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HELP US KEEP THE
THINGS WORTH KEEPING

It’s good to be a boy, exploring the
wide world, soaking up wonderful
new sounds and sights everywhere
you go. And if the world’s a peaceful
place, it’s good to grow up, too, and
become a man.

But will the world stay peaceful?
That depends on whether we can keep
the peace. Peace costs money.

Money for military strength and

for science. And money saved by
individuals to help keep our economy
strong.

Your Savings Bonds make you a
Partner in strengthening America’s
Peace Power.

The Bonds you buy will earn good
interest for you. But the most im-
portant thing they earn is peace.

Are you buying enough?

HELP STRENGTHEN AMERICA'S PEACE POWER

BUY 1. S. SAVINGS BONDS

The [1.S. Government do-

= not pay for this advertising. The Treasury Department thanks
The Advertising ">uncil and this magazine for their patriotic donation.



Secrets

entrusted
toa
few

THERE are some things that cannot
be generally told — things you ought to
know. Great truths are dangerous to
some —but factors for personal power
and accomplishment in the hands of
those who understand them. Behind
the tales of the miracles and mysteries
of the ancients, lie centuries of their
secret probing into nature’s laws—
their amazing discoveries of the hid-
den processes of man’s mind, and the
mastery of life’s problems. Once shroud-
ed in mystery to avoid their destruc-
tion by mass fear and ignorance, these
facts remain a useful heritage for the
thousands of men and women who pri-
vately use them in their homes today.

THIS FREE BOOK

The Rosicrucians (not a religious

9pe Rosicrucians wvoro

organization) an age-old brotherhood
of learning, have preserved this secret
wisdom in their archives for centu-
ries. They now invite you to share the
%rv'am'ml helpfulness ‘ojy their teachings.
rite today for a free copy of the
book, “The Mastery of Life.” Within
its pages may lie a new life of oppor-
tunity for you. Address: Scribe L.D.L.

Please send me the free book, The Mastery !
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The creatures on

the little planet
were real bafflers.
The first puzzler
about them was that
they died so easily.
The second was that

they didn’t die at all.

1

TENSION eased away as
the spaceship settled
down on its metallic haunch-
es and they savored a safe
planetfall.

Ekstronm fingered loose
the cinches of his decelera-
tion couch. He sighed. An
exploration camp would mean
things would be simpler for
him. He could hide his prob-
lem from the others more eas-
ily. Trying to keep secret
what he did alone at night



was very difficult under the
close conditions on board a
ship in space,

Ryan hefted his bulk up
and supported it on one el-
bow. He rubbed his eyes
sleepily with one huge paw.
“Ekstrohm, Nogol, you guys
okay ?”

“Nothing wrong with me
that couldn’t be cured,” No-
gol said. He didn’t say what
would cure him; he had been
explaining all during the trip
what he needed to make him
feel like himself. His small
black eyes darted inside the
olive oval of his face.

d“Ekstrohm?” Ryan insist-
ed.

“Okay.”

“Well, let’s take a ground-
level look at the country
around here.”

The facsiport rolled open
on the landscape. A range
of bluffs hugged the horizon,
the celor of decaying moss.
Above them, the sky was the
black of space, or the almost
equal black of the winter sky
above Minneapolis, seen
against neon-lit..snow. That
cold, empty sky was full of
fire and light.. It seemed al-
most a magnification of the
Galaxy itself, of the. Milky
Way, blown up by some mas-
ter photographer,

This fiery swath was ac-
tually only a belt of minor
planets, almost like the aste-
roid belt in the -original So-
lar System. These planets
were much bigger, nearly all

capable of holding an at-
mosphere. But to the infuri-
ation of scientists, for no
known reason not all of them
did. This would be the fifth
mapping expedition to the
planetoids of Yancy-6 in
three generations. They lay
months away from the near-
est Earth star by jump drive,
and no one knew what they
were good for, although it
was felt that they would
probably be good for some-
thing if it could only be dis-
covered—much like the con-
tinent of Antarctica in an-
cient history.

“How can a planet with so
many neighbors be so lone-
ly?” Ryan asked. He was the
captain, so he could ask ques-
tions like that.

“Some can be lonely in a
crowd,” Nogol said elaborat-
ely.

66 HAT will we need out-
side, Ryan?’ Ek-
strohm asked.

“No helmets,” the captain
answered. “We can breathe
out there, all right. It just
won’t be easy. This old world
lost all of its helium and
trace gases long ago. Nitro-
gen and oxygen are about it.”

“Ryan, look over there,”
Nogol said. “Animals. Ring-
ing the ship. Think they’re in-
telligent, maybe hostile ?”’

“I think they’re dead,” Ek-
strohm interjected quietly.
“I get no readings from them
at all. Sonic, electronic, gal-
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vanic—all blank. According
to these needles, they’re stone
dead.”

“Ekstrohm, you and I will
have a look,” Ryan-said. “You
hold down the fort, Nogol.
Take it easy.”

“Easy,” Nogol confirmed.
“I heard a story once about
a rookie who got excited when
the captain stepped outside
and he couldn’t get an en-
cephalographic reading on
him. Me, I know the mind of
an officer works in a strange
and unfathomable manner.”

“I'm mnot worried about
you mis-reading the dials, No-
gol, just about a lug like you
reading them at all. Remem-
ber, when the little hand is
straight up that’s negative.
Positive results start when it
goes towards the hand you
use to make your mark.”

“But I'm ambidextrous.”

Ryan told him what he
could do then.

Ekstrohm smiled, and fol-
lowed the captain through the
airlock with only a glance at
the lapel gauge on his cover-
all. The strong negative
field his suit set up would
help to repel bacteria and in-
sects.

Actually, the types of in-
fection that could attack a
warm-blooded mammal were
not infinite, and over the
course of the last few hun-
dred years adequate defenses
had been found for all basic
categories. He wasn’t likely
to come down with hot chills

and puzzling striped fever,

They ignored the ladder
down to the planet surface
and, with only a glance at
the seismological gauge to
judge surface resistance,
dropped to the ground.

It was day, but in the thin
atmosphere contrasts were
sharp between light and sha-
dow. They walked from mid-
night to noon, noon to mid-
night, and came to the beast
sprawled on its side.

Ekstrohm nudged it with a
boot. ‘““Hey, this is pretty
close to a wart-hog.”

“Uh-huh,” Ryan admitted.
“One of the best matches I've
ever found. Well, it has to
happen. Statistical average
and all. Still, it sometimes
gives you a creepy feeling to
find a rabbit or a snapping
turtle on some strange world.
It makes you wonder if this
exploration business isn’t all
some big joke, and somebody
has been everywhere before
you even started.”

THE surveyor looked side-
wise at the captain. The
big man seldom gave out with
such thoughts.  Ekstrohm
cleared his throat. “What
shall we do with this one?
Dissect it?”’

Ryan nudged it with his
toe, following Ekstrohm’s ex-
ample. “I don’t know, Stor-
my. It sure as hell doesn't
look like any dominant intel-
ligent species to me. No
hands, for one thing. Of

JIM\ RARMON



course, that’s.-not definite
proof.”

“No, it isn’t,” Ekstrohm
said.

“I think we'd better let it
lay until we get a clearer pic-
ture of the ecological setup
around here. In the mean-
time, we might be thinking
on the problem all these dead
beasts represent. What kill-
ed them?”

“It looks like we did, when
we made blastdown.”

“But what about our land-
ing was lethal to the crea-
tures?”

“Radxatlon"” Ekstrohm
suggested. “The planet is
very low in radiation from
mineral deposits, and the at-
mosphere seems to shield out
most of the solar output. Any
little dose of radiation might
knock off these critters.”

“I don’t know about that.
Maybe it would work the
other. way. Maybe because
they have had virtually no
radioactive exposure and don’t
have any R’s stored up, they
could take a lot. without
harm.”

“Then maybe it was the
shockwave we set up. Or may-
be it’s sheer xenophobia. They
curl up and die at the sight
of something strange and
alien—like a §paceship.”

“Maybe,” the captain ad-
mitted. “At this stage of the
game anything could be pos-
sible. But there’s one possi-
bﬂity I particularly don’t
like.”

THE PLANET ‘WITH NO NIGHTMARE

“And that is?”

“Suppose it was not us that
killed these aliens. Suppose
it is something right on the
planet, native to it. I just
hope it doesn’t work on
Earthmen too. These critters
went real sudden.”

KSTROHM lay in his
bunk and thought, the
camp is quiet.

The Earthmen made camp
outside the spaceship. There
was no reason to leave the
comfortable quarters inside
the ship, except that, faced
with a possibility of sleeping
on solid ground, they simply.
had to get out.

The camp was a cluster of
aluminum bubbles, ringed
with a spy web to alert the
Earthmen to the approach of
any being.

Each man _had a bubble to
himself, privacy after the
long period of enforced inti-
macy on board the ship.

Ekstrohm lay in his bunk
and listened to the sounds of
the night on Yancy-6 138.
There was a keening of wind,
and a cracking of the frozen
ground. Insects there were
on the world, but they were
frozen solid during the night,
only to revive and thaw . in
the morning sun,

The bunk he lay on was
much more uncomfortable
than the acceleration couches
on board. Yet he knew the
others were sleeping more
soundly, now that they had
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renewed their contact with
the matter that had birthed
them to send them riding
high vacuum,

Ekstrohm was not asleep..

Now there could be an end
to pretending.

He threw off the light
blanket and swung his feet
off the bunk, to the floor. Ek-
strohm stood up.

There was no longer any
need to hide. But what was
there to do? What had chang-
ed for him?

He no longer had to lie in
his bunk all night, his eves
closed, pretending to sleep.
In privacy he could walk
around, leave the light on,
read.

It was small comfort for in-
somnia, .

Ekstrohm never slept. Some
doctors had informed him he
was mistaken about this. Ac-
tually, they said, he did sleep,
but so shortly and fitfully
that he forgot. Others ad-
mitted he was absolutely cor-
rect—he never slept. His
body processes only slowed
down enough for him to dis-
pell fatigue poisons. Occa-
sionally he fell into a waking,
gritty-eyed stupor; but he
never slept.

Never at all.

Naturally, he couldn’t let
his shipmates know this. In-
somnia would ground him
from the Exploration Service,
on physiological if not psy-
chological grounds. He had to
hide it.

10

OVER the years, he had
had buddies in space in
whom he thought he could
confide. The buddies invari-
ably took advantage of him.
Since he couldn’t sleep any-
way, he might as well stand
their watches for them or
write their reports. Where
the hell did he get off threat-
ening to report any laxness
on their part to the captain?
A man with insomnia had bet-
ter avoid bad dreams of that
kind if he knew what was
good for him,

Ekstrohm had to hide his
secret.

In a camp, instead of ship-
board, hiding the secret was
easier. But the secret itself
was just as hard.

Ekstrohm picked up a
lightweight no-back from the
ship’s library, a book by
Bloch, the famous twentieth
century expert on sex. He
scanned a few lines on the
social repercussions of a cel-
ebrated nineteenth century
sex murderer, but he couldn’t
seem to concentrate on the
weighty, pontifical, ponderous
style.

On impulse, he flipped up
the heat control on his cover-
all and slid back the hatch of
the bubble.

Ekstrohm walked through
the alien glass and looked up
at the unfamiliar constella-
tions, smelling the frozen
sterility of the thin air.

Behind him, his mates stir-
red without waking.

JIM HARMON
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KSTROHM was startled

in the morning by a bang-
ing on the hatch of his bub-
ble. It took him a few sec-
onds to put his thoughts in
order, and then he got up
from the bunk where he had
been resting, sleeplessly.

The angry burnt-red face
of Ryan greeted him. “Okay,
Stormy, this isn’t the place
for fun and games. What did
you do with them?”

“Do with what?”

“The dead beasties. All the
dead animals laying around-~
the ship.”

“What are you talking
about, Ryan? What do you
think I did with them?”

“I don’t know. All I know
is that they are gone.”

“Gone?”

Ekstrohm shouldered his
way outside and scanned the
veldt.

There was no ring of ani-
mal corpses. Nothing. Noth-
ing but wispy grass whipping
in the keen breeze,

“Pll be damned,” Ek-
strohm said.

“You are right now, buddy.
ExPe doesn’t like anybody
muckmg up primary evi-
dence.”

“Where do you get off,
Ryan?’ Ekstrohm demand-
ed. “Why pick me for your
patsy? This has got to be
some kind of local phenome-
non. Why accuse a shipmate
of being behind this?”

THE PLANET WITH NO NIGHTMARE

“Listen, Ekstrohm, I want
to give you the benefit of
every doubt. But you aren’t
exactly the model of a sur-
veyor, you know. You’ve been
riding on a pink ticket for six
years, you know that.”

“No,” Ekstrohm said, “No,
I didn’t know that.”

“You’ve been hiding things
from me and Nogol every
jump we’ve made with you.
Now comes this! It fits the
pattern of secrecy and stealth
you’ve been involved in.”

“What' could I do with your
lousy dead bodies? What
would I want with them?”

“All T know is that you
were outside the bubbles last
night, and you were the on-
ly sentient being who came in
or out of our alarm web, The
tapes show that. Now all the
bodies are missing, like they
got up and walked away.”

It was not a new experi-
ence to Ekstrohm. No. Sus-
plilcion wasn't new to him at
all.

“Ryan, there are other ‘ex-
planations for the disappear-
ance of the bodies. Look for
them, will you? I give you
my word 'm not trying to
pull some stupid kind of joke,
or to deliberately foul up the
expedition. Take my word,
can’t you?”’

Ryan shook his head. “I
don’t think I can. There’s
still such a thing as mental
illness. You may not be re-
sponsible.”

Ekstrohm scowled.

n



“Don’t try anytiung vio-
lent, Stormy. I outweigh you
fifty pounds and I'm fast for
a big man.” _

“I. wasn’t planning' on
jumping you. Why do you
have to jump me the first
time something goes wrong?
You’ve only got a lot of form-
less suspicions.” .

“Look, Ekstrohm, do you
think I looked out the door
and saw a lot of dead animals
missing and immediately de-
cided you did it to bedevil
me? I've been up for hours—
thinking—Ilooking into this.
You're the only possibility
that’s left.”

uWhy?n

6'THE bodies are missing.

What could it be? Sca-
vengers? The web gives us a
complete census on every-
thing inside it. The only ani-
mals inside the ring are more
wart-hogs and despite their
appearance, they aren’t car-
nivorous. Strictly grass-eat-
ers. Besides, no animal, no in-
sect, no process of decay
could completely consume ani-
mals without a trace. There
are no bones, no hide, no
nothing.”

“You don’t know the way
bacteria works on this planet.
Radiation is so low, it may
be particularly virulent.”

“That’s a possible explana-
tion, although it runs counter
to all the evidence we've es-
tablished so far. There’s a
mtich simpler explanation,

12

Ekstrohm. You. You hid the
bodies for some reason. What
other reason could you have
for prowling around out here
at night?”

I couldn’t sleep. The words
were in his throat, but he
didn’t use them, They weren’t
an explanation. They would
open more questions than
they would answer,

“You're closing your eyes
to the possibility of natural
phenomenon, laying this on
me. You haven’t adequate
proof and you know it.”

“Lkstrohm, when some-
thing’s stolen, you always sus-
pect a suspicious character
before you get around to the
possibility. that the stolen
goods melted into thin air.”

“What,” Ekstrohm said
with deadly patience, “what
do you think I could have
possibly done with your preci-
ous déad bodies?”

“You could have buried
them. This is a big territory.
We haven't been able to
search every square foot of
it.” .

“Ryan, it was thirty or for-
ty below zero last night. How
the devil could I dig holes in
this ground to bury any-
thing?”

“At forty below, how could
your bacteria function to rot
them away ?”

Ekstrohm could see he was
facing prejudice. There was
no need to keep talking, and
no use in it. Still, some re-
flex made him continue to

JIM HARMON



frame reasonable answers,

“TI don’t know what bac-
teria on this planet can do.
Besides, that was only one ex-
ample of a natural phenome-
non,”

“Look, Ekstrohm, you don’t
have anything to worry about
if you’re not responsible.
We're going to give you a
fair test.”

What kind of a test would

it be? He wondered. And
how fair?

Nogol came trotting up
lightly.

“Ryan, I found some more
wart-hogs and they keeled
over as soon as they saw me.”

“So it was xenophobia,”
Ekstrohm ventured.

“The important thing,”
Ryan said, with a sidelong
glance at the surveyor, “is
that now we've got what it
takes to see if Ekstrohm has
been deliberately sabotaging
this expedition.”

HE body heat of the three

men caused the air-con-

ditioner of the tiny bubble to
labor,

“Okay,” Ryan breathed.
“We've got our eyes on you,
Ekstrohm, and the video cir-
cuits are wide open on the
dead beasts. All we have to
do is wait.”

“We’ll have a long wait,”
Nogol ventured. “With Ek-
strohm here, and the corpses
out there, nothing is going to
happen.”

That would be all the proof

they needed, Ekstrohm knew.
Negative results would be
positive proof to them. His
pink ticket would turn pure
red and he would be grounded
for life—if he got off without
a rehabilitation sentence.

But if nothing happened,
it wouldn’t really prove any-
thing. There was no way to
say that the conditions to-
night were identical to the
conditions the previous night.
What had swept away those
bodies might be comparable
to a flash flood. Something
that occurred once a year, or
once in a century.

And perhaps his presence
outside was required in some
subtle cause-and-effect rela-
tionship.

All this test would prove,
if the bodies didn’t disappear,
was only that conditions were
not identical to conditions un-
der which they did disappear.

Ryan and Nogol were pre-
pared to accept him, Ek-
strohm, as the missing ele-
ment, the one ingredient
needed to vanish the corpses.
But it could very well be
something else.

Only Ekstrohm knew that
it had to be something else
that caused the disappear-
ances.

Or did it?

He faced up to the ques-
tion. How did he know he
was sane? How could he<be
sure that he hadn’'t stolen
and hid the bodies for some
murky reason of his own?

THE PLANET WITH NO NIGHTMARE 13



There was a large question as
to how long a man could go
without sleep, dreams and ob-
livion, and remain sane,

Ekstrohm forced his mind
to consider the possibility.
Could he remember every step
he had taken the night be-
fore?

It seemed to him that he
could remember walking past
the . creature 1lying in the
grass, then walking in a cir-
cle, and coming back to the
base. 1t seemed like that to
him. But how could he know
that it was true?

He couldn’t.

THERE was no way he
could prove, even to him-
self, that he had not dispos-
ed of those alien remains
and then come back to his
bubble, contented and happy
at the thought- of fooling
those smug idiots who could
sleep at night.

“How much longer do we
have to wait?’ Nogol asked.
“We’ve been here nine hours.
Half a day. The bodies are
right where I left them out-
side. There doesn’t seem to
be any more question.”

Ekstrohm frowned. There
was one question. He was
sure there was one question
. . . Oh, yes. The question
was: How did he know he
was sane?

He didn’t know, of course.
That was as good an answer
as any. Might as well accept
it; might as well let them do

14

what they wanted with him.
Maybe if he just gave up,
gave in, maybe he could sleep
then. Maybe he could. . .

Ekstrohm sat upright in
his chair.

No. That wasn’'t the an-
swer. He couldn’t know that
he was sane, but then neither
could anybody else. The point
was, you had to go ahead liv-
ing as if you were sane. That
was the only way of living.

“Cosmos,” Ryan gasped.
“Would you look at that!”

Ekstrohm followed t h e
staring gaze of the two men.

On the video grid, one of
the “dead” animals was slow-
ly rising, getting up, walking
away.

“A natural phenomenon!”
Ekstrohm ‘said.

“Suspended
Nogol ventured.

animation!”

“Playing possum!” Ryan
concluded.

Now came the time for
apologies.

Ekstrohm had been
through similar situations be-
fore, ever since he had been
found walking the corridors
at college the night one of the
girls had been attacked. He
didn’t want to hear their apo-
logies ; they meant nothing to
him. It was not a matter of
forgiving them. He knew the
situation had not changed. -

They would suspect him
just as quickly a second time.

“We're supposed to be an
exploration team,” Ekstrohm
said quickly. “Let’s get down
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to business. Why do you sup-
pose these alien creatures
fake death?”

Nogol shrugged his wiry
shoulders. “Playing dead is
easier than fighting.”

“More likely it’'s a method
of fighting,” Ryan suggested.
“They play dead until they
see an opening. Then—
ripppp.”

“I think they're trying to
hide some secret,” Ekstrohm
said.

“What secret?” Ryan de-
manded.

“I don’t know,” he answer-
ed. 't:‘Maybe I’'d better—sleep
on it.”

III

YAN observed his two

crewmen confidently the

next morning. “I did some
thinking last might.”

Great, Ekstrohm thought.
For that you should get a Ha-
zardous Duty bonus.

“This business is pretty
simple,” the captain went on,
“these pigs simply play pos-
sum. They go into a state of
suspended animation, when
faced by a strange situation.
Xenophobia! I don’t see
there’s much more to it.”

“Well, if you don’t see that
there’s more to it, Ryan—
Nogol began complacently.

“Walit a minute,” Ekstrohm
interjected. “That’s a good
theory. It may even be the
correct one, but where’s your
proof #”

16

“Look, Stormy, we don’t
have to have proof. Hell, we
don’t even have to have theo-
ries. We're explorers. We
Just make reports of primary
evidence and let the scientists
back home in the System fig-
ure them out.”

“I want this thing cleared
up, Ryan. Yesterday, you
were accusing me of being
some kind of psycho who was
lousing -up the expedition out
of pure—pure—" he searched
for a term currently in use in
mentology—‘“‘demonia. May-
be the boys back home will
think the same thing. I want
to be cleared.”

. “I guess you were cleared
last night, Stormy boy,” No-
gol put in. “We saw one of
the ‘dead’ plgs get up and
walk away.’

“That didn’t clear me,” Ek-
strohm said.

The other two looked like
they had caught him clean-
ing wax out of hlS ear in pub-
ic

“No,” Ekstrohm went on.
“We still have no proof of
what caused the suspended
animation of the pigs. -What-
ever caused it before caused
it last night.. You thought of
accusing me, but you didn’t
think it through about how I
could have -disposed of the
bodies. Or, after you.found
out about the psuedo-death,
how I might have caused that.
If T had some drug or some-
thing to cause it the first time,
I could have a smaller ‘dose,

~ JIM HARMON



or a slowly dissolving capsule
for delayed effect.”

The two men stared at him,
their eyes beginning to nar-
row,

“I could have done that. Or
either of you could have done
the same thing.”

“Me?’ Nogol protested.

“Where would my profit be
in that?”’
. “You both have an admit-
ted motive. You hate my guts.
I'm ‘strange,’ ‘different,’ ‘sus-
picious.” You could be trying
to frame me.”

“That’s insubordination,”
Ryan grated. “Accusations
against a superior officer. . .”

“Come off it, Ryan,” Nogol
sighed. “I never saw a three-
man spaceship that was run
very taut. Besides, he’s
right.” )

Beet-juice flowed out of
Ryan’s swollen face. “So
where does that leave us?”

“Looking for proof of the
cause of the pig's pseudo-
death. Remember, I’'ll have
to make counter-accusations
against you two out of self-
defense.’

“Be reasonable, Stormy,”
Ryan pleaded. ‘“This might
be some deep scientific mys-
tery we could never discover
in our lifetime. We might
never get off this planet.”

That was probably behind
his thinking all along, why he
had been so quick to find a
scapegoat to explain it all
away. Explorers didn't have
to have all the answers, or

even theories. But, if they
ever wanted to get anyplace
in the Service, they damned
well better,

“So what?”’ Ekstrohm ask-
ed. “The Service rates us as
expendable, doesn’t it?”

BY Ekstrohm’s suggestion,
they divided the work.

Nogol killed pigs. All day
he did nothing but scare the
wart-hogs to death by com-
ing near them.

Ryan ran as faithful a
check on the corpses as he
could, both by eyeball obser-
vation and by radar, video and
Pro-Tect circuits. They lack-
ed the equipment to program
every corpse for every sec-
ond, but a representative job
could be done.

Finally, Ekstrohm went
scouting for Something Else.
He didn’t knew what he ex-
pected to find, but he some-
how knew he would find some-
thing.

He rode the traction-scoot-
er (so-called because it had no
traction at all—mo wheels, no
slides, no contact with the
ground or air) and he reflect-
ed that he was a suspicious
character. )

All through life, he was go-
ing around suspecting every-
body and now everything of
having some dark secret they
were trying to hide.

A simple case of transfer-
ence, he diagnosed, in long-
discredited terminology. He
had something to hide—his

THE PLANET WITH NO NIGHTMARE , 17



insomnia. So he th. -
everybody else had their g.ui-
ty secret too.

How could there be any
deep secret to the pseudo-
death on this world? It was
no doubt a simple fear reac-
tion, a retreat from a terri-
fying reality. How could he
ever prove that it was more?
Or even exactly that?

Internal glandular actions
would be too subtle for a
team of explorers to estab-
lish. They could only go on
behavior. What more in the
way of behavior could he
really hope to establish? The
pattern was clear. The pigs
keeled over at any unfamiliar
sight or sound, and recovered
when they thought the coast
was clear. That was it. All
there was! Why did he stub-
bornly, stupidly insist there
was more to it?

Actually, by his insistence,
he was giving weight to the
idea of the others that he was
strange and suspicious him-
self. Under the normal. sane
conditions of planetfall the
phobias and preoccupations
of a space crew, nurtured in
the close confines of a scout
ship, wouldn’t be taken seri-
ously by competent men. But
hadn’t his subsequent beha-
vior given weight to Rvan’s
unfounded accusations of ir-
rational sabotage? Wouldn’t
it seem that he was actually
duaring the others to prove his
guilt? If he went on with un-
orthodox behavior—
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That was when Ekstrohm
saw the flying whale,

TENSION gripped Ekstro-
hm tighter than he grip-
ped the handlebars of his
scooter. He was only vaguely
aware of the passing scenery.
He knew he should switch on
the homing beacon and ride in
on automatic, but it seemed
like too much of an effort to
flick his finger. As the tension
rose, the capillaries of his eyes
swelled, and things began to
white out for him. The rush
of landscape became blurred
streaks of light and dark,
now mostly faceless light,

The flying whale. He had
seen it.

Moreover, he had heard it,
smelt and felt it. It had re-
leased a jet of air with a
distinctive sound and odor. It
had blown against his skin,
ruf]fled his hair. It had been
real.

But the flying whale
couldn’t have been real. Con-
ditions on this planetoid were
impossible for it. He knew
planets and their life possi-
bilities. A creature with a
skeleton like that could have
evolved here, but the atmos-
phere would never have sup-
ported his flesh and hide. Wa-
ter bodies were of insufficient
size. No, the whale was not
native to this world.

Then what, if anything, did
this flying alien behemoth
have to do with the pseudo-
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death of the local pig crea-
tures?

I'll never know, Ekstrohm
told himself. Never. Ryan
and Nogol will never believe
me, they will never believe in
the flying whale. They’re ex-
plorers, simple men of action,
unimaginative. Of course,
I’'m an explorer too. But I'm
different, I'm sensitive—

Ekstrohm was riding for a
fall.

The traction-scooter was
going up a slope that had
been eroded concave. It was
at the very top of the half-
moon angle, upside down,
standing Ekstrohm on his
head. Since he was not strap-
ped into his seat, he fell.

As he fell he thought rue-
fully that he had contrived to
have an accident in the only
way possible with a traction-
scooter.

Ekstrohm’s cranium collid-
ed with the ground, and he
stopped thinking. . .

EK-STROHM blinked open
his eyes, wondering. He
saw light, then sky, then pigs.

Live pigs.

But—the pigs shouldn’t be
alive. When he was this
close they should be dead.

Only they Weren’t

Why. .

He moved shg‘htlv and the
nearest pig fell dead. The
others went on with their
business, roaming the plain,
Ekstrohm expected the dron-
ping of the pig to stampede

the rest into dropping dead,
but they didn’t seem to pay
any attention to their fallen
member,

I've been lying here for
hours, he realized. I.didn’t
move in on them. The pigs
moved in on me while I was
lying still. If I keep still 1
can get a close look at them in
action.

So far, even with video, it
had been difficult to get much
of an idea of the way these
creatures lived—when they
weren’t dead.

Observe, observe, he told
himself,

There might be some rela-
tionship between the flying
whale and the pigs.

Could it be the whales were
intelligent alien masters of
these herds of pigs?

Ekstrohm lay still and ob-
served.

Item: the pigs ate the soft,
mosslike grass.

Item: the pigs eliminated
almost constantly.

Item: the pigs fought regu-
larly.

Fought?

Fought?

Here was something, Ek-
strohm realized,

Why did animals fight?

Rationalizations of nature-
lovers aside, some fought be-
cause they had plain mean
nasty disnositions—like some
penvle. That didn’t fit the
pigs. Thev were indolent
grazers. They hadn’t the
energy left over for sheer-cus-
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sedness. There had to be a
definite goal to their battles.
It wasn’t food. That was
abundant. The grassy veldt
reached to all horizons.

Sex. They had to be fight-
ing for mates!

He became so excited he
twitched a foot slightly. Two
more pigs dropped dead, but
the others paid no heed.

He watched the lazily mill-
ing herd intently, at the same
time keeping an eye out for
the flying whales. Back on
Earth porpoises had been
taught to herd schools of fish
and of whales. It was not im-
possible an intelligent species
of whale had learned to herd
masses of land animals.

But Ekstrohm knew he
needed proof. He had to have
something to link the pseudo-
death of the wart-hogs to the
inexplicable presence of the
whales. Perhaps, he thought,
the “death” of the pigs was
the whales’ way of putting
them into cold storage—a
method of making the meat
seem unattractive to other
animals, on a world perhaps
without carrion scavengers. . .

Something was stirring
among the pigs.

NE under-sized Dbeastie
was pawing the dirt, a
red eye set on the fattest ani-
mal in sight. Then Shortie
charged Fatso. But abruptly
a large raw-boned critter was
in Shortie’s path, barring him
from Fatso.
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Faced by Big Boy, Shortie
trembled with rage and went
into a terrible temper tan-
trum, rolling on the ground,
pawing it in frenzy, squealing
in maddened rage. Then
Shortie was on his feet, des-
perate determination showing
in every line of his body.
With heedless, desperate,
foolhardy courage he charged
Big Boy.

Big Boy took the headlong
charge in his side with only
a trifling grunt,

Shortie bounced ten feet in
the light gravity, and grimly
wallowed to his feet. He lev-
eled an eye at Big Boy, and
his legs were pumping in
frenzied fury again.

Big Boy shifted his kilos of
weight casually and met
Shortie head on.

The tremendous ker-rack
reverberated from the bluff
behind Ekstrohm,

Shortie lay on the ground.

No, Ekstrohm thought, he
isn't dead. His sides were
pumping in and out. But he
was knocked cold.

Ekstrohm had to sympa-
thize with him. He had never
seen a more valiant try
against insurmountable odds.

Big Boy. was ambling over
towards Fatso, apparently to
claim his prize. Fatso appar-
ently was the sow.

But Big Boy stalked on past
Fatso. She squealed after him
tentatively, but he turned and
blasted her back with a bel-
lowing snort,

JIM HARMON



Ekstrohm watched the
scene repeated with other ac-
tors several times before he
was sure.

The older males, the Big
Boys, never collected the fa-
vors of the harem for them-
selves.

Instinctively, the pigs were
practicing birth control. The
older males abstained, and
forced the younger males to
do the same.

On a world like this, Ek-
strohm’s first thought was of
death.

He thought, these pigs must
be like lemmings, deliberately
trying to destroy their own
race, to commit geno-suicide.

But that didn’t answer any
of the other questions, about
the pseudo-death, the alien
whales. . .

And then Ekstrohm
thought not of death but of
life.

v

HE traction-scooter was
where he had left it, hang-
ing upside down on the un-
derside of the concave slope.
It had stopped automatically
when his weight had left the
seat.  He reached up, toggled
the OVERRIDE switch and
put it manually into reverse.
Once straightened out, he
was on his way back to the
base.
-I-feel good, he thought. I
feel like I could lick my
weight in spacemen.

Only then did he realize
why he felt so good.

What had happened had
been so strange for him, he
couldn’t realize what it had
been until now,

While he had been knock-
ed out, he had been asleep.

Asleep.

For the first time in years.

Sleep. He felt wonderful.
He felt like he could lick all
of his problems. ., .

Ekstrohm roared back into
the base. The motor was si-
lent on the traction-scooter,
of course, but the air he kick-
ed up made its own racket.

Ryan and Nogol came out
to greet him sullenly.

“Listen,” he told them,
“I've got the answer to all
of this.”

“So have we,” Ryan said
ugly. “The ﬁrst answer was
the right one.” We’ve been
scaring pigs to death and
watching them, scaring and
watching. We learned noth-
ing. You knew we wouldn't.
You set us up for this. It’s
like you said. You fed all of
these beasts your stuff in.ad-
vance, something that actq
when they get excited. .

It didn’t make sense but
then it never had. You
couldn’t argue with prejudice.
He was “different.” He didn’t
act like they did. He didn’t
believe the same things. He
was the outsider, therefore
suspect. The alien on an alien
world.

Ekstrohm sighed. Man
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would always be the final ali-
en, the creature man would
never understand, sympathize
with or even tolerate.

There was no point in try-
ing to argue further, Ek-
strohm realized.

“Youw’ll never understand,
Ryan. You could have seen
all the things I saw if you’d
bothered to look, but you were
too anxious to blame me. But
if I can’t make you under-
stand, I can at least beat you
into acceptance.”

“Huh?”’ Ryan ventured.

“I said,” Ekstrohm repeat-
ed, “that I'm going to beat
some sense into your thick
skull.”

Ryan grinned, rippled his
massive shoulders and charg-
ed.

KSTROHM remembered
the lesson Shortie had
taught him with Big Boy. He
didn’t meet the captain’s
charge head on. He sidestep-
ped and caught Ryan behind
the ear with his fist. The big
man halted, puzzled. Ek-
strohm sank his fist into the
thick, solid belly.

Slowly, Ryan’s knees gave
way and he sank towards the
ground.

When his chin was at the
right level of convenience, Ek-
strohm put his weight behind
his right.

Ryan swayed dreamily
backward.

But he threw himself for-
ward and one ham of a fist
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connected high on Ekstrohm’s
cheek. He was shaken to his
toes, and the several hours’
old pain in the back of his
head throbbed sickeningly.
One more like that would do
for him,

Ekstrohm stood and drove
in a lot of short punches to
Ryan’s body, punches without
much power behind them be-
cause he didn’t have it. But
he knew better than to try a
massive attack on a massive
target.

When he couldn’t lift his
arms any more, Ekstrohm
stopped punching. He realiz-
ed Ryan had fallen on his face
a few seconds before.

Then he remembered, and
whirled. He had left his back
exposed to Nogol. ,

Nogol smiled. “I'm not
drawing Hazard Pay.”

After a while, Ekstrohm
stopped panting and faced
Nogol and the captain who
was now sitting, rubbing his
Jjaw. “Okay,” he said, “now
you’ll listen or I'll beat your
skulls in. I know what’s be-
hind all of this on this
planet.” ”

“Yeah? What do you think
it is, Stormy?” Ryan asked.

“First of all, I think there’s
a basic difference between
this world and any other the
ExPe has investigated.”

“Now what could that be?”
Nogol wanted to know with a
tiny smile.

“These worlds are close.
The gravity is low. You
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wouldn’t need much more
than a jet plane to get from
one of these planetoids to an-
other. Some animals have de-
veloped with the power to tra-
vel from one of these plane-
toids to another—Ilike a squid
jetting out water. They har-
nessed some natural power
system.”

“What does that prove?”
Ryan wanted to know.

“It proves that this world
and others in this belt are
prepared for interplanetary
travel. It’s probably a part of
their basic evolutional struc-
ture, unlike that of heavy, in-
dependent planets. This false
‘dying’ is part of their prep-
aration for interplanetary
visitors.”

“Why would these aliens
want others to think that they
were dead?’ Ryan asked.

“Correction, captain. They
want visitors to believe that
they can die.”

YAN blinked. “Meaning
that they can’t die?”

“That’s right. T think
everything on this planet has
immortality,” Ekstrohm said.
“I'm not exactly sure how.
Maybe it has to do with the
low radiation. Every indi-
vidual cell has a ‘memory’ of
the whole creature. But as
we age that ‘memory’ becomes
faulty, our cells ‘forget’ how
to reproduce themselves ex-
actly. Here, that cell ‘mem-
ory’ never fades. Bodies re-
new themselves indefinitely.”

“But why hide it?” Nogol
asked.

“This planetoid can just
support so many creatures.
They practice birth control
among themselves,” the sur-
veyor said. “The natives na-
turally want to discourage
colonization.”

Ryan whistled. “Once we
report this, every rich and
powerful man in the Federa-
tion will want to come here to
live. There’s not enough space
to go around. There will be
wars over this little hunk of
rock.”

Nogol’'s hard, dark eyes
were staring into space.
“There’s only one sensible
thing to do. We'll keep the
world to ourselves.”

“I don’t like that kind of
talk,” Ryan growled.

“Ryan, this little ball of
dirt isn’t going to do the Fed-
eration as a whole any good.
But it can be of value to us.
We can make ourselves com-
fortable here. Later on, we
can bring in some women.
Any women we want. Who
wouldn’t want to come here?”’

Ryan began to argue, but
Ekstrohm could see he was
hooked. The man who risked
his life, the man who sought
something new and different,
the explorer, was basically an
unstable type removed from
the mainstream of -civiliza-
tion. Nothing was liable to
change that.

By nightfall, Rvan and
Ekstrohm had agreed.
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“We’ll have to keep a con-
stant watch,” Ryan was say-
ing. “We'll have to watch out
for ExPe scouts looking for
us. Or, after a few genera-
tions, another ship may come
to complete the mapping.”

Nogol smiled. “We’ll have
to keep an eye on each other
too, you know. One of us may
get to wanting more room for
more women. Or to have chil-
dren, a normal biological
urge. Death by violence isn’t
ruled out here.”

“] don’t like that kind of
talk,” Ryan blustered.

Nogol smiled.

Ekstrohm thought of the
others, of the sleepless,
watchful nights ahead of
them. That was probably his
trouble, all of his life. He
didn’t trust people; he had to
stay awake and keep an eye
on everybody. Well, he would
be one ahead here.

Of course, it was wrong not
to trust anybody, but Ek-
strohm knew ‘habit patterns
were hard to break.

Sleep is a habit.~

RYAN and Nogol were jar-
red awake in the night by
the spaceship blasting off
without them. They ran out
and shook their tiny fists in
fury at the rising flame.

Operating a spaceship
alone was no cinch but it
could be done. Ekstrohm
would get back to the nearest
Federation base and report
the planetoid without death.
He didn’t have absolute con-
fidence in any government,
no. But he suspected the Fed-
eration could do more with
the world than two men like
Ryan - and Nogol.

Ekstrohm took his fingers
off the punchboard and lay
back on his couch.

He yawned.

Ryan and Nogol were slow,
but in time they might have
learned to do without sleep,
and to guard their treasure
night and day.

Fortunately, Ekstrohm
knew from long experience
what the two others didn’t.

An eternity without sleep
isn’t worth the price. —END

In our next issue —

SPAWNING GROUND by Lester del Rey
THE FROZEN PLANET by Keith Laumer
MIRROR IMAGE by Daniel F. Galouye
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—and many more|
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IF - Short Story

Naturally human work was more creative, more inspiring,
more important than robot drudgery. Naturally it was
the most important task in all the world . . . or was it?

THE REAL HARD

SELL

BY WILLIAM W. STUART

EN TILMAN sat down in
the easiest of all easy
chairs, He picked up a maga-
zine, flipped pages; stood up,
snapped fingers; walked to
the view wall, walked back;
sat down, picked up the maga-
zine,

He was waiting, near the
end of the day, after hours, in
the lush, plush waiting room
—“The customer’s ease is the
Sales Manager’s please”’—to
see the Old Man. He was fidg-
ety, but not about something.
About nothing. He was irri-
tated at nobody, at the world;
at himself.

He was irritated at himself
because there was no clear
reason for him to be irritated
at anything.

There he sat, Ben Tilman,

normally a cheerful, pleasant
young man. He was a sales-
man like any modern man and
a far better salesman than
most. He had a sweet little
wife, blonde and pretty. He
had a fine, husky two-year-old
boy, smart, a real future Na-
tional Sales Manager. He
loved them both. He had every
reason to be contented with
his highly desirable, comfort-
able lot.

And yet he had been getting
more sour and edgy ever since
about six months after the
baby came home from the
Center and the novelty of re-
sponsibility for wife and child
had worn off. He had now
quit three jobs, good enough
sales jobs where he was doing
well, in a year. For no reason?
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For petty, pointless reasons.

With Ancestral Insurance,
“Generations of Protection,”
he’d made the Billion Dollar
Club—and immediately begun
to feel dissatisfied with it—
just before cute, sexy, blonde
Betty had suddenly come from
nowhere into his life and he
had married her. That had
helped, sure. But as soon after
that as he had started paying
serious attention to his job
again, he was fed up with it.
“Too much paper work. All
those forms. It’'s work for a
robot, not a man,” he’d told
Betty when he quit. A lie. The
paper work was, as he looked
back on it, not bad at all;
pleasant even, in a way. It
was just—nothing, Anything.

Indoor-Outdoor Climatizers
—sniffles, he said, kept killing
his sales presentation even
though his-record was good
enough. TUltra-sonic tooth-
brushes, then, were a fine
product Only the vibration,
with his gold inlay, seemed to
give him headaches after ev-
ery demonstration. He didn’t
have a gold inlay. But the
headaches were real enough.
So he quit.

So now he had a great new
job with a great organization,
Almagamated Production for
Living — ALPRODLIV. He
was about to take on his first
big assignment.

For that he had felt a spark
of the old enthusiasm and it
had carried him into working
out a bright new sales ap-
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proach for the deal tonight.
The Old Man himself had
taken a personal interest,
which was a terrific break.
And still Ben Tilman felt that
uneasy dissatisfaction. Damn.

“Mr. Robb will see you now,
Mr. Tilman,” said the cool ro-
bot voice from the Elec-Sec
Desk. It was after customer
hours and the charming hu-
man receptionist had gone.
The robot secretary, like most
working robots, was function-
al in form — circuits and
wires, mike, speaker, exten-
sion arms to type and to reach
any file in the room, wheels
for intra-office mobility.

“Thanks, hon,” said Ben.
Nevertheless, robot secre-
taries were all programmed
and rated female—and it was
wise to be polite to them. Af-
ter all, they could think and
had feelings. There were a lot
of important things they could
do for a salesman—or, some-
times, not do. This one, being
helpful stretched out a long
metal arm to open the door to
the inner office for Ben. He
smiled his appreciation and
went in.

THE Old Man, Amalgamat-
ed’s grand old salesman,
was billiard bald, aging, a lit-
tle stout and a little slower
now. But he was still a fine
sales manager. He sat at his
huge, old fashioned oak desk
as Ben- walked across the
office.

“Evening, sir”- No re-
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sponse, Louder, “Good eve-
ning, Mr. Robb. Mr. Robb, it’s
Ben, sir. Ben Tilman. You
memo’d me to come—" Still
no sign. The eyes, under the
great, beetling brows, seemed
closed.

Ben grinned and reached
out across the wide desk to-
ward the small, plastic box
hanging on the Old Man’s
chest. The Old Man glanced
up as Ben tapped the plastic
lightly with his fingernail.

“Oh, Ben, It’s you.” The Old
Man raised his hand to adjust
the ancient style hearing aid
he affected as Ben sank into
a chair. “Sorry Ben. I just
had old Brannic Z-IX in here.
A fine old robot, yes, but like
most of that model, long-wind-
ed. So—" He gestured at the
hearing aid.

Ben smiled. Everyone knew
the Old\ Man used that crude
old rig 'so he could pointedly
tune out conversations he
didn’t care to hear. Any time
you were talking to him and
that distant look came into his
half closed eyes, you could be
sure that you were cut off.

“Sorry, Ben. Well now. I
simply wanted to check with
you, boy. Everything all set
for tonight?”

“Well, yes, sir. Everything
is set and programmed. Betty
and I will play it all evening
for the suspense, let them
wonder, build it up-—and
then, instead of the big pitch
they’ll be looking for, we'll let
it go easy.”

THE REAL HARD SELL

“A new twist on the old
change-up. Ben, boy, it’s going
to go. I feel it. It’s in the air,
things are just ripe for a new,
super-soft-sell pitch. Selling
you've got to do by feel, eh
Ben? By sales genius and the

.old seat of the pants. Good.

After tonight I'm going all
out, a hemisphere-wide, thirty
day campaign I'll put the top
sales artist of every regional
office on it. They can train on
your test pattern tapes. I be-
lieve we can turn over billions
before everybody picks up the
signal and it senilesces. You
give an old man a new faith
in sales, Ben! You're a sales-
man.”

“Well, sir — ”’ But the Old
Man’s knack with the youth-
ful-enthusiasm approach was
contagious. For the moment
Ben caught it and he felt
pretty good about the coming
night’s work. He and Betty
together would put the deal
over. That would be some-
thing.

Sure it would . ..

“How do you and your wife
like the place, Ben?” It was
some place, for sure, the brand
new house that Amalgamated
had installed Ben, Betty and
Bennie in the day after he had
signed up. ,

“It’s — uh — just fine, sir.
Betty likes it very much,
reallyv. We both do.” He hoped
his tone was right.

“Good, Ben. Well, be sure
to stop by in the morning.
T’ll have the tapes, of course.
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but TI'll want your analysis.
Might be a little vacation
bonus in it for you, too.”

“Sir, I don’t know how to
thank you.”

The Old Man waved a hand.
“Nothing you won’t have
earned, my boy. Robots can’t
se}l.” That was the set dismis-
sal,

“Yes, sir. Robots can’t man-

age sales, or —” He winked.

The Old Man chuckled. An old
joke was never too old for the
Old Man. The same old bro-
mides every time; and the
same hearty chuckle. Ben left
on the end of it.

IALING home on his new,
Company-owned, conver-
tible soar-kart, he felt not too
bad. Some of the old lift in
spirits came as the kart-pilot
circuits digested the direc-
tions, selected a route and
zipped up into a north-north-
west traffic pattern. The Old
Man was a wonderful sales
manager and boss. The new
house-warming pitch that he
and Betty would try tonight
was smart. He could feel he
had done something.
Exercising his sales ability
with fair success, he fed him-
self this pitch all along the
two hundred mile, twenty-
minute hop home from the
city. The time and distance
didn’t bother him. “Gives me
time to think,” he had told
Betty. Whether or not this
seemed to her an advantage,
she didn’t say. At least she
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liked the place, ‘“Almalga-
mated’s Country Gentleman
Estate — Spacious, Yet fully
Automated.”

“We are,” the Old Man told
Ben when he was given the
Company - assigned quarters,
“starting a new- trend. With
the terrific decline in birth
rate during the past 90 to 100
years, you'll be astonished at
how much room there is out
there. No reason for everyone
to live in the suburban cen-
ters any more. With millions
of empty apartments in them,
high time we built something
else, eh? Trouble with people
today, no initiative in obso-
lescing. But we'll move them.”

Home, Ben left the kart out
and conveyed up-the walk, The
front door opened. Betty had
been watching for -him. -He
walked to the family vueroom,
as usual declining to convey
in the house. The hell with
the conveyor’s feelings, if so
simple a robot really had any.
He liked to walk.

“Color pattern,” Betty or-
dered the vuescreen as he
came in, “robot .audio out.”
With people talking in the

"house it was still necessary to

put the machines under mas-
ter automatic and manual
control. Some of the less
sophisticated robots might
pick up some chance phrase of
conversation and interpret it
as an order if left on audio.
“Ben,” said Betty, getting
up to meet him, “you’re late.”
Ben was too good a sales-
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man to argue that. Instead,
he took her in his arms and
kissed her. It was a very good
sixty seconds later that she
pushed him away with a
severeness destroyed by a
blush and a giggle to say,
“Late but making up for lost
time, huh? And sober, too.
You must be feeling good for
a change.”

“Sure — and you feel even
better, sugar.” He reached for
her again. She slipped away
from him, laughing, but his
wrist tel-timer caught on the
locket she always wore, her
only momento from her par-
ents, dead in the old moon-orb
crash disaster. She stood still,
slightly annoyed, as he un-
hooked and his mood was, not
broken, but set back a little.
“What's got into you tonight
anyway, Ben?” i

“Oh, I don’t know. Did I
tell you, the O.M. may give
us a vacation? Remember
some of those nights up at
that new ‘Do It Yourself’
Camp last summer?”

“Ben!” She blushed, smiled.
“We won't get any vacation
if we blow our house-warming
pitch tonight, you know. And
we have three couples due
here in less than a half hour.
Besides, I have to talk to you
about Nana.”

¢'TYHAT damned new CD-
IX model. Now what?”
“She’s very upset about
Bennie. I'm not sure I blame
her. This afternoon he simply
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refused his indoctrination. All
the time he should have been
playing store with Playmate
he insisted on drawing things
— himself, mind you, not
Playmate. On the walls, with
an old pencil of yours he
found someplace in your
things. Nana couldn’t do a
thing with him. She says
you’ve got to give him a spank-
ing.”

“Why me? Why not you?”

“Now Ben, we've been over
that and over it. Discipline is
the father’s job.”

“Well, T won’t do it. Ben-
nie’s just a baby. Let him do
a few things himself. Won’t
hurt him.”

“Ben !”

“That Nana is an officious
busybody, trying to run our
lives.”

“Oh, Ben! You know Nana
loves little Bennie. She only
wants to help him”

“But to what?”

“She’d never dream of lift-
ing a finger against Bennie no
matter what he did. And she
lives in terror that he’ll cut
her switch in some temper tan-
trum.” '

“Hmph! Well, ’'m going up
right now and tell her if I
hear another word from her
about spanking Bennie, I'l]
cut her switch myself. Then
she can go back to Central for
reprogramming and see how
she likes it.”

“Ben! You wouldn't.”

“Why not? Maybe she needs
a new personality ?”
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“You won’t say a thing to
her. You're too soft-hearted.”

“This time I won’t be.”

This time he wasn't. He met
Nana CD-IX in the hallway
outside Bennie's room. Like
all nurse, teaching, and chil-
dren’s personal service robots,
she was human in form, ex-
cept for her control dial safely
out of baby’s reach, top, cen-
ter.

The human form was re-
assuring to children, kept
them from feeling strange
with parent’s back. Nana was
big, gray-haired, stout, buxom,
motherly, to reassure parents.

“Now, Mr., Tilman,” she
said with weary impatience,
“you are too late. Surely you
don’t intend to burst in and
disturb your son now.”

“Surely I do.”

“But he is having his sup-
per. You will upset him. Can’t
you understand that you
should arrange to be here be-
tween 5:30 and 6 if vou wish
to interview the child?”

“Did he miss me? Sorry. 1
couldn’t make it earlier. But
now I am going to see him a
minute.”

“Mr. Tilman!”

“Nana! And what’s this
about your wanting Bennie
spanked because he drew a
few pictures?”

“Surely you realize these
are the child’s formative
years, Mr. Tilman. He should
be learning to think in terms
of selling now — not doing
things. That’s robot work, Mr.
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Tilman. Robots can't sell, you
know, and what will people,
let alone robots think if you
let your boy grow up—"

66T JE’s growing up fine; and
I am going in to see
him.”

“Mr, Tilman!”

“And for two credits, Nana,
I'd cut your switch. You hear
me?”’

“Mr. Tilman — no! No,
please. I'm sorry. Let the boy
scrawl a bit; perhaps it won’t
hurt him. Go in and see him
if you must, but do try not to
upset him or— All right, all
right. But please Mr. Tilman,
my switch—"

“Very well Nana. I'll leave
it. This time.”

“Thank you, Mr. Tilman.”

“So we understand each
other, Nana. Though, matter

of fact, I'm hanged if I ever .
did quite see why you senior-

level robots get so worked up
about your identities.”

“Wouldn’t you Mr. Til-
man?”’

“Of course. But—well, yes
T suppose I do see, in a way
Let’s g0 see Bennie-boy.” .

So Ben Tilman went info
the nursery and enjoyed every
second of a fast fifteen-minute
roughhouse with his round-
faced, laughing, chubby son
and heir. No doubt it was
very bad, just after supper.
But Nana, with a rather hu-
manly anxious restraint, con-
fined herself to an unobtru-
sive look of disapproval.
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He left Bennie giggling and
doubtless upset, at least to a
point of uneagerness for
Nana’s bedtime story about
Billie the oldtime newsboy,
who sold the Brooklyn Bridge.

So then he was run through
a fast ten-minute shower,
shave and change by Valet.
He floated downstairs just as
Betty came out of the cocktail
lounge to say, “Code 462112
on the approach indicator.
Must be the Stoddards. They
always get every place first,
in time for an extra drink.”

“Fred and Alice, yes. But
damn their taste for gin, don’t

let Barboy keep the cork in

the vermouth all evening. I
like a touch of vermouth. I
wgnder if maybe I should-
ll’ __"’

“No, you shouldn’t mix the
cocktails yourself and scan-
dalize everybody. You know
perfectly well Barboy really
does do better anyway.”

“Well, maybe. Everything
all set, hon? Sorry I was late.”

“No trouble here. I just fed
Robutler the base program
this morning and spent the
rest of the day planning my
side of our Sell. How to tan-
talize the girls, pique the cu-
riosity without giving it away.
But you know—"" she laughed
a little ruefully— “I sort of
miss not having even the
shopping to do. Sometimes it
hardly seems as though you
need a wife at all.”

Ben slid an arm around her
waist. “Selling isn’t the only
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thing robots can’t do, sugar.”
He pulled her close.

“Ben! They’re at the door.”

They were, and then in the
door, oh-ing and ah-ing over
this and that. And compli-
menting Barboy on the mar-
tinis. Then the Wilsons came
and the Bartletts and that
was it.

“Three couples will be
right,” Ben had analyzed it.
“Enough so we can let them
get together and build up each
others’ curiosity but not too
many for easy control. People
that don’t know us so well
they might be likely to guess
the gimmick. We'll let them
stew all evening while they
enjoy the Country Gentleman
House-Warming hospitality.
Then, very casually, we toss
it out and let it lie there in
front of them. They will be
sniffing, ready to mibble. The
clincher will drive them right
in. I'd stake my sales reputa-
tion on it.” If it matters a
damn, he added. But silently.

They entertained three cou-
ples at their house-warming
party. It was a delightful par-
ty, a credit to Ben, Betty and
the finest built-in house ro-
bots the mind of Amalgamat-
ed could devise.

By ten o'clock they had
dropped a dozen or more ran-
dom hints, but never a sales
pitch. Suspense was building
nicely when Betty put down
an empty glass and unobtru-
sively pushed the button to
cue Nana. Perfect timing.
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They apologized to the guests,
“We're ashamed to be so old-
fashioned but we feel better
if we look in on the boy when
he wakes in the night. It keeps
him from forgetting us.”
Then they floated off up-
stairs together, ostensibly to
see Nana and little Bennie.
Fred Stoddard: “Some place
they have here, eh? Off-beat.
A little too advanced for my
taste, this single dwelling
idea, but maybe— Ben sure
must have landed something
juicy with Amalgamated to
afford this. What the devil is
he pushing, anyway ?”
Scoville Wilson (shrug):
“Beats me. You know, before
dinner I cornered him at the
bar to see if I could slip in a
word or two of sell. Damned
if he didn’t sign an order for
my Cyclo-sell Junior Tape Li-
brary with«out even a C level
resistance. Then he talked a
bit about the drinks and I
thought sure he was pushing
that new model Barboy. I was
all set to come back with a
sincere ‘think it over’—and
then he took a bottle from the
Barboy, added a dash of ver-
mouth to his drink and walked
off without a word of sell. He
always was an odd one.”
Lucy Wilson (turns from
woman talk with the other
two wives) : “Oh no! I knew
it wasn’t the Barboy set. They
wouldn’t have him set so slow,
Besides didn’t you hear the
way she carried on about the
nursery and that lovely Nana?
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That must have been a build-
up, but Ben goofed his cue to
move in on Sco and me for a
close. Doesn’t Amalgamated
handle those nurseries?”

Tom Bartlett: “Amalgamat-
ed makes almost anything.
That’s the puzzle, I dunno—
but it must be something big.
He has to hit us with some-
thing, doesn’t he?”

Belle Bartlett: “Who ever
heard of a party without a
sell?”

Nancy Stoddard: “Who ever
heard of a party going past
ten without at least a warm-
up pitch? And Betty prom-
ised Fred to send both Ben
and Bennie to the Clinic for
their Medchecks. You know
we have the newest, finest
diagnosticians—"

Fred Stoddard: “Nancy!”

Nancy Stoddard: “Oh, I'm
sorry. I shouldn’t be selling
you folks at their party,
should I? Come to think,
you’re all signed with Fred
anyway, aren’t you? Well,
about Ben, I think—""

Lucy Wilson: - “Sh-h-h!
Here they come.” -

MILING, charming — and
still not an order form in
sight — Ben and Betty got
back to their guests. Another
half hour. Barboy was pass-
ing around with nightcaps.
Lucy Wilson nervously put a
reducegar to her sophisticated,
pevppermint-strived lips.
Quickly Ben Tilman was on
his feet. He pulled a small,
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metal cylinder from his pock-
et with a flourish and held it
out on his open palm toward
Lucy. A tiny robot Statue of
Liberty climbed from the cyl-
inder, walked across Ben’s
hand, smiled, curtsied and
reached out to light the re-
ducegar with her torch, pip-
ing in a high, thin voice,
“Amalgamated reducegars are
cooler, lighter, finer.”

“Ben! How simply darling!”

“Do you like it? It’s a new
thing from Amalgamated Nov-
elDiv. You can program it for
up to a hundred selective sell
phrases, audio or visio key.
Every salesman should have
one. Makes a marvelous gift,
and surprisingly reasonable.”

“So that's it, Ben. I just
love it!”

“Good! It's yours, compli-
ments of Amalgamated.”

“But—then you’re not sell-
ing them? Well, what on
earth—17”

“Damn it, Ben,” Fred Stod-
dard broke in, ‘“come on,
man, out with it. What in hell
are you selling? You've given
us the shakes. What is it? The
Barboy set? It’s great. If I
can scrape up the down pay-
ment, I'll—"

“After we furnish a nur-
sery with a decent Nana, Fred
Stoddard,” Nancy snapped,
“and get a second soar-kart.
Ben isn’t selling Barboys any-
way, are you, Ben? It is that
sweet, sweet Nana, isn't it?
And I do want one, the whole
nursery, Playmate and all,
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girl-programmed of course,
for our Polly.”

“Is it the nursery, Betty?”
Lucy pitched in her credit’s
worth. “Make him tell us,
darling. We have enjoyed
everything so much, the din-
ner. the Tri-deo, this whole
lovely, lovely place of yours.
Certainly the house warming
has been perfectly charming.”

“And that’s it,” said Ben
smiling, a sheaf of paper
forms suddenly in his hand.

“What? Not—?”

“The house, yes. Amalga-
mated’s Country Gentleman
Estate, complete, everything
in it except Bennie, Betty and
me. Your equity in your Cen-
ter co-op can serve as down
payment, easy three-genera-
tion terms, issue insurance.
Actually, I can show you how,
counting in your entertain-
ment, vacation, incidental, and
living expenses, the Country
Gentleman will honestly cost
you less.”

“Ben}”

“How simply too clever!”

Ben let it rest there. It was
enough. Fred Stoddard, after
a short scuffle with Scoville
Wilson for the pen, signed the
contract with a flourish. Sco
followed. .

“There!”

“There now, Ben,” said Bet-
ty,. holding Bennie a little
awkwardly in her arms in the
soar-kart. They had moved
out so the Stoddards could
move right in. Now they were
on their way in to their re-
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served suite at Amalgamated’s
Guest-ville. “You were abso-
lutely marvellous. Imagine
selling all three of them!”

“There wasn’t anything to
it, actually.”

“Ben, how can you say
that? Nobody else could have
done it. It was a sales master-
piece. And just think. Now
salesmen all over the hemis-
phere are going to follow your
sales plan. Doesn’t it make
you proud? Happy? Ben, vou
aren’t going to be like that
again?”’

No, of course he wasn’t. He
was pleased and proud. Any-
way, the- Old Man would be,
and that, certainly, was some-
thing. A man had to feel good
about winning the approval of
Amalgamated’s grand Old
Man, And it did seem to make
Betty happy.

But the gctual selling of the
fool house and even the two
other, identical houses on the
other side of the hill-—he just
couldn’t seem to get much of
a glow over it. He had done
it; and what had he done? It
was the insurance and the
toothbrushes all over again,
and the old nervous, sour feel-
ing inside.

“At least we do have a va-
cation trip coming out of it,
hon. The O.M. practicallv
promised it yesterdav, if our
sell sold. We could—"

“—go back to that queer
new ‘Do It Yourself’ camp un
on the lake you insisted on
dragging me to the last week
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of our vacation last summer.
Ben, really!” He was going to
be like that. She knew it.

“Well, even you admitted it
was some fun.”

“Oh, sort of, I suppose. For
a little while. Once you got
used to the whole place with-
out one single machine that
could think or do even the
simplest little thing by itself.
So, well, almost like being
savages. Do you think it
would be safe for Bennie? We
can’t watch him all the time,
you know.”

“People used to manage in
the old days. And remember
those people, the Burleys, who
were staying up there?”

“That queer, crazy bunch
who went there for a vacation
when the Camp was first
ovened and then just stayed?
Honestly, Ben! Surely you're
not thinking of—"

“0Oh, nothing like that. Just
a vacation. Only—"

Only those queer, peculiar
people, the Burleys had seem-
ed so relaxed and cheerful.
Grandma and Ma Burley
cleaning, washing, cooking on
the ancient electric stove;
little Donnie, being a nuisance,
poking at the keys on his
father’s crude, manual type-
writer, a museum piece; Don-
nie and his brothers wasting
away childhood digging and
piling sand on the beach, pad-
dling a boat and actually
building a play house. It was
mad. People playing robots.
And yet, they seemed to have
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a wonderful time while they
were doing it,

“But how do you keep stay-
ing here?” he had asked Buck
Burley, “Why don’t they put
you out?”

“Who ?” asked Buck. “How?
Nobody can sell me on  av-
ing. We like it here. No robot
can force us out. Here we are.
Here we stay.”

THEY pulled into the Guest-
ville ramp. Bennie was
fussy; the nursery Nana was
strange to him. On impulse,
Betty took him in to sleep in
their room, ignoring the dis-
approving stares of both the
Nana and the Roboy with
their things.

They were tired, let down.
They went to bed quietly.

In the morning Betty was
already up when Ben stum-
bled out of bed. “Hi,” she said,
nervously cheerful. “The
house Nanas all had overload
this morning and 1 won’t
stand for any of those utility
components with Bennie. So
I'm taking care of him my-
self.”

Bennie chortled and drool-
ed vita-meal at his high-chair,
unreprimanded. Ben mustered
a faint smile and turned to oo
dial a shave, cool shower and
dress at Robather.

That done, he had a bite of
breakfast. He felt less than
top-sale, but better. Last night
had gone well. The Old Man
would give them a pre-paid
vacation clearance to any re-
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sort in the world or out. Why
gloom?

He rubbed  Bennie’s unruly
hair, kissed Betty and convey-
ed over from Guest-ville to
office.

Message-sec, in tone re-
spect-admiration A, told him
the Old Man was waiting for
him. Susan, the human recep-
tionist in the outer office, fa-
vored him with a dazzling
smile. There was a girl who
could sell; and had a product
of her own, too.

The Old Man was at his
big, oak desk but, a signal
honor, he got up and came
half across the room to grab
Ben’s hand and shake it. “Got
the full report, son. Checked
the tapes already. That’s sell-
ing, boy! I'm proud of you.
Tell you what, Ben. Instead
of waiting for a sales slack,
I'm going to move you and
that sweet little wife of yours
right into a spankirg new,
special Country Gentleman
unit I had in-mind for myself.
And a nice, fat boost in your

-credit rating has already gone

down to accounting. Good?
artistic sales .challenge that is
Good. Now, Ben, I have a real,
crying for your talent.”

“Sir? Thank you. But, sir,
there.is the matter of the va-
cation—"

“Vacation? Sure, Ben. Take
a vacation anytime. But right
now it seems to the Old Man
you’re on a hot selling streak.
I don’t want to see you get
off the track, son; your inte
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ests are mine. And wait till
you get your teeth into this
one. Books, Ben boy. Books!
People are spending all their
time sitting in on Tri-deo,
not reading. People should
read more, Ben. Gives them
that healthy tired feeling.
Now we have the product. We
have senior Robo-writers with
more circuits than ever be-
fore. All possible information,
every conceivable plot. Maybe
a saturation guilt type cam-
paign to start—but it’s up to
you, Ben. I don’t care how you
do it, but move books.”

“Books, eh? Well, now.”
Ben was interested. “Funny
thing, sir, but that ties in
with something I was think-
ing about just last night.”

“You have an angle? Good
bO}’ "

“Yes, sir. Well, it is a wild
*hought maybe, but last sum-
mer when I was on vacation I
met a man up at that new
camp and — well, I know it
sounds silly, but he was writ-
ing a book.”

" “Nonsense!”

#“Just what I thought, sir.
But I read some of it and, I
don’t know, it had a sort of a
feel about it. Something new,
sir, it might catch on.”

“All right, all right. That’s
enough. You're a salesman.
You've sold me.”

“On the book?’ Ben was
surprised.

“Quit pulling an old man’s
leg, Ben. I'm sold on your
needing a vacation. I'll fill out
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your vacation pass right
now.” The Old Man, still a
vigorous, vital figure, turned
and walked back to his Desk-
sec. “Yes sir,” said the secre-
tarial voice, “got it. Vacation
cleararce for Tilman, Ben,
any resort.”

“And family,” said Ben.

_“And family. Very good,
sir.”

The Old Man made his sign
on the pass and said heavily,
“All right then, Ben. That's it.
Maybe if you go back up to
that place for a few days and
see that psycho who was writ-
ing a book again, perhaps
ytou’ll realize how impractical
it is.”

“But sir! I'm serious about
that book. It really did have
—" he broke off.

The Old Man was sitting
there, face blank, withdrawn.
Ben could feel he wasn’t even
listening. That damned hear-
ing aid of his. The Old Man
had cut it off. Suddenly, un-
reasoningly, Ben was furious.
He stood by the huge desk and
he reached across toward the
hearing aid on the Old Man’s
chest to turn up the volume.
The Old Man looked up and
saw Ben’s hand stretching out.

A sudden look of fear came
into his china blue, clear eyes
but he made no move. He sat
frozen in his chair.

Ben hesitated a second.
“What—?"” But he didn’t have
to ask. He knew.

Angd he also knew what he
was going to do.
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“No!” said the Old Man.
“No, Ben. I've only been try-
ing to help; trying to serve
your best interests the best
way I know. Ben, you must-
n’t_"

But Ben moved forward.

HE took the plastic box on
the Old Man’s chest and
firmly cut the switch.

The Old Man, the Robot Old
Man, went lifeless and slump-
ed back in his chair as Ben
stretched to cut off the Desk-
sec. Then he picked up his va-
cation clearance.

“Robots can’t sell, eh?”’ he
said to the dead machine be-
hind the desk. ‘“Well, you
couldn’t sell me that time,
could you, Old Man?

Clumsily, rustily, Ben whis-
tled a ckeerful little off-key
tune to himself. Hell, they
could do anything at all—ex-
cept sell.

“You can’t fool some of the
people all of the time,” he re-
marked over his shoulder to
the still, silent figure of the
0Old Man as he left the office,
“it was a man said that.” He
closed the door softly behind
him.

Betty would be waiting.

Betty was waiting. Her
head ached as she bounced
Bennie, the child of Ben, of
herself and of an unknown
egg cell from an anonymous
ovary, on her knees. Betty
3-RC-VIII, secret, wife-style
model, the highest develop-
ment of the art of Robotics
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had known instantly when
Ben cut the Old Man’s switch.
She had half expected -it. But
it made her headache worse.

“But damn my program-
ming!” She spoke abruptly,
aloud, nervously fingering the
locket around her neck.
“Damn it and shift circuit.
He’s right! He is my husband
and he is right and I’'m glad.
I'm glad we're going to the
camp and I'm going to help
him stay.”

After all, why shouldn’t a
man want to do things just as
much as a robot? He had
energy, circuits, feelings too.
She knew he did..

For herself, she loved her
Ben and Bennie. But still just
that wasn’t enough occupa-
tion. She was glad they were
going to the new isolation
compound for non-psychotic
but unstable, hyper-active,
socially dangerous individual
humans. At the camp there
would be things to do.

At the camp they would be
happy.

All at once the headache
that had been bothering her
so these past months was
gone, She felt fine and she

‘smiled at little Bennie. “Ben-

nie-boy,” she said, kissing his
smooth, untroubled baby fore-
head. “Daddy’s coming.” Ben-
nie laughed and started to
reach for the locket around
Mommy’s neck. But just then
the door opened and he jump-
ed down to run and meet his
daddy. END
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The
Stainless- Steel

Knight
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illustrated by IVIE

*

He had everything a knight needed:
gallant steed, fair lady
and the most unconquerable little home-made dragon

in a billion solar systems!

* *
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HEN the twisted and

radioactive wreckage
screamed down out of space
on to their dark planet, the
Shogleet were instantly in-
trigued. To that incredibly an-
cient race, evolved to the point
where energy, matter and
form had no more secrets to
hide and only curiosity re-
mained, anything new was an
occasion for rejoicing. And
this was new.

Metals, plastics, - physiecal
and chemical combinations —
they were familiar enough.
But this strange mass had
been formed into a particular
shape. They probed at once,
and at once found that there
was something more.

Something lived, but only
just.

Using their combined tal-
ents, they caught at the fragile
remnant, preserved it, studied
it, reconstructed it. From the
still viable patterns of intelli-
gence, they deduced the whole.
They remade a man. They
went further, discovering his
history and, from that, some-
thing of the history of the
whole species. They were un-
willing to admit that such a
monstrosity could be genuine,
yet their probings could not
be argued. So they remade
his ship, which had obviously
been only a small part of the
whole tangled wreckage, and
they sent it back whence it had
came, And they appointed
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one of their number to go with
it, and him, to investigate.

THE Shogleet crouched by
Lancelot’s beautiful boots,
and purred. The purr was not
a sign of pleasure, but the by-
product of producing an out-
line-blurring vibration and a
curiosity-damping field. The
corridor outside the Agent-
Director’s office was a busy
place, and the Shogleet had
no wish to be observed.

Yet it was pleased. These
things called Men were even
more fantastically odd than it
had at first imagined. With its
perceptors extended, it was
listening to the conversation
on the other side of the wall,
lV;:)ices were discussing Lance-
ot.

“— not only made us a
laughing-stock, but he’s get-
ting to be a damned pest!
Hanging about outside my of-
fice, demanding to be sent on
a mission. I wouldn’t trust
him to empty my waste-bas-
ket. What the hell am I going
to do with him?”

“Perhaps we might cook up
a mission for him, Chief.”

“Don’t be obscene, Peters,
That moron, on a mission?
Don’t forget, this is the blast-
ed idiot who tried to rescue a
disabled star-ship with a one-
man raft!”

“Just the same, Chief;, we
could pick out something.”

“But I can’t send a Prime
G-man ona routine call, damn
it. Not that he is a Prime,
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except on paper. But you know
what I mean.”

“Ah, but wait until you hear
what I've dug up. It’s from
a Vivarium planet. We don’t
usually handle those, What
generally happens is that the
local man goes in, disguised,
and re-sets the alarm, then
smoothes out the fuss. Doesn’t
affect us unless it’s a case of
external invasion, you know.”

“All right, all right. I know
all that. But what’s it to me?
Some inside problem on a Viv
planet. So?”

“Yes. But this planet is
called Avalon. It’s static in the
‘pseudo-feudal’ stage, with a
culture based on Arthurian
legend. Get it?”

The Shogleet, recording all
this avidly, head a gasp. Put-
ting mental query marks
against the new terms, it went
on listening.

“Arthurian!” Hugard
breathed. “Peasants. Knights
in armor. Sword and shield
stuff. Go on.”

“I thought we could play
it up big, and let him have it.
Make it sound a desperate
emergency. Give him some-
thing to do.”

“Yes. Quite harmless, of
course. But I like the sound of
it. Where is this Avalon?”

“That’s the best part, Chief.
It’s in the Omega Centaurus
cluster. That’s ‘twenty thou-
sand lights away!”

“That settles it for me. It
will take him a month, real
time, just to get there. I'll be
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shut of him for a while. Sure
we’re not treading on any pri-
vate toes with this?”

“Absolutely. Strictly a rou-
tine call, on a waiting list.”

“Fine. Fine! Get me the
data so I can blow it up big,
and then shoot him in here.
Peters, I won't forget this. To
think that I'm going to be rid
of that moron, for a while at
least —"

THE Shogleet crept to Lan-
- celot’s shoulder, shivering
gently with anticipation.
When the summons came, it
rode into the office with him
and saw him stiffen into a
stern salute before the Direc-
tor’s desk.

“Ah, Lake,” Hugard nodded
portentously., “At last I have
a mission for you. Something
I cannot pass on to anyone
else. It will tax your powers
to the utmost. I am not asking
you to volunteer; I am order-
ing you to go. That is how
serious it is. You understand ?”

“I do, sir,” Lancelot said,
sternly. “Rely on me!”

“Good man! I was count-
ing on that. Now, you’ll take
full details with you to study
en route, of course, but I can
give you the gist. The planet
is Avalon. The alarm is ur-
gent. Avalon is a closed cul-
ture. No one, not even we of
Galactopol, can intervene in
a closed culture, unless the
gituation is desperately criti-
cal.” The Shogleet felt Lance-
lot stiffen, saw the swell of
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his chest and the fire in his
eyes, and wondered anew at
these strange creatures who
thrilled to the prospect of
imminent danger,

“Most importantly—"" Hug-
gard hushed his voice —
“As this is a closed culture,
I can only send one man. You
will be alone. Single-handed.
You will be equipped, of
course, as fully as possible,
compatible with the culture.
But everything else will be up
to you. You’re on your own.”

“I understand, sir,” Lance-
lot said simply. “Rely on me.
If it's called for, I'll stake my
life, rather than let down the
Service.” Huggard turned his
face away, obviously overcome
by some strong emotion. Then,
coughing, he handed a form
to Lancelot and stood up.

“That’s your authorization.
You’ll pick up the rest of the
documents at the front office.
How soon can you leave?”

“At once!” Lancelot snap-
ped, saluting crisply. Hugard
put out a hand.

“Good luck, my boy. You'll
need it.”

“Thank you, sir.” Lancelot
took the hand with an enthu-
siasm that made the Director

wince. ‘“Don’t worry about -

me. I'll come through!” He
spun on his heel and marched
from the office.

" “You know,” he confided to
the Shogleet, “Hugard isn’t
such a bad old guy, after all.
I thought he was neglecting
me. But I can see his point,
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now, I've misjudged him.” ..

“Lancelot,” the Shogleet
whispered, “do something for
me. Get a stock of visio-tapes
on feudal cultures, vivarium
planets and the Arthurian
legend.”

“All right. Anything to
oblige. But you pick the queer-
est things to be curious about.
Arthurian legends, is it? My
Dad used to be interested in
them.”

THIS the Shogleet already
knew, as well as much
more. It had learned, for one
thing, the truer version of
how Lancelot Lake came to be
cast away in the first place.
This it had picked up from
various sources, in and about
Galactopol headquarters.

Lancelot Lake had been a
humble technician in the low-
est grades of Galactopol, serv-
ing his time in a spaceways
emergency - and - observation
station, and passing his time
in dreams of glamor and
glory. He shared the simple
faith of his equally simple
parents, that it was just a
matter of time before he had
his big “break.” And Fate had
been very obliging.

The star-class liner Orion,
carrying wealthy passengers
but very little else, had devel-
oped a major defect in her
main drive, Her skipper, in
angry calm, warped out of
hyper-drive, gave the order
“Abandon Ship!” and pointed
his lifeboat cluster toward the
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nearest E-and-O station. It
had not been an emergency.
There had not been the least
danger — only nuisance, and
the loss of a valuable ship.
The lifeboat signals had plain-
ly said so.

But Lancelot had read his
own special brand of under-
standing into those signals.
On the run, fired with holy
zeal, he had broken out his
one-man raft, designed purely
for short-range forays about
the surface of his planetoid-
station. Linking in to the pow-
erful, all - wave, sub - etheric
emergency radio of the sta-
tion and giving a blow-by-
blow account of his effort, he
had stormed off to rescue the
Orion single-handed.

No one could hear the life-
boat signals, after that., The
Orion company vreached the
E-and-O station quite safely.
There, in company with every
other open planet in the Gal-
axy, they had listened, fas-
cinated, to the classic broad-
cast that Lancelot was pour-
ing out.

Dedicated, -always brave,
heedless of personal safety,
washed with the radiation
from a rapidly disintegrating

nuclear drive, he kept on to -

the inevitable, hopeless, gal-
lant end. Like a gnat gran-
pling a runaway elephant, he
went spiralling down into the

great gravity sink of Antares, .

until the thermal radiation
from that giant sun over-
whelmed his transmission.
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The rest was silence.

Now, a stupid, gloriously
gallant, dead hero, is one
thing. Posthumous awards are
a matter of little consequence.
It was nothing — the least
they could do — to make the
deceased Lancelot a Prime G-
man. But the same hero re-
turned from the dead was
something else again, as the
Shogleet had learned.

Perhaps, it pondered, they
had done too good a job of the
reconstruction. They had made
him strictly according to the
images in his own brain, Con-
sequently, he was big, brawny,
blue - eyed, golden-haired,
handsome, and well-nigh in-
destructible . . . translating

literally the concept “You

can’t keep a good man down.”
Had Lancelot known Hamlet,
he would have agreed with
his description: “What a piece
of work is Man; how noble in
reason; how infinite in facul-
ties; in form and moving, how
express and admirable; in ac-
tion how like an angel; in
apprehension how like a god!”
But Hamlet was insane,
whereas Lancelot was sincere,
simnle, and assured of the
realitv of his dream. Hence —
as Hugard had said — a
damned pest.

II

ANCELOT'S happy glow
lasted well into the second
week. Then he grew bored.
The ship, though small, was
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comfortable and almost self-
directive, There was nothing
to do.

He decided to check his
equipment, The Shogleet, en-
grossed in the tortuous lan-
guage of Mallory, was inter-
rupted by its ward, who came
bearing a long and shining
rod tipped with a razor-edged
blade.

“This thing,” he said. “It’s
a lance, isn’t it? And there’s
another thing, like a big blade
with a cross-bar and a hand-
grip. A sword?”

“l would think so. There
should be armor, also. I gather
you are to masquerade as a
knight. From the literature,
it seems there actually was a
knight named Sir Lancelot.”

“That’s so. My Dad used to
tell about him. Oh, Hugard
knew what he was doing when
he picked me for this mission!
Fate, that’s what it is.” The
Shogleet had other views, but
kept dl-screet!.y silent about
them,

“The conwp‘t of a v1var1um
culture interests me,” it said.
“Apparently not all men seek
change, only a small percen-
tage?”

“That’s so,” Lancelot nod-
ded, sagely. “The happy man
is the adjusted man. Knows
what he’s good at and where
he belongs, and gets on with
it. Like me, for instance, Nat-
ural born adventurer — and
here I am.”

“But you were originally a
station-keeper. A mistake?”’
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“Oh, mno. Psycho-dynamics
is infallible, That station-
keeper job was just a starter,
so that I could work up.”

The Shogleet, knowing full
well that Lancelot knew noth-
ing at all about the science of
psycho - dynamics, wished it
had asked for a tape on that.
It was curious to see how the
technique would work out on
a whole planet seeded with
one psycho-type.

Eventually, warning bells
gave tongue and their little
ship went down, on a guide
beacon, over a green and
peaceful world, dotted with
islands, laced with blue sea,
into a small glade ringed with
rugged hills. It was just on
sunrise, on a glorious spring
morning.

Lancelot breathed deep of
unfiltered air and the sweet
scent of growing things, and
found an immediate compla.mt
to make.

66 E’RE about a hundred

miles away from the
chief city, Camlan,” he said,
as he frowned at a map. “And
no transport. I mean, that kit
I have to wear, it's a weight.
It’s not going to be easy just
gettmg it on, much less walk-
ing.

“Accordmg to the accounts,”
the Shogleet said. “A kmght
rode something, A steed, I
believe, or horse. What is a
horse, Lancelot?”

“Damned if I know. I vague-
Iy recall drawings, when I was
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a kid. Sort of l;lg animdf%“f:ﬁii' .

legs, head at one end, tail at
the other. But stop a bit, that
explains something —” and
he lugged out some massive
pieces of metal-work. “These
had me baffled, but they must
be horse-armor. And this
thing is a seat, to go on its
back, 1 guess.”

“I shall have to approxi-
mate,” the Shogleet decided.
“From your memories, and
what I have read, 1 will trans-
form myself into a horse.”

“All right, but give me a
hand with this hardware first,
I can’t get it on alone. In fact,
I don’t see how it can all go
on one man!”

But, with patience and
struggling, trial and error,
they got the pieces that a
skilled synthesist had fabri-
cated from the patterns of
museum relics buckled, strap-
ped and locked about Lancelot.

His guess had been good.
He could hardly hold upright
under the load of metal.

- “How the hell does any-
body hop about,” he complain-
ed, making a few labored
steps, “and swing a sword in
this- lot? It’s not possible!”

The Shogleet paid no atten-
tion. It was busy on its own
account. Swallowing great
quantities of air and energy,
and speeding its metabolism
to a great rate, it was con-
verting its mass to a some-
thing that would fit that
armor. Lancelot, shambling
round, gave advice according
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to h.s blurred memories. Then,
struggling mightily, he hoist-
ed up the pieces one at a time,
and then: the saddle. Sweat
was dribbling into his boots
by the time he was done.

“Hell! This is a day’s work
by itself,” he groaned, bash-
ing his helmet in a vain at-
tempt to wipe away the sweat
from his brow. “There must
be an easier way.”

“I imagine,” the Shogleet-
horse guessed, “that this is
why the knight had a squire,
as it says in the tapes.” Lan-
celot grunted his heartfelt
agreement at this, hung the
blank shield on a saddle-hook,
the sword and sheath on the
opposite side, stood the long
lance by a handy tree, and
eased his visor down past his
nose, which was already raw
from the first, light-hearted
try. ’

Then he eyed the stirrups.

“You’ll have to kneel,” he
said. “I’'ll never make it up
there.”

He climbed aboard gingerly,
and they left the glade at a
sedate walk. “First thing,” he
said firmly, “we get a squire.
T’ll never make it to Camlan
at this rate.”

“Very well,” the Shogleet
agreed, trying to work out a
method of progress that would
not unseat Lancelot. It com-
promised on a rubber-legged
shamble which carried them at
a smooth glide through what
it assumed was a ‘“woody
glen.” Half an hour of this
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brought them to a clearing,
laid out in a chessboard of
little fields, with a huddle of
timber shacks in the center.
Their arrival was the signal
for a bedlam of shouts,
screams and frantics barking
from a horde of half-wild dogs.

The uproar lasted only a
second or two. Then all was
silent, apart from furtive rus-
tlings in the mearby bushes.

“Where did everybody go?”
Lancelot demanded, grabbing
the saddle-horn. “How am I
going to round up a squire,
if they all run off like that?
No, wait — there’s one, over
by that tree.”

H E was an old man, grizzle-
A haired and cramped with
rheumatic stiffness. In his
simple brown smock, he clung
to the tree and trembled at
their gliding approach. Lan-
celot let go the saddle-horn
and tried to sit up, impres-
sively.

“Ho, there!” he called. “Why
did everyone run away?”

“Marry, fair sir,” the old-
ster mumbled, cringing. “It
would have been at sight of
the strange beast thou ridest.
No mortal eye ever saw such
a mount before.”

“What's wrong with me?”
the Shogleet demanded curi-
ously. “Isn’t a horse like this?”

“Now strike me dead!” the
peasant Dblanched, clutching
the tree. “It spoke like a
Christian. I heard it!”

“Naturally,” Lancelot said
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grandly, ‘“Tis a magic steed,
just as I am a holy knight. I
have need of a squire. Call the
others, that I may choose.”

“Nay, noble sir, we are but
humble peasants. Wilt find no
squire here.”

“Oh, blast!” Lancelot re-
lapsed into Galactic in his irri-
tation. Then, with strained
patience, “Where then shall a
knight find himself a squire?”

“The Baron Deorham has
many such,” the old man of-
fered. “Steeds, too, though
none such as thou ridest. But
he is a wonderly wroth man,
and a great warrior. He will
surely attack thee, an thou
come near him.”

“Fear not for me, old man.
I am Sir Lancelot. I will to
Deorham.”

“Lancelot! Now am I dead
and in hell, forsooth. Lancelot
is legend!”

“Never mind . that. Just
point the way, you old fool.”
The old man cringed again,
and wobbled a shaky arm in
the direction of a rough track.
The Shogleet went into its
gliding run again.

“A pity 1 couldn’t get him
to put me right on this shape,”
it said. “I must study a real
horse at the first opportunity.”

“This feels all right,” Lan-
celot argued. “Still, T suppose
you're right. It won't do to
scare the locals out of their
wits all the time . . . Say, that
looks a likely place.”

They had broken clear of
trees, and before them the
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grass went away in a slow
rise to a hill, where there was
a massive gray building. “Just
let me do the talking. Appar-
ently horses aren’t supposed
to talk.” He clutched the sad-
dle-horn valiantly, and they
went on at a fair speed.

Suddenly the Shogleet sens-
ed life and movement nearby,
and swung round.

“What did you do that for?”
Lancelot demanded, clinging
desperately. Then he saw what
the Shogleet had detected.
About seventy yards away,
just rounding an outflung
clump of trees, came three rid-
ers. On either side the figures
were slight, but the man in
the center was gross, his steed
huge, his armor bright in the

sun. His shield bore the device
of a mailed fist, and his lance.

carried a fluttering blue plume
at its tip.

“That’s what I want,” Lan-
celot muttered. “A picture on
my shield and a flag on my
stick. Then they’ll know who
I am.” .

“So that,” the Shogleet mur-
mured, interestedly, ‘“is what
a horse is like.” And it dis-
creetly began modifying its
shape. “We should keep still,”
it advised. “Let him come to
us. I want to see that creature
move.”

As if in answer to the
thought the big man put up a
mailed fist. They distinctly
heard the click of his visor as
it snapped into place. Then he
applied his heels to his mount
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and began thundering at them
over the turf,

“LOOK at him go!” Lan-
celot said, admiringly.
“l must learn to ride like
that.” The mighty figure thun-
dered nearer, and Lancelot
grew uneasy. ‘“He’ll never be
able to stop in time,” he mut-
tered. “Not at that clip. Now
what’s the fool up to?’ — for
the stranger had dropped his
lance to the horizontal, and
the point was aimed straight
at Lancelot. The Shogleet,
ever curious, stood quite still.

“Hey! You lunatic! Point
that thing the other way!”
Lancelot yelled. But it was
obvious even to him that the
other had no intention of do-
ing any such thing. At the last
minute, he managed to fumble
up his shield. There was a
rending crash as point met
shield, fair and square. Lance-
lot shot backwards over the
Shogleet’s cruppers, to land
with a jarring thud on the
ground. The Shogleet spun
round, to watch as the young
man groaned, sat up and then
struggled to his feet.

“Art unhorsed!” the stran-
ger roared. “Dost yield?”

“Yield nothing,” Lancelot
gasped, indignantly. “I wasn'’t
even fighting. You want to
give a bit of notice, next time
you do something like that.
Charging up like that without
so much as a word . . .” and
that was as far as he got. The
strange knight, backing up
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and tossing away his shattered
lance, had yanked out his
sword. Putting heels to his
horse again, he tore up to
where Lancelot stood. His
blade rose and fell mightily,
and a clang echoed across the
meadow. Lancelot went down
on his knees, hung there a
moment and then kneeled
over, groaning. The Shogleet
trotted to where he lay and
nuzzled him,

“You must get up and fight,”
it murmured. “I believe you
are liable to be taken captive
otherwise.”

“Fight!” Lancelot mumbled.
“I'm half-killed already. That
damned lunatic should be put
away.” He sat up and banged
his mailed fist on his helmet
to clear his head. The knight

backed off a yard or two,

waiting.

“Get up, quickly,” the Shog-
leet encouraged, and knelt.
This sent the knight’s horse
into a rearing frenzy, giving
Lancelot time to mount — and
time to get annoyed, also.

“All right,” he growled.
“Wants a fight, does he? We'll
sce about that.” He unsheath-
ed his sword with an effort.
The strange knight crouched,
setting his horse into another

gallop. At the critical mo-
ment, he stood up in his saddle
to give more power to his
sword-arm. Lancelot heaved
his shield up, the shock numb-
ing his arm, then swung blind-
ly in riposte,

“Turn round,” he ordered,
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as the knight charged past.
“Let me have another bash
at him, I only nicked him that
time.”

“You may kill him, you

know.”

“And what d'you fancy he's
been trying to do to me? I'm
black and blue all over. Let me
have another crack at him, I
said!”

“Wouldn't it be wiser to ask
him to yield? In that way, we
might get some information,
which we sadly need.” Lance-
lot grumbled under his breath,
but when he saw that his cas-
ual swipe had sheared. the
knight’s helmet-spike, and
split his shield in half, he
agreed reluctantly.

“Ho, knight,” he called, and
waved hissword. “Wilt yxeld "

“To a foul fiend from the
pit?” the knight roared, toss-
ing away his ruined shield and
bent sword. “Never! Pit thy
sorcery against this!” And he
unhooked from his saddle a
short length of heavy chain,
ending in an iron ball studded
with vicious spikes. Once
again, he came thundering
forward.

“There!” Lancelot gasped.
“I said the man was raving.
If he catches me with that
thing, I'm a dead duck.”

He put up his shield and
peered round it warily. The
spiked ball flailed through the
air and crashed full on the
shield, slamming the young
man over to an extreme angle.
In sudden, blind rage, he

JOHN RACKHAM



swung back, lashed out with
the sword, "felt it bite into
something, Then, as the Shog-
leet bridled off, he looked back,
and his stomach squirmed.

The super-hard, razor-keen
blade had sliced through ar-
mor and knight, from shoul-
der to groin. There was blood
everywhere,

II1

e'TYHE fool would have it,”
L he muttered. “Now
there’ll be trouble.”

But the body was hardly
flopped to rest before the two
attendants rode up, slid from
their mounts and went down,
each on a knee, heads bowed.

“Spare me, Sir Knight,”
they said, in unison. “I am
thy servant.”

“They’re only kids,” Lance-
lot said, surprised. “What are
your names?”’

“I am hight Alaric,” said ~

the g'lnger one, on the left.
“And I, Ector,” the other
added, shakmg his long yel-
low locks. “How shall we call
thee, Lord ?”’ The Shogleet felt
Lancelot brace up and stiffen.
“I am Sir Lancelot!” he
announced. They promptly f
flat on their faces. “Oh,
up!” he said, irritably. “I’
not going to eat you. Now,
one’s to be my squire, and the
other to look after my horse.
Which way do you want it?”
“The horse!” they said, to-
gether and at once.
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“That won’t be necessary,”
the Shogleet said, forgetting.
“I can look after myself quite
well.” Again the two youths
fell to the ground, shaking and
white,

“Get up!” Lancelot shouted.
“How can I get anything done
if you keep passing out, all
the time? Now, what happens
about him?”

“Thy liege-men will attend
to it, Lord,” said Alaric, in a
shaky voice.

“My liege-men?”

“But certainly., Hast slain
Deorham, That which was his
is now thine.”

“Oh !” Lancelotlooked round.
“Castle and all? Well, that’s
handy. And that was Deor-
ham, was it? All right, one
of you nip off and tell the gang
the boss is coming home, hun-

. . . and bruised, too!”
~ “I will, Lord!” Alaric fled
for his horse and raced on
ahead.

The Shogleet contented it-
self with a modest canter,
finding the new movement in-
triguing. Lancelot was not im-
pressed.

“You're shaking me to a
jelly,” he groaned. “Can’t we
go back to the other way?”

“This is more accurate. You

- had better learn. Youw may

have to ride a real horse some
day.” Lancelot forgot to grum-
ble as they reached the court-
yard of the ‘castle, and he
could appreciate the size of
the place. He slid off, and
stood agape at high rough-
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‘swne walls and towers, their
slit-windows innocent of glass,
but with gay cloths trailing
from every vantage point. Ec-
tor approached, unwillingly,
to take the Shogleet’s bridle.
Lancelot objected at once.

“You can’t go off and leave
me, not now. What'll I do? I
mean, you know more than
me about all the customs and
things.”

“It will be quite all right,”
the Shogleet consoled him in
Galactic, ignoring the flabber-
gasted stares of the men-at-
arms who had drawn near.
“Just give orders, Tell them
what you want. I will join
you as soon as I can.”

It went with Ector to a
great low stable, where there
were many half-wild horses
and a great smell. As soon as
it could be alone, it cast off
the horse-shape. It had given
a degree of thought to this,
and decided it was best to as-
sume some human-like form.
So,on itsrapid transit through
the stables, courtyard and into
the great hall, it settled into
a small, dark-hued, manikin
shape, thinking to be less im-
pressive and thus less fright-
ening in that guise.

Trotting through the serfs
who were busy scattering
fresh rushes on the stone-slab
floor, it found Lancelot seated
‘at the head of a long, rude
table, on which more serfs

were arranging platters heap-

ed with hot food. He was deep
in conversation with an old,
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rugged-looking, gray-bearded
man, but looked up as the
Shogleet came close and
scrambled on to the arm of
his chair,

66THIS is Gildas,” he said.
“Calls himself a senes-
chal. Sort of head-man. Been
telling me all about the prop-
erty.”

Gildas backed off warily.

“Now, sooth,” he muttered.
“I do believe thou art Lance-
lot, and this thy familiar.
What is it, a troll?”

“Lancelot,” the Shogleet
said, in Galactic. “Have you
forgotten? We are on a mis-
sion? You should be asking
Gildas for news of the emer-
gency.” -

“Say, that’s right, I'd for-
gotten. It's not every day a
man gets a barony.” He turn-
ed in his chair, “Draw near,
Gildas. There is nothing to
fear.”

“Thou sayest it well, Lord,”
Gildas growled, “but.I like it
not. A troll that stands and
parleys like a man, Still, it is
but part and parcel with the
strange things that have come
on this land but lately.”.

“Ah, now, that’s what I
wanted to know about. What’s
going on? I have to know,
because I'm here to stop it.”
Gildas stepped back, trans-
formed from a sulen gray-
beard into an angry enemy.

“I knew it!” he roared. “I
knew thou wert false! I will
hail the men-at-arms, that
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they may cut thee down. Nay,
strike me dead an thou canst,
but I will say it.”

“Oh, lord!” Lancelot mut-
tered. “What now? For heav-
en’s sake, man, I'm not going
to strike anybody dead. Not
again. I'’ve had enough of that
for one day. Just get a grip
on yourself and tell me what
it’s all about.”

“Methinks yon troll doth
already know, and the ques-
tion is but a trap. Natheless,
I will tell. Ye wit well there
is but one great sin in this
land. It is hight ‘Change.” The
wise ones tell us this is the
best of all worlds, and that it
is sin to think otherwise. So
all say, where it can be heard.
But who can say what a man
thinketh in his heart? To la-
bor and sweat and garner the
fruits of the land is the old
way, the honest way. But who
will labor and sweat when his
fields may be ploughed, sown,
aye, and garnered into his
barn, without he turn a hand?
This be a change that many
welcome.”

“I haven’t the foggiest idea
what you're going on about,”
Lancelot confessed. “Don’t tell
me the sky is going to fall
over a -few ploughed fields?
I was thinking of gathering
some of those lads out there
to ride with me to Camlan —"

“Camlan!” Gildas leaped
back again, surprisingly spry
for one of his age. “Again I
say ye are false!” And he had
his mouth open to shout as
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Lancelot jumped up and seiz-
ed him. ,
“Stop it!” he yelled. “I'm
getting sick of this double-
talk. Why the hell can’t you
come right out and say what
you mean?’ He turned to the
Shogleet, with Gildas dangling
chokmgly from his mailed
fists. “Can you make any sense
out of it? I think they’re all
stark raving mad here.”

The Shogleet eyed Gildas.

“Put him down,” it said.
“Now, what land is this, and
who is your king?”

“This is Brython,” Gildas
said, squeakily, “and our king
hight Cadman. Soon to be
Cadman of the Fiery Dragon,
in sooth. He dwells in Alban,
twenty miles south. If ye be
the wise troll, advise this your
master to ride to Cadman and
plead to aid, on our side!”

“I'm beginning to get it,”
Lancelot sighed “What'’s Cam-
lan then?”

“Camlan is for Bors; King
of the Kellat, and our deadly
foe. Even now doth he call an
army of knights, to invade our
land and seize our dragon. To
destroy it, he claims, but many
suspect it is but to capture it
for his own use.”

“Oh, come now, A real dra-
gont)n

“It is sooth, Lord. I myself
have seen it, and my eyes were
weak for a day after. It.is
truly a fearsome thing for an
enemy. But for us it be great
good. It is strange, and we all
fear it, but who can argue
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against a full barn and tilled
fields, all without labor?”

13 DRAGON which labors

in the field ? That would
be something really worth see-
ing, Lancelot. The tapes said
nothing of this.”

“A dragon!” Lancelot mur-
mured, dreamily. “That would
be right up my street. All
right, Gildas, we’ll leave the
question of politics for a bit.
Shove some of that grub my
way, would vou? And pass
some tools.” Gildas frowned
at this,

“There are no eating imple-
ments in this culture, Lance-
lot,” the Shogleet advised,
drawing on its studies. “Dag-
ger and fingers only.”

Before Lancelot could voice
his grumble, Gildas said, “Wilt
permit thy wives now, Lord?”

“My what? How do I come
to have wives?”

“They were Deorham’s, are
now thine. They wait thy leave
to come -to table.”

“Good grief! Now I have a
couple of wives.”

“Nay, Lord. Six.”

Lancelot shrank into his
glittering armor. He cast an
appealing eye on the Shogleet.
“What do I do now? Six
wives! One w'ould be too
many.”

“Ask Gildas,” the Shogleet
advised. “He will know. There
was nothing in the tapes about
such a situation, so I cannot
help you.”

“Here a minute,” Lancelot
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gulped. “I have been long in
the grave and forget many
customs- of this land, What
shall 1T do with these — wo-
men? What are they all for,
anyway? And why six?”’

“Marry, Lord, but I under-
stand thee not. A man may
take as many wives as he
needs and can support, if he
be a knight. And what would
a wife be for, but to serve?
Still, it matters not, now, If
thou art truly for our cause,
then must eat and depart
forthwith. All is to hand. We
can fetch Alban by nightfall.”

“What, right away?”’

“All is to hand,” Gildas re-
pealed firmly. “Even this day
did Deorham make ready for
the journey, to join Cadman
and all the other great knights
of this land, against the Kel-
lat. Else thou wouldst not have
found him in the meadow,
where he did but try out his
armor and steed.” Lancelot
groaned and looked about fe-
verishly. The Shogleet, watch-

+ing, saw him shudder.

“Pm up a tree this time. I
can’t face a twenty-mile drag,
not after what I’ve just had
from the Baron. I ache, I tell
you. But I don’t fancy all these
women hanging about either.
I’m caught both ways.”

“The Lady Phillipa hath the
healing touch,” Gildas offer-
ed. “If thou wilt shed thy
mail, Lord, she will attend
thee.” And he clapped his
hands before Lancelot could.
stop him,
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They came in at once. The
Shogleet suspected they had
been close at hand, listening.
At any rate, there was no need
to warn the Lady Phillipa that
her services were needed. A
large and robust woman of
some thirty years, she made at
once for the hapless knight
and, with Gildas assisting, had
him out of his mail as readily
as a mother undresses a child,
and with as little concern.

It was the Shogleet’s first
contact with women at close
quarters and it was intensely
interested in this new phe-
nomenon, What it found par-
ticularly puzzling was Lance-
lot’s obvious awkwardness, as
if he was afraid the females
might see the body that had
been built for him. This was
not the behavior-pattern that
it had traced in Lancelot in the
beginning. According to that,
he was lordly and quietly
compelling in the presence of
the opposité sex. It began to
suspect that this, too, had
been part of the young man’s
fantasies. It was all very
strange.

H ALF an hour later, on a
real horse, into the saddle
of which Lancelot had been
hoisted by a primitive block-
and-tackle arrangement and
three sweating serfs, the
young man led a great rout
from the castle courtyard. On
his arm, the Shogleet listened
keenly to the chatter of the
men around. A few were
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mounted, most were afoot, and
they. all were filled- with ‘en-

‘thusiasm for the battle ahead.

But, of the dragon, there
were divided opinions. Some
thought it a blessing,, a gift
from the gods to a deserving
country, but they were in a
minority. The rest devoutly
believed that it was evil, The
right and proper thing for a
man was to work or to fight,
they declared. What man could
do either, when a dragon did
both so much better than any
man? Not so, they said, and
this legendary knight was
come, for sure, to rid them
of it.

Lancelot, jogging along in
his armor, was acting and
talking in anything but a
knightly manner, but the
Shogleet paid him little heed.
Disguished under the mini-
strations of Lady Phillipa, it
had managed to help him with
doses of carefully tuned ener-
gy. The young man was as
good as new, except in spirit,
in which region he was badly
bruised.

“I shall never keep thls up
for twenty miles,” he:groan-
ed, as his teeth jarred and
clickéd at every pace. “I'm a
nervous wreck, I tell you. If
this is knicht errantry, then
I’'ve had it.” They made a
good twenty miles an hour,
and should have fetched Al-
ban in two hours. But it was
nearer five, and the sun low-
ering in the sky, before the
roofs of the city came in sight.
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Then the Shogleet recalled,
from its studies, the low level
of education consistent with
this culture. Few of these peo-
ple could count as far as twen-
ty. For them, forty was well-
nigh an infinite number.

Over the bridge and into
the narrow streets of Alban,
Lancelot was pushed into the
lead. The Shogleet sharpened
its senses for more informa-
tion about the dragon. There
were whispers on all sides
about the “knight with the
naked shield” and “how his
armor doth glitter, like sil-
ver,” but not a mention of the
mysterious beast. In the cen-
ter of the city they came to
the castle. The crowd of idle
sightseers gave way to a
great throng of men-at-arms,
knights, squires.

They came to the foot of a
great flight of steps.

“That’s it,” Lancelot said,
with resigned conviction.
“Just let me fall off right here,.
I'm through.”

But Alaric had spurred his
mount forward, just as a
tall, gray-headed man, with a
heavily - lined, strong face,
came to the head of the steps.

“ Your Majesty,” the squire
cried in a high but quite audi-
ble voice. “I am squire to this
knight. This day hath he slain
Deorham in a great battle.
Whereupon, and without stay
for rest, hath he ridden right
speedily, with this great com-
pany, to offer service with
thee against thine enemy.
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Your Majesty, this
Lancelot!”

The Shogleet could hear the
great gasp which ran through
the crowd at this awesome
name. Even the King himself
seemed to shrink a little.

“It is, indeed,