

- I think she handed me the
knife. She must have brought it
in her handbag. I had no such
knife as that. Yes, she smiled a
little and looked fixedly at me
and held out the knife. She knew
I would want to use it. Yes, or so
I thought yesterday—or was it
the day before—

She sighed when I used the
knife. I mean, it sighed. I felt
her warm blood over me. I got
off of the bed and dropped the
knife and then I touched her in
the dark. Cold. Oh she was turn-
ing cold and stiff like Hugo the
joy-bringing pup, and all the oth-
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ers. I began washing everything.

It was supposed to come off with
clear water and didn’t stain. It
was perfumed I think, too, but
I’m not sure. That isn’t impor-
tant. I felt so light and free as I
sat on the floor and started to
cough. No, not a eough, a kind
of laugh.

Later I turned the light on. 1
had to laugh, remembering the
little first-aid doll in the rubbish
pit. Because drops of blood trick-
led from the neck on the bed. It

- was realistic all right. It was

fixed to clot and turn black. My
clothes, the bed, the floor, the
walls, all realistically smeared. I
had to smile. A terrific tension
drained out of me and has con-
tinued to drain away.

I felt for the first time in at
least two years that I could sleep.
Sleep for days—

Last Entry (Undated)

LL this, as if it were a kind of
dream, seemed to waken me

k-from a long, deep sleep. I was

here in my room. Dark. Outside a
steady rain drums on the window.
Casements are slightly loose. The
air makes them rattle.

I haven’t looked at her again. I
covered her with a blanket. I am
frightened and confused about
what to do next. I’ve been wait-
ing but this is hardly a pleasant
waiting room.

I remembered and put a few
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things together. They have added
up unpleasantly. At least for me.

Hertzog’s voice was familiar
and I have remembered where 1
heard it before he came here.
Elsa’s artistic lover’s voice. He
used to call the house and I would
listen on the extension phone. He
used to do it brazenly and they
would talk to taunt me. The man
who had gotten her a job in the
company touch-up department
painting mouths. |

I called the company. Hertzog
had not checked in for work in
two weeks.

Neither had Elsa Alding.

And that feeling of mine that
she had come to me like a sleep-
walker, independently of any will
of her own. Drugged? In some
sort of hypnotic trance?

At the apartment where she
had gone to live with Hertzog, I
was told that they both had left
two weeks ago. No one seemed to
know where.

Maybe Hertzog planned it all
and used me. If Elsa behaved as
she did with me, she would end
up being just as poisonous and
evil to anyone else, even Hertzog.
He had used me to get rid of her.

I’m not certain. I can’t be. 1
don’t really know. But T’ve
phoned for the police. They must
decide if it’s real or not.

But I've been thinking of that
first-aid doll and the ad. The
blood that’s supposed to contain
a powerful repellent against in-
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sects and especially against flies.
The bed is black with flies it
seems to me. Those flies that
were up there, the autumn flies
that have come down from the
ceiling. '
Of course this could have been
a different kind of fluid. And
there is always false or mislead-
ing advertising, I know that. So
I don’t care. Not after thinking
about it. No matter what they
find out, I feel better. I feel so
much better about everything.
I’ve felt better now than at any
time since I went to work for the
company— .
(The journal breaks off here.)

Cemmentary

A common retirement syndrsom
that I have observed is a manic
disturbance, a compulsive neuro-
sis coupled with persecution man-
ia, nourished by hallucinations
about automatons, In such cases
the patient believes himself
threatened by cunningly devised
machinery and his world slewly
transforms itself into a phan-
tasmagoria, similar to the imag-
inings of medieval painters. He
suffers often from the delusion of
being encircled by evilly inten-
tioned mechanisms.

—From Annual Report
Company Therapeutic
Adjustment Clinic.

Greater Animations Inc.
THE END
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Drifting toward the Falls,

Farrell and the girl found

On The
River

reasons to buck the current.

Buit—was it too late to try?

By ROBERT F. YOUNG

ARRELL was beginning to

think that he had the River all
to himself when he saw the girl.
-He had been traveling down-
stream for nearly two days now
—River days, that is. He had no
way of knowing for certain, but
he was convinced that River time
had very little to do with real
time. There were days and nights
here, yves, and twenty-four hours
elapsed between each dawn. But
there was a subtle difference be-
tween time as he had known it
once and time as he knew it now.

The girl was standing at the
water’s edge, waving a diminu-

tive handkerchief. It was obvious

that she wanted him to pole over
to the bank. He did so, forcing
the raft out of the sluggish cur-
rent and into the shallows. Sev-
eral yvards from shore it nudged
bottom, and he leaned on the pole,
holding the raft in position and
looking questioningly at the girl.
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It surprised him to discover that
she was young and attractive,
although it shouldn’t have, he
supposed. Assuming that he had
created her, it was only logical
that he would have made her
pleasing to the eye; and assum-
ing that he had not, it was illogi-
cal to conclude that merely be-
cause he had reached the age of
thirty it was necessary for some-
one else to reach the age of thirty
in order not to want to go on liv-
ing. Her hair was only a shade
less bright than the splash of
afternoon sunlight in which she
stood, and she wore it very short.
A scattering of freckles lightly
dappled the bridge of her deli-
cate nose and the immediate areas
on either side. She was willowy,
and rather tall, and she had blue
eyes. |
“I’d like to share your raft,”
she said across the several yards
of water that separated her from



him. “My own broke loose during
the night and drifted down-
stream, and I've been walking
ever since dawn.” |

Her yellow dress was torn in a
dozen places, Farrell noticed, and
the slender slippers that encased
her feet had already reached the
point of no return. “Sure,” he
said. “You’ll have to wade to get
on board, though. This is as far
in as I can get.”

“I don’t mind.”

The water came to her knees.
He helped her up beside him;
then, with a strong thrust of the
pole, he sent the raft back into
the current. The girl shook her
head as though her hair had once
been long and she had forgotten
that it had been cut, and wanted
the wind to blow it. “I'm Jill
Nichols,” she said. “Not that it
matters very much.”

“Clifford,” Farrell said.
ford Farrell.”

She sat down on the raft and
removed her shoes and stockings.
After laying the pole aside, he
sat down a few feet from her. “I
was beginning to think I was the
only one making the journey,” he
said.

“Clif-

HE wind was moderate but

brisk and was blowing up-
stream, and she faced into it as
though expecting it to send her
hair streaming behind her. The
wind did its best, but succeeded
only in ruffling the almost-curls

that fringed her pale forehead.
“I thought I was all alone, too.”

“The way I had it figured,”
Farrell said, “the River was the
product of my imagination. Now
I see that it can’t be—unless
you’re a product of my imagina-
tion also.”

She smiled at him sideways,
“Don’t say that. I thought you
were a product of mine.”

He smiled back at her. It was
the first time he had smiled in

-~ ages. ‘“Maybe the River’s an al-

legorical produet of both our im-
aginations. Maybe this is the
way you thought it would be, too.
Drifting down a dark-brown
stream, I mean, with trees on ei-
ther hand and the blue sky above.
Did you?”

“Yes,”” she said. “I've always
thought that when the time came,
it would be like this.”

A thought struck him. “I took
it for granted that because I'm
here voluntarily, you are too.
Areyou?”

HYes.ﬂ

“Maybe,” he went on, “two
people visualizing an abstract
idea by means of the same alle-
gory can make that allegory come
to life. Maybe, down through
the years and without our being
aware of it, we brought the River
into existence.”

“And then, when the time
came, cast ourselves adrift on it?
But where is the River? Surely,
we can’t still be on earth.”
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- He shrugged. “Who knows?
Reality probably has a thousand
phases mankind knows nothing
about. Maybe we’re in one of
them. . . . How long have you
been on the River ?”

“A little over two days. I lost
time today because I had to go
on foot.”

“I’ve been on it almost two
days,” Farrell said.

“I must have been the first to
com—the first to cast myself

“adrift then.” She wrung out her

stockings and spread them on the
raft to dry. She placed her be-
draggled slippers beside them.
She stared at the articles for
some time. “Funny the way we
do such things at a time like
this,” she said. “Why should it
make any difference to me now
whether my shoes and stockings
are wet or dry ?”’

“lI guess we're creatures of
habit,” he said. “Right up to the
very end. Last evening, at the
inn where I stayed the night, 1
shaved. True, there was an elec-
tric razor available; but why
did I go to the trouble?”

She smiled wryly. “Last eve-
ning, at the inn where I stayed
the night, I took a bath. I was
going to put up my hair, but-I
caught myself just in time. It
looks it, doesn’t 1t ?”

T did, but he didn’t say so. Nor
did he gallantly deny the fact.
Somehow, small talk seemed out
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of place. The raft was drifting
past a small island now. There
were many such islands in the
River—bleak little expanses of
sand and gravel for the most
part, although all of them had at
least one tree. He glanced at the
girl. Was she seeing the island,
too? Her eyes told him that she
was. |

Still he was not convinced. It
was hard to believe that two peo-
ple—two people who did not even
know each other, in fact—could
have transformed the process of
dying into an allegorical illusion
so strong that it was indistin-
guishable from ordinary reality.
And it was harder yet to believe
that those same two people could
have entered into that illusion
and have met each other for the
first time.

It was all so strange. He felt
real. He breathed, he saw; he
experienced pleasure and pain.
And yet all the while he breathed
and saw and experienced he
knew that he wasn’t actually on
the River. He couldn’t be on the
River, for the simple reason that
in another phase of reality—the
real phase—he was sitting in his
car, in his garage, with the motor
running and the garage doors
closed.

And yet somehow, in a way
that he could not fathom, he was
on the River; drifting down the
River on a strange raft that he
had never built or bought and
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had never even known existed
until he had found himself sit-
ting on it nearly two days ago.
Or was it two hours ago? Or
two minutes? Or two seconds?

He did not know. All he knew
was that, subjectively at least,
almost forty-eight - hours had
passed since he had first found
himself on the River. Half of
those hours he had spent on the
River itself, and the other half
he had spent in two deserted
inns, one of which he had found
on the River bank at the close of
the first afternoon and the other
of which he had found on the
River bank at the close of the
second.

That was another strange
thing about the River. It was im-
possible to travel on it at night.
Not because of the darkness (al-
though the darkness did impose
a hazard), but because of an in-
surmountable reluctance on his
own part—a reluctance com-

pounded of dread and of an ir- -

resistible desire to interrupt his
ineluctable journey long enough
to rest. Long enough to find
peace. But why peace? he won-
dered. Wasn’t it peace toward
which the River was bearing
him? Wasn’t the only real peace
the peace of oblivion? Surely by
this time he should have accepted
a truism as basic as that.

“It’s beginning to get dark,”
Jill said. “There should be an inn
- soon.” Her shoes and stockings
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had dried, and she put them back
on. . *
“We’ll wateh for it. You keep
an eye on the right bank and I'll
keep an eye on the left.”

The inn was on the right bank,
built almost flush with the wa-
ter’s edge. A low pier protruded
a dozen feet into the stream, and
after securing the raft to it with
the mooring line, Farrell stepped
onto the heavy planking and
helped Jill up beside him. So far
as he could see, the inn—on the
outside, at least—was not partic-
ularly different from the two he
had already stayed overnight in.
It was three-storied and square,
and its tiers of windows made
warm golden rectangles in the
gathering dusk. The interior
proved to be virtually identical
too, give or take a few modifica-
tions—Jill’s work, no doubt,
since she must have collaborated
on the creation. There was a
small lobby, a bar, and a large
dining room; a gleaming maple
staircase curved upward to the
second and third floors, and elec-
tric lights burned everywhere in
the guise of counterfeit candles
and imitation hurricane-lamps.

Farrell glanced around the din-
ing room. ‘“It looks as though
you and I are slaves to American
Colonial tradition,” he said.

Jill laughed. ‘“We do seem to
have a lot in common, don’t we?”

He pointed to a glittering juke
box in the far corner of the room.
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“One of us, though, was a little
mixed up. A juke box doesn’t be-
long in an American Colonial set-
ting.”

“I’'m afraid I'm the guilty par-

ty. There was a juke box just like

that one in the inn where 1
stayed last night and in the inn
where I stayed the night before.”

“Apparently our inns vanish
the minute we’re out of sight. At
any rate, I saw no sign of yours

. I still can’t help wondering
whether we're the only force that
holds this whole thing together.
Maybe, the moment we're de—
the moment we're gone—the
whole business will disappear.
Assuming of course that it has
objective existence and can dis-
appear.”

She pointed to one of the din-
ing-room tables. It was covered
with an immaculate linen table-
cloth and was set for two. Be-
side each place, a real candle—
real, that is, to whatever extent
it was possible for objects to be
real in this strange land—burned
in a silver candlestick. “/ can’t
help wondering what we’re going
to have for dinner.”

“The particular dish we hap-
pen to be hungry for most, I im-
agine. Last night I had a yen
for southern-fried chicken, and
southern-fried chicken was what
I found waiting for me when 1
sat down.”

“Funny, how we can take such
miracles in our stride,” she said.
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And then, “I think I'll freshen
up a bit.”

“I think I will too.”

They chose rooms across the
hall from each other. Farrell got
back downstairs first and waited
for Jill in the dining reom. Dup-
ing their absence, two large cov-
ered trays and a silver coffee set
appeared on the linen tablecloth.
How this had been brought
about, he could not fathom:; ner
did he try very hard. A hot show=
er had relaxed him, and he was
permeated with a dream-like
feeling of well-being. He even
had an appetite, although he sus-
pected that it was no more real
than the food with which he
would presently satiéfy it would
be. No matter. Stepping into the
adjoining bar, he drew himself a
short beer and drank it apprecia-
tively. It was cold and tangy, and
hit the spot. Returning to the din-
ing room, he saw that Jill had
come back downstairs and was
waiting for him in the lobby
doorway. She had repaired her
torn dress as best she could and
had cleaned her shoes, and there
was a trace of lipstick on her lips
and a touch of rouge on her
cheeks. It dawned on him all of a
sudden that she was positively
stunning.

HEN they sat down at the
table, the lights dimmed,
and the juke box began to play.

In addition to the two covered
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trays and the silver coffee set,
the magic tablecloth had also

materialized a mouth-watering

antipasto. They nibbled radishes
by candlelight, ate carrots Juli-
enne. Jill poured steaming coffee
into delicate blue cups, added su-
gar and cream.
dered” sweet potatoes and baked
Virginia ham, he had ‘“‘ordered”
steak and French fries. As they
dined, the juke box pulsed softly
in the ghostly room and the can-
dle flames flickered in drafts that
came through invisible crevices
in the walls. When they finished
eating, Farrell went into the bar
and brought back a bottle of
champagne and two glasses. Aft-
er filling both glasses, he touched
his to hers. “To the first day we
met,” he said, and they drank.

Afterward, they danced on the
empty dance floor. Jill was a
summer wind in his arms. ‘“Are
you a professional dancer?” he
asked.

“I was.”

-He was silent. The music was
dream-like, unreal. The big room
was a place of soft lights and
pale shadows. “I was an artist,”
he-went on presently. “One of the
kind whose paintings no one buys
and who keep themselves going
on scraps of hopes and crusts of
dreams. When I first began to
paint I thought that what I was
doing was somehow noble and
worthwhile; but a schoolboy con-
viction can’t last forever, and fi-
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She had “or-

nally I recognized and accepted
the fact that nothing I would ev-
er paint would justify my having
gone without even so much as a
single helping of mashed pota-
toes. But that’s not why I’'m on
the River.” |

“I danced in night clubs,” Jill
said. “Not nice dances, but I was
not a stripper.”

“Were you married ?”

“No. Wereyou?”

“Only to my work, and my
work and I have been divorced
for some time now. Ever since I
took a job designing greeting
cards.”

“It’s funny,” she said, “I never
thought it would be like this.
Dying, I mean. Whenever I pic-
tured myself on the River, I pic-
tured myself on it alone.”

“So did I,” Farrell said. And
then, “Where did you live, Jill?”

“In Rapids City.”

“Why, that’s where I lived too.
Maybe that has something to do
with our meeting each other in

this strange land. I—I wish I had

known you before.”

“You know me now. And 1
know you.”

“Yes. It's better than never
having gotten to know each other
at all.”

They danced in silence for a
while. The inn dreamed around
them. Outside, beneath stars that
had no right to be, the River
flowed, dark-brown and brooding
in the night. At length, when the
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waltz to which they were dancing
came to an end, Jill said, “I think
we should call it a day, den’t
you 2

~ “Yes,” Farrell said, looking
down into her eyes, “I suppose
we should.” And then, “I’'ll wake
at dawn—I knew I will. Will
you ?”’

She nodded. ‘“That’s part of it,
too—waking at dawn. That, and
listening for the falls.”

He kissed her. She stood im-
mobile for a mement, then drew
away. ‘“Good night,” she said,
and hurried from the room.

“Good night,” he called after
her.

He stood in the suddenly emp-
ty room for some time. Now that
she had gone, the juke box played
no more and the lights had
brightened and taken on a cold
cast. He could hear the River,
hear it whispering a thousand
and one sad thoughts. Some of
the thoughts were his, and some
of them were Jill’s.

At last he left the reom and
climbed the stairs. He paused in
front of Jill’s door. He raised his
‘hand, knuckles turned toward the
panel. He could hear her in the
room beyond, hear her bare feet
padding on the floor and the rus-
tle of her dress as she slipped
out of it for the night. Presently
he heard the faint whisper of
sheets and the muffled creak of
springs. And all the while he
heard these sounds, he heard the
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soft, sad susurrus of the River.

At length his hand fell to his
side, and he turned and stepped
across the hall and let himself
into his own room. He closed the
door firmly. Love and death
might go together, but love-mak-
ing and dying did not.

HE sound of the River grew
louder while he slept, and in
the morning it was a steady mur-
mur in his ears. Breakfast was
eggs and bacon and toast and
coffee served by ghosts, and gray
words spoken in the gray light of
dawn. With the rising of the sun
he and Jill cast off, and soon the
inn was far behind them.
A little past midday,
heard the roar of the falls.
It was a gentle roar at first,
but it grew louder, decibel by
decibel, and the river narrowed
and began flowing between bleak
gray cliffs. Jill moved closer to
Farrell, and Farrell teok her
hand. Rapids danced around
them, drenching them at sporad-
ie intervals with ice-cold spray.
The raft lurched beneath them,
turned first this way and that at
the whim of the River. But it did
not capsize, nor would it, for it
was the falls that stood for death
—not the rapids.
- Farrell kept glancing at the
girl. She was staring straight
ahead of her as though the rap-
ids did not exist, as theugh noth-
ing existed except herself, Far-
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rell, and the raft. He had not ex-
pected death to come so soon. He

had thought that life, now that

he had met Jill, would linger on.
But apparently this strange
country which they had somehow
brought into being had no func-
tion save to destroy them.

Well destruction was what he
wanted, wasn’t it? A strange en-
counter in a strange land could
not have changed that, any more
than it could have changed it for
Jill. A thought struck him, and,
raising his voice above the gur-
gling of the rapids and the roar
of the falls, he asked, “What did
you use, Jill ?”

“Gas,” she answered.
you ?”’

“Carbon monoxide.”

They said no more.

Late in the afternoon, the Riv-
er widened again, and the cliffs
gradually gave way to gently
sloping banks. Beyond the banks
vague hills showed, and the sky
seemed to have taken on a bluer
ecast. The roar of the falls was
deafening now, but apparently
the falls themselves were still a
considerable distance down-
stream. Maybe this wasn’t the
last day after all.

It wasn’t. Farrell knew it the
minute he saw the inn. It was on
the left bank, and it appeared a
little while before the sun was
about to set. The current was
swift now, and very strong, and
it required the combined efforts
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of both him and the girl to pole
the raft in to the small pier.
Breathing hard, and soaked to
the skin, they clung to each oth-
er till they caught their breaths.
Then they went inside.
Warmth rose up to meet them,
and they rejoiced in it. They
chose rooms on the second floor,
dried their clothes, made them-
selves presentable, and joined
each other in the dining room
for the evening meal. Jill had a
roast-beef dinner and Farrell had
scalloped potatoes and pork
chops. He had never tasted any-
thing so delicious in all his life,
and he savored every mouthful.

Lord, but it was good to be

alive!

Astonished at the thought, he
stared at his empty plate. Good
to be alive? Then why was he sit-
ting in his car with the motor
running and the garage doors
closed, waiting to die? What was
he doing on the River? He raised
his eyes to Jill’s, saw from the
bewilderment in them that the
face of all the world had changed
for her, too, and knew that as
surely as she was responsible for
his new outlook, he was respon- -
sible for hers.

“Why did you do it, Jill?” he
asked. “Why?”

She looked away. “As 1 told
you, I used to dance in night
clubs. Not nice dances, but I
wasn’t a stripper either—not in
the strict sense of the word. But
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even though my act could have
been far worse, it was still bad
enough to awaken something in
me that I didn’t know existed.
Anyway, one night I ran away,
and not long after that I joined
a convent.”

HE was silent for a while, and
so was he. Then she said,
looking at him now, “It’s funny
about a person’s hair—what it
can come to stand for, I mean. I
wore my hair very long, and it
was the most essential part of
my act. The only decent part, be-
cause it covered my nakedness.
Without my knowing what was
happening, it came to symbolize
for me the only really decent qual-
ity I possessed. But I didn’t tum-
ble to the truth until it was too
late. With my hair, I had been
able to live with myself. Without
it, I felt unfit to live. I—I1 ran
away again—to Rapids City this
time—and I got a job in a de-
partment store and rented a
small apartment. But a decent
job wasn’t enough—I needed
something more. Winter arrived,
and I came down with the flu.
You know how it weakens you
sometimes, how depressed you
can feel afterwards. I—I—"
She looked down at her hands.
They lay on the table before her,
~and they were slender and very

white. The sad susurrus of the

River filled the room, muting the
throb of the juke box. Back-
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grounding both sounds was the
roar of the falls.

Farrell looked down at his own
hands. “I guess I was sick, too0,”
he said. “I must have been. I felt
empty. Bored. Do yveu know
what true boredom is? It’s a
vast, gnawing nothingness that
settles around you and accompan-
1es you wherever you go. It comes
over you in great gray waves
and inundates you. It suffocates
you. I said that my giving up
the kind of work I wanted to do
wasn’t responsible for my being
on the River, and it wasn’t—not
directly. But my boredom was a
reaction, just the same. Every-
thing lost meaning for me. It was
like waiting all your life for
Christmas to come, and then get-
ting up Christmas morning and
finding an empty stocking. If I
could have found something in
the stocking—anything at all—I
might have been all right. But I
found nothing in it, absolutely
nothing. I know now that it was
my fault. That the only way any-
one can expect to find something
in his Christmas stocking is by
placing something in it the night
before, and that the nothingness
I saw around me was merely a
reflection of myself. But I didn’t
know these things then.” He
raised his head and met her eyes
across the table. “Why did we
have to die in order to meet each
other and want to live? Why
couldn’t we have met like other
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people—in a summer park or on
a quiet street? Why did we have
to meet on the River, Jill? Why ?”

She stood up, crying. “Let’s
dance,” she said. “Let’s dance all
night.”

HEY drifted onto the empty

dance floor and the music rose
around them and took them in
its arms—the sad and the gay
and the poignant songs that first
one of them and then the other
remembered from the lifetimes
they had cast aside. “That one’s
from my Senior Prom,” she said
once. “The one we’re dancing to
now,” he said a short while after-

ward, “dates from the days when

I was still a kid and thought I
was in love.” “And were you in
love?” she asked, eyes gentle up-
on his face. “No,” he answered,
“not then. Not ever—until now.”
“I love you, too,” she said, and
the tune took on a softer note
and for a long while time ceased
to be.

Toward dawn, she said, I
hear the River calling. Do you
~ hear it, too?”

“Yes,” he said, “I hear it.”

He tried to fight the call, and
so did she. But it wasn’t any use.
They left the ghosts of them-
selves dancing in the dawnlight
"and went down to the pier and
boarded the raft and cast off. The
current seized them greedily and
the roar of the falls took on a
triumphant tone. Ahead, in the
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wan rays of the rising sun, mist
was rising high above the gorge.
They sat close together on the
raft, in each other’s arms. The
roar was a part of the air they
breathed now, and the mist was
all around them. Through the
mist, a vague shape showed. An-
other raft? Farrell wondered.
He peered into the ghostly va-
por, saw the little trees, the
sandy shore. An island . . .
Suddenly he understood what
the islands in the River repre-
sented. Neither he nor Jill had
truly wanted to die, and as a re-
sult the allegory which they had
jointly brought to life and en-
tered into contained loopholes.
There might be a way back after

‘all.

Springing to his feet, he seized
the pole and began poling. “Help
me, Jill!” he cried. “It’s our last
chance.” |

She, too, had seen the island
and divined its significance. She
joined him, and they poled to-
gether. The current was omnipo-
tent now, the rapids furious. The
raft lurched, heaved, wallowed.
The island loomed larger through

- the mist. “Harder, Jill, harder!”

he gasped. “We've got to get
back—we’ve got to!”

He saw then that they weren’t
going to make it, that despite
their combined efforts the cdur-
rent was going to carry them
past their last link with life.
There was one chance, and only
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one. He kicked off his shoes.
“Keep poling, Jill!” he shouted,
and, after placing the end of the
mooring line between his teeth
and biting into it, he leaped into
the rapids and struck out for the
island for all he was worth.

Behind him, the raft lurched
‘wildly, tearing the pole from
Jill’s grasp and sending her
sprawling on the deck. He did not
know this, however, till he
reached the island and looked
over his shoulder. By then, there
was just enough slaek remaining
in the line fer him to belay it
‘around a small tree and secure it
in place. The tree shuddered
when the line went taut, and the
raft came to an abrupt stop sev-
eral feet from the brink of the

- falls. Jill was oen her hands and

knees now, trying desperately to
keep herself from being threwn
from the deck. Gripping the line
with both hands, he tried to pull
the raft in to the island, but so
strong was the current that he
would have been equally as suc-
cessful if he had tried to pull the
island in to the raft.

The little tree was being grad-
ually uprooted. Sooner or later it
would be torn out of the ground
and the raft would plunge over
the falls. There was only one
thing to do. “Your apartment,
Jill!” he shouted across the
whiteness of the rapids. “Where
s 2

Her voice was barely audible,
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“229 Locust Avenue. Number
301.” -

He was stunned. 229 Locust
Avenue was the apartment build-
ing next to the one where he
lived. Probably they had almost
run into each other a dozen
times. Maybe they fad run into
each other, and forgotten. In the
city, things like that happened
every day.

But not on the River.

“Hold on, Jill!” he called. “I’'m
going the long way around!”

O travel from the island to the

garage required but the mer-
est flick of a thought. He came
to in his car, head throbbing
with misted pain. Turning off
the ignition, he got out, threw
open the garage doors, and stag-
gered out into the shockingly
cold winter’s night. He remem-
bered belatedly that his hat and
coat were in the back of the car.

No matter. He crammed his
lungs with fresh air and rubbed
snow on his face. Then he ran
down the street to the apartment
building next door. Would he be
in time? he wondered. He could
not have been in the garage more
than ten minutes at the most,
which meant that time on the
River moved at an even faster
pace than he had thought. Hours,
then, had already passed sinee
he had left the island, and the
raft could very well have gone
over the falls.
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Or had there really been a
raft? A River? A girl with sun-
bright hair? Maybe the whole
thing had been a dream—a
dream that his unconscious had
manufactured in order to snap
him back to life.

The thought was unendurable,
and he banished it from his mind.
Reaching the apartment building,
he ran inside. The lobby was de-
serted, and the elevator was iIn
use. He pounded up three flights
of stairs and paused before her
door. It was locked. “Jill!” he
called, and broke it down.

She was lying on the living-
room sofa, her face waxen in the
radiance of a nearby floor lamp.
She was wearing the yellow dress
that he remembered so well, only
now it was no longer torn. Nor
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were her slender slippers be-
draggled. Her hair, though, was
just the way he remembered it—
short, and trying to curl. Her
eyes were closed.

He turned off the gas in the
fireless circulating heater that
stood against the wall, and he
threw open all of the windows.
He picked her up and carried

‘her over to the largest one and

let the sweet-life-giving air em-
brace her. “Jill!” he whispered.
“Jill!”’

Her eyelids quivered, opened.
Blue eyes filled with terror gazed

up into his face. Slowly, the ter-

ror faded away, and recognition
took its place. He knew then that
there would be no more Rivers
for either of them.

THE END
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the REPAIRMEN

OF CYCLOPS

By JOHN BRUNNER

Hlustrator SCHELLING
First of Two Parts

Cyclops was a poor planet. It could not afford to lose

the Galactic Corps base which supported its economy.

On the other hand, Alura Quist could not afford

to lose her youth and beauty. The choice was hers. _

HE sky rang with the rever-

beration of the fierce white
sunlight like the interior of a
blue drum. Wind hot as‘ the
breath of a furnace teased the
silver ocean into ripples, and the
ripples shattered the sun’s image
into a blazing pathway of dia-
mond fragments. Itching with
sweat, aching with tension, Jus-
tin Kolb had to narrow his eyes
even behind his wholeface visor
because the response-limit of the

glass was exceeded if he turned

his head towards that glistening
track over the water and the
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opacity curve took a sudden dive
towards complete blankness.

Maddeningly, it was to sun-
ward that he had caught the first
wing-glints.

He had expected that the sight
of the Jackson’s buzzards would
crystallize his formless tension
into the old familiar excitement,
re-unite mind and body into the
efficient combination, as much
weapon as person, which was
Justin Kolb at peak operational
efficiency. He had been trying for
so long to get away on his own
like this, on the hunter’s trail






which now had to make do for his
old, preferred pastimes, that the
strain of habituation to waiting
had soured his keen anticipation
of the chase. 2

Only till 1 see the buzzards,
he had promised himself. And
then—

But he’d seen the buzzards at
last, when he had half decided he
was too far north even at this
season, two days past midsum-
- mer, and the instant of thrill had
been—an instant. Now he was
back in the slough of dreary
awareness which had plagued
“him the whole of yesterday and
the whole of the day before. He
was conscious of suffocating
heat, of blinding brightness, of
prickling perspiration, of cramp
from keeping the skimmer level
and aligned despite the tug of the
waves. His hands were slippery
on the controls, and the hard
butt of his harpoon-gun seemed
to take up twice as much room on
the skimmer’s deck as it usually

did.

Briefly, he shut his eyes, wish-

ing with all his force that some-
how time could turn back and he
could be free to return to space.

But Cyclops was a relatively

- poor world. It could not support

luxury spaceflight. Out there, a
man had to be productive—min-
ing asteroids, servicing solar
power relays, doing some clock-
around job with the absolute con-
centration of machinery.
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What the hell am I now? A
gigolo. +

The thought passed. True or
not, he was at least able to in-
dulge this much of his thirst
for excitement and challenge; if
he had taken any other of the
courses open to him, he would
have been drudging away this
glorious summer in a city or on a
farm or in some squalid fishing-
port, pestered continually by the
demands of other people, by the
need to stack up work-credits, by
holes in his shoes or leaks in his
roof.

Even her high-and-mightiness
is preferable to that . . . |

He blinked. The wing-glints
had come again, and this time
remained in view instead of van-
ishing into the blur of heat-haze

~and shimmery reflection along

the skyline. His pulse beat faster
as he began to count: five, six—
eight, ten, at least a dozen and

~ possibly more.

Name of the cosmos, but it
must be a giant!

OR one moment, uncharacter-

istic alarm filled him. He had
come deliberately to this north-
ern extreme of the wolf-sharks’
range, because those that beat a
path of slaughter more than a
hundred miles from the equato-
rial shallows which were their
customary habitat were certain
to be the largest and greediest
specimens, and after his long im-
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- patient chafing in Frecity he had
felt nothing less than a monster
would compensate him.

But seeing a dozen or more
buzzards hovering was a shoek.

It was perhaps the most char-
acteristic sight on Cyclops:
Jackson’s buzzards, swift, cruel-
taloned, steely-winged, on the
track of a wolfshark, which killed
for savage delight and not fer
hunger, so that even the mon-
- strous appetities of the birds
were easily glutted by its gore-
leaking victims. At this time of
yvear, nearer the equator, one
could look out over the sea and
espy as many as five or six
groups of the carrion-eaters fol-
lowing the blood-smeared killers,
for the ocean teemed with life.

Yet it was rare to see more
than six buzzards to every wolf-
shark. By twos and threes, they
would sate themselves and flap
heavily away, while others took
their place, the total number in
the sky remaining roughly con-
stant. And there were reasons
why those that roamed furthest
north were followed usually only
by two or three buzzards: first,
the sea offered fewer victims and
hence less carrion; second, the
birds were still feeding their
young at this time of year, and
could not wander too far from
their breeding-mats, the vast
raft-like assemblies of Cyclops
kelp found only in a narrow belt
round the planet’s ecenter.
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Nonetheless, here it was: a
wolfshark so big, so fast, and so
murderous that a hundred miles
away from home it was killing in
quantities great enough to tip
the balance in this buzzards’ dim
minds on the side of greed rather
than loyalty to their offspring.

He pursed his lips and eased
his harpoon-gun closer to the
firing-notch cut in the forward
gunwale of the skimmer. Would
one shot do the job? Would it be
better to load first with an un-
lined harpoon, to weaken the

killer, before risking a shot with

line attached and the consequent
danger of being dragged to the
bottom? Had this enormous
beast been attacked and escaped
before—if it had, how many
times? The more often, the war-
ier it would be of an approach-
ing skimmer, and the more likely

it would be to attack even if there

was easy prey closer to hand.

He weighed possibilities with
half his mind, while with the
other half he reviewed the area
where he found himself.

This was the water-hemi-
sphere of Cyclops, insofar as the
differentiation was meaningful.
It was a shallow-sea planet—its
moon being rather small, and in-
capable of raising large tides
either in the crustal material or
in the oceans, although its sun
exerted considerable tidal influ-

ence.
The shallowness of the sea,
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combined with a total volumé of

water close to the average for
Class A planets (those on which
human beings could survive, eat-
ing some of the vegetation and
at least a few of the native ani-
mals) meant that the dry-land
area was chopped up into small
sections. The other half of the
planet boasted some quite siz-
able islands, and even a quasi-
continent consisting of a score of
large islands linked by isthmus-
es. This side was sparsely inhab-
ited, and the largest island with-
in hundreds of miles was official-
ly not even part of Cyclops but
a repair and recreation base for
the Corps Galactica.

A certain amount of fishing;
a certain amount of scrap-recla-
mation; some terrafarms on
islands isolated enough to be
worth maintaining as pure-hu-
man ecologieal units against the
risk of drifting seeds and wan-
dering fauna from the Cyclops-
normal islands around them—
that was the sum of human en-
gagement with this hemisphere,
apart from solar and tidal power
~ installations operating with a
minimum of manned supervi-
sion.

OLB hesitated. Then he gave.

a harsh laugh. Was he go-
ing to let the risk of dying alone
and far from rescue prevent him
from going after this record-
breaking wolfshark? He would
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never be able to face his image in
the mirror again! _ '

In any case, out in space he
had faced death not hundrdes,
but hundreds  of thousands of
miles from his fellow men.

His mind darkened briefly. He
never cared to recall the circum-
stances that had brought him
back from space to a planet-
bound existence, and forbidden
him to combine his lust for dan-
ger with valuable work. There.
was nothing of value to anyone
but himself in this single-hand-
ed hunting; men had shared Cy-
clops with wolfsharks for long
enough to determine the limits
within which they could be a
nuisance, and if the necessity
arose, the species was culled ef-
ficiently and with precision by
teams of men working from the
air. - |
In fact, thought Kolb greyly,
there’s damned Ilittle value to
anybody tn anything I've done
with my life lately. Least of all
lome . ..

Slowly, as the wing-glints
came closer, following a line that
would pass him within some four
or five miles and if extended
would eventually approach the
island where the Corps Galactica
maintained the repair base, a
kind of muted exultation filled
him. He could see now that the
buzzards were too full already to

- make more than token swoops on

what the wolfshark killed, yet—
FANTASTIC



as though admiring the energy
of the beast—they none of them
made to flap back to the south
and their breeding-mats.

Il break all the records. 1
never even heard of such a giant!

He put aside the unlined har-
poon which his hand had auto-
matically sought for the first
shot. With fingers as exact as a
surgeon’s, he loaded a harpoon
with line attached, and laid the
gun in its firing-notch.

Then he closed his left hand on
the control levers, and without a
tremor fed power to the reactor.

The skimmer leapt up on its
planes with a shriek loud
enough to startle a wolfshark at
twice this range, and instantly
the wheeling buzzards disgorged
the last food they had eaten and
climbed a safe hundred feet into
the sky. Just audible over the
thrum of power from his craft,
Kolb heard their whickering
cries, like the neighing of fright-
ened horses.

And one of his questions was
answered, anyway. This wolf-
shark had been attacked before,
often enough to recognize a
skimmer for the danger it repre-
sented. It forgot its business of
stitching a line of destruction
across the peaceful ocean, and
spun around in the water to con-
front the fragile boat. It lowered
its tail and spread its fans, and
its head rose to the surface.

Kolb’s self-possession wave
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ered, so that he had to cling des-
perately to his unverbalized deci-
sion: it doesn’t matter if I die or
not! Thinking of it as huge, and
seeing how huge it was, were two
different things.

How big, then? Fifty feet
from fan-tip to fan-tip, oscillat-
ing in the water like a manta
ray, but having a tapered body

‘which was all keel for the mus-

cles driving those fans, perfectly
streamlined; a mere twitch, a
single shrug of those muscles
would hurl it torpedo-swift on
anything else which swam the
waters of Cyclops, and jaws
which could open to engulf a
man would clamp serrated rows
of fangs into, and through, the
victim. The bite killed, and the
killer forgot. In summer, it was
never hungry. It swallowed what
its jaws held, and that sufficed
until the next kill, minutes later.

Kolb silenced the yammering
alarms in his mind and lined up
the sights of his gun rock-steady
on the center of the maw.

And then, with the distance
closing to two hundred yards, a
hundred and fifty, there came.
the boom.

It rocked the skimmer. It
startled the wolfshark, It was
the noise of a Corps Galactica
spacecraft braking at the edge of
atmosphere to put down at the
repair base.

By a reflex not even the danger
of death could overrule, ex-
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spaceman Justin Kolb glanced
up, and the sun shone full on his
wholeface visor, triggering and
overloadng the glare response, so
that he was blind. He cried out,
his hand closing on the trigger
of his gun. The harpoon whistled
wide of a target, and the wolf-
shark charggd.

II

URING the flight Maddalena

Santos had mostly sat star-
ing at nothing, turning over and
over in her mind the decision
which now confronted her: to
stay on, or not, in the Patrol
Service.

Three other passengers were
aboard—personnel from an air-
less Corps base further out to-
- wards the limits of the explored
galaxy, on rotating local leave
and very excited about it. Two of
them were men. The fact that
these men looked at her once
only told her something about
the effect of the last twenty
years on her appearance.

It was one thing to know that
she was assured of another two
centuries of life. It was another
to realize on this first visit to civ-
ilization in so long a time how
deep the impact of two decades
on a barbarian world had gone.

She was assured of her lon-
gevity by the Patrol’s pay-scale;
in a galaxy where the older
worlds were so rich it literally
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made no difference whether a
given individual worked or not,
it required either accidental ded-
ication or a tempting bait to en-
list volunteers for the necessary
drudgery of governmental serv-
ice.

Not that you can really call it
government, Maddalena remind-
ed herself listlessly. If’s more
like herding cattle. And lazy cat-
tle, at that. -

The other branches of govern-
ment service paid at lower rates;
only the Patrol paid ten-for-one
in the unique currency of life.

She had served twenty years
as an on-planet agent, among
stinking barbarians lost In a
mud-wallow, and she was en-
titled—if she chose to take it
here and now—to a guaranteed
two centuries of comfortable,
healthy life, anywhere she chose.
She could even go clear back to
Earth, for she had been born
there.

Wistfully, she looked at the
black starspangled backdrop of
space, wondering what had hap-
pened on the mother world in the
period she had been away.

She had been so optimistic . ..
Right at the beginning of her ca-
reer, when she was making out
so badly in the Corps that she
risked not even being promoted
lieutenant from her initial pro-
bationer status—and hence los-
ing forever her chance at lon-
gevity-payment—she had saved
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everything and indeed acquired
some small reputation by a suc-
cessful coup on a barbarian
planet: one of the isolated Zara-
thustra Refugee Planets where
fugitives had survived after flee-
ing the hell of the Zarathustra
- nova more than seven centuries
previous.

But when she was offered a
post as an on-planet agent, su-
pervising and watching the
progress of these stranded out-
casts of -humanity, since she was
not permitted to return to the
world where she had stirred up
such a to-do, she had had to pick
almost at random from the exist-
ing four or five vacancies.

And she had realized quite
shortly after being assigned her
post, in which the minimum stay
was twenty years, that she had
chosen wrong. | |

It had seemed that something
was going to happen on the plan-
et she selected—a transition
from the typical mud-grubbing
peasant level where many of the
refugees had got stuck, to an ex-
panding phase of incipient civi-
lization, with some industrializa-
tion and a great deal of c¢ross-
cultural influence—fascinating
material to study at first-hand.

But that occurrence depended
on the survival of an organiza-
tional genius who had inherited
the headship of a strategically
sited city-state. And within a
month of her arrival, one of his
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jealous rivals assassinated him
and seized power, condemning
the planet to at least one more
generation of stagnancy.

She was absolutely forbidden
to interfere. And, having to sit
helplessly by and watch nothing
happen, she had grown so bored
she hardly dared think about it.

Now was time for leave, and
reassignment. Her “death” had
been arranged: her successor
had been briefed and was even
now aboard the Patrol ‘ship
which would land him with utter
secrecy to take over his carefully
prepared role in the local society

. . and she was on her way to
Cyeclops, a planet she had never
conceived she might want to
visit. E “

Yet she had welcomed the
reasonless order to eome here be-
fore proceeding on leave. The
delay gave her time to arrive at
the decision she had postponed
so long : stay on, ask for transfer
to some lower-paying job, or re-
sign?

She thought enviously of Gus
Langenschmidt, the Patrol Ma-
jor who had maintained the beat
including her assigned world
when she first went there; he
was aging, greying, even run-
ning to fat when she last saw
him, yet because he could think
of no better purpose to which to
devote his acerued longevity, he
was continuing far beyond the
maximum service-time which
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qualified for ten-to-one pay. Five
centuries was the limit of credit.
Fifty years in the Patrol.

More than the total of years
I’'ve yet lived, Maddalena refleet-
ed. How 18 Gus? Where 1s he? It
would have been easier to endure
- my j0b if I'd known he was stiil
going to call two or three times a
year—but they opulled him off
his beat to do something else
when he topped the limit, and I
could never like his successer so
well.

HE communicators an-
nounced the imminence eof
planetfall. The whisper of air be-
gan on the hull, like the drum-
ming of scores of marching feet.
Maddalena leaned back and

closed her eyes, struggling once

more with the irresoluble prob-
lem. She scarcely noticed the ae-
tual landing period, although
her fellow passengers were
chattering and joking and ex-
changing snippets of informa-
tion about Cyclops. A rough
world, they thought it was.

Rough world! Maddalena
echoed silently. These soft-hand-
ed chair-warmers should geo
where I’ve just come from!

Andyet . . .

Her mind drifted back two
decades on the instant. “A pred-
atory kind of world”—that was
the description she had been giv-
en when it was first learned Cy-
clopeans were behind the inter-
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ference with a ZRP which she
had cancelled out by an inspired
improvization.

What did they want her here
for, anyway? Why in the galaxy
had that message come through
at the Corps base where she had
been trying to decide whether to
go all the way home to Earth for
her leave-year, instructing that
she be sent to Cyclops on the
next available flight?

The answer turned up the
moment the loclys were opened on
the landing-ground—or rather,
pontoon. Cyclops, having 8o
much water, had corresponding-
ly little dry ground available for
parking spaceships. More than a
dozen vessels were in view from
the seat in which she still sat
listlessly although the others
had risen excitedly to await per-
mission to step outside. The
gawky shapes of cranes, the
abstract formations of hulls in
process of cutting up for scrap,
the clean bright rails of over-
head gantries, wove webs of met-
al across the blinding blue back-
ground of a summer sky.

She had not expected to find
such bright light; the primary
of the world she had left was
cooler than Earth’s, but that of
Cyclops was whiter and hotter.

A man in summer undress
uniform, hair clipped close and
indicating that he was called on
to fly space where long hair was
forbidden because it was dan-
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gerous inside a helmet, hauled
himself dexterously through the
lock even before the mobile gang-
way trundled into position. He
peered down the shadowy aisle
of the passenger cabin.

“Senior Lieutenant Santos?”
he inquired.

Maddalena stirred and got up.

“The base commandant 1is
waiting for you,” the man said.
“Would you come with me ?”

The other passengers ex-
changed resentful glances, espe-
cially the woman. She had never
been out of range of civilized cos-
metic treatment, and her age
was impossible to assess, where-
as Maddalena had had to age the
full twenty years she’d spent
where cosmetics were
primitive pastes and powders.

She obeyed the instruction
apathetically. But the moment
she came to the lock and saw
who was waiting below in the
open cockpit of the ground-skim-

mer, she forgot everything in a

wave of pure joy.

“Gus!” she shouted, and went

down the gangway three steps
at a time to hurl her arms
around his neck.

“Easy, girl, easy!” he said,
disengaging her grip. “I have to
maintain some show of author-
ity around this dump, even
though I hate it. Let’s have a
look at you. It’s been a long
time.” '

Maddalena pulled back to
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arm’s reach and studied her old
friend.' “You look better on it
than I do,” she said with a
twinge of envy. And indeed he
did; his grey hair had been
treated, his face smoothed to
wipe away worry-lines, his
waistline trimmed to a lean
youthfulness. In his immaculate
commandant-rank uniform, he
looked like a come-on advertise-
ment for Patrol recruitment.
“Have to maintain appear-
ances, the same way you’ve had
to,”” he grunted. “Here, get in
and I’ll run you back to my HQ
for a bit of refreshment. Your
gear will be taken care of. It's
not often I get the chance to use
my position for my own amuse-
ment, but this time I've done it,
and you’re getting the finest
treatment the planet can afford.”
“Amusement?’”’” Maddalena
said, relaxing with a sigh into
the soft padding of the passen-
ger seat. ‘““‘Did you fetch me here
simply for amusement ?”’ '
Langenschmidt, easing the
ground-skimmer around the tail
of the newly landed ship—the
metal shell of the pontoon reso-
nated under them—shot a star-

- tled glance at her.

“Weren’t you told why you
were being sent here? I'd have
expected you to raise hell at hav-

ing your leave postponed when
you've waited twenty years for

it!” |
“No, I just did as I was told.”
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- Maddalena narrowed her eyes
against the brilliant sunshine
and let her gaze rove over the
tidily-parked spaceships.

“Hm! You must have changed
in the years since we last met,”
Langenschmidt said. “You used
to be a considerable spitfire.
Well, I— Well!” He ran his hand
around the collar of  his
full-dress jacket. “I'd better
start by explaining, hadn’t 17
It’s to do with the ZRP’s, of
course. The row about non-inter-
ference has blown up yet once
more—it’s been in the wind since
shortly before I was recalled
from my beat and put in charge
here, and I was put in charge
here for precisely the reason
that the center of the whole
brewing row was right on QOy
clops.”

Maddalena, hardly paying at-
tention, made some sort of sound
comment.

ANGENSCHMIDT went en:
“In fact, some of it was to do
with our little affair at Carrig.
- Although they were never able
to come out and complain open-
ly, the pride of the Cyclops gov-
ernment was badly hurt by the
fact that a hundred or so Cyclop-
eans had been dropped into vel-
canoes by dirty smelly barbari-
ans, and that we hadn’t acted te
stop this because of the principle
~ of non-interference with ZRP
development. It takes years to
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stir up trouble when there are
two hundred and whatever—
two hundred sixty, isn’t it?—

~-worlds with a say in running the

Corps, but a determined party
can get the wheels turning even-
tually. And on Cyclops we have
just such a determined party.
Her name is Alura Quist, and if
there weren’t officially a repre-
sentative government here Id
say she was a dictator. She’s just
—ah—unstoppable.

“The Cyclopeans don't like
having our base here, but they
can’t balance their planetary
budget without the revenue it
brings in. So short ef kicking the
Corps off-planet, there’s only one
way then can get back at us for
the Carrig business. That’s to
attack our prized principle of
non-interference. And with a
view to this, Quist is right now
staging a big conference on the
subject, with delegates from all
kinds of worlds including Earth,
and frankly I'm horrified at the
influential names she’s managed
to rope in.

“The problem is in my lap,
Maddalena, and I've worried
myself stupid about it. They put
me here to try and stave off what
Quist is doing, and I'm losing
out. When I heard you were at
the end of your tour, I thought,
‘By Cosmos! She’s from Earth,
and out this way Earthborn
Corpsmen are few and far be-
tween—she’s served as an on-
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planet agent, so she has first-
hand testimony available.” For
all these and several other rea-
sons, I thought maybe you’d jolt
my mind out of its old grooves
and somehow inspired me to get
~ the better of Quist.”

Maddalena stirred and turned
her finely-shaped head.” Her
former look of fragility, Langen-
schmidt noted, had faded, and
she seemed toughened and far
less feminine.

“After twenty years watching
a gang of Zarathustra refugees
getting nowhere, Gus, I'm pretty
well convinced myself that it’s a
erime to leave them to make fools
of themselves. I'm sorry to dis-
appoint you within minutes of
our first meeting in years, but
that’s the way I feel right now,
and if you want to convince the
delegates to this conference that
non-interference is the right
course, you can start by trying it
on me!” :

I11

OR the third time Bracy Dyge

began on the miscellaneous
collection of transistors littering
the bottom of his spares box,
hoping against hope that the
fault in his fish-finder would put
itself right. He was four days
from port, even if he started
home right away, in this slug-
gish ancient trawler which rep-
resented his whole family’s
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means of support—with himself

as sole able-bodied seaman. He
had been four days on the fish-
ing-grounds, and only last night
had he got hold of the fact that
the reason for his inability to
locate any schools of oilfish lay
in an equipment fault, not in a
total absence of fish.

For some reason far beyond
his rudimentary technical
knowledge to fathom, the fish-
finder refused to signal anything
closer than the bottom of the
sea. With maddening precision it
delineated on its circular screen
the profile of the rocks three
hundred feet below his keel, but
it wouldn’t even show the big
plastic bucket he was trailing as
a sea-anchor.

‘Transistors were expensive,
and it was impossible to tell by
merely looking at them whether
they were in functional condi-
tion or not. Accordingly, he
couldn’t say whether those he
had salvaged at various times
and popped in the spares box
were better, or worse, than the
ones installed in the fish-finder
already. He could merely try ev-
ery possible combination until
he had exhausted the last permu-
tation, and since there were al-
together sixteen transistors in
the fish-finder and seven in the
spares box, it was proving an
impossibly long job.

At least, however, it was rid-
ding him of some useless junk.
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Two of the spares had put the -

fish-finder completely out of ae-
tion, and these he had tossed
overboeard with annoyance.

The sun was baking hot, and
the sea was completey feature-
less, His trawler, shabby and
paint-peeling, was the only sign
of life as far as he could see. On
the afterdeck, in the exiguous
shadew of a torn plastic awning,
he sat with legs crossed, using
the front plate off the fish-finder
housing as a tray for the loose
parts. He was very lean and the
summer had tanned his natural-
ly dark skin to the color of old
rich leather. His hair hung
around his shoulders in thick
braids, and a shiny but sea-
tarnished chrome ring was
threaded through the pierced
lobe of his left ear. Anyone with
a knowledge of the culture of
Cyclops would have placed him
instantly, even without stopping
to consider his off-white loin-
cloth and elastie sandals: a fish-
erboy from one of the sea-hem-
isphere ports, most likely Gratig-
nol, and doing rather badly this
year.

Correct. Morosely, Bracy dis-
covered that another transistor
was worthless, and that made
three over the side.

At least, he promised himself,
he was not going to turn for
home before he had exhausted all
possibilities for self-help. Even
then . . .
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His stomach churned and his
mind quailed at the prospect of
going home with an empty heold.
Better, surely, to cruise at ran-
dom until his nets ehanced on
something for the family to eaf,
even if he found no oilfish. Oil-
fish were the only salable species
in this part of the ocean:; eating
fish could be get by anyone,
simply by casting a few lines
with bait. Oilfish travelled in
vast schools of eight to ten thou-
sand, but because the schools
were so big they were likewise
eoncentrated, and without a fish-
finder one might hunt for weeks
and not cross the path of a single
school.

If only he belonged to a differ-
ent family . . . ! If he were one
of the Agmess boys, for in-
stance, six brothers of whom two
had sufficient technical skill not
merely to do their ewn electron-
ics repairs but aetually to build
equipment for other families’
boats. . . But by the same to-
ken, they guarded their knowl-
edge well. He would have to go
home and pay far their assist-
ance, or pay someone else—what
with, after a fruitless voyage?
Agmess boats had radio, too, and
in the event of a breakdown they
could signal for help, whereas he
was on his own, in charge of the
boat which supported his four
sisters, his grandmother and his
eight-year-old younger brother.
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E was himself seventeen

years old. He had been the
breadwinner of the family since
the great storm of the winter
before last during which his par-
ents had been drowned in the
capsizing of a lifeboat put out to

rescue a damned fool.
Add me to the list, Bracy told
himself sourly. My parents

would be dreadfully ashamed to
see me in this stupid mess!

- He paused in his thankless
task and cast a casual glance
over the burnished shield of the
sea, not expecting to see any-
thing but the water and the sky.
His" heart gave a lurch and
seemed to go out of rhythm for
several beats, and he almost
spilled the spare parts from the
makeshift tray balanced on his
legs.

Jackson’s buzzards! This far
north, they could mean only one
thing—a wolfshark!

With frantic haste he gath-
ered the bits of the fish-finder
and thrust them in a bag where
at least he could find them again,
and scrambled to his feet. There
was one other way of tracking
oilfish besides using electronic
aids, and that was to follow a
wolfshark as the buzzards did,
until its eagerness for prey led it
to a school. It could sense the
same nutrient-rich currents as
~ all the other fish, and those cur-
rents always defined the oilfish’s
path. '
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Of course, not all such cur-
rents held oilfish—there were too
many such. But it was an idea.

He hesitated, eyes screwed up
against the glare, raising the
sole of one foot to rub it on the
calf of the opposite leg as he al-
ways did when concentrating on
a problem. There were several
factors to weigh before a deci-
sion was reached. First off, this
wolfshark must be a whopper to
have so many buzzards trailing
him. Second, he was already four
days from home, and a wolfshark
finding plenty of prey might kill
the clock around for a week be-
fore tiring and turning towards
the equator again. Third, al-
though he had heard about using
a wolfshark as a pilot on the
traces of an oilfish school, he had
never known anyone really do it
—it was needlessly chancy now
that everyone sailing from Grat-
ignol could afford a fish-finder.

Finally, if a wolfshark that
size decided to attack his trawl-
er, it could probably sink it with
two or three fierce charges.

Bracy drew a.  very deep
breath. Now was the time for
desperate measures, he conclud-
ed, and went to see whether he
was equipped for the job.

Stores were no problem, apart
from water, and unless the
weather broke he could keep the

-solar still going. Power, likewise

—during the day he drew
enough to move the boat at a
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sluggish walking pace from sili-
con-dynide sails spread to catch
the sun, and at night he could
spare a little of his stored re-
serves. He could risk a eouple of
days on the wolfshark’s trail.

Defending himself if the beast
turned nasty was another matter
altogether. His only weapens
were two fish-gaffs, rather cor-
roded from long use and one in
particular looking likely to snap
soon, and an unreliable self-seek-
ing seine, not much use for any-
thing except bringing up jelly-
fish to be melted in the sun.

One moment. An inspiration
struck him. In the emergency
locker he had at least half a doz-
en signal rockets, which on a
sparsely populated world Ilike
this needed to reach stratospher-
ic altitude if they were to be any
use. They weighed sixty-five
pounds apiece, and were {rig-
gered automatically by contact
with sea-water at one-hour in-
tervals after the liferaft was cast
overboard.

He spent fifteen sweaty,
swearing minutes manhandling
two of them into position in the
forward rail, and fishing up a
bucket of sea-water to fire them
with. If luck and judgment com-
bined, he could give even a mon-
ster wolfshark a meal worth

remembering with these things.

Then, feeling remarkably cold
despite the heat of the day, he
fed power to the weakly respond-
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of

ing reaction jets and the trawler
began to creep in the wolfshark’s
general direction.

E was about a mile distant

when the skimmer came in
sight. It seemed teo appear from
nowhere. It was so low in the wa-
ter, even the shallew troughs of
this oily swell had concealed it
until it got up on its planes and
spewed a frothy plume astern,
There seemed to be nothing of it,
too—just a platform with a
slightly raised rim forward, and
a man lying on it, his face
masked with a visor against the
sun.

Bracy gulped. Going after the
wolfshark—? Yes! For he was
lying on the butt of a harpoon-
gun, and a gleam of sun caught
the barbs of the missile.

He saw the wolfshark then,
and wished he hadn’t come near
after all, for it was gigantic be-
yond his worst nightmares—its
span as great as the entire
length of his trawler.

The scene of the man on the
skimmer confronting the horri-
ble aquatic killer lasted just long
enough to burn inte his memery,
when the sonic boom thundered
across the sky and the tableau,
one second old, disselved into a
chaos of spray and shrieking
cries from the buzzards, whieh
had withdrawn to a safe height
after vomiting their half-digest-
ed stomach contents.

FANTASTIC



>

The skimmer vanished as sud-
denly as it had appeared, in a
whirlpool generated by the pass-
age of the wolfshark, and a dozen
fragments sailed into the air to
land at distances up to a hundred
feet away. Of the man who had
been on it, Bracy saw nothing
more for the moment. Chiefly,
- this was because he was no long-
er wasting time on looking. He
had stopped his engines on solar
power and feverishly switched to
stored reserves—not that that
would enable him to outrun the
monster, but at least it would
give him a chance to dodge if he
timed the maneuver correctly.

‘He waited, wholly tense.
Would the beast ignore him, or
—2? No, his luck was out. For,
having turned in a lazy circle, it
was rising to the surface again
and surveying the upper side of
the sea.

This was an old rogue, clearly,
as well as a monster. No sooner
had it sighted the trawler than
it had hurled itself forward.

Bracy was yelling at the top of
his voice—he had no idea what
words he was uttering, but they
might have been curses. By
crazy guesswork he aligned the
trawler on the wolfshark’s
course, slopped water over the
firing mechanism of both rock-
ets, and hurled himself into the
well of the deck, hoping the blast
- would be deflected from him. |
One—two—three heartbeats,
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as widely spaced as measured
footfalls, intolerably slow.

And the universe exploded.

Dazed, he picked up his
bruised body, feeling as if it be-
longed to someone else, and put
his head over the well’s edge to
look at the deck. Two of his solar
salls were ripped, and the plastic
awning which had given him
shade had blown clear out of
sight; there were char-marks on
the planking and the window of
the sternhouse was smashed.

But there had been a very sat-
isfactory calamity twenty yards
from his bows. He could tell,
even before looking over the side,
because the buzzards had de-
scended already to replace the
food wasted in panicky vomiting.

The writhing corpse of the
wolfshark, torn almost in two,
was pumping its life’s blood in
into the ocean.

Limp, Bracy had to cling to
the rail—and instantly snatched
his hand away. It was still hot
from the blaze of the rockets’
exhaust. A miracle I didn’t set
the ship afire, he thought wanly.

He looked apathetieally at the
water. Now he’d lost two solar
sails, and his pilot to an oilfish
school, for nothing.

He stiffened abruptly. What
was that in the water yonder?
Something writhing—as though
beating at the sky?

The man from the skimmer!
Still alive, floating on some buoy-
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ant section of his craft—even
having the strength to utter
faint cries, now that Bracy’s
ears were attuned to the sound
half-masked by the whinnying
of the buzzards.

With infinite effort he put the
trawler about and drew along-
side the floating man. He was by
then too weak to help himself.
Bracy had to gaff him through a
pair of cross-belts on his back.
When he was dragged from the
water, he proved to have lost one
leg from the knee down to the
fangs of the wolfshark.

“Don’t—worry,’”” the man
whispered, seeing Bracy stare
aghast at the injury. “Suit—will
stop—the bleeding.”

What suit? Bracy peered clos-
er. The man’s skin was covered
with a transparent film of some
kind, that must be it, and it was
contracting now of its own ac-
cord, forming an automatic
tourniquet around the amputat-
ed leg so that the flesh turned
death-white and the bleeding re-
duced to a capillary leakage.

Well, that settles it, Bracy
thought glumly, and went to get
out another signal rocket, this
time to cry for help from wher-
ever it might be available.

IV

VEN on a poor world like Cy-
clops, the Corps enjoyed the
best of everything. It was a ne-
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cessity to compensate personnel
for the often heartbreaking
tasks that faced them; likewise,
however, it was a drawback in
the same way that the pay sys-
tem based on longevity treat-
ment was, creating envy and
troubling Corps selection boards
with mobs of totally unsuitable
candidates. |

Symptomatic of Corps luxury
here was Langenschmidt’s home
and headquarters, a villa crown-
ing the highest point on the is-
land which the Cyclops govern-
ment leased to them. There was
no need for the commandant to
be in close physical touch with
his responsibilities in the repair-
yvard and port—electronic links
served the purpose and permit-
ted the privacy preferred by a
man whose longest serviece had
been on a lonely Patrol beat one
tour of which might take a dee-
ade.

His dismay at Maddalena’s
unexpected response to his first
remarks after their meeting kept
him silent until they were to-
gether in the long, low, cool main
room of the villa, with the pano-
rama of the island and its off-
shore pontoons spread like a map
in front of the wall-high win-
dows. Then, eradling a drink in
both hands, he leaned back in a
contoured chair and stared at
this woman whom subconsecious-
ly he had still regarded an hour

~ago as the hotheaded stand-in
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agent of the Carrig affair, twen-
ty years previous. ¥

He had grown aeccustomed teo
the changes wrought in himself
by a return to cemfort and civi-
lization—the reversal of the ag-
ing effect, for instance. The
sight of Maddalena at a ‘“natu-
- ral” forty-five years of age was a
shock to him. Her bones were
still fine, her head still as ex-
quisitely shaped as an abstract
sculpture, her eyes still bright as
gems on either side of her regal
nose, sharp as though to symbol-
ize her innate curiosity. But her

skin was coarse, her hands were

rough, and there was an aura of
exhaustion in her attitude and
her voice.

To try and dispel the disturb-
ance she had caused in his mind,
he said with insincere heartjness,
“Well, Maddalena! How have
things been going for you since
we last met?”

“Badly.” She made no move to
sip the drink provided for her,
although she had taken a dry
savory crackerball from a bowl
and was rolling it absently be-
tween her fingers. “I doubt if i
was more than a log book entry
for you, but you may remember
that Headman Cashus was as-
sassinated soon after my assign-
ment, and with him went any
hope of progress. So—"’

She crumbled the crackerball
into dust and dropped the frag-
ments back in the dish. “So I've
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spent one hell of a long time
watching absolutely nothing
happen. And you ?”’

“Ah—1I've been learning a new
trade and finding I'm not very
good at it. Contemporary diplo-
maey, I guess you’d say I have
not seen nothing happen, but on
the galactic scale things take
place so slowly as to make a fair
approximation.” Langenschmidt
hesitated. “Maddalena, were you
serious in what you said earlier,
about non-interference, or was
that just due to tiredness after
your trip ?”

“The tiredness has been build-
ing up for a leng, long time,”
Now, finally, she tasted her
drink, making no comment on
it. “And—yes, I'm serious.”

“Are you going clear back to
the point of view I had such
trouble kicking you out of— .
along with Pavel Brzeska—when
we were going to Carrig?”’

“No. That was the precon-
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