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Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Fury

The Earth is long dead and the human survivors live in huge citadels beneath the Venusian seas, ruled by the Immortals, genetic mutations with a lifespan of 1000 years. Sam Reed was born an immortal, but his deranged father had him mutilated as a baby. Now, at the age of 80, he learns what he is.

Mutant

People called them ‘baldies’.

A race of hairless mutants with egg-like skulls and lashless eyes …

A race hated by normal human beings, who hunted them with animal ferocity and killed them with religious fervour …

But the baldies had an extraordinary talent: the power of telepathy. So they disguised themselves and waited for the day when there would be enough of them to stop their persecution by normal men.

The Best of Henry Kuttner

These seventeen classic stories create their own unique galaxy of vain, protective and murderous robots; devilish angels; and warm and angry aliens. Ray Bradbury called Henry Kuttner ‘a man who shaped science fiction and fantasy in its most important years’.

This definitive collection will be a revelation to those who wish to discover or rediscover Henry Kuttner, a true master of the universe.


INTRODUCTION
from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction

Henry Kuttner (1915–1958) was a US author, married to C. L. Moore from 1940 until his death; from 1940 at the latest, the two authors collaborated constantly. Kuttner’s childhood interest in Weird Tales had early led him to correspond with H. P. Lovecraft and others: his first sale to the magazine was a poem, ‘Ballad of the Gods’, in February 1936, followed by ‘The Graveyard Rats’ (1936). His stories for the magazine included a Robert E. Howard-like Sword-and-Sorcery series from 1938 to 1941, eventually collected as Elak of Atlantis (1985). As with many of his fellow authors of the 1930s, much of his output, whether fantasy or SF, only reached book form in later years. Further examples of his early solo work have been assembled as Prince Raynor (1987), Book of Iod (1995), and The Graveyard Rats and Other Stories (2010); a more systematic coverage of these years has begun with The Early Kuttner, Volume One: Terror in the House (2010).

Kuttner began to publish SF stories in October 1937 with ‘When the Earth Lived’, remaining a prolific contributor in several modes, including Space Opera, a substantial selection of the latter being assembled as Thunder in the Void (2012); nearly 300 stories are credited to him in all, under his own name and various pseudonyms, between 1936 and the early 1950s, though much of his later work is inextricably entwined with that of his wife and partner. The two wrote very many stories together; all the stories assembled as The Best of Henry Kuttner (1975) (see below) seem to have been collaborations, though they were all first issued as by Kuttner alone. The two authors also used many pseudonyms; Kuttner himself also published stories under various House Names.

Early in their marriage, Kuttner and Moore made what became a very well-known claim: that each could pick up and smoothly continue any story from wherever the other had left off typing on the single typewriter they seem to have used for at least some of their work together. Moore seems to have been the more fluent stylist, and perhaps the more ambitious writer (though in the end this is very difficult to demonstrate), but Kuttner’s wit, deftly audacious deployment of ideas and neat exposition complemented her talents very well. The two together wrote many colourful novels for Startling Stories during the 1940s, which became archetypes of the hybrid genre Science Fantasy, neatly fusing Kuttner’s vigorous plotting with Moore’s romanticism. Two of the best – Beyond Earth’s Gates (1954) and Well of the Worlds (1953) – reached book form while Kuttner was still alive. Most of them, however, were made available to the large paperback audience only after his early death: they include Earth’s Last Citadel (1964), Valley of the Flame (1964), The Dark World (1965), The Time Axis (1965) and The Mask of Circe (1971). For Startling’s companion Thrilling Wonder Stories, Kuttner (possibly with Moore) wrote the humorous Hogben series about an ill-assorted family of weirdly gifted Mutant hillbillies between 1947 and 1949; Neil Gaiman has acknowledged that they supplied a model for characters in his novel, The Ocean at the End of the Lane (2013).

It was also during this period that the team became part of John W. Campbell Jr’s stable of writers, publishing much of their work in Astounding, much of it appearing initially as by K. M. O’Donnell or Lewis Padgett, their best known pseudonyms. The Padgett stories are ingenious and slickly written, often deploying offbeat Humour: Kuttner may have been the sole author of the Galloway Gallegher series collected as Robots Have No Tails (1952), and of other notable Padgett stories including ‘The Twonky’ (1942), filmed as The Twonky (1952). Two Padgett short novels, also likely by Kuttner alone, Tomorrow and Tomorrow and The Fairy Chessmen (1951), are intensely recomplicated tales in the tradition of A. E. Van Vogt, whose influence is also less directly evident in the Baldy series assembled as Mutant (1953) (see below). But probably the finest work Kuttner published in Astounding, almost certainly with Moore, is the Keeps sequence comprising Clash by Night (1952) and Fury (1950) (see below).

In 1950 Kuttner and Moore went to study at the University of Southern California; they wrote a number of mystery novels thereafter but very few SF stories. Kuttner graduated in 1954 and went on to work for his MA, but died of a heart attack before it was completed. During his career Kuttner rarely received the credit his work merited, being to an extent overshadowed by his own pseudonyms; his posthumous stature was similarly overshadowed, in this case by an understandable desire to give fair credit to C. L. Moore, the absence of whose name on many shared publications being perhaps attributable to her sex: for women in the 1940s and 1950s were not seen by editors as attractive to SF readers (SF readers themselves seemed less concerned). This argument may have stretched a point with regard to the Kuttner/Moore partnership, but clearly needed making.

Since the correction, the process of evaluation has calmed down, and Kuttner’s reputation as one of the most able and versatile of modern SF writers, and as a competent partner to his wife, has become easier to think was in fact fully earned; Two-Handed Engine (2005) as by both authors is a balanced presentation of their work together. Kuttner’s own influence on the young Ray Bradbury – who introduced The Best of Henry Kuttner – was considerable, and many later writers have acknowledged their debt to him. If in the end Kuttner was a journeyman writer, he was a journeyman of genius; and more.

The first of three titles presented here is perhaps the darkest of any Kuttner story, and for that reason may reflect a strong input from Moore. It is the main section of the Keeps sequence which begins with a preliminary sketch, Clash by Night (magazine 1943; as novella 1950), not vital to the central tale, and not reprinted here. The heart of the series is Fury (magazine 1947; 1950). Over and above its virtues as a Planetary Romance set on a vividly romantic ocean-drenched Venus, the sequence is notable for the clarity and power of its depiction of the Keeps – self-contained defendable submarine cities – which house complex strata of human dwellers. The term Keep has since been used by other writers to designate armoured enclaves, whether or not submerged. The novel itself, through glorious twists and turns of plot, seems to glimpse forward.

The second title to appear here, Mutant (1953); it would be the last SF book Kuttner and Moore would write together (she continued to publish after his death). It is set in a Ruined Earth America, a considerable time after a nuclear catastrophe has savaged the world, and created a Mutant strain of human telepaths. They are persecuted by the ‘normal’ majority; Mutant describes, in engaging and realistic detail, the lives they live over several generations as they attempt (in the end successfully) to survive. Though the tale reflects the apprehensions almost everyone suffered in the decade after the dropping of the first atomic bombs, a textured humanness suffuses each episode. We end the book wishing to read more. Perhaps that was Henry Kuttner’s cleverest trick of all: he made us want him never to stop.

The third title selected, The Best of Henry Kuttner, provides a wide and carefully chosen selection from the prime decade, from 1939 to 1950. It includes tales like ‘The Voice of the Lobster’ (1950) by Kuttner alone; ‘Mimsy Were the Borogoves’ (1943), which Moore may have had a hand in, about deadly educational toys that have Timeslipped from the future; plus undoubted collaborations like ‘Absalom’ (1946). Because they are so competent, and surprising, and flippant, and wise, these stories have a habit of staying in the memory. They are a pleasure to return to.

For a more detailed version of the above, see Henry Kuttner’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/kuttner_henry

Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.


FURY


FOREWORD

This is no story for the lily-livered …

Fury is a novel of violence. It describes the tortured struggle of the human race to aspire once again to the stars from the deeps of the Venusian seas. The struggle is organized around the career of Sam Reed, an Immortal.

It is a career which finally, through chicanery, desire for self-aggrandizement, and murder – and yet, beyond it all, a distorted vision of the glowing future of man – brings all the human race up from the safe Venusian seas and out into the open terrors of the biologically furious land surface of the planet, there to struggle and achieve once again a noble destiny.

Fury shows how under conditions incomprehensibly different from those we now experience, mankind once again starts up the long climb from decay to greatness.

GROFF CONKLIN


PART ONE



Despair thy charm;

And let the angel whom thou still hast serv’d

Tell thee, Macduff was from his mother’s womb

Untimely ripp’d.

– Shakespeare





Sam Harker’s birth was a double prophecy. It showed what was happening to the great Keeps where civilization’s lights still burned, and it foreshadowed Sam’s life in those underwater fortresses and out of them. His mother Bessi was a fragile, pretty woman who should have known better than to have a child. She was narrow-hipped and tiny, and she died in the emergency Caesarean that released Sam into a world that he had to smash before it could smash him.

That was why Blaze Harker hated his son with such a blind, vicious hatred. Blaze could never think of the boy without remembering what had happened that night. He could never hear Sam’s voice without hearing Bessi’s thin, frightened screams. The caudal anesthesia hadn’t helped much, because Bessi was psychologically as well as physically unfit for motherhood.

Blaze and Bessi – it was a Romeo and Juliet story with a happy ending, up to the time Sam was conceived. They were casual, purposeless hedonists. In the Keeps you had to choose. You could either find a drive, an incentive – be one of the technicians or artists – or you could drift. The technologies made a broad field, everything from thalassopolitics to the rigidly limited nuclear physics. But drifting was easy, if you could afford it. Even if you couldn’t, lotus-eating was cheap in the Keeps. You simply didn’t go in for the expensive pleasures like the Olympus rooms and the arenas.

Still, Blaze and Bessi could afford the best. Their idyll could make a saga of hedonism. And it seemed that it would have a happy ending, for in the Keeps it wasn’t the individual who paid. It was the race that was paying.

After Bessi died, Blaze had nothing left except hatred.

These were the generations of Harker:

Geoffery begat Raoul; Raoul begat Zachariah; Zachariah begat Blaze; and Blaze begat Sam.

Blaze relaxed in the cushioned seat and looked at his great-great-grandfather.

‘You can go to the devil,’ he said. ‘All of you.’

Geoffery was a tall, muscular, blond man with curiously large ears and feet. He said, ‘You talk like that because you’re young, that’s all. How old are you now? Not twenty!’

‘It’s my affair,’ Blaze said.

‘I’ll be two hundred in another twenty years,’ Geoffery said. ‘I had sense enough to wait till I was past fifty before fathering a son. I had sense enough not to use my common-law wife for breeding. Why blame the child?’

Blaze stubbornly looked at his fingers.

His father Zachariah, who had been glaring silently, sprang up and snapped, ‘He’s psychotic! Where he belongs is in a psych-hospital. They’d get the truth out of him!’

Blaze smiled. ‘I took precautions, Father,’ he said mildly, ‘I took a number of tests and exams before I came here today. Administration’s approved my I.Q. and my sanity. I’m thoroughly compos mentis. Legally, too. There’s nothing any of you can do, and you know it.’

‘Even a two-week-old child has his civil rights,’ said Raoul, who was thin, dark, elegantly tailored in soft celoflex, and seemed wryly amused by the entire scene. ‘But you’ve been careful not to admit anything, eh, Blaze?’

‘Very careful.’

Geoffery hunched his buffalo shoulders forward, met Blaze’s eyes with his own cool blue ones, and said, ‘Where’s the boy?’

‘I don’t know.’

Zachariah said furiously, ‘My grandson – we’ll find him! Be sure of that! If he’s in Delaware Keep we’ll find him – or if he’s on Venus!’

‘Exactly,’ Raoul agreed. ‘The Harkers are rather powerful, Blaze. You should know that. That’s why you’ve been allowed to do exactly as you wanted all your life. But that’s stopping now.’

‘I don’t think it is stopping,’ Blaze said. ‘I’ve a great deal of money of my own. As for your finding … him … have you thought that it might be difficult?’

‘We’re a powerful family,’ Geoffery said steadily.

‘So we are,’ Blaze said. ‘But what if you can’t recognize the boy when you find him?’ He smiled.

The first thing they did was to give him a depilatory treatment. Blaze couldn’t endure the possibility that dyed hair would grow back red. The baby’s scanty growth of auburn fuzz was removed. It would never grow again.

A culture catering to hedonism has its perversions of science. And Blaze could pay well. More than one technician had been wrecked by pleasure-addiction; such men were usually capable – when they were sober. But it was a woman Blaze found, finally, and she was capable only when alive. She lived when she was wearing the Happy Cloak. She wouldn’t live long; Happy Cloak addicts lasted about two years, on the average. The thing was a biological adaptation of an organism found in the Venusian seas. It had been illegally developed, after its potentialities were first realized. In its native state, it got its prey by touching it. After that neuro-contact had been established, the prey was quite satisfied to be ingested.

It was a beautiful garment, a living white like the white of a pearl, shivering softly with rippling lights, stirring with a terrible, ecstatic movement of its own as the lethal symbiosis was established. It was beautiful as the woman technician wore it, as she moved about the bright, quiet room in a tranced concentration upon the task that would pay her enough to insure her death within two years. She was very capable. She knew endocrinology. When she had finished, Sam Harker had forever lost his heritage. The matrix had been set – or, rather, altered from its original pattern.

Thalamus, thyroid, pineal – tiny lumps of tissue, some already active, some waiting till the trigger of approaching maturity started the secretions. The infant was unformed, a somewhat larger lump of tissue, with cartilage for bones and his soft skull imperfectly sutured as yet.

‘Not a monster,’ Blaze had said, thinking about Bessi all the time. ‘No, nothing extreme. Short, fleshy – thick!’

The bandaged lump of tissue lay still on the operating table. Germicidal lamps focused on the anaesthetized form.

The woman, swimming in anticipated ecstasy, managed to touch a summoning signal-button. Then she lay down quietly on the floor, the shining pearly garment caressing her. Her tranced eyes looked up, flat and empty as mirrors. The man who came in gave the Happy Cloak a wide berth. He began the necessary post-operative routine.

The elder Harkers watched Blaze, hoping they could find the child through the father. But Blaze had refined his plan too thoroughly to leave such loopholes. In a secret place he had Sam’s fingerprints and retina-prints, and he knew that through those he could locate his son at any time. He was in no hurry. What would happen would happen. It was inevitable – now. Given the basic ingredients, and the stable environment there was no hope at all for Sam Harker.

Blaze set an alarm clock in his mind, an alarm that would not ring for many years. Meanwhile, having faced reality for the first time in his life, he did his utmost to forget it again. He could never forget Bessi, though he tried. He plunged back into the bright, euphoric spin of hedonism in the Keeps.

The early years merged into the unremembered past. Time moved more slowly for Sam then. Days and hours dragged. The man and woman he knew as father and mother had nothing in common with him, even then. For the operation had not altered his mind; his intelligence, his ingenuity, he had inherited from half-mutant ancestors. Though the mutation was merely one of longevity, that trait had made it possible for the Harkers to rise to dominance on Venus. They were not the only long-lived ones, by any means; there were a few hundred others who had a life-expectancy of from two to seven hundred years, depending on various complicated factors. But the strain bred true. It was easy to identify them.

There was a carnival season once, he remembered, and his foster parents awkwardly donned finery and went to mingle with the rest. He was old enough to be a reasoning animal by then. He had already seen glamour from a distance, but he had never seen it in operation.

Carnival was a respected custom. All Delaware Keep was shining. Colored perfumes hung like a haze above the moving Ways, clinging to the merrymakers as they passed. It was a time when all classes mingled.

Technically there were no lower classes. Actually –

He saw a woman – the loveliest woman he had ever seen. Her gown was blue. That does not describe its color in the least. It was a deep, rich, different blue, so velvety and smooth that the boy ached to touch it. He was too young to understand the subtlety of the gown’s cut, its sharp, clean lines, the way it enhanced the woman’s face and her corn-yellow hair. He saw her from a distance and was filled with a violent need to know more about her.

His foster mother could not tell him what he wanted.

‘That’s Kedre Walton. She must be two, three hundred years old by now.’

‘Yes.’ Years meant nothing. ‘But who is she?’

‘Oh – she runs a lot of things.’

‘This is a farewell party, my dear,’ she said.

‘So soon?’

‘Sixty years – hasn’t it been?’

‘Kedre, Kedre – sometimes I wish our lives weren’t so long.’

She smiled at him. ‘Then we’d never have met. We Immortals gravitate to the same level – so we do meet.’

Old Zachariah Harker reached for her hand. Beneath their terrace the Keep glittered with carnival.

‘It’s always new,’ he said.

‘It wouldn’t be, though, if we’d stayed together that first time. Imagine being bound together indissolubly for hundreds of years!’

Zachariah gave her a shrewd, questioning stare.

‘A matter of proportion, probably,’ he said. ‘Immortals shouldn’t live in the Keeps. The restrictions … the older you grow, the more you’ve got to expand.’

‘Well – I am expanding.’

‘Limited by the Keeps. The young men and the short-lived ones don’t see the walls around them. We old ones do. We need more room. Kedre, I’m growing afraid. We’re reaching our limits.’

‘Are we?’

‘Coming close to them – we Immortals. I’m afraid of intellectual death. What’s the use of longevity if you’re not able to use your skills and powers as you gain them? We’re beginning to turn inward.’

‘Well – what then? Interplanetary?’

‘Outposts, perhaps. But on Mars we’d need Keeps, too. And on most of the other planets. I’m thinking of interstellar.’

‘It’s impossible.’

‘It was impossible when man came to Venus. It’s theoretically possible now, Kedre. But not practically so. There’s no … no symbolic launching-platform. No interstellar ship could be built or launched from an undersea Keep. I’m speaking symbolically.’

‘My dear,’ she said, ‘we have all the time in the world. We’ll discuss this again in … oh, fifty years, perhaps.’

‘And I won’t see you till then?’

‘Of course you’ll see me, Zachariah. But no more than that. It’s time we took our vacation. Then, when we come together again –’

She rose. They kissed. That, too, was symbolic. Both of them felt the ardor fading into gray ash – and, because they were in love, they were wise enough and patient enough to wait till the fire could be rekindled again.

So far the plan had been successful.

After fifty years had passed they would be lovers again.

Sam Harker stared at the gaunt gray-faced man moving purposefully through the throng. He was wearing cheerful celoflex too, but nothing could disguise the fact that he was not a Keep man. He had been sunburned once, so deeply that centuries undersea had not bleached him of that deep tan. His mouth was set in a habitual sneering grin.

‘Who’s that?’

‘What? Where? Oh, I don’t know. Don’t bother me.’

He hated the compromise that had made him don celoflex. But his old uniform would have been far too conspicuous. Cold, cruel-mouthed, suffering, he let the Way carry him past the enormous globe of the Earth, draped in a black plastic pall, which served in every Keep as a reminder of mankind’s greatest achievement. He went to a walled garden and handed in an identification disk at a barred window. Presently he was admitted to the temple.

So this was the Temple of Truth!

It was impressive. He had respect for technicians – logistics, logicians … not logistics, that was behind him now. A priest took him into an inner chamber and showed him a chair.

‘You’re Robin Hale?’

‘Right.’

‘Well – you’ve collated and given us the data we need. But there must be a few clarifying questions. The Logician will ask them himself.’

He went away. Downstairs, in the hydroponic gardens, a tall, thin, bony-faced man was pottering about cheerfully.

‘The Logician is needed. Robin Hale’s waiting.’

‘Ah, rats,’ said the tall, thin man, setting down a spray and scratching his long jaw. ‘Nothing I can tell the poor fella. He’s sunk.’

‘Sir!’

‘Take it easy. I’ll talk to him. Go away and relax. Got his papers ready?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘O.K. I’ll be along. Don’t rush me.’ Muttering, the Logician shambled toward a lift. Presently he was in the control room, watching, through a visor, the gaunt sunburned man sitting uncomfortably on his chair.

‘Robin Hale,’ he said, in a new, deeper voice.

Hale automatically stiffened. ‘Yes.’

‘You are an Immortal. That means that you have a life-expectancy of up to seven hundred years. But you have no job. Is that right?’

‘That’s right!’

‘What happened to your job?’

‘What happened to the Free Companies?’

… They died. They passed, when the Keeps unified under one government, and the token wars between them became unnecessary. In those days, the Free Companions had been the warriors, hired mercenaries paid to fight battles the Keeps dared not fight themselves, for fear of perishing.

The Logician said, ‘Not many Free Companies were Immortals. It’s been a long time since there was a Free Company. You’ve outlived your job, Hale.’

‘I know.’

‘Do you want me to find a job for you?’

‘You can’t,’ Hale said bitterly. ‘You can’t find one, and I can’t face the prospect of hundreds of years – doing nothing. Just enjoying myself. I’m not a hedonist.’

‘I can tell you what to do very easily,’ the Logician said. ‘Die.’

There was silence.

The Logician went on: ‘I can’t tell you how to do it quite so easily. You’re a fighter. You’ll want to die fighting for your life. And, preferably, fighting for something you believe.’ He paused. When he spoke again, his voice had changed.

‘Wait a minute,’ he said. ‘I’m coming out there. Hang on.’

And a moment later his thin, tall form shambled from behind a curtain in the wall. Hale jumped to his feet, staring at the scarecrow figure confronting him. The Logician waved him back to his seat.

‘Lucky I’m the boss,’ he said. ‘Those priests of mine wouldn’t stand for this if they had a thing to say about it. But what could they do without me? I’m the Logician. Sit down.’ He pulled up a seat opposite, took an odd-looking object from his pocket – it was a pipe – and stuffed it with tobacco.

‘Grow it and cure it myself,’ he said. ‘Look, Hale. This phony stuff is O.K. for the Keeps, but I don’t see the point of handing you a line.’

Hale was staring. ‘But … the Temple … this is the Temple of Truth? You mean it’s all –’

‘Phony? Nope. It’s on the level. Trouble is, the truth don’t always come out dignified. Those old statues of Truth – naked, she was. Well, she had the figger for it. But look at me, now. I’d be a sight. There was a time when we played it straight; it didn’t work. People just thought I was giving an opinion. Fair enough; I look like an ordinary guy. But I’m not. I’m a trick mutant. Come full circle. We went around through Plato and Aristotle and Bacon and Korzybski and the truth-machines – and end up right where we started, the best method in the world to use logic on human problems. I know the answers. The right ones.’

Hale found it difficult to understand. ‘But … you can’t be infallible … don’t you use any system?’

‘Tried the systems,’ the Logician said. ‘Lots of four-bit words. Boils down to one thing. Horse sense.’

Hale blinked.

The Logician kindled his pipe. ‘I’m over a thousand years old,’ he said. ‘Kind of hard to believe, I know. But I told you I was a trick mutant. Son, I was born on Earth. I can remember the atomic wars. Not the first ones – that was how I come to be born, my parents got in the way of some secondary radiations. I’m about as close to a real Immortal as they come. But my main talent – do you remember reading about Ben the Prophet? No? Well, he was only one of a lot of prophets, in those days. Plenty of people guessed what was coming. Didn’t take much logic. I was Ben the Prophet. Lucky some of the right people listened and started colonizing Venus. I came along. Time on Earth blew up, I was right here being studied. Some technicians found out my brain was a little queer. There was a new sense in it, instinct, or whatever – nobody’s ever found out exactly what it is. But it’s the same thing that made the thinking-machines give the right answers – when they did! Brother, I just can’t help giving the right answers!’

‘You’re a thousand years old?’ Hale asked, fastening on the single point.

‘Nigh. I’ve seen ’em come and go. I’ve seen how I could get to rule the whole roost, if I wanted to. But preserve me from that! I can see most of the answers to that, and I don’t like any of ’em. I just sit here in the Temple of Truth and answer questions.’

Hale said blankly, ‘We’ve always thought … there was a machine –’

‘Sure, I know. Funny, people will believe what a machine tells ’em, where they won’t believe a fella like themselves. Or maybe it isn’t funny at all. Look, son – no matter how you cut it, I know the answers. I turn over the information in my head, and pretty soon I see what they add up to. Common sense is all. Only requirement is that I’ve got to know all about you and your problem.’

‘Then you can read the future.’

‘Too many variables,’ the Logician said. ‘By the way, I hope you won’t shoot off your mouth about me. The priests won’t like it. Every time I show myself to some client and come off my high horse, they raise the temple roof. Not that it matters. You can talk if you want; nobody’d believe the infallible oracle’s anything but a super-machine.’ He grinned cheerfully. ‘Main thing is, son, I got an idea. I told you I add up the numbers and get the answer. Well, sometimes I get more than one answer. Why don’t you go landside?’

‘What?’

‘Why not?’ the Logician said. ‘You’re pretty tough. Course you may get killed. Probably will, I’ll say. But you’ll go down fighting. Not much fighting you can do in the Keeps, for anything you believe in. There’s some other people feel the way you do. A few Free Companions, I think – Immortals too. Look them up. Go landside.’

Hale said, ‘It’s impossible.’

‘The Companies had their forts, didn’t they?’

‘It took gangs of technicians to keep the jungle out. And the animals. We had to keep waging a continual war against landside. Besides, the forts – there isn’t much left of them now.’

‘Pick one out and rebuild it.’

‘But – then what?’

‘Maybe you can be top man,’ the Logician said quietly. ‘Maybe you can get to be top man – on Venus.’

The silence drew on and on. Hale’s face changed.

‘Good enough,’ the Logician said, getting up. He put out his hand. ‘My name’s Ben Crowell, by the way. Come see me if you run into trouble. Or I might even drop in to see you. If I do, don’t let on I’m the great brain.’ He winked.

He shambled out, sucking at his pipe.

Life in the Keeps was very much like a game of chess. In the barnyard, among fowls, social precedence is measured by length of tenancy. Extension in time is wealth. Pawns have a low life-expectancy; knights and bishops and castles have more. Socially, there was a three-dimensional democracy and a temporal autocracy. There was a reason why the long-lived Biblical patriarchs achieved power. They could hold power.

In the Keeps, the Immortals simply knew more than the non-Immortals. Psychologically a curious displacement became evident. Immortals weren’t worshipped as gods in those practical days, but there was definite displacement. Parents have one faculty a child cannot have: maturity. The plus factor. Experience. Age.

So there was displacement. Unconsciously the short-lived peoples of the Keeps began to look with dependence upon the Immortals. They knew more, of course. And, too, they were older.

Let George do it.

Besides, it is a regrettably human trait to disclaim unpleasant responsibilities. For centuries the trend had been away from individualism. Social responsibility had been carried to the point where everyone, theoretically, was his brother’s keeper.

Eventually they all formed a circle and collapsed gracefully into one another’s arms.

The Immortals, who knew what long, empty centuries were ahead of them, took pains to insure that those centuries would not be so empty. They learned. They studied. They had plenty of time.

As they gained in knowledge and experience, they began to take the responsibilities easily delegated to them by the collapsing multitudes.

It was a stable enough culture – for a moribund race.

He was always getting into mischief.

Anything new was fascinating to him. The Harker chromosomes took care of that. His name, though, was Sam Reed.

He kept fighting the invisible bars that he knew prisoned him. There were fourscore and ten of them. Something in his mind, something illogical and inherited, kept rebelling, seeking expression. What can you do in ninety years?

Once he tried to get a job in the great hydroponic gardens. His blunt, coarse face, his bald head, his precocious mind – these made it possible for him to lie convincingly about his age. He managed it for a while, till his curiosity got the better of him, and he began experimenting with botanical forced cultures. Since he knew nothing about it, he spoiled a good-sized crop.

Before that, though, he had discovered a blue flower in one of the tanks, and it reminded him of the woman he had seen at carnival. Her gown had been exactly the same color. He asked one of the attendants about it.

‘Blasted weeds,’ the man said. ‘Can’t keep ’em out of the tanks. Hundreds of years, and they still show up. We don’t have much trouble with these, though. It’s the crab grass that’s worst.’ He pulled up the weed and tossed it aside. Sam rescued it and asked more questions later. It was, he learned, a violet. The unobtrusive, pretty little plant was a far cry from the glamorous hybrid flowers grown in other sections of Hydroponics. He kept it till it broke into dust. He kept its memory after that, as he kept the memory of the woman in the violet-blue gown.

One day he ran away to Canada Keep, far across the Sea of Shallows. He had never been outside a Keep before, and was fascinated as the great, transparent globe drove upward through the bubbling water. He went with a man whom he had bribed – with stolen money – to pretend to be his father. But after he reached Canada Keep he never saw the man again.

He was ingenious at twelve. He worked out various ways to earn a living. But none satisfied him. They were all too dull. Blaze Harker had known what he was doing when he had left the boy’s mind untouched in a stunted, warped body.

It was warped only by the aesthetic standards of the time. The long-limbed, tall Immortals had set the standard of beauty. There came to be a stigma of ugliness attached to the stocky, blunt-featured, thick boned, short-lived ones.

There was a tough, violent seed of unfulfillment within Sam. It drove him. It couldn’t develop normally, for it was seed of the Immortals, and he obviously was no Immortal. He simply could not qualify for work that might take training of a hundred years or more. Even fifty years training –!

He did it the hard way, and the inevitable way. He got his mentor, his Chiron-Fagin, after he met the Slider.

The Slider was a fat, wicked old man without any name. He had bushy white hair, a carbuncled red nose, and a philosophy of his own. He never proffered advice, but he gave it when it was asked.

‘People want fun,’ he told the boy. ‘Most of ’em. And they don’t want to look at a thing that hurts their tender feelings. Use your head, kid. Thieving’s out. Best to make yourself useful to people who’ve got power. Now you take Jim Sheffield’s gang. Jim caters to the right people. Don’t ask questions; do what you’re told – but first get the right connections.’

He sniffled and blinked his watery eyes at Sam.

‘I spoke to Jim about you. Go see him. Here’s the place.’ He thrust a plastic disk at the boy. ‘I wouldn’t of got you out of that scrape if I hadn’t seen something in you. Go see Jim.’

He stopped Sam at the door.

‘You’ll get along. Likewise, you won’t forget old Slider, eh? Some people have. I can make trouble as easy as I can do favors.’

Sam left the fat, malignant old man sniffling and chuckling.

He went to see Jim Sheffield. He was fourteen then, strong, short, scowling. He found Sheffield stronger and larger. Sheffield was seventeen, a graduate of the Slider’s twisted school, an independent, shrewd businessman whose gang was already becoming known. The human factor was vital for Keep intrigue. It wasn’t merely politics; the mores of the era were as punctilious and complicated as the social life of Machiavelli’s Italy. The straight thrust of the knife was not only illegal but in poor taste. Intrigue was the thing. In the continually shifting balance of power, the man who could outwit an opponent, wind him in webs of his own spinning, and force him to ruin himself – that was the game.

Sheffield’s gang free-lanced. Sam Reed’s – he didn’t know the name Harker except to identify it with one of the great Families of his old Keep – first job was to go undersea, with one more-experienced companion, and collect some specimens of bluish algae, illegal within the Keeps. When he got back through the secret lock, he was surprised to find the Slider waiting, with a portable ray-mechanism already set up. The little room had been sealed off.

The Slider was wearing protective armor. His voice came through a diaphragm.

‘Stay right there, boys. Catch this.’ He tossed a spray-gun to Sam. Now spray that plastibulb. It’s sealed, isn’t it? Right. Spray it all over – fine. Now turn around slowly.’

‘Wait a minute –’ said the other boy.

The Slider sniffled. ‘Do what I tell you or I’ll break your skinny neck,’ he said conversationally. ‘Raise your arms. Turn slowly, while I use the ray on you … that’s it.’

Afterward, the three of them met Jim Sheffield. Jim was subdued but angry. He tried to argue with the Slider.

The Slider sniffled and rumpled his white hair.

‘You shut up,’ he said. ‘Too big for your boots, you’re getting to be. If you’d remember to ask me when you get into something new, you’d save yourself trouble.’ He tapped the black-painted globe Sam had set on the table. ‘This algae – know why it’s forbidden in the Keeps? Didn’t your patron tell you to be careful when he commissioned you to get the stuff?’

Sheffield’s broad mouth twisted. ‘I was careful.’

‘The stuff’s safe to handle under lab conditions,’ the Slider said. ‘Only then. It’s a metal-eater. Dissolves metal. Once it’s been treated with the right reagents, it’s innocuous. But raw like this, it could get loose and cause a lot of trouble here – and it’d be traced back to you, and you’d land in Therapy. See? If you’d come to me first, I’d have told you to have this ultraviolet set up, to burn the daylights out of any algae the boys might bring in stuck to their suits. Next time I won’t be so easy on you. I don’t want to go to Therapy, Jim.’

The old man looked innocuous enough, but Sheffield’s rebellious stare wavered and fell. With a word of agreement he rose, picked up the globe and went out, beckoning to the other boys. Sam waited for a moment.

The Slider winked at him.

‘You make a lot of mistakes when you don’t get advice, kid,’ he said.

These were only episodes among many like them along the course of his outward life. Inwardly too he was precocious, amoral, rebellious. Above all, rebellious. He rebelled against the shortness of life that made learning seem futile to him when he thought of the Immortals. He rebelled against his own body, thick and stocky and plebeian. He rebelled obscurely, and without knowing the reasons himself, against all that he had irrevocably become in that first week of his life.

There have always been angry men in the world. Sometimes the anger, like Elijah’s, is the fire of God, and the man lives in history as a saint and a reformer whose anger moved mountains to improve the lot of mankind. Sometimes the anger is destructive, and great war-leaders rise to devastate whole nations. Angers like that find outward expression and need not consume their hosts.

But Sam Reed’s anger was a rage against intangibles like time and destiny, and the only target it could find to explode against was himself. Granted that such anger is not normal in a man. But Sam Reed was not normal. His father before him could not have been normal, or he would never have taken such disproportionate vengeance on his son. A flaw somewhere in the Harker blood was responsible for the bitter rage in which father and son alike lived out their days, far separate, raging against far different things, but in armed rebellion all their lives, both of them, against life itself.

Sam went through many inward phases that would have astonished the Slider and Jim Sheffield and the others with whom he worked in those days. Because his mind was more complex than theirs, he was able to live on many more levels than they, and able to conceal it. From the day he first discovered the great libraries of the Keeps he became a passionate reader. He was never an intellectual man, and the unrest in him prevented him from ever mastering any one field of knowledge and so rising above his station by the one superiority he possessed – his mind.

But he devoured books as fire devours fuel, as his own discontent devoured himself. He raced through whole courses of reading on any subject that caught his quick, glancing fancy, and emerged with knowledge of that subject stored uselessly away in a chamber of the uselessly capacious brain. Sometimes the knowledge helped him to promote a fraud or consummate a murder. More often it simply lay dormant in the mind that had been meant for the storage of five hundred years’ experience, and was doomed to extinction in less than a century.

One great trouble with Sam Reed was that he didn’t know what really ailed him. He had long struggles with his own conscience, in which he tried to rationalize his mind out of its own unconscious knowledge of its lost heritage. For a time he hoped to find among books some answer …

In those early days he sought and found in them the respite of escapism which he later tried in so many other forms – drugs among them, a few women, much restless shifting from Keep to Keep – until he came at last to the one great, impossible task which was to resolve his destiny and which he faced with such violent reluctance.

For the next decade and a half he read, quietly and rapidly, through the libraries of whichever Keep he found himself in, as a smooth undercurrent to whatever illicit affair he might currently be involved with. His profound contempt for the people he victimized, directly or indirectly, was one with the contempt he felt for his associates. Sam Reed was not in any sense a nice man.

Even to himself he was unpredictable. He was the victim of his own banked fire of self-hatred, and when that fire burst forth, Sam Reed’s lawlessness took very direct forms. His reputation became tricky. No one trusted him very far – how could they, when he didn’t even trust himself? – but his hand and his mind were so expert that his services were in considerable demand among those willing to take the chance that their careful plans might blow up in bloody murder if Sam Reed’s temper got the better of him. Many were willing. Many found him rather fascinating.

For life in the Keeps had levelled off to an evenness which is not native to the mind of man. In many, many people something like an unrecognized flicker of the rebellion which consumed Sam Reed burned restlessly, coming to the surface in odd ways. Psychological protective screens took strange forms, such as the wave of bloodthirsty ballads which was sweeping the Keeps on a high tide of popularity when Sam was in his formative years. Less strange, but as indicative, was the fad for near-worship of the old Free-Companion days, the good old days of man’s last romantic period.

Deep in human minds lies the insistence that war is glamorous, although it never can have been except to a select few, and for nearly a thousand years now has been wholly terrible. Still the tradition clung on – perhaps because terror itself is perversely fascinating, though most of us have to translate it into other terms before we can admire it.

The Free Companions, who had been serious, hard-working men operating a warfare machine, became swaggering heroes in the public fancy and many a man sighed for a day he thought he had missed by a period of heartbreaking briefness.

They sang the wailing ballads the Free Companions had carried over, in changed forms, from the pioneer days on Venus, which in turn had derived from the unimaginably different days on Old Earth. But they sang them with a difference now. Synthetic Free Companions in inaccurate costumes performed for swaying audiences that followed their every intonation without guessing how wrong they were.

The emphasis was off, in words and rhythm alike. For the Keeps were stagnant, and stagnant people do not know how to laugh. Their humor is subtle and devious, evoking the snigger rather than the guffaw. Slyness and innuendo was the basis of their oblique humor, not laughter.

For laughter is cruel and open. The hour was on its way when men would sing again the old bloodthirsty ballads as they were meant to be sung, and laugh again with the full-throated heartiness that comes from the need to laugh – at one’s own misfortunes. To laugh because the only alternative is tears – and tears mean defeat. Only pioneers laugh in the primitive fullness of the sense. No one in the Keeps in those days had so much as heard real laughter in its cruelty and courage, except perhaps the very eldest among them, who remembered earlier days.

Sam Reed along with the rest accepted the Free Companions – extinct almost as Old Earth’s dinosaurs, and for much the same reason – as the epitome of glamorous romance. But he understood the reasons behind that emotional acceptance, and could jeer at himself for doing it. It was not Free Companionship but free endeavor which, in the last analysis, enchanted them all.

They didn’t want it, really. It would have terrified and repelled most of these people who so gracefully collapsed into the arms of anyone willing to offer them moral and mental support. But nostalgia is graceful too, and they indulged themselves in it to the full.

Sam read of the pioneer days on Venus with a sort of savage longing. A man could use all of himself against an adversary like the ravening planet the newcomers had fought. He read of Old Earth with a burning nostalgia for the wider horizons it had offered. He hummed the old songs over to himself and tried to imagine what a free sky must have looked like, terrifyingly studded with the visible worlds of space.

His trouble was that his world was a simple place, made intricate only artificially, for the sake of intricate intrigue, so that one couldn’t hurl oneself wholeheartedly into conflict against a barrier – because the barrier was artificial and would collapse. You had to support it with one hand while you battered it with the other.

The only thing that could have offered Sam an opponent worthy of his efforts was time, the long, complex stretch of centuries which he knew he would never live. So he hated men, women, the world, himself. He fought them all indiscriminately and destructively for lack of an opponent he could engage with in a constructive fight.

He fought them for forty years.

One pattern held true through all that time, though he recognized it only dimly and without much interest. Blue was a color that could touch him as nothing else could. He rationalized that, in part, by remembering the stories of Old Earth and a sky inconceivably colored blue.

Here water hemmed one in everywhere. The upper air was heavy with moisture, the clouds above it hung gravid with moisture and the gray seas which were a blanket above the Keeps seemed scarcely wetter than clouds and air. So the blueness of that lost sky was one in his mind with the thought of freedom …

But the first girl he took in free-marriage was a little dancer from one of the Way cafes, who had worn a scanty costume of blue feathers when he saw her first. She had blue eyes, not so blue as the feathers or the unforgotten skies of Earth, but blue. Sam rented a little apartment for them on a back street in Montana Keep, and for six months or so they bickered no more than most domestic couples.

One morning he came in from an all-night job with the Sheffield gang and smelled something strange the moment he pushed the door open. A heavy sweetness in the air, and a sharp, thick, already familiar acridness that not many Keep men would recognize these effete days.

The little dancer lay slumped against the far wall, already stiffening in her slump. Where her face had been was a great palely tinted blossom whose petals gripped like a many-fingered hand, plastering the flower tight against her skull. It had been a yellow flower, but the veins in the petals were bright red now, and more red ran down beneath the blossom over the girl’s blue dress.

Beside her on the floor lay the florist’s box, spilling green tissue, in which someone had sent her the flower.

Sam never knew who had done it, or why. It might have been some enemy of his, taking revenge for past indignities, it might even have been one of his friends – he suspected the Slider for awhile – afraid of the hold the girl was getting over him, to divert him from profitable business in the dark hours. Or it might have been one of the girl’s dancing rivals, for the bitterest sort of struggle went on constantly among people of that profession for the too-few jobs that were open just now in Montana Keep.

Sam made inquiries, found out what he wanted to know, and exacted dispassionate justice from people who may or may not have been guilty. Sam was not very concerned with that. The girl had not been a particularly nice girl in any sense, any more than Sam was a nice man. She had been convenient, and she had blue eyes. It was his own reputation Sam was upholding when he did what he did about her murder.

After that other girls came and went. Sam exchanged the little back-street apartment for a better one in a quieter neighborhood. Then he finished an exceptionally profitable job and forsook girl and apartment for almost elegant quarters high up in a tower looking out over the central Way. He found a pretty blue-eyed singer to share it with him.

By the time our story opens he had three apartments in three Keeps, one quite expensive, one average, and one deliberately chosen down among the port loading streets in the dimmest section of Virginia Keep. The occupants matched the apartments. Sam was an epicure in his own way. By now he could afford to be.

In the expensive apartment he had two rooms sacred to his privacy, stocked with a growing library of books and music, and an elaborate selection of liquors and drugs. This was not known among his business associates. He went here by another name and was generally supposed to be a commercial traveler from some unspecified but distant Keep. It was as close as Sam Reed could come to the life Sam Harker would have led by rights.



The Queen of Air and Darkness

Begins to shrill and cry,

O young man, O my slayer,

Tomorrow you shall die …





On the first day of the annual Carnival which ushered in the last year of Sam Reed’s life, he sat across a small, turning table and spoke practically of love and money with a girl in pink velvet. It must have been near noon, for the light filtering down through the Sea of Shallows and the great dome of the Keep fell at its dim maximum upon them. But all clocks were stopped for the three-day Carnival so that no one need worry about time.

To anyone not reared from childhood upon such phenomena as a merry-go-round cafe, the motion of the city around Sam would have been sickening. The whole room turned slowly to slow music within its transparent circular walls. The tables turned each upon its own axis, carrying a perimeter of chairs with it. Behind the girl’s soft cloud of hair Sam could see all of the Keep spreading out and out below them and wheeling solemnly in parade past his unheeding vantage point.

A drift of colored perfume floated past them in a long, airy ribbon lifted and dropped by the air currents, Sam felt tiny spatters of scented moisture beading his face as the pink fog drifted past. He dispelled it with an impatient fanning of the hand and narrowed his eyes at the girl across from him.

‘Well?’ he said.

The girl smiled and bent her head over the tall, narrow, double-horned lyre, streaming with colored ribbons, which she embraced with one arm as she sat there. Her eyes were gentian blue, shadowed with lashes so heavy she seemed to look up at him through them from black eyes.

‘I have another number in a minute,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell you later.’

‘You’ll tell me now,’ Sam declared, not harshly as he would have spoken to most other women, but firmly. The expensive apartment, high up at the exclusive peak of the Keep residential section, was vacant just now, and if Sam had his way this girl would be the next dweller there. Perhaps a permanent dweller. He was aware of an uneasy stir in his mind whenever he thought of Rosathe. He didn’t like any woman to affect him this deeply.

Rosathe smiled at him. She had a small, soft mouth and a cloud of soft dark hair cut short and haloed all over her head like a dark mist. There was unexpected humor in her face sometimes, a rather disconcerting intelligence behind the gentian eyes, and she sang in a voice like the pink velvet of her gown, a small soft plaintive voice that brushed the nerves with pleasant tremors.

Sam was afraid of her. But being Sam Reed, he was reaching for this particular nettle. He dealt with danger by confronting it, and if there was any way of getting this velvety creature out of his mind, it would be through surfeit, not by trying to forget her. He proposed to surfeit himself, if he could, as soon as possible.

Rosathe plucked one string of the lyre with a thoughtful forefinger. She said, ‘I heard something interesting on the grapevine this morning. Jim Sheffield doesn’t like you any more. Is it true, Sam?’

Sam said without heat, ‘I asked you a question.’

‘I asked you one.’

‘All right, it’s true. I’ll leave you a year’s income in my will if Jim gets me first – is that what you’re after?’

She flushed and twanged the string so that it disappeared in violent vibration. ‘I could slap you, Sam Reed. You know I can earn my own money.’

He sighed. She could, which made it rather more difficult to argue with her. Rosathe was a more than popular singer. If she came to him it wouldn’t be for the money. That was another thing that made her dangerous to his peace of mind.

The slow music which had been matching the room’s slow turns paused. Then a stronger beat rang through the air, making all the perfume drifts shiver. Rosathe stood up, hoisting the tall, narrow lyre against her hip.

‘That’s me,’ she said. ‘I’ll think it over, Sam. Give me a few days. I might be very bad for you.’

‘I know you’ll be bad for me. Go sing your song. I’ll see you after Carnival, but not for an answer. I know the answer. You’ll come.’

She laughed and walked away from him, sweeping her hand across the strings and humming her song as she went. Sam sat there watching, seeing heads turn and faces light up in anticipation.

But before her song was finished, he got up and went out of the turning room, hearing behind him the velvety little voice diminishing in plaintive lament for a fabled Genevieve. Every note was delicately true as she slid up and down the difficult flats which gave the old, old song its minor wailing.

‘Oh Genevieve, sweet Genevieve, the days may come, the days may go …’ wailed Rosathe, watching Sam’s broad red-velvet back out of the room. When she had finished the song she went quickly to her dressing room and flipped the switch to the communicator, giving Sheffield’s call-signal.

‘Listen, Jim,’ she said rapidly when his dark, scowling face swam into the screen. ‘I was just talking to Sam, and …’

If Sam could have listened, he probably would have killed her then, instead of much later. But, of course, he didn’t hear. At the moment the conversation began, he was walking into an important coincidence which was a turning point in his life.

The coincidence was another woman in blue. Sauntering down the moving Way, she lifted an arm and threw the corner of her filmy blue robe over her hair like a veil. The motion and the color caught Sam’s eye, and he stopped so suddenly that men on both sides jolted into him, and one turned with a growl, ready to make a quarrel out of it. Then he got a better glimpse of the granite face, long-jawed, with lines of strain etched from nose to mouth, and for no clear reason turned away, giving up the idea.

Because the image of Rosathe was still vivid in his mind, Sam looked at the woman with less enthusiasm than he might have shown a few days earlier. But deep in his mind buried memories stirred and he stood motionless, staring. The breeze of the sliding Way rippled the veil above her face so that shadows moved in her eyes, blue shadows from the blue veil in the heavily shadowed blue of her eyes. She was very beautiful.

Sam brushed aside a haze of pink Carnival perfume, hesitated – which was not normal to him – and then hitched his gilded belt with a gesture of decision and went forward with the long motion of a stride, but his feet falling softly, as was his habit. He didn’t know why the woman’s face and her violet-blue robe disturbed him. He had forgotten a great deal since the long-ago Carnival when he saw her last.

At Carnival there are no social barriers – in theory. Sam would have spoken anyhow. He came up below her on the sliding street and looked unsmilingly into her face. On a level she would have been taller than he. She was very slender, very elegant, with a look of graceful weariness much cultivated in the Keep. Sam could not know that she had set the style, or that with her weariness and grace were native, not assumed.

The blue robe was wrapped tight over a tighter sheath of flexible gold that gleamed through the filmy blue. Her hair was an extravagant cascade of blue-black ringlets drawn back from her lovely, narrow face and gathered through a broad gold ring at the crown of her head, so that they fell free from the band in a rich cascade to her waist.

With deliberate barbarism her ears had been pierced, and she wore a hooped gold bell through each lobe. It was part of the current fad that aped the vitality of barbarism. Next season might see a gold ring through the nose, and this woman would wear one with the same air of elegant disdain she turned now upon Sam Reed.

He ignored it. He said in a voice of flat command, ‘You can come with me now,’ and he held out his crooked arm shoulder-high before him, in invitation.

She tilted her head back slightly and looked at him down her narrow nose. She may have been smiling. It was impossible to tell, because she had the same full, delicately curved mouth so many Egyptian portrait heads once had, with the smile implicit in the contour of the lips. If she did smile, it was in disdain. The heavy waterfall of her ringlets seemed to pull her head farther back on the delicate slender neck, so that she looked down on Sam partly in weariness, partly in scorn, partly in sheer contempt for him as he was.

She stood for a prolonged moment, looking at him down her nose, so still the bells in her pierced ears did not jingle.

For Sam, at first glance merely a squat plebeian like the rest of the lower classes, at second glance offered many contrasts to the discerning eye. He had lived nearly forty years now with his all-devouring anger; if he had come to terms with it, it consumed him inwardly all the same. The marks of that violence were on his face, so that even in repose he looked like a man straining against heavy odds. It gave a thrust and drive to his features which went far toward redeeming their heaviness.

The fact that he had no hair was another curious thing. Baldness was ordinary enough, but this man was so completely hairless that he did not seem bald at all. His bare skull had a classical quality, and hair would look anachronistic now upon the well-shaped curve of his head. Much harm had been done the infant forty years past but in some haste and with some carelessness, because of the Happy-Cloak, so that things remained like the well-shaped ears set close against a well-shaped skull, and the good lines of the jaw and neck, which were Harker lines in essence, though well disguised.

The thick neck was no Harker neck, vanishing into a gaudy crimson shirt. No Harker would have dressed even for Carnival in crimson velvet from head to foot, with a gilded belt supporting a gilded holster. And yet, if a Harker had put this costume on – somehow, subtly, this is the way a Harker would have looked in it.

Thick-bodied, barrel-chested, rolling a little with a wide stride as he walked, nevertheless there was in Sam Reed a full tide of Harker blood that showed in subtle ways about him. No one could have said why or how, but he wore his clothes with an air and moved with an assurance that was almost elegance in spite of the squatness which the upper classes so scorned.

The velvet sleeve fell back from his proffered arm. He stood there steady, holding the crooked forearm out, looking up over it at the woman with his eyes narrowed, steel-color in his ruddy face.

After a moment, moved by no impulse she could name, the woman let her lips tuck in at the corners in an acknowledged smile, disdainful, condescending. She moved one shoulder to shrug her robe aside and stretched out a slender arm and a very slender, small-boned hand with plain, thick gold bands pushed down well at the base of every finger. Very delicately she laid the hand on Sam Reed’s arm and stepped down beside him. On that thick forearm, hazed with red hair, the muscles interlacing in a hard column toward the wrist, her hand looked waxen and unreal. She felt the muscles tighten beneath her touch, and her smile grew even more condescending.

Sam said, ‘Your hair wasn’t black the last time I saw you at Carnival.’

She gave him an aloof glance down her delicate thin nose. She did not yet trouble herself to speak. Sam looked at her unsmilingly, inspecting her feature by feature as if this were some portrait and not a breathing, disdainful woman who was here beside him only by a precarious whim.

‘It was yellow,’ he said finally, with decision. The memory was clear now, wrenched out of the past in almost complete detail, so that he realized how vividly it must have impressed him at the time. ‘That was – thirty years ago. You wore blue on that day, too. I remember it very well.’

The woman said disinterestedly, her head turned aside so that she seemed to be addressing someone at her other shoulder, ‘That was my daughter’s daughter, I expect.’

It jolted Sam. He was well aware of the long-lived aristocracy, of course. But he had never spoken directly to one before. To a man who counts in decades his own life and those of all his friends, the sudden impact of a life that spans centuries unimpaired must strike a disconcerting blow.

He laughed, a short bark of sound. The woman turned her head and looked at him with faint interest, because she had never before heard one of these lower classes make quite such a sound as that, self-assured, indifferent, the laugh of a confident man who doesn’t trouble himself with manners.

Many people before Kedre Walton had found Sam rather mysteriously fascinating. Few had Kedre’s perception. She knew before very long exactly why. It was the same quality that she and the world of fashion groped for when they hung barbaric ornaments through the pierced flesh of their ears and sang the wailing, forthright ballads of bloodshed and slaughter which were only words to them – yet. A quality of vitality and virility which the world of man had lost, and hungered for obscurely, and would not accept when it was next offered them, if they could avoid the gift.

She looked at him scornfully, turned her head a little to let the black cascading curls caress her shoulders, and said coldly, ‘Your name?’

His red brows met above his nose. ‘You don’t need to know,’ he told her with deliberate rudeness.

For an instant she froze. Then, slowly, an almost imperceptible warming seemed to flow down her limbs, relaxing everything about her, muscles, nerves, even the chill of her aloofness. She drew a deep, silent breath and the ringed fingers which had only touched his arm until now moved deliberately, opened out so that her palm lay against his forearm. She let the palm slide gently forward toward the thickly tapered wrist, her rings cold and catching a little in the heavy red hair that thatched his arm.

She said without looking at him, ‘You may tell me about yourself – until you bore me.’

‘Are you easily bored?’

‘Very easily.’

He looked her up and down, liking what he saw, and he thought he understood it. In forty years Sam Reed had gained an immense store of casual knowledge about the Keeps – not only the ordinary life that anyone could see, but the devious, secret methods a race uses to whip its lagging interest in living when life has gone on longer than humans can easily adjust to. He thought he could hold her interest.

‘Come along,’ he said.

That was the first day of Carnival. On the third and last day, Sam got his first intimation from her that this casual liaison might not come to an end with the festival. It rather surprised him, and he was not pleased. For one thing, there was Rosathe. And for another – well, Sam Reed was locked in the confines of one prison he could never escape, but he would not submit to gyves within the confines of his cell.

Hanging without gravity in empty darkness, they were watching a three-dimensional image. This particular pleasure was expensive. It required skilled operators and at least one robot plane, equipped with special long-view lenses and televisor. Somewhere far above a continent on Venus the plane was hanging, focused on the scene it had tracked down.

A beast fought with a plant.

It was enormous, that beast, and magnificently equipped for fighting. But its great wet body was wetter now with the blood that ran from gashes opened all over it by the saber-thorned vines. They lashed out with calculating accuracy, flirting drops of venom that flashed in the wet gray air. Music, deftly improvised to fit the pulse of the battle, crashed around them.

Kedre touched a stud. The music softened to a whisper. Somewhere far above the plane hovered on ignored above the battle, the improviser fingered his keys unheard. Kedre, in the darkness, turned her head with a faint silken rustling of unseen hair, and said, ‘I made a mistake.’

Sam was impatient. He had wanted to see the finish of the fight.

‘What?’ he demanded brusquely.

‘You.’ Out of the darkness a finger brushed his cheek lightly, with casual possessiveness. ‘I underestimated you, Sam. Or overestimated. Or both.’

He shook his head to evade the finger. He reached out in the dark, feeling his hand slip across a smooth, curved cheek and into the back-drawn hair. He found the ring through which the showering curls were drawn and seized a handful of ringlets, shaking her head roughly from side to side. The hair moved softly over his forearm.

‘That’s enough of that,’ he said. ‘I’m not your pet dog. What do you mean?’

She laughed. ‘If you weren’t so young,’ she said insultingly.

He released her with such abruptness he unsteadied her on the divan beside him, and she laid a hand on his shoulder to catch herself. He was silent. Then in a remote voice he asked, ‘Just how old are you?’

‘Two hundred and twenty years.’

‘And I bore you. I’m a child.’

Her laughter was flattering. ‘Not a child, Sam – not a child! But our viewpoints are so different. No, you don’t bore me. That’s the trouble, or part of it. I wish you did. Then I could leave you tonight and forget all this had ever happened. But there’s something about you, Sam – I don’t know.’ Her voice grew reflective. Behind it in the darkness the music swelled to a screaming crescendo, but very softly, a muted death-note as one adversary or the other triumphed far up in the swamplands overhead.

‘If you were the man you look,’ Kedre Walton was saying. ‘If you only were! You have a fine mind, Sam – it’s a pity you must die too soon to use it. I wish you weren’t one of the commons. I’d marry you – for awhile.’

‘How does it feel,’ Sam asked her savagely, ‘to be a god?’

‘I’m sorry. That was patronizing, wasn’t it? And you deserve better. How does it feel? Well, we are immortals, of a sort. We can’t help that. It feels – good, and frightening. It’s a responsibility. We do much more than just play, you know. I spent my first hundred years maturing and studying, travelling, learning people and things. Then for a hundred years it was intrigue I liked. Learning how to pull strings to make the Council see things my way, for instance. A sort of jujitsu of the mind – touch a man’s vanity and make his ego react in just the way I mean it to. I think you know those tricks well enough yourself – only you’ll never live long enough to master the art as I know it. It’s a pity. There’s something about you that I … I … never mind.’

‘Don’t say again you’d marry me. I wouldn’t have you.’

‘Oh yes you would. And I might try it, at that, even if you are a common. I might –’

Sam leaned forward across her knees and groped for the light switch. The small, cushioned room sprang into illumination as the switch clicked, and Kedre blinked her beautiful ageless eyes and laughed half in protest and half in surprise.

‘Sam! I’m blind. Don’t do that.’ She reached to extinguish the light. Sam caught her hand, folding the fingers together over their heavy golden rings.

‘No. Listen. I’m leaving you right now and I never want to see you again. Understand? You’ve got nothing I want.’ He rose abruptly.

There was something almost serpentine in the way she moved to her feet in one smooth, swift flow, light glinting on the overlapping golden sequins that sheathed her.

‘Wait. No, wait! Forget about all this, Sam. I want to show you something. That was just talk, before. I needed to sound you out. Sam, I want you to come with me to Haven. I have a problem for you.’

He looked at her coldly, his eyes steel splinters between the ruddy lashes, under the rough, ruddy brows. He named the sum his listening would cost her. She curled her lip at him and said she would pay it, the subtle Egyptian smile denting in the corners of her mouth.

He followed her out of the room.

Haven approximated man’s half-forgotten birthplace. It was Earth, but an Earth glamourized and inaccurately remembered. It was a gigantic half dome honeycombed with cells that made a shell arched over a great public room below. Each cell could be blocked off, or a rearrangement of penetrating rays could give you the illusion of being in the midst of an immense, crowded room. Or you could use the architect’s original plan and enjoy the illusion of a terrestrial background.

True, palms and pines seemed to grow out of the same surrogate soil, grapes and roses and blossoming fruit trees shouldered one another; but since these were merely clever images they did not matter except to the purist. And only scholars really knew the difference. Seasons had become an exotic piece of history.

It was a strange and glamorous thought – the rhythmic equinoxes, earth’s face changing from green and brown to glittering blue-white, and then the magic of pale green blades pushing up and green buds breaking from the trees, and all hydroponics.

Kedre Walton and Sam Reed came to Haven. From the stage where they entered they could look up at that immense, shining hemisphere, crowded with glittering cells like fragments of a bright, exploded dream, shifting and floating, rising and falling in the intricate light-currents. Down below, very far away, was the bar, a serpentine black shape where men and women made centipede-legs for its twisting body.

Kedre spoke into a microphone. One of the circling cells moved in its orbit and bumped gently against the landing stage. They stepped inside, and the swaying underfoot told Sam that they were afloat again.

Leaning among cushions by the low table were a man and a woman. Sam knew the man by sight. He was Zachariah Harker, oldest of one of the great Immortal families. He was a big man, long-boned, fine of line, his face a curious mixture of – not age – but experience, maturity, contrasting with the ageless youth that kept his features fresh and unlined. He had a smoothness that came from within, smooth assurance, smooth courtesy, smooth and quiet wisdom.

The woman –

‘Sari, my dear,’ Kedre said, ‘I’ve brought you a guest. Sari is my granddaughter. Zachariah, this is … I don’t know his name. He wouldn’t tell me.’

Sari Walton had the delicate, disdainful face that was apparently a family characteristic. Her hair was an improbable green-gold, falling with careful disorder loose over her bare shoulders. She wore a tight garment of the very fine fur of a landside beast, plucked down to the undercoat which was as short and thick as velvet and patterned with shadowy stripes like a tiger. Thin and flexible as cloth, it sheathed her tightly to the knees and lay in broad folds about her ankles.

The two Immortals looked up, surprise showing briefly on their faces. Sam was aware of a quick surge of resentment that they should be surprised. He felt suddenly clumsy, conscious of his thick body and his utter unlikeness to these aristocrats. And he felt, too, his immaturity. As a child resents his elders, Sam resented the superior knowledge implicit upon these handsome, quiet features.

‘Sit down.’ Kedre waved to the cushions. Stiffly Sam lowered himself, accepted a drink, sat watching the averted faces of his hosts with a hot resentment he did not try to hide. Why should he?

Kedre said, ‘I was thinking of the Free Companion when I brought him here. He … what is your name? Or shall I give you one?’

Sullenly Sam told her. She lay back among the cushions, the gold rings gleaming softly on her hand as she raised her drink. She looked at ease, gracefully comfortable, but there was a subtle tension in her that Sam could sense. He wondered if the others could.

‘I’d better explain to you first, Sam Reed,’ she said, ‘that for twenty years now I’ve been in contemplation.’

He knew what that meant – a sort of intellectual nunnery, a high religion of the mind, wherein the acolyte retires from the world in an attempt to find – well, what is indescribable when found. Nirvana? No – stasis, perhaps, peace, balance.

He knew somewhat more of the Immortals than they probably suspected. He realized, as well as a short-lived mortal could, how complete the life that will span up to a thousand years must be. The character must be finely integrated, so that their lives become a sort of close and delicate mosaic, an enormous one, but made up of tiles the same size as those composing an ordinary life. You may live a thousand years, but one second is still exactly one second long at a time. And periods of contemplation were needed to preserve balance.

‘What about the Free Companion?’ Sam demanded harshly. He knew Robin Hale, last of the warriors, was very much in public interest just now. The deep discontent which was urging popular favor toward the primitive had caught up the Companion, draped him in synthetic glamour, and was eager to follow his project toward colonization of the landside.

Or they thought they were eager. So far most of the idea was still on paper. When it came to an actual struggle with the ravening fury that was continental Venus – well, realists suspected how different a matter that might turn out to be. But just now Robin Hale’s crusade for colonization was enjoying a glowing, irrational boom.

‘Do you think it could, Sam Reed?’

‘What about him?’ Zachariah Harker asked. ‘It won’t work.

Sam gave him a red-browed scowl. He snorted and shook his head, deliberately not troubling to answer aloud. He was conscious of a rising desire to provoke discord among these smoothly civilized Immortals.

‘When I came out of contemplation,’ Kedre said, ‘I found this Free Companion’s project the most interesting thing that was happening. And one of the most dangerous. For many reasons, we feel that to attempt colonization now would be disastrous.’

Sam grunted. ‘Why?’

Zachariah Harker leaned across the table to set down his drink. ‘We aren’t ready yet,’ he said smoothly. ‘It will take careful planning, psychologically and technologically. And we’re a declining race, Sam Reed. We can’t afford to fail. This Free Companion project will fail. It must not be given the chance.’ He lifted his brows and regarded Sam thoughtfully.

Sam squirmed. He had an uncomfortable feeling that the deep, quiet gaze could read more upon his face than he wanted anyone to read. You couldn’t tell about these people. They had lived too long. Perhaps they knew too much.

He said bluntly, ‘You want me to kill him?’

There was silence in the little room for a moment. Sam had an instant’s impression that until he spoke they had not thought the thing through quite so far. He felt a swift rearrangement of ideas going on all about him, as if the Immortals were communicating with one another silently. People who have known each other for so many centuries would surely develop a mild ability at thought-reading, if only through the nuances of facial expression. Silently, then, the three Immortals seemed to exchange confidences above Sam’s head.

Then Kedre said, ‘Yes. Yes, kill him if you can.’

‘It would be the best solution,’ Zachariah added slowly. ‘To do it now – today. Not later than forty-eight hours from now. The thing’s growing too fast to wait. If we can stop him now, there’s no one ready to step into his place as figurehead. Tomorrow someone might. Can you handle it, Sam Reed?’

Sam scowled at them. ‘Are you all fools?’ he demanded. ‘Or do you know much more about me than I think?’

Kedre laughed. ‘We know. It’s been three days, my dear. Do you think I let myself get involved without knowing the man I was with? I had your name before evening of the first day. I knew your record by the next morning. It’s quite safe to entrust a job like this to you. You can handle it and for a price you’ll keep quiet.’

Sam flushed. He hated her consciously for the first time then. No man cares to be told he has been made a fool of.

‘That,’ he said, ‘will cost you twice what it would cost anyone else in the Keep.’ He named a very high price.

Zachariah said, ‘No. We can get –’

‘Please, Zachariah.’ Kedre lifted her hand. ‘I’ll pay it. I have a reason.’

He looked at her carefully. The reason was plain on her face, and for an instant Zachariah winced. He had hoped the free-marriage she had stepped out of when she went into contemplation might be resumed very soon now. Seeing her eyes upon Sam, he recognized that it would not be soon.

Sari leaned forward and put her pale, narrow hand on his arm.

‘Zachariah,’ she said, warning and possessiveness in her voice. ‘Let her have her way, my dear. There’s time enough for everything.’

Grandmother and granddaughter, almost, mirror-images, exchanged a look in which Sam, who had missed nothing, thought he saw both rivalry and understanding.

Zachariah said, ‘Look over there.’ He moved his hand and the cell wall glowed into transparence. Floating a little distance off among the crowded cells was an enclosure in which a man sat alone. ‘He’s been there for two hours now,’ Zachariah went on.

The cell drifted nearer. The man in it was thin, dark, frowning. He wore a dull brown costume.

‘I know him by sight,’ Sam said, and stood up. The floor rocked slightly at the motion. ‘Drop me at the landing stage. I’ll take care of him for you.’

At the long bar he found a vacant seat and ordered a drink. The bartender looked at him sharply. This was a rendezvous for the Immortals and the upper classes; it was not often that a man as squatly plebeian as Sam Reed appeared at the bar. But there was something about Sam’s scowl and the imperiousness of his order that after a moment made the bartender mutter, ‘Yes, sir,’ rather sullenly and bring him his drink.

Sam sat there a long while. He ordered twice more and made the drinks last, while the great shell hummed and spun above him and the crowd filled the dome with music and a vast amorphous murmuring. He watched the floating cell with the brown figure inside drift aimlessly around the vast circle. He was waiting for the Immortal to descend, and he was thinking very fast.

Sam was frightened. It was dangerous to mix in the affairs of the Immortals even politically. To get emotionally involved was sheer suicide and Sam had no illusion about his chances for survival as soon as his usefulness was over. He had seen the look of mild speculation that Zachariah Harker turned on him.

When the Free Companion’s cell drifted finally toward the landing stage, Sam Reed was there to meet it. He wasted no words.

‘I’ve just been hired to kill you, Hale,’ he said.

They were leaving Haven together an hour later when the Sheffield gang caught up with Sam.

Sam Reed would never have come this far in his career if he hadn’t been a glib and convincing talker when he had to be. Robin Hale had certainly been a target for glib promotioners often enough since his colonizing crusade began to know how to brush them off. But here again the Harker blood spoke silently to its kindred Immortality in Hale, and though Sam credited his own glibness, it was the air of quiet conviction carried by his subsurface heritage which convinced the Free Companion.

Sam talked very fast – in a leisurely way. He knew that his life and Hale’s were bound together just now by a short rope – a rope perhaps forty-eight hours long. Within those limits both were safe. Beyond them, both would die unless something very, very clever occurred to them. Sam’s voice as he explained this carried sincere conviction.

This was the point at which the Sheffield boys picked him up. The two came out of the Haven portal and stepped onto the slow-speed ribbon of a moving Way. Then a deliberate press of the crowd separated them a bit and Sam, turning to fight his way back, saw too late the black bulb in the hand that rose toward his face and smelled the sickening fragrance of an invisible dust too late to hold his breath.

Everything about him slowed and stopped.

A hand slipped through his arm. He was being urged along the Way. Globes and lanterns made patches of color along the street until it curved; there they coalesced into a blob of hypnotic color. The Way slid smoothly along and shining, perfumed mists curled in fog-banks above it. But he saw it all in stopped motion. Dimly he knew that this was his own fault. He had let Kedre distract him; he had allowed himself to take on a new job before he finished an old one that required all his attention. He would pay now.

Then something like a whirlwind in slow motion struck across the moving belts of the Way. Sam was aware only of jostling and shouts and the thud of fists on flesh. He couldn’t sort out the faces, though he saw the Free Companion’s floating before him time and again in a sort of palimpsest superimposed upon other faces, dimly familiar, all of them shouting.

With a dreamlike smoothness he saw the other faces receding backward along the slower ramp while the lights slipped rapidly away at the edges of the highspeed Way and Robin Hale’s hand gripped his arm.

He let the firmness of the hand guide him. He was moving, but not moving. His brain had ceased almost entirely to function. He knew only vaguely that they were mounting the ramp to one of the hydroponic rooms, that Hale was clinking coins into an attendant’s hand, that now they had paused before a tank where a heavy, gray-green foliage clustered.

From far off Hale’s voice murmured, ‘It usually grows on this stuff. Hope they haven’t sprayed it too well, but it’s hardy. It gets in everywhere. Here!’ A sound of scraping fingernails, a glimpse of bluish lichen crushed between Hale’s palms and dusted in Sam’s face.

Then everything speeded up into sudden accelerated motion timed to Sam’s violent sneezes. A stinging pain began in his sinuses and spread through his brain. It exploded there, rose to a crescendo, faded.

Sweating and shaking, he found he could talk again. Time and motion came back to normal and he blinked streaming eyes at Hale.

‘All right?’ the Free Companion asked.

‘I – I guess so.’ Sam wiped his eyes.

‘What brought that on?’ Hale inquired with interest.

‘My own fault,’ Sam told him shortly. ‘Personal matter. I’ll settle it later – if I live.’

Hale laughed. ‘We’ll go up to my place. I want to talk to you.’

‘They don’t understand what they’ll be facing,’ the Free Companion said grimly. ‘I can’t seem to convince anyone of that. They’ve got a romantic vision of a crusade and not one in a thousand has ever set foot on dry land.’

‘Convince me,’ Sam said.

‘I saw the Logician,’ Hale began. ‘The crusade was his idea. I needed – something. This is it, and I’m afraid of it now. It’s got out of hand. These people are emotional dead-beats. They’re pawing me like so many dogs begging for romance. All I can offer them is personal hardship beyond anything they can ever dream, and no hope of success for this generation or the next. That sort of spirit seems to have bred out of the race since we’ve lived in Keeps. Maybe the underwater horizons are too narrow. They can’t see beyond them, or their own noses.’ He grinned. ‘I offer not peace but a sword,’ he said. ‘And nobody will believe it.’

‘I’ve never been topside myself,’ Sam told him. ‘What’s it like?’

‘You’ve seen it in the projectors, relayed from planes above the jungles. So have most people. And that’s the fallacy – seeing it from above. It looks pretty. I’d like to take a projector down into the mud and look up at all that stuff towering over and reaching down, and the mud-wolves erupting underfoot and the poison-vines lashing out. If I did, my whole crusade would fall flat and there’d be an end of the colonizing.’ He shrugged.

‘I’ve made a start, you know, in the old fort,’ he said. ‘The Doonemen had it once. Now the jungle’s got it back. The old walls and barriers are deactivated and useless. All that great technology is dead now. Whole rooms are solid blocks of vegetation, alive with vermin and snakes and poison plants. We’re cleaning that out, but keeping it clean – well, that’s going to take more than these people have got. Why, the lichens alone will eat through wood and glass and steel and flesh! And we don’t know enough about the jungle. Here on Venus the ecology has no terrestrial parallel. And it won’t be enough simply to hold the fort. It’s got to be self-supporting.’

‘That’ll take money and backing,’ Sam reminded him. ‘The Families are dead against it – now.’

‘I know. I think they’re wrong. So does the Logician.’

‘Are you working alone on this?’

Hale nodded. ‘So far I am.’

‘Why? A good promotion man could get you all the backing you need.’

‘No good promotion man would. It’d be a swindle. I believe in this, Reed. With me it is a crusade. I wouldn’t trust a man who’d be willing to tackle it, knowing the truth.’

A beautiful idea was beginning to take voluptuous shape in Sam’s mind. He said, ‘Would you trust me?’

‘Why should I?’

Sam thought back rapidly over how much of the truth he had already told Hale. Not too much. It was safe to go ahead. ‘Because I’ve already risked my neck to warn you,’ he said. ‘If I’d gone ahead with the job Harker gave me, I’d be collecting a small fortune right now. I didn’t. I haven’t told you why yet. I guess I don’t need to. I feel the way you do about colonizing. I could make some money out of promoting it – I won’t deny that. But nothing like the money I could make killing you.’

‘I’ve just told you the thing can’t succeed,’ Hale pointed out. But there was a light in his eyes and more eagerness in his manner than Sam had yet seen.

‘Hooked!’ Sam thought. Aloud, he said, ‘Maybe not. All it needs is plenty of backing – and I mean plenty! I think I can provide that. And we’ve got to give the crusaders a substitute goal for the real one, something they think they can collect on in their lifetime. Something they can collect on. No cheating. Shall I try?’

Hale pinched his chin thoughtfully. At last he said, ‘Come with me to the Logician.’

Sam hedged. He was afraid of the Logician. His own motives were not the kind that could stand the light of clear reason. But Hale, essentially romanticist as he was, had several centuries of experience behind him to bolster up his apparent naiveté. They argued for over an hour.

Then Sam went with him to see the Logician.

A globe spoke to them, a shining white globe on an iron pedestal. It said, ‘I told you I can’t foretell the future, Hale.’

‘But you know the right answers.’

‘The right answer for you may not be the right one for Sam Reed.’

Sam moved uneasily. ‘Then make it two answers,’ he said. He thought it was a machine speaking. He had let down his guard a trifle; machines weren’t human. Willy-nilly, he had given the data it required. Now he waited uneasily, knowing the hours of his deadline were slipping away while Kedre and Harker waited for news of the Companion’s death.

In the silver globe shadows swam, the distorted reflection of the Logician’s long, sardonic face. Robin Hale could trace the likeness but he knew that to one who didn’t know the secret the shadows would be meaningless.

‘The Keep people aren’t pioneers,’ the Logician said unnecessarily. ‘You need recruits from the reformatories.’

‘We need good men,’ Hale said.

‘Criminals are good men, most of them. They’re merely displaced socially or temporally. Any antisocial individual can be thoroughly prosocial in the right environment. Malcontents and criminals will be your best men. You’ll want biologists, naturalists, geologists –’

‘We’d have to pay tremendous sums to get even second-rate men,’ Sam objected.

‘No you wouldn’t. You’d have to pay – yes. But you’ll be surprised how many top-flight men are malcontents. The Keeps are too circumscribed. No good worker is ever happy operating at less than full capacity, and who in the Keeps has ever used more than a fraction of his ability since the undersea was conquered?’

‘You think you can go ahead then?’ Hale asked specifically.

‘If you and Reed can get around this current danger – ask me again.’

‘Hale tells me,’ Sam put in, ‘that the Logician disagrees with the Families about colonization. Why won’t you help us against the Families, then?’

The shadows moved in the globe; the Logician was shaking his head.

‘I’m not omnipotent. The Families mean well – as they see it. They take a long view. By intrigue and influence they do sway the Council decisions, though the Council is perfectly free. But the Families sit back and decide policy, and then see that their decisions are carried out. Nominally the councils and the governors run the Keeps. Actually the Immortals run them. They’ve got a good deal of social consciousness, but they’re ruthless, too. The laws they promote may seem harsh to the short-lived, but the grandchildren of the apparent victims may live to thank the Families for their harshness. From the Families’ viewpoint common good covers a longer period of time. In this case I think they’re wrong.

‘The race is going downhill fast. The Families argue we can’t finance but one colonizing effort. If it fails we’re ruined. We’ll never try again. We won’t have the materials or the human drive. We’ve got to wait until they give the word, until they’re convinced failure won’t happen. I say they’re wrong. I say the race is declining faster than they think. If we wait for their word, we’ll have waited too long …

‘But the Families run this planet. Not the Logician. I’ve opposed their opinions too often in other things for them to believe me now. They figure I’m against them in everything.’

To Robin Hale it was an old story. He said impatiently when the voice paused, ‘Can you give us a prognosis, Logician? Is there enough evidence in now to tell us whether we’ve got a chance to succeed?’

The Logician said nothing for awhile. Then a curious sound came from the globe. It was a chuckle that grew to a laugh which startled Hale and utterly astonished Sam Reed. That a machine could laugh was inconceivable.

‘Landside will be colonized,’ the Logician said, still chuckling. ‘You’ve got a chance – a good chance. And a better chance, my friend, if this man Reed is with you. That’s all I can say, Hale. I think it’s enough.’

Sam froze, staring at the shadows swimming in the globe. All his preconceived ideas turned over in his head. Was the Logician after all a fraud? Was it offering them mere guesswork? And if it could be this wrong on the point of Sam’s dependability, of what value was anything else it said?

‘Thank you, Logician,’ the Free Companion was saying, and Sam turned to stare anew at Robin Hale. Why should he thank a machine, and especially as faulty a machine as this had just proved itself to be?

A deep chuckle sounded from the globe as they turned away. It rose again to laughter that followed them out of the hall, wave upon wave of full-throated laughter that had something of sympathy in it and much of irony.

The Logician was laughing from the bottom of his lungs, from the bottom of his thousand-years’ experience, at the future of Sam Reed.

‘“If we can get around this current danger –”’ Sam quoted the Logician. He was sitting beside a transparent plastic table, very dusty, looking at the Free Companion across it. This was a dim secret room the Slider owned. So long as they sat here they were safe, but they couldn’t stay forever. Sam had a fair idea of how many of the Families’ retainers were reporting on his movements and Hale’s.

‘Any ideas?’ Hale asked.

‘You don’t seem much worried. What’s the matter? Don’t you believe me?’

‘Oh, yes. I’ll admit I mightn’t believe just any man who came up to me in a crowd and said he’d been hired to kill me. It’s easy to say, if you’re working up to a favor. But I’ve rather been expecting the Families to do something drastic, and – I trust the Logician. How about it – have you any ideas?’

Sam looked at him from under scowling red brows. He had begun to hate Hale for this easy acquiescence. He wanted it. He needed it. But he didn’t like Hale’s motive. Hale wasn’t likely to entrust the success or failure of his crusade to the doubtful integrity of a promoter, which was the role Sam aspired to now. Even though the Logician – moved by flawed logic – had pronounced favorable judgment and even though Hale trusted the Logician implicitly, there was another motive.

Robin Hale was an Immortal.

The thing Sam had sensed and hated in the Waltons and Harker he sensed and hated in Hale, too. A tremendous and supreme self-confidence. He was not the slave of time; time served him. A man with centuries of experience behind him must already have encountered very nearly every combination of social circumstance he was likely to encounter. He had a pattern set for him. There would have been time enough to experiment, to think things over carefully and try out this reaction and until the best treatment for a given set of circumstances would come automatically to mind.

It wasn’t fair, Sam thought childishly. Problems that shorter-lived men never solved the infinitely resourceful Immortals must know backward and forward. And there was another unfairness – problems the ordinary man had to meet with drastic solutions or compromise Hale could meet simply by waiting. There was always, with the Immortals, that last, surest philosophy to fall back on: This too, will pass.

The Immortals, then, were random factors. They had extensions in time that no non-Immortal could quite understand. You had to experience that long, long life in order to know …

Sam drew a deep breath and answered Hale’s question, obliquely enough.

‘The Families – I mean specifically the Waltons and Harkers – won’t strike overtly. They don’t want to be publicly connected with your death. They’re not afraid of the masses, because the masses have never organized. There’s never been any question of a revolt, for there’s never been any motive for revolt. The Families are just. It’s only with intangibles like this colonizing crusade that a question may come up, and – I hope – that may make it a dangerous question for them. Because for the first time the masses really are organized, in a loose sort of way – they’re excited about the crusade.’ He squinted at Hale. ‘I’ve got an idea about how to use that, but –’ Sam glanced at the dusty televisor screen in the wall above them – ‘I can’t explain it yet.’

‘All right.’ Hale sounded comfortable and unexcited. It was normal enough, Sam told himself, with a suddenly quickened pulse as he realized consciously for the first time that to this man warfare – that glamorous thing of the dead past – was a familiar story. He had seen slaughter and wreaked slaughter. The threat of death must by now be so old a tale to him that he faced it with unshaken nerves. Sam hated him anew.

‘Meanwhile’ – he forced himself to speak calmly – ‘I’ve got to sell myself to you on the crusading idea. Shall I talk awhile?’

Hale grinned and nodded.

‘We’ve got the unique problem of fighting off converts, not recruiting them. We need key men and we need manpower. One’s expendable. The other – you can protect your key men, can’t you?’

‘Against some dangers. Not against boredom. Not against a few things, like lichens – they can get into an air vent and eat a man alive. Some of the germs mutate under UV, instead of dying. Oh, it isn’t adventure.’

‘So we’ll need a screening process. Malcontents. Technical successes and personal failures.’

‘Up to a point, yes. What do you suggest?’ The laconic voice filled Sam with unreasonable resentment. He had a suspicion that this man already knew most of the answers, that he was leading Sam on, like a reciting child, partly to test his knowledge, partly perhaps in the hope that Sam might have ideas to offer which Hale could twist to his own use. And yet – under the confidence, under the resourcefulness that all his experiences had bred, the man showed an unconquerable naïveté which gave Sam hope. Basically Hale was a crusader. Basically he was selfless and visionary. A million years of experience, instead of a few hundred, would never give him something Sam had been born with. Yes, this was worth a try …

‘Of course, not all the failures will do,’ he went on. ‘We’ve got to find the reasons why they’re malcontents. You had technicians in the old days, when the wars were going on?’

Hale nodded. ‘Yes. But they had the traditions of the Free Companions behind them.’

‘We’ll start a new tradition. I don’t know what. Ad astra per aspera, maybe.’ Sam considered. ‘Can you get access to the psych records and personal histories of those old technicians?’

‘Some of them must have been saved. I think I can. Why?’

‘This will come later, but I think it’s our answer. Break down the factors that made them successful. The big integrators will do that. It’ll give us the prime equation. Then break down the factors that make up the current crop of technicians – malcontents preferable. X equals a successful wartime technician, plus the equivalent of the old tradition. Find out who’s got X today and give him the new tradition.

‘It’ll take careful propaganda and semantic build-up. All we need is the right channeling of public opinion now. Catchwords, a banner, a new Peter the Hermit, maybe. The Crusades had a perfect publicity buildup. I’ve given you a solution for your technicians – now about the manpower and the financial backing.’ Sam glanced at the quiet Immortal face and looked away again. But he went on.

‘We’ll have to screen the volunteers for manpower, too. There are plenty of good men left in the human race. They won’t all fold up at the first threat of danger. We’ll set up a very rigid series of tests for every potential colonist. Phony them up if we have to. One set of answers for the public, another for us. You can’t openly reject a man for potential cowardice, or the rest might not dare take the test. But we’ve got to know.’

‘So far – good,’ Hale said. ‘What about money?’

‘How much have you got?’

Hale shrugged. ‘Pennies. I’ve got a foothold, cleaning out Doone Keep. But it’ll take real money to keep the thing going.’

‘Form a company and sell stock. People will always gamble. Especially if they get dividends – and the dividends they want aren’t merely money. Glamour. Excitement. The romance they’ve been starved for. The reason they go in for secondhand thrills.’

‘Will rejected volunteers buy stock?’

Sam laughed. ‘I’ve got it! Every share of stock will pay a dividend of thrills. All the excitement of volunteering with none of the danger. Every move the colony makes will be covered by televisor – with a direct beam to the receiver of every stockholder!’

Hale gave him a glance in which anger and admiration were mingled. Sam was aware of a little surge of gratification at having startled the man into something like approval. But Hale’s next reaction spoiled it.

‘No. That’s cheap. And it’s cheating. This is no Roman holiday for the thrill-hunters. And I’ve told you it’s hard work, not romance. It isn’t exciting, it’s drudgery.’

‘It can be exciting,’ Sam assured him. ‘It’ll have to be. You’ve got to make compromises. People pay for thrills. Well, thrills can be staged landside, can’t they?’

Hale moved his shoulders uncomfortably. ‘I don’t like it.’

‘Yes, but it could be done. Just in theory – is there anything going on landside right now that could be built up?’

After a pause, Hale said, ‘Well, we’ve been having trouble with an ambulant vine – it’s thermotropic. Body heat attracts it. Refrigerating units in our jungle suits stop it cold, of course. And it’s easy to draw it off by tossing thermite or something hot around. It heads for that instead of us, and gets burned into ash.’

‘What does it look like?’

Hale went into details. Sam sat back, looking pleased.

‘That’s the ticket. Perfectly safe, but it’ll look ugly as the devil. That ought to help us screen out the unfit by scaring ’em off right at the start. We’ll just have your men turn off their refrigerating units and stage a battle with the vines, while somebody stands by out of camera range with thermite ready to throw. We’ll send out a message that the vines are breaking through – cover it with televisor – and that does it!’

‘No,’ Hale said.

‘The Crusades started as a publicity stunt,’ Sam remarked. But he didn’t press the point just yet. Instead he mentioned the fact that both of them would be dead within thirty-six hours now unless something could be worked out. He had seen a flicker in the wall screen. It was time to bring up the next subject on the agenda.

‘The Families could get rid of us both in ways that look perfectly innocent. A few germs, for instance. They’ve got us cold unless we do something drastic. My idea is to try a trick so outrageous they won’t know how to meet it until it’s had a chance to work.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The Families depend tremendously on their own prestige to maintain their power. Their real power is an intangible – longevity. But public faith in their infallibility has kept them on top. Attack that. Put them in a spot where they’ve got to defend us.’

‘But how?’

‘You’re a public darling. Harker gave me a forty-eight hour deadline because he was afraid you might turn up a henchman at any moment who could step into your shoes and carry on the crusade even if he got you out of the way.’ Sam tapped his own chest. ‘I’m the man. I’ve got to be, to save my own skin. But it offers you an out, too. We halve the danger if either of us is replaceable – by the other. It wouldn’t solve anything to kill either of us if the other lives.’

‘But how the devil do you expect to make yourself that important to the public in the few hours you’ve got left?’ Hale was really interested now.

Sam gave him a confident grin. Then he kicked the leg of his chair. An opening widened in the hall and the Slider came in, sniffling.

He lowered his great bulk to a chair and looked curiously at Hale. Sam said, ‘First – the Sheffield gang’s after me. I can’t afford to fight it out right now. Got something really big on the fire. Can you call ’em off?’

‘Might manage it,’ the Slider said. It was a guarantee. The old poison-master was still a top danger in the underworld of the Keeps.

‘Thanks.’ Sam turned in his chair to face the Slider. ‘Now, the important thing. I need a quick job of sound-track faking.’

‘That’s easy,’ the Slider assured him, and sniffled.

‘And the faces to match.’

‘That’s harder. Whose faces?’

‘Zachariah Harker, for one. Any other Harkers or Waltons you’ve got on file, but Zachariah first.’

The Slider stared harder at him, forgetting for the moment even to sniffle. ‘Harkers?’ he demanded. And then chuckled unexpectedly. ‘Well, guess I can swing it, but it’ll cost you. How soon you want the job done?’

Sam told him.

Faking a sound-track was an immemorially old gag, almost as old as sound-tracks themselves. It takes only nominal skill to snip out and rearrange already spoken words into new sequences. But only recently had a technique been developed for illicit extensions of the idea. It took a very deft operator, and a highly skilled one, to break down speech-sounds into their basic sibilants and gutturals and build up again a whole new pattern of speech. It was not usually possible to transpose from one language to another because of different phonetic requirements, but any recorded speech of reasonable length could usually be mined for a large enough number of basic sounds to construct almost any other recorded speech out of its building blocks.

From this it was, of course, only a step to incorporating the speaker visually into the changed speech. The lips that shaped each sound could be stopped in mid-syllable and the pictures transposed with the sounds.

The result was jerky to the ear and eye. There was always a certain amount of reducing and enlarging and adjustment to make the faces from various speeches into a single speech. Some experiments had even been made to produce a missing full-face view, for verisimilitude, by projecting onto a three-dimensional form the two-dimensional images of profile or three-quarter views to blend into the desired face, and photographing that anew. Afterward a high degree of skill was necessary to bend the result into convincing smoothness.

The Slider had access to a technician who knew the job forward and backward. And there were plenty of Harker and Walton records on file. But at best it was a dangerous thing to tamper with and Sam knew it. He had no choice.

It took five hours to talk Robin Hale into the hoax. Sam had to convince him of his own danger first; there were Family agents by now ringing in the building where they hid, so that wasn’t too hard. Then he had to convince him of Sam’s own trustworthiness, which Sam finally managed by rehearsing his arguments with the straps of a pressure gauge recording his blood-reactions for conscious lies. That took some semantic hedging, for Sam had much to conceal and had to talk around it.

‘You and I are as good as dead,’ he told Hale, with the recording needles holding steady, for this was true enough. ‘Sure, this trick is dangerous. It’s practically suicide. But if I’ve got to die anyhow, I’d as soon do it taking chances. And it’s our only chance, unless you can think of something better. Can you?’

The Immortal couldn’t.

And so on the evening telecast advance word went out that Robin Hale could make an important announcement about the colony. All through the Keeps, visors were tuned in on the telecast, waiting. What they were really waiting for was a moment when the Harkers and Waltons involved in the faked reel were together and out of the way.

The private lives of the Immortals were never very private, and the Slider had a network of interlocking connections that functioned very efficiently. Hale’s influence kept the telecast schedule open and waiting, and presently word came that the Immortals involved were all accounted for.

Then on the great public screens and on countless private ones the driving color-ads gave place to Robin Hale’s face. He was dressed for landside, and he spoke his lines with a reluctance and a haste to get it over that gave the words an air of unexpected conviction.

He said he had hoped to tell them in detail of the magnificent idea which his good friend Sam Reed had produced to make full-scale colonizing possible without delay. But trouble landside had just broken out and he had been called up to offer his experience as an old Free Companion to the men who were facing a new and deadly menace up above them all, on the jungle shore. Then he offered them a stiff quick salute and left the screen.

Zachariah Harker’s face replaced Hale’s. It would have taken a better than expert eye to detect the faint qualities of unevenness which might betray the fact that this was a synthesis of rearranged sound-waves and light-waves. Technically, even Zachariah, watching the screen from wherever he was just now, could not deny he had spoken the words, for every sound he heard and every motion of his own lips was genuine.

The synthetic speech was a triumph in semantics. It was typical of Sam that he should use this boldly suicidal venture not only to clear himself and Hale, if he could, but also to further his plans for the colony. So Harker was made to name Sam – brought forward with modest reluctance to stand beside the Immortal as the speech went on – as the public-spirited, adventurous philanthropist who was going to make the colonizing crusade possible.

Sam Reed, man of the people, short-lived but far-seeing, would lead his fellows to success behind Robin Hale in the great crusade. Landside lay the future of the race. Even the Harkers, Zachariah said, had finally been convinced of that by the persuasions of Sam and Hale. A great adventure lay ahead. Volunteers would be accepted for examination very soon. Ad astra per aspera!

He spoke of danger. He went into details, each word carefully chosen and charted to make the listeners discontented. He hinted at the stagnation of the Keeps, of growing racial debility, new vulnerabilities to disease. And most important – man had stopped growing. His destiny was no longer to be found in the Keeps. The great civilizations of Earth must not reach a dead end under the seas of this fertile planet. Ad astra!

Zachariah’s face left the screen. Sam stepped forward to clinch the matter, nervous and deeply worried under his calm. Now that he had actually done this, he quivered with belated qualms. What would the Harkers do when they discovered how fantastically they had been tricked? How outrageously their innermost convictions had been reversed and repudiated before all the Keeps, apparently in their own words! They must be moving already; the Families were geared to rapid action when the need arose. But what they would do Sam couldn’t guess.

He spoke with quiet confidence into the screen. He outlined his ideas of offering the people themselves the opportunity to join in the crusade, financially if not personally. In deft words he referred to the hardships and dangers of landside; he wanted to discourage all but the hardiest from offering as personal volunteers. And to aid in that, as well as to provide a smash finale to his scheme, he made his great announcement.

Something which until today had been a plaything for the wealthy would now be offered to all who owned shares in the magnificent venture before mankind. Each participant could watch the uses to which his money was put, share almost at first hand in the thrills and perils of landside living.

Look!

On the screen flashed a dizzying view of jungle that swooped up toward the beholder with breathtaking swiftness. A ring of velvet-black mud studded the flowery quilt of tree-tops. The ring swung up toward the view and you could see an iridescent serpent slithering across the blackness. The mud erupted and a mud-wolf’s jaws closed upon the snake. Blood and mud spattered wildly. Churning and screaming, the combatants sank from sight and the velvety pool quivered into stillness again except for the rings that ran out around it from time to time as bubbles of crimson struggled up and burst on the surface with dull plops which every listener in the Keeps could hear.

Sam thanked his audience. He asked their patience for a few days longer, until the first examination trials could be set up. He observed with arrogant humility that he hoped to earn their trust and faith by his service toward themselves and the Free Companion, who had left all such matters in his hands while Hale himself struggled up there on landside in the jungles he knew so well. We would all, Sam finished, soon be watching such struggles, with men instead of monsters enlisting our sympathy in their brave attempts to conquer Venus as our forebears once conquered Old Earth …

The Families did nothing.

It worried Sam more than any direct action could possibly have done. For there was nothing here he could fight. Profoundly he distrusted that silence. All telecast attempts to interview any of the Immortals on this tremendous subject which was uppermost, overnight, in every mind, came to nothing. They would smile and nod and refuse to comment – yet.

But the plans went on at breakneck rate. And after all, Sam told himself, what could the Harkers do? To deny the public this delightful new toy might be disastrous. You can’t give candy to a baby and then snatch it away untasted without rousing yells of protest. The people of the Keeps were much more formidable than babies, and they were used to collapsing into paternalistic hands. Remove the support, and you might expect trouble.

Sam knew he had won a gambit, not the game. But he had too much to do just now to let the future worry him. All this was to be a swindle, of course. He had never intended anything else.

Paradoxically, Sam trusted the judgment of the Harkers. They thought this attempt would fail. Sam was sure they were right. Of course the Logician believed that colonizing would succeed, and the Logician normally should be right. How can a machine err? But the machine had erred, very badly, in its analysis of Sam himself, so it isn’t strange that he disbelieved all its conclusions now.

The only way to make the scheme succeed as Sam intended it to succeed was to insure its failure. Sam was out this time for really big money. The public clamored to buy, and Sam sold and sold.

He sold three hundred per cent of the stock.

After that he had to fail. If he put the money into landside development there’d be nothing left over for the promoter, and anyhow, how could he pay off on three hundred per cent?

But on paper it looked beautiful. New sources of supply and demand, a booming culture rising from the underseas, shaking off the water from gigantic shoulders, striding onto the shore. And then interplanetary and interstellar travel for the next goal. Ad astra was a glorious dream, and Sam worked it for all it was worth.

Two months went by.

Rosathe, like all the other fruits of success, dropped delightfully into his arms. Sam closed all three of his apartments and with Rosathe found a new place, full of undreamed of luxuries, its windows opening out over the hydroponic garden that flourished as lavishly, though not so dangerously, as the jungles overhead. From these windows he could see the lights of the whole Keep spread out below, where every man danced to his piping. It was dreamlike, full of paranoid splendors, megalomaniac grandeur – and all of it true.

Sam didn’t realize it yet, though looking back he would surely have seen, but he was spinning faster and faster down a vortex of events which by now were out of his control. Events would have blurred as they whirled by, if he had been given time enough to look back at them when the moment of reckoning came. But he was not given time …

Rosathe was sitting on a low hassock at his feet, her harp on her arm, singing very sweetly to him, when the moment finally came.

Her violet-blue skirts lay about her in a circle on the floor, her cloudy head was bent above the high horns of the lyre and her voice was very soft.

‘Oh, slowly, slowly got she up, and slowly she came nigh … him …’ How delightfully, the sweet voice soared on the last word! That dip and rise in the old ballads tried every voice but an instrument as true as the lovely instrument in Rosathe’s throat. ‘But all she said’ – Rosathe reported in that liquid voice – and was stopped by the musical buzzing of the televisor.

Sam knew it must be important, or it would never have been put through to him at this hour. Reluctantly he swung his feet to the floor and got up.

Rosathe did not lift her head. She sat quite motionless for an instant, curiously as if she had been frozen by the sound of the buzzer. Then without glancing up she swept the strings with polished fingertips and sang her final line. ‘Young man, I think you’re dyin’ …’

The cloudiness of the visor screen cleared as Sam flipped the switch and a face swam out of it that rocked him back a bit on his heels. It was Kedre Walton’s face, and she was very angry. The black ringlets whipped like Medusa-locks as she whirled her head toward the screen. She must have been talking to someone in the background as she waited for Sam to acknowledge the call, for her anger was not wholly for Sam. He could see that. Her words belied it.

‘Sam Reed, you’re a fool!’ she told him flatly and without preamble. The Egyptian calm was gone from her delicate, disdainful face. Even the disdain was gone now. ‘Did you really think you could get away with all this?’

‘I’ve got away with it,’ Sam assured her. He was very confident at that point in the progress of his scheme.

‘You poor fool, you’ve never fought an Immortal before. Our plans work slowly. We can afford to be slow! But surely you didn’t imagine Zachariah Harker would let you do what you did and live! He –’

A voice from behind her said, ‘Let me speak for myself, Kedre, my dear,’ and the smooth, ageless young face of Zachariah looked out at Sam from the screen. The eyes were quietly speculative as they regarded him. ‘In a way I owe you thanks, Reed,’ the Immortal’s voice said. ‘You were clever. You had more resources than I expected. You put me on my mettle, and that’s an unexpected pleasure. Also, you’ve made it possible for me to overthrow Hale’s whole ambitious project. So I want to thank you for that, too. I like to be fair when I can afford to be.’

His eyes were the eyes of a man looking at something so impersonally that Sam felt a sudden chill. Such remoteness in time and space and experience – as if Sam were not there at all. Or as if Harker were looking already on death. Something as impersonal and remote from living as a corpse. As Sam Reed.

And Sam knew a moment’s profound shaking of his own convictions – he had a flash of insight in which he thought that perhaps Harker had planned it this way from the start, knowing that Sam would doublecross Hale, too. Sam was the weak link in Hale’s crusade, the one thing that might bring the whole thing crashing if anyone suspected. Until now, Sam had been sure no one did suspect.

But Zachariah Harker knew.

‘Good-by, Reed,’ the smooth voice said. ‘Kedre, my dear –’

Kedre’s face came back into the screen. She was still angry, but the anger had been swallowed up in another emotion as her eyes met Sam’s. The long lashes half veiled them, and there were tears on the lashes.

‘Good-by, Sam,’ she said. ‘Good-by.’ And the blue glance flickered across his shoulder.

Sam had one moment to turn and see what was coming, but not time enough to stop it. For Rosathe stood at his shoulder, watching the screen, too. And as he turned her pointed fingers which had evoked music from the harp for him this evening pinched together suddenly and evoked oblivion.

He felt the sweet, terrifying odor of dust stinging in his nostrils. He stumbled forward futilely, reaching for her, meaning to break her neck. But she floated away before him, and the whole room floated, and then Rosathe was looking down on him from far above, and there were tears in her eyes, too.

The fragrance of dream-dust blurred everything else. Dream-dust, the narcotic euthanasia dust which was the way of the suicide.

His last vision was the sight of the tear-wet eyes looking down, two women who must have loved him to evoke those tears and who together had worked out his ruin.

He woke. The smell of scented dust died from his nostrils. It was dark here. He felt a wall at his shoulder, and got up stiffly, bracing himself against it. Light showed blurrily a little way off. The end of an alley, he thought. People were passing now and then through the dimness out there.

The alley hurt his feet. His shoes felt queer and loose. Investigating, Sam found that he was in rags, his bare feet pressing the pavement through broken soles. And the fragrance of dream-dust was still a miasma in the air around him.

Dream-dust – that could put a man to sleep for a long, long while. How long!

He stumbled toward the mouth of the alley. A passer-by glanced at him with curiosity and distaste. He reached out and collared the man.

‘The Colony,’ he said urgently. ‘Has it – have they opened it yet?’

The man struck his arm away. ‘What colony?’ he asked impatiently.

‘The Colony! The Land Colony!’

‘Oh, that.’ The man laughed. ‘You’re a little late.’ Clearly he thought Sam was drunk. ‘It’s been open a long time now – what’s left of it.’

‘How long?’

‘Forty years.’

Sam hung on the bar of a vending machine in the wall at the alley mouth. He had to hold the bar to keep himself upright, for his knees were strengthless beneath him. He was looking into the dusty mirror and into his own eyes. ‘Forty years. Forty years!’ And the ageless, unchanged face of Sam Harker looked back at him, ruddy-browed, unlined as ever.

‘Forty years!’ Sam Harker murmured to himself.
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