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The Weapon Shops of Isher
PROLOGUE

I

MAG Cl AN BELI EVED TO
HAVE HYPNOTI ZED CROND

June 11, 1951-Police and newspapermen believe that Mddle City will shortly be
advertised as the next stopping place of a master nmagician and they are
prepared to extend hima hearty welcone if he will condescend to explain
exactly how he fool ed hundreds of people into believing they saw a strange
bui | di ng, apparently a kind of gun-shop

The buil ding seenmed to appear on the space fornerly, and still, occupied by
Aunt Sally's Lunch and Patterson Tailors. Only enpl oyees were inside the two
af orementi oned shops, and none noticed any untoward event. A large, brightly
shining sign featured the front of the gunshop, which had been so miracul ously
conjured out of nothingness; and the sign constituted the first evidence that
the entire scene was nothing but a masterly illusion. For from whichever angle
one gazed at it, one seenmed to be staring straight at the words, which read:

FI NE V\EAPONS



THE R GHT TO BUY WEAPONS

IS THE R GHT TO BE FREE

The wi ndow di spl ay was made up of an assortment of rather curiously shaped
guns, rifles as well as small arms; and a glowing sign in the w ndow st at ed:
THE FI NEST ENERGY WVEAPONS

IN THE KNOAN UNI VERSE

I nspector C ayton of the Investigation Branch attenpted to enter the shop, but
t he door seened to be | ocked. A few nonents later, C. J. (Chris) MAlIlister
reporter of the Gazette-Bulletin, tried the door, found that it opened, and
ent er ed.

I nspector Clayton attenpted to follow him but discovered that the door was
again locked. It is believed that McAlister went through to the back, as
several spectators reported seeing him Inmrediately after his reappearance,
t he strange buil ding vani shed as abruptly as it had appeared.

Police state they are baffled as to how the master nmgician created so
detailed an illusion for so long a period before so large a crowd. They are
prepared to recommend his show, when it cones, without reservations.

(Aut hor's Note: The foregoing account did not nmention that the police,
dissatisfied with the affair, attenpted to contact MAllister for a further
interview, but were unable to | ocate him Woeks have passed; and he has stil
not been found.

What did happen to McAllister fromthe instant that he found the door of the
gunshop unl ocked?)

There was a curious quality about the gunshop door. It was not so much that it
opened at his first touch as that, when he pulled, it came away like a

wei ghtless thing. MAlIlister had the inpression that the knob had freed itself
into his palm

He stood very still, startled. The thought that came finally had to do with

I nspector C ayton who, a minute earlier, had found the door |ocked. The

t hought was like a signal. From behind hi mbooned the voice of the inspector
"Ah, McAllister, I'll handle this now"

It was dark inside the shop beyond the door, too dark to see anything, and
somehow, his eyes wouldn't accustomthenselves to the intense gloom Pure
reporter's instinct made himstep forward toward the bl ackness that pressed
from beyond the rectangle of door. Qut of the corner of one eye, he saw

I nspector C ayton's hand reaching for the door handle that his own fingers had
et go a noment before. And he knew instantly that if the inspector could
prevent it, no reporter would get inside that building. Hs head was stil
turned, his gaze nore on the police officer than on the darkness in front; and
it was as he began another step forward that the remarkabl e thing happened.
The door handl e would not allow I nspector Clayton to touch it. It twisted in
some queer way, in sonme energy way, for it was still there, a strange, blurred
shape. The door itself, without visible nmovenent it was so swift, was suddenly
touching McAllister's heel. Light, alnost weightless, was that touch; and

t hen, before he could think or react to what had happened, the nonentum of his
forward novenment had carried himinside. As he breasted the darkness, there
was a sudden, agonized tensing along his nerves. Then the door shut tight. the
brief, unexpected agony faded. Ahead was a brightly-lit shop; behind-were
unbel i evabl e t hi ngs!

For McAllister, the monent that followed was one of blank inpression. He
stood, body tw sted awkwardly, only vaguely conscious of the shop's interior
but trenmendously aware in the brief nmoment before he was interrupted of what

| ay beyond the transparent panels of the door through which he had just cone.
There was no unyi el di ng bl ackness anywhere, no Inspector Cl ayton, no nuttering
crowmd of gaping spectators, no dingy row of shops across the way. It was not
even the sanme street. There was no street. Instead, a peaceful park was
visible. Beyond it, brilliant under a noon sun, was the skyline of a vast

city. Frombehind him a husky, mnusical, woman's voi ce said:

"You will be wanting a gun?"



McAl |l ister turned. The novenment was automatic reaction to a sound. And because
the affair was still like a dream the city scene faded al most instantly; his
m nd focused on the young worman who was advancing slowy fromthe rear section
of the store. Briefly, his thought wouldn't come clear. A conviction that he
ought to say sonething was tangled with first inpressions of the girl's

appear ance. She had a sl ender well-shaped body; her face was creased with a

pl easant smle. She had brown eyes, and wavy brown hair. Her sinple frock and
sandal s seened so norrmal at first glance that he gave them no further thought.
He was able to say:

"What | can't understand is why the police officer, who tried to follow ne,
couldn't get in. And where is he now?"

To his surprise, the girl's smle becane faintly apol ogetic: "W know t hat
peopl e consider it silly of us to keep harping on that ancient feud." Her
voice grew firmer. "We even know how cl ever the propaganda is that stresses
the silliness of our stand. Meanwhile, we never allow any of her nen in here.
We continue to take our principles very seriously.”

She paused as if she expected comprehension fromhim But MAlister saw from
the sl ow puzzl ement creeping into her eyes that his face nust | ook as bl ank as
the thoughts behind it. Her nen! The girl had spoken the words as if she were
referring to some personage, and in direct reply to his use of the word,
police officer. That neant her men, whoever she was, were policenen; and they
weren't allowed in this gunshop. So the door was hostile, and wouldn't admt
them An enptiness struck into McAllister's nmind, matching the holl owness that
was beginning to afflict the pit of his stomach, a sense of un-plunbed dept hs,
the first staggering conviction that all was not as it should be. The girl was
speaking in a sharper tone:

"You mean you know nothing of all this, that for generations the gunnmaker's
guild has existed in this age of devastating energies as the conmmon nman's only
protection agai nst ensl avenent? The right to buy guns-" She stopped, her
narrowed eyes searching him then: "Come to think of it, there's sonething
very peculiar about you. Your outlandish clothes-you're not fromthe northern
farm pl ains are you?"

He shook his head dumbly, nore annoyed with his reactions every passing
second. But he couldn't help it. A tightness was growi ng in himnow, becom ng
nore unbearabl e instant by instant, as if sonmewhere a vital mainspring was
bei ng wound to the breaking point.

The young woman went on nmore swiftly: "And come to think of it, it is
astoundi ng that a policeman shoul d have tried the door, and there was no
alarm”

Her hand nmoved. Metal flashed in it, nmetal as bright as steel in blinding
sunlight. There was not the slightest hint of an apology in her voice as she
said: "You will stay where you are, sir, until | have called my father. In our
busi ness, with our responsibilities, we never take chances. Something is very
wrong here."

Curiously, it was at that point that McAlister's mnd began to function
clearly. The thought that cane paralleled hers. How had this gunshop appeared
on a 1951 street? How had he corne here into this fantastic world? Sonet hi ng
was very wrong indeed.

It was the gun that held his attention. It was a tiny thing, shaped like a
pistol, but with three cubes projecting in a half circle fromthe top of the
slightly-bul bous firing chamber. He began to feel shaken, |ooking at it, for
that wicked little instrunent, glittering there in her browned fingers, was as
real as herself.

"Good Heaven," he whi spered. "What the devil kind of a gun is it? Lower that
thing and let's try to find out what all this is about."

She seened not to be listening. He noticed that her gaze was flicking to a
point on the wall somewhat to his left. He followed her ook in tine to see
seven mniature white lights flash on. Curious lights! He was fascinated by
the play of light and shade, the waxing and waning fromone tiny globe to the
next, a rippling novenent of infinitesiml increnents and decrenents, an



incredibly delicate effect of instantaneous reaction to sone supersensitive
barometer. The lights steadied; his gaze reverted to the girl. To his
surprise, she was putting away her gun. She nust have noticed his expression
"It's all right," she said coolly. "The automatics are on you now. If we're
wrong about you, we'll be glad to apol ogi ze. Meanwhile, if you're stil
interested in buying a gun, 1'll be happy to denonstrate."

So the automatics were on him MAlIlister thought. He felt no relief at the

i nformati on. \Whatever the automatics were, they wouldn't be working in his
favor. The young woman putting away her gun in spite of her suspicions spoke
vol urmes for the efficiency of the new watchdogs. He'd have to get out of this
pl ace, of course. Meanwhile, the girl was assuming that a man who canme into a
gun-shop woul d, under ordinary circunstances, want to buy a gun. It struck
him suddenly, that of all the things he could think of, what he nost wanted
to see was one of those strange guns. There were incredible inmplications in
the very shape of the instrunents. Al oud he said:

"Yes, by all means show nme." A thought occurred to him He added, "I have no
doubt your father is sonewhere in the background maki ng sone sort of study of
ne."

The young woman made no nove to bring out any weapons. |nstead, she stared at
himin puzzl ement.

"You may not realize it," she said slowy, "but you have al ready upset our
entire establishment. The lights of the automatics should have gone on the
nmonent father pressed the buttons, as he did when I called him They didn't!
That's unnatural, and yet-" her frown deepened-"if you were one of them how
did you get through that door? Is it possible that her scientists have

di scovered human bei ngs who do not affect the sensitive energies? And that you
are but one of many such, sent as an experinment to determ ne whether or not
entrance coul d be gained? Yet that isn't logical either. If they had even a
hope of success, they wouldn't risk the chance of throw ng away an
overwhel mi ng surprise. In that case, you would be the entering wedge of an
attack on a vast scale. She is ruthless, she's brilliant; and she craves
conpl ete power over poor fools |ike you who have no nore sense than to worship
her and the spl endor of the Inperial Court."

The young woman paused, with the faintest of smles. "There | go again, making
a political speech. But you can see that there are at |least a few reasons why
we shoul d be careful about you."

There was a chair in one corner. MAllister started for it. H's mnd was

cal mer. "Look," he began, "I don't know what you're talking about. | don't
even know how | canme to be in this shop. | agree with you that the whole thing
requi res explanation, but |I mean that differently than you do."

His voice trailed. He had been half | owered over the chair, but instead of

sinking into it, he cane erect, slowy, like an old, old man. Hi s eyes fixed
on lettering that shone above a gl ass case of guns behind her. He said
hoar sel y:

"Is that-a cal endar?"

She foll owed his gaze, puzzled. "Yes, it's June 3rd. Wat's wong?"

"I don't nean that. | mean-" He caught hinself with an effort. "I nean those
figures above that: | nean-what year is this?"

The girl | ooked surprised. She started to say sonething, then stopped and
backed away. Finally: "Don't look |like that! There's nothing wong. This is
ei ghty-four of the four thousand seven hundredth year of the Inperial House of
Isher. It's quite all right."

I

Very deliberately McAllister sat down, and the conscious wonder cane: Exactly
how shoul d he feel ? Not even surprise cane to his aid. The events were
beginning to fall into a kind of distorted pattern. The building front
superinposed on those two 1951 shops; the way the door had acted. The great
exterior sign with its odd linking of freedomwith the right to buy weapons.
The actual display of weapons in the wi ndow, the finest energy weapons in the
known universe!...He grew aware that the girl was talking earnestly with a



tall, gray-haired man who was standing on the threshold of the door through
whi ch she had originally cone. There was a tenseness in the way they were

tal king. Their | ow spoken words made a blur of sound in his ears, strange and
unsettling. MAlIlister could not quite analyze the neaning of it until the
girl turned, and said:

"What is your nane?"

McAllister gave it.

The girl hesitated, then: "M. MAllister, ny father wants to know what year
you're from'

The gray-haired man stepped forward. "I'mafraid,” he said gravely, "that
there is no tine to explain. Wiat has happened is what we gunmekers have
feared for generations: that once again would come one who |lusted for
unlimted power; and who, to attain tyranny, nust necessarily seek first to
destroy us. Your presence here is a manifestation of the energy force that she
has turned agai nst us-sonething so new that we did not even suspect it was
bei ng used against us. But | have no tine to waste. Get all the information
you can, Lystra, and warn him of his own personal danger." The man turned. The
door cl osed noisel essly behind his tall figure.

McAlli ster asked: "What did he nean- personal danger?"

He saw the girl's brown eyes were uneasy as they rested on him "It's hard to
explain,"” she began in an unconfortable voice. "First of all, come to the

wi ndow and I'll try to nmake everything clear. It's all very confusing to you,
| suppose.”

McAllister drew a deep breath. "Now we're getting somewhere. ™

H s al arm was gone. The gray-haired man seened to know what it was all about.
That meant there should be no difficulty getting home again. As for all this
danger to the gunmaker's guild, that was their worry, not his. He stepped
forward, closer to the girl. To his amazenent, she cringed away as if he had
threatened her. As he stared bl ankly, she |aughed hunorlessly; and finally she
sai d:

"Don't think I'"'mbeing silly; don't be offended-but for your life's sake,
don't touch any human body you m ght cone in contact with."

McAl'li ster was conscious of a chill. Then, suddenly, he felt a surge of

i npatience at the fear that showed in the girl's face. "Now | ook," he began
"I want to get things clear. We can tal k here w thout danger, providing

don't touch, or cone near you. Is that right?"

She nodded. "The floor, the walls, every piece of furniture-in fact the entire
shop is made of non-conducting material."

McAllister had a sense of being balanced on a tight rope over a bottomnl ess
abyss. He forced calmonto his mnd. "Let's start,"” he said, "at the

begi nning. How did you and your father know that | was not of-" he paused
before the odd phrase, then went on-"of this tinme?"

"Fat her phot ographed you," the girl said. "He photographed the contents of
your pockets. That was how he first found out what was the matter. You see,
the sensitive energies thensel ves becone carriers of the energy, w th which
you' re charged. That's what was wong. That's why the automatics woul dn't
focus on you, and-"

"Ener gy-charged?" said MAlIlister

The girl was staring at him "Don't you understand?" she gasped. "You've cone
across seven thousand years of tinme. And of all the energies in the universe,
time is the nost potent. You're charged with trillions of trillions of

ti me-energy units. If you should step outside this shop, you'd bl ow up
Imperial City and half a hundred niles of |and beyond.

"You-" she finished on an unsteady, upward surge of her voice-"you could
concei vably destroy the Earthl™"

11

He hadn't noticed the mirror before. Funny, too, because it was |arge enough
at least eight feet high, and directly in front of himon the wall where, a
m nute before (he could have sworn) had been solid netal

"Look at yourself," the girl was saying soothingly. "There's nothing so



steadyi ng as one's own image. Actually, your body is taking the nmental shock
very well."

He stared at his image. There was a paleness in the |l ean face that stared back
at him But his body was not actually shaking as the whirling in his mnd had
suggested. He grew aware again of the girl. She was standing with a finger on
one of a series of wall switches. Abruptly, he felt better. "Thank you," he
said quietly. "I certainly needed that."

She sm | ed encouragingly; and he was able now to be amazed at her conflicting
personality. There had been on the one hand her inability a few ninutes
earlier to get to the point of the danger, an incapacity for explaining things
with words. Yet obviously her action with the mirror showed a keen
under st andi ng of human psychol ogy. He said: "The problemnow is, from your
point of view, to circunvent this Isher wonan and get me back to 1951 before
bl ow up the Earth of ... of whatever year this is."

The girl nodded. "Father says that you can be sent back, but as for the rest,
wat ch! "

He had no time for relief at the know edge that he could be returned to his
own time. She pressed another button. Instantly, the nmirror was gone into
netallic wall. Another button clicked. The wall vani shed. Before himstretched
a park simlar to the one he had al ready seen through the front door

obvi ously an extension of the same gardenlike vista. Trees were there, and
flowers, and green, green grass in the sun

One vast building, as high as it was | ong, towered massively dark against the
sky and domi nated the entire horizon. It was a good quarter nile away; and
incredibly, it was at |least that |ong and that high. Neither near that
nmonstrous building, nor in the park, was a living person visible. Everywhere
was evi dence of nman's dynamc | abor, but no nmen, no novenent. Even the trees
stood notionless in that breathless sunlit day.

"Watch!" said the girl again, nore softly.

There was no click this tinme. She made an adjustnment on one of the buttons,
and the view was no longer so clear. It wasn't that the sun had dinmed its
bright intensity. It wasn't even that glass was visible where a nonent before
t here had been nothing. There was still no apparent substance between them and
that gem i ke park. But the park was no | onger deserted.

Scores of men and machi nes swarmed out there. McAllister stared in amazenent;
and then as the sense of illusion faded, and the dark menace of those nen
penetrated, his emption changed to di snmay.

"Why, " he said at last, "those nen are soldiers, and the machi nes are-"
"Energy guns!" she said. "That's always been their problem How to get their
weapons cl ose enough to our shops to destroy us. It isn't that the guns are
not powerful over a very great distance. Even the rifles we sell can kil
unprotected life over a distance of mles, but our gun-shops are so heavily
fortified that, to destroy us, they nust use their biggest cannon at

poi nt-bl ank range. In the past, they could never do that because we own the
surroundi ng park, and our alarm systemwas perfect-until now. The new energy
they're using affects none of our protective instruments: and, what is
infinitely worse, affords them a perfect shield against our own guns.
Invisibility, of course, has |ong been known, but if you hadn't conme, we would
have been destroyed wi thout ever know ng what happened."

"But," MAllister exclainmed sharplv, "what are you going to do? They're stil
out there, working-"

Her brown eyes burned with a fierce, yellow flame. "My father has warned the
guild. And individual menbers have now di scovered that simlar invisible guns
are being set up by invisible men outside their shops. The council wll neet
shortly to discuss defenses."

Silently, McAlister watched the soldiers connecting what nust have been
invisible cables that led to the vast buildings in the background; foot thick
cables that told of the titanic power that was to be unl eashed on the tiny
weapon shop. There was nothing to be said. The reality out there overshadowed
sentences and phrases. O all the people here, he was the npst usel ess, his



opinion the |l east worth while. He nust have said so, but he did not realize
that until the fanmiliar voice of the girl's father came fromone side of him
"You're quite mstaken, M. MAlister. O all the people here you are the
nost val uabl e. Through you, we discovered that the Isher were actually
attacking us. Furthernore, our enenies do not know of your existence,

t herefore have not yet realized the full effect produced by the new bl anketi ng
energy they have used. You, accordingly, constitute the unknown factor. W
nmust nake i nmedi ate use of you."

The man | ooked ol der, MAlIlister thought. There were lines of strain in his

| ean, sallow face as he turned to his daughter, and his voice, when he spoke,
was edged with sharpness: "Lystra, No. 7!"

As the girl's fingers touched the seventh button, her father explained swiftly
to McAllister, "The guild suprenme council is holding an i mredi ate energency
session. W nust choose the nost |ikely method of attacking the problem and
concentrate individually and collectively on that nethod. Regiona
conversations are already in progress, but only one inportant idea has been
put forward as yet and-ah, gentlenen!"

He spoke past McAllister, who turned with a start. Men were com ng out of the
solid wall, lightly, easily, as if it were a door and they were stepping
across a threshold. One, two, three-thirty.

They were grimfaced nen, all except one who glanced at McAllister, started to
wal k past, and then stopped with a hal f-anused smile

"Don't | ook so blank. How el se do you think we could have survived these many
years if we hadn't been able to transmit material objects through space? The

| sher police have al ways been only too eager to bl ockade our sources of

supply. Incidentally, ny name is Cadron-Peter Cad-ion."'"

McAl'lister nodded in a perfunctory nmanner. He was no | onger genuinely

i npressed by the new nachi nes. Here were the end-products of the machi ne age;
sci ence and invention so advanced that men made scarcely a nove that did not
affect, or was not affected by, a nmachine. A heavy-faced man near hi m said:
"W have gathered here because it is obvious that the source of the new energy
is the great building just outside this shop-"

He notioned toward the wall which had been a mirror and then the w ndow

t hrough which MAlIlister had gazed at the nonstrous structure in question. The
speaker went on: "We've known, ever since the building was conpleted five
years ago, that it was a power building aimed agai nst us; and now fromit new
energy has flown out to engulf the world, imensely potent energy so strong
that it broke the very tensions of time, fortunately only at this nearest
gunshop. Apparently, it weakens when transnitted over distance.”

"Look, Dresley," canme a curt interruption froma small, thin man, "what good
is all this preanble? You have been exam ning the various plans put forward by
regi onal groups. Is there, or isn't there, a decent one anong then®?"

Dresley hesitated. To McAllister's surprise, the man's eyes fixed doubtfully
on him his heavy face worked for a nonment, then hardened. "Yes, there is a
nmet hod, but it depends on conpelling our friend fromthe past to take a great
risk. You all know what | amreferring to. It will gain us the time we need."
"Eh?" said McAllister, and stood stunned as all eyes turned to stare at him
IV

It struck McAllister that what he needed again was the mirror to prove to

hi nsel f that his body was putting up a good front. H s gaze flicked over the
faces of the men. The gunnakers made a confusing pattern in the way they sat,
or stood, or |eaned against glass cases of shining guns; and there seened to
be fewer than he had previously counted. One, two-twenty-eight, including the
girl. He could have sworn there had been thirty-two. H s eyes noved on, just
intine to see the door of the back room cl osing. Four of the men had gone to
what ever | ay beyond that door

He shook his head, puzzled. And then, consciously drawi ng his attention back
stared thoughtfully at the faces before him He said: "I can't understand how
any one of you could even think of conpul sion. According to you, |'m | oaded
with energy. | may be wong, but if any of you should try to thrust me back



down the chute of tine, or even touch nme, that energy in nme would do
devast ati ng things-"

"You're dammed right!" chinmed in a young man. He barked irritably at Dresley:
"How the devil did you ever conme to make such a psychol ogi cal bl under? You

know that MAllister will have to do as we want to save hinself; and he'l
have to do it fast!"

Dresley grunted. "Hell," he said, "the truth is that we have no tinme to waste
in explanation and | just figured that he m ght scare easily. | see, however,

that we're dealing with an intelligent man."

McAllister's eyes narrowed over the group. This was phony. He said sharply,
"And don't give me any soft soap about being intelligent. You fellows are
sweat i ng bl ood. You'd shoot your own grandnothers and trick ne into the

bar gai n, because the world you think right is at stake. Wat's this plan of
yours that you were going to conmpel ne to participate in?"

It was the young man who replied. "You are to be given insulated cl ot hes and
sent back to your own tinme-"

He paused. McAllister said: "That sounds okay so far. Wat's the catch?"
"There is no catch!"

McAllister stared. "Now, | ook here," he began, "don't give ne any of that. If
it's as sinple as that, how the devil am| going to be hel pi ng you agai nst the
| sher energy?"

The young man scow ed bl ackly at Dresley. You see," he said, "you ve nmade H m
suspicious with that tal k of yours about conpul sion." He faced McAllister
"What we have in mind is an application of a sort of an energy |ever and
fulcrumprinciple. You are to be the weight at the long end of a kind of
energy 'crowbar,' which lifts the greater weight at the short end. You will go
back five thousand years in time; the machine in the great building, to which
your body is tuned and whi ch has caused all this trouble, will nove ahead in
time several nonths."

"In that way," interrupted another man before MAllister could speak, "we
shoul d have tine to find another counter agent. There nust be a solution, else
our enenm es would not have acted so secretly. Well, what do you think?"
McAllister wal ked slowy over to the chair that he had occupi ed previously.
H's mind was turning at furious speed, but he knew with a grimforeboding that
he hadn't the technical know edge necessary to safeguard hinself. He said

sl ow y:

"As | see it, this is supposed to work sonething |like a punp handl e. The |ever
principle, the old idea that if you had a | ever [ ong enough, and a suitable
fulcrum you could nmove the Earth out of its orbit."

"Exactly!" It was the heavy-faced Dresl ey who spoke. "Only this works in tinme.
You go five thousand years, the buil ding goes-"

H s voice faded, his eagerness drained fromhimas he caught the expression in
MAl |lister's face.

"Lookl" said McAllister. "There's nothing nore pitiful than a bunch of honest
men engaged in an act of dishonesty. You're strong nen, the intellectual type,
who' ve spent your lives enforcing an idealistic conception. You' ve always told
yourselves that if the occasion should ever require it, you would not hesitate
to make drastic sacrifices. But you' re not fooling anybody. Wat's the catch?"
\Y

It was startling to have the suit thrust at him He had noticed the nen energe
fromthe back room and it came as a shock to realize that they had gone for
the insulated cl othes before they could have known that he would use them
McAllister stared grimy at Peter Cadron, who held the dull, grayish, linp
thing toward him and said in a tight voice:

"CGet into this, and get going! It's a matter of mnutes, man! Wen those guns
out there start spraying energy, you won't be alive to argue about our
honesty. "

Still he hesitated. The room seemed i nsufferably hot. Perspiration streaked
down his cheeks and he felt sick with uncertainty. Somewhere in the background
a man was sayi ng:



"Qur first purpose nust be to gain time, then we nust establish new shops in
conmuni ti es where they cannot be easily attacked. Simultaneously, we nust
contact every Inperial potential who can help us directly or indirectly, and
finally we must-"

The voice went on, but MAllister heard no nore. His frantic gaze fell on the
girl, standing silent and subdued near the front door. He strode toward her
and either his glare or presence was frightening, for she cringed and turned
white

"Look!" he said. "I'min this as deep as hell. What's the risk in this thing?
I'"ve got to feel that | have some chance. Tell, nme, what's the catch?"

The girl was gray now, al nbst as gray and dead | ooking as the suit Peter
Cadron was holding. "It's the friction," she nmunbled finally, "you may not get
all the way back to 1951. You see, you'll be a sort of 'weight' and-"
McAllister whirled away fromher. He clinbed into the soft alnost flinmsy suit,
crowmdi ng the overall-like shape over his neatly pressed clothes. "It cones
tight over the head, doesn't it?"

"Yes!" It was Lystra's father who answered. "As soon as you pull that zipper
shut, the suit will beconme conpletely invisible. To outsiders, it will seem

just as if you have your ordinary clothes on. The suit is fully equipped. You
could live on the noon inside it."

"What | don't get," conplained McAllister, "is why | have to wear it. | got
here all right without it." He frowned. Hi s words had been automatic, but
abruptly a thought came. "Just a minute," he said, "what beconmes of the energy
with which I'mcharged when |'mbottled up in this insulation?"

He saw by the stiffening expressions of those around himthat he had touched
on a vast subject.

"So that's it!" he snapped. "The insulation is to prevent ne |osing any of
that energy.. That's how it can make a "weight.' | have no doubt there is a
connection fromthis suit to that other nmachine. Wll, it's not too late."
Wth a desperate twist, he tried to jerk aside, to evade the clutching hands
of the four nen who | eaped at him But they had himinstantly, and their grips
on himwere strong beyond his power to break. The fingers of Peter Cadron
jerked the zipper tight, and Peter Cadron said:

"Sorry, but when we went into that back room we also dressed in insulated
clothing. That's why you couldn't hurt us. And remenber this: There's no
certainty that you are being sacrificed. The fact that there is no crater in
our Earth proves that you did not explode in the past, and that you sol ved the
problemin sone other way. Now, sonebody open the door, quick!"

Irresistibly, he was carried forward. And then-

"Vait!"

It was the girl. Her eyes glittered |ike dark jewels and in her fingers was
the tiny, mrror-bright gun she had pointed in the beginning at MAlIlister

The little group hustling MAllister stopped as if they had been struck. He
was scarcely aware. For himthere was only the girl, and the way the nuscles
of her lips were working and the way her voice suddenly cried: "This is utter
outrage. Are we such cowards-is it possible that the spirit of liberty can
survive only through a shoddy act of nurder and gross defiance of the rights
of the individual ? | say no! M. MAlIlister nmust have the protection of the
hypnoti smtreatnment; surely so brief a delay will not be fatal."

"Lystra!" It was her father; and McAllister realized by his swift novement how
qui ckly the ol der man grasped every aspect of the situation. He stepped
forward and took the gun from his daughter's fingers-the only man in the room
McAlli ster thought, who could dare approach her in that moment with the
certainty she would not fire. For hysteria was in every line of her face; and
the tears that foll owed showed how dangerous her stand m ght have been agai nst
t he ot hers.

Strangely, not for a nmonent had hope cone. The entire action seemed divorced
fromhis life and his thought; there was only the observation of it. He stood
there for a seemng eternity, and, when enotion finally canme, it was surprise
that he was not being hustled to his doom Wth the surprise came awareness



that Peter Cadron had let go of his arm and stepped clear of him

The man's eyes were calm his head held proudly erect. He said, "Your daughter
is right, sir. At this point we rise above our fears, and we say to this
unhappy young man: 'Have courage! You will not be forgotten. W can guarantee
not hi ng, cannot even state exactly what will happen to you. But we say, if it
lies in our power to help you, that help you shall have.' And now we nust
protect you fromthe devastating psychol ogi cal pressures that woul d otherw se
destroy you, sinply but effectively."

Too late, MAllister noticed that the others had turned their faces away from
that extraordinary wall-the wall that had al ready di spl ayed so vast a
versatility. He did not even see who pressed the activating button for what
fol | oned.

There was a flash of dazzling light. For an instant he felt as if his mnd had
been | aid bare; and agai nst that nakedness the voice of Peter Cadron pressed
i ke some engraving stanmp: "To retain your self-control and your sanity-this

is your hope; this you will do in spite of everything! And, for your own sake,
speak of your experience only to scientists or to those in authority whom you
feel will understand and hel p. Good | uck!"

So strong renmained the effect of that brief flaring light that he felt only
vaguely the touch of their hands on him propelling him

He felt himself falling.

CHAPTER |

THE VI LLAGE at night nmade a curiously tineless pictures. Fara wal ked
contentedly beside his wife along the street. The air was |ike wi ne; and he
was thinking dimy of the artist who had cone up fromlInperial Cty, and nade
what the telestats called-he remenbered the phrase vividly-"a synbolic
painting rem ni scent of a scene in the electrical age of seven thousand years
ago. "

Fara believed that utterly. The street before himwth its weedl ess,
automatically tended gardens, its shops set well back anong the flowers, its
perpetual |y hard, grassy sidewal ks, and its street |anps that glowed from
every pore of their structure-this was a restful paradi se where tine had stood
still.

And it was |ike being a part of life that the great artist's picture of this
qui et, peaceful scene before himwas now in the collection of the enpress
herself. She had praised it, and naturally the thrice-blest artist had

i medi ately and hunbly begged her to accept it. What a joy it must be to be
able to of fer personal homage to the glorious, the divine, the serenely
gracious and | ovely Innelda Isher, one hundred eightieth of her line.

As they wal ked, Fara half turned to his wife. In the dimlight of the nearest
street lanp, her kindly, still youthful face was al nost |ost in shadow. He
mur mured softly, instinctively muting his voice to harnmoni ze with the pastel
shades of night: "She said-our enpress said-that our little village of d ay
seened to her to have in it all the whol esommess, the gentl eness, that
constitutes the finest qualities of her people. Wasn't that a wonderful

t hought, Creel? She nust be a marvel ously understandi ng wonan. "

They had cone to a side street, and what he saw about a hundred and fifty feet
along it stopped his words. "Lookl" Fara said hoarsely.

He pointed with rigid armand finger at a sign that glowed in the night, a
sign that read:

FI NE WEAPONS

THE RI GHT TO BUY WEAPONS | S THE

RI GHT TO BE FREE

Fara had a strange, enpty feeling as he stared at the blazing sign. He saw

that other villagers were gathering. He said finally, huskily, "I've heard of
t hese shops. They're places of infany against which the governnent of the
enpress will act one of these days. They're built in hidden factories and then

transported whole to towns like ours and set up in gross defiance of property
rights. That one wasn't there an hour ago." His face hardened. Hi s voice had a
harsh edge in it as he said, "Creel, go hone."



He was surprised when Creel did not nmove off at once. Al their married life,
she had had a pl easi ng habit of obedience that had made |ife a wonderful
thing. He saw that she was | ooking at himw de-eyed, and that it was a timd
alarmthat held her there. She said, "Fara, what do you intend to do? You're
not thinking of-"

"Go home!" Her fear brought out all the determination in his nature. "W're
not going to let such a nonstrous thing desecrate our village. Think of it-"
hi s voi ce shivered agai nst the appalling thought-"this fine, old-fashioned
conmuni ty, which we had resol ved al ways to keep exactly as the enpress has it
in her picture gallery, debauched now, ruined by this . . . this thing-But we
won't have it; that's all thereis to it."

Creel's voice came softly out of the half-darkness of the street corner, the
timdity gone fromit. "Don't do anything rash, Fara. Remenber it is not the
first new building to come into G ay-since the picture was painted."

Fara was silent. This was a quality of his wife of which he did not approve,
this rem ndi ng hi munnecessarily of unpleasant facts. He knew exactly what she
meant. The gigantic, nultitentacled corporation, Automatic Atom c Mtor Repair
Shops, Inc., had conme in under the laws of the State with their flashy

bui | di ng, against the w shes of the village council, and had al ready taken
hal f of Fara's repair business.
"That's different!" Fara growed finally. "In the first place people wll

di scover in good tinme that these new automatic repairers do a poor job. In the
second place it's fair conpetition. But this weapon shop is a defiance of al

t he decencies that make |life under the House of |Isher such a joy. Look at the
hypocritical sign: 'The right to buy weapons-' Aaaaahh!" He broke off with,
"Go home, Creel. W'Ill see to it that they sell no weapons in this town."

He watched the sl ender woman-shape nove off into the shadows. She was hal f way
across the street when Fara called after her: "And if you see that son of ours
hangi ng around sonme street corner, take himhome. He's got to learn to stop
staying out so late at night."

The shadowed figure of his wife did not turn; and after watching her for a
nmonent novi ng agai nst the di m background of softly glowing street |lights, Fara
twi sted on his heel and wal ked swiftly toward the shop. The crowd was grow ng
| arger every minute, and the night air pulsed with excited voi ces. Beyond
doubt, here was the biggest thing that had ever happened to the village of

d ay.

The sign of the weapon shop was, he saw, a nornmal-illusion affair. No matter
what his angle of view, he was always | ooking straight at it. Wen he paused
in front of the great display wi ndow, the words had pressed back agai nst the
store front, and were staring unw nkingly down at him Fara sniffed once nore
at the neaning of the slogan, then turned to the sign in the window It read:
THE FI NEST ENERGY WEAPONS | N THE KNOAN UNI VEHSE

A spark of interest struck fire inside Fara. He gazed at the brilliant display
of guns, fascinated in spite of hinself. The weapons were of every size,
ranging fromtiny little finger pistols to express rifles. They were nade of
every one of the light, hard, ornanental substances: glittering glassein, the
colorful but opaque Ordine plastic, viridescent magnesitic berylium And
others. It was the deadly extent of the destructive display that brought a
chill to Fara. So many weapons for the little village of day, where not nore
than two people to his know edge had guns, and those only for hunting. Wy,
the thing was absurd, fantastically nischievous, and threatening.

Somewhere behind Fara a man said: "lIt's right on Lan Harris' lot. Good joke on
that old scoundrel. WIIl he raise a rom"

There was a titter fromseveral men that nade an odd patch of sound on the
warm fresh air. And Fara saw that the man had spoken the truth. The weapon
shop had a forty-foot frontage. And it occupied the center of the green
gardenlike lot of tight-fisted old Harris. Fara frowned. C ever, these weapon
shop people, selecting the property of the nost disliked man in town, giving
everybody an agreeable titillation. But the cunning of it nade it vital that
the trick should not succeed. He was still scow ing anxiously when he saw the



plump figure of Mel Dale, the mayor. Fara edged toward him hurriedly, touched
his hat respectfully, and said, "Were's Jor?"

"Here." The village constable el bowed his way through a little crowd of nen.
"Any plans?" he said.

"There's only one plan," said Fara boldly. "Go in and arrest them"

The two men | ooked at each other, then at the ground. It was the big constable
who answered shortly, "Door's |ocked. And nobody answers our pounding. | was
just going to suggest we let the matter ride untfl norning."

"Nonsense! " Astoni shnent made Fara inpatient. "Get an ax and we'll break down
the door. Delay will only encourage such riffraff to resist. W don't want
their kind in our village for a single night. Isn't that so?"

There was a hasty nod of agreenent from everybody in his imrediate vicinity.
Too hasty. Fara | ooked around puzzled at eyes that |owered before his |evel
gaze. He thought: "They are all scared. And unwilling." Before he could speak
Const abl e Jor said:

"l guess you haven't heard about those doors or these shops. Fromall accounts
you can't break into them™

It struck Fara with a sudden pang that it was he who would have to act here.
He said, "I'Il get ny atomic cutting machine frommy shop. That'll fix them
Have | your permission to do that, M. Mayor?"

In the glow of the weapon shop wi ndow, the plunp man was sweating visibly. He
pul | ed out a handkerchief, and wi ped his forehead. He said: "Maybe |'d better
call the commander of the Inperial garrison at Ferd, and ask them"

"No!" Fara recogni zed evasi on when he saw it. Suddenly, the conviction cane
that all the strength in this village was in him "W nust act oursel ves.

O her communities have | et these people get in because they took no decisive
action. We've got to resist to the limt. Beginning this mnute. Well?"

The mayor's "All right!" was scarcely nore than a sigh of sound. But it was
all Fara needed. He called out his intention to the crowmd, and then, as he
pushed his way out of the npb, he saw his son standing with some other young
men staring at the w ndow displ ay.

Fara called: "Cayle, come and help ne with the machine."

Cayl e neither stirred nor turned. Fara paused, half inclined to make an issue
of it, then hurried on, seething. That wetched boy! One of these days he'd
have to take firmaction there. O he'd have a no-good on his hands.

The energy was soundl ess and snooth. There was no sputter, no fireworks. It
glowed with a soft, pure white light, alnost caressing the nmetal panels of the
door. But after a minute it had still not affected the material. Fara refused
to believe the failure, and played the boundl essly potent energy on that
resisting wall. Wen he finally shut off his nachine, he was perspiring
freely. "l don't understand it," he gasped. "Wiy-no netal is supposed to stand
up against a steady flood of atomic force. Even the hard nmetal plates used

i nside the blast chanber of a motor take the explosions in what is called
infinite series, so that each one has unlimted rest. That's the theory, but
actually steady running crystallizes the whole plate after a few nonths."
"It's as Jor told you," said the mayor. "These weapon shops are-big. They
spread right through the empire, and they don't recognize the enpress.”

Fara shifted his feet on the hard grass, disturbed. He didn't like this kind
of talk. It sounded sacril egious. And besides it was nonsense. It nust be.

Bef ore he could speak, a man in the crowm said, "lI've heard it said that that
door will open only to those who cannot harmthe people inside."

The words shocked Fara out of his daze. His failure had had a bad
psychol ogi cal effect. He said sharply, "That's ridiculous! If there were doors
like that, we'd all have them We-"

What stopped his words was the sudden realization that he had not seen anybody
try to open the door; and with all this reluctance around himit was quite
possi bl e that no one had tried. He stepped forward, grasped at the doorknob
and pul |l ed. The door opened with an unnatural weightlessness that gave himthe
fleeting inmpression that the knob had come | oose into his hand. Wth a gasp,
Fara jerked the door w de open



"Jor," he yelled, "get in!"

The constabl e nade a distorted nmovenent-distorted by what nmust have been a
will to caution, followed by the instant realization that he could not hold
back before so many. He | eaped awkwardly toward the open door. And it cl osed
in his face.

Fara stared stupidly at his hand, which was still clenched. And then, slowy,
athrill coursed along his nerves. The knob had withdrawn. It had tw sted,
becorme vi scous, and slipped anorphously fromhis straining fingers. Even the
menory of the sensation gave hima feeling of unnormal things. He grew aware
that the crowd was watching with silent intentness. Fara reached angrily for
the knob, but this tinme the handl e neither turned nor yielded in any way. The
obstacl e brought his determ nation back in force. He notioned to the
const abl e.

"Go back, Jor, while I pull."

The man retreated, but it did no good. And tugging did not help. The door

woul d, not open. Sonewhere in the crowd, a nan said darkly, "It decided to |et
you in, then it changed its nind."
"What foolishness are you tal king!" Fara spoke violently. "It changed its

m nd. Are you crazy? A door has no sense."

Fear put a quaver into his voice. Shane at his al arm made hi m bol d beyond his
normal caution. Fara faced the shop grimy. The buil ding | oomed there under
the night sky, in itself bright as day, alien and menaci ng, and no | onger
easily conquerabl e. He wondered what the soldiers of the enpress would do if
they were invited to act. And, suddenly, he foresaw flashingly that even they
woul d be able to do nothing. Fara was consci ous of horror that such an idea
could enter his mind. He shut his brain tight.

"The door opened for nme once," he said wildly. "It will open again."

It did. Gently, without resistance, with that same sensation of

wei ghtl essness, the strange, sensitive door followed the tug of his fingers.
Beyond the threshold was di nmmess, a w de, darkened al cove. Behind him Mayor
Dal e sai d:

"Fara, don't be a fool. What will you do inside?"

Fara was amazed to realize that he had stepped across the threshold. He
turned, startled, and stared at the blur of faces. "Wy-" he began bl ankly,
then he brightened- "Wy, 1'll buy a gun, of course.”

The brilliance of his reply, the cunning inplicit in it, dazzled himfor half
a mnute |longer. The nmood yielded slowy as he found hinself in the dimy
l[ighted interior of the weapon shop

CHAPTER 11

IT WAS preternaturally quiet inside. No sound penetrated fromthe night out of
whi ch he had conme. Fara wal ked forward gingerly on a carpeted floor that
deadened his footsteps. H s eyes accustonmed thenselves to the soft |ighting,
which cane like a reflection fromthe walls and ceiling. He had expected

ul tranor mal ness. The ordinariness of the atomic lighting acted like a tonic to
his tensed nerves. He glanced around with gathering confidence. The pl ace

| ooked normal enough. It was a shop, scantily furnished. There were showcases
on the walls and on the floor, lovely things, but nothing unusual, and not
many of thema dozen. There was in addition a double door |eading to a back
room

Fara tried to keep one eye on that door as he exani ned several showcases, each
with three or four weapons either nmounted or arranged in boxes or hol sters.
Wth narrowed eyes, he estimated his chances of grabbing one of the weapons
froma case, and then, the nonent sonmeone cane, force himoutside where Jor
woul d performthe arrest. Behind him a nan said quietly, "You wish to buy a
gun?"

Fara turned with a junp. Brief rage flooded himat the way his plan had been
wrecked by the arrival of the clerk. The anger died as he saw that the clerk
was a fine |ooking, silver-haired man, older than hinsel f. That was

di sconcerting. Fara had an i mmense and al nost autonmatic respect for age. He
said at last, lanely, "Yes, yes, a gun.”



"For what purpose?" said the man in his quiet voice. Fara could only I ook at
him He wanted to get mad. He wanted to tell these people what he thought of

t hem

But the age of this representative | ocked his tongue. He managed speech with
an effort of will. "For hunting." The plausible words stiffened his m nd

"Yes, definitely for hunting. There is a lake to the north of here," he went
on nore ful sonely, "and-"

He stopped, scowing at the extent of his dishonesty. He was not prepared to
go so deeply into prevarication. He said curtly, "For hunting."

Fara was hinself again. He hated the man for having put himso conpletely at a
di sadvantage. Wth snol dering eyes he watched the old fellow click open a
showcase and take, out a green-shining rifle. As the man faced him weapon in
hand, Fara was thinking: "Pretty clever, having an old man as a front." It was
t he sane kind of cunning that had made them choose the property of M ser
Harris. He reached for the gun; but the man held it out of his reach

"Before | can even let you test this," lie said, "I am conpelled by the

by-1 aws of the weapon shops to informyou under what circunmstances you may
purchase a gun.'

So they had private regul ati ons. What a system of psychol ogical tricks to

i npress the gullible.

"W weapon mekers," the clerk was saying mldly, "have evolved guns that can
in their particular range destroy any machi ne or object nade of what is called
matter. Thus whoever possesses one of our weapons is nore than a match for any
sol dier of the enpress. | say nore because each gun is the center of a field
of force which acts as a perfect screen against i mmterial destructive forces.
That screen offers no resistance to clubs or spears or bullets, or other

mat eri al substances, but it would require a snall atom c cannon to penetrate
the superb barrier it creates around its owner

"You will readily conprehend,” the man went on, "that such a potent weapon
could not be allowed to fall, unnmodified, into irresponsible hands.
Accordingly, no gun purchased fromus may be used for aggression or nurder. In
the case of the hunting rifle, only such specified ganme birds and aninmals as
we may fromtime to time list in our display wi ndows may be shot. Finally, no
weapon can be resold without our approval. Is that clear?"

Fara nodded. For the nonment, speech was inpossible to him He wondered if he
ought to laugh out loud, or curse the man for daring to insult his
intelligence. So the gun nmustn't be used for nurder or robbery. So only
certain birds and animals could be shot. And as for reselling it,

suppose- suppose he bought this thing, took a trip of a thousand miles, and
offered it to some wealthy stranger for two credits-who woul d ever know? Or
suppose he held up a stranger. O shot him How woul d the weapon shop ever
find out? He grew aware that the gun was being held out to himstock first. He
took it, and had to fight the inpulse to turn the muzzle directly on the old
nman.

"How does it work?" he asked.

"You sinply aimit, and pull the trigger. Perhaps you would like to try it on
a target we have."

Fara swung the gun up. "Yes," he said triunphantly, "and you're it. Now, just
get over there to the front door, and then outside."” He raised his voice. "And

i f anybody's thinking of com ng through the back door, |'ve got that covered,
too." He notioned jerkily at the clerk. "Quick now, nove! 1'll shootl | swear
Iowill."

The man was cool, unflustered. "I have no doubt you would. When we decided to

attune the door so that you could enter despite your hostility, we assuned the
capacity for hom cide. However, this is our party. You had better adjust
yoursel f accordi ngly, and | ook behind you."

There was silence. Finger on trigger, Fara stood novel ess. Dimthoughts cane
of all the half-things he had heard in his days about the weapon shops; that
they had secret supporters in every district, that they had a private and
rut hl ess hi dden government, and that once you got into their clutches, the



only way out was death. But what finally came clear was a m nd picture of
hinsel f, Fara Cark, famly man, faithful subject of the enpress, standing
here in this dimMy-lighted store, deliberately fighting so vast and nenaci ng
an organi zation. He forced courage into his saggi ng muscles. He said, "You
can't fool me by pretending there's sonmeone behind nme. Now, get to that door."
The firmeyes of the old nan were | ooking past him The man said quietly,
"Well, Rad, have you all the data?"

"Enough for a primary," said a young man's voi ce behind Fara. "Type A-7
conservative. Good average intelligence, but a Mpnaric devel opment peculiar to
smal |l towns. One-sided outl ook fostered by the Inperial schools present in
exaggerated form Extrenely honest Reason woul d be usel ess. Enotional approach
woul d require extended treatment. | see no reason why we should bother. Let
himlive his life as it suits him"

"I'f you think," Fara said shakily, "that the trick voice is going to make ne

turn, you're crazy. That's the left wall of the building. I know there's no
one there.”

"I"'mall in favor, Rad," said the old man, "of letting himlive his life. But
he was the prime nover of the crowd outside. | think he should be

di scour aged. "

"We' || advertise his presence," said Rad. "He'll spend the rest of his life
denyi ng the charge."

Fara's confidence in the gun had faded so far that, as he listened in puzzled
uneasi ness to the inconprehensible conversation, he forgot it conpletely.

The old man said persistently: "I think a little enmotion m ght have a | ong-run
ef fect. Show himthe pal ace.™

Pal ace! The word tore Fara out of his paralysis. "See here," he began, "I can
see now that you lied to ne. This gun isn't |oaded at all. It's-"

Hs voice failed him H's body went rigid. There was no gun in his hand.

"Why, you-" he began wildly. And stopped again. His mnd heaved with

i mbal ance. He fought off the spinning sensation, thought finally, trenblingly:
Sonebody nmust have sneaked the gun fromhim That neant there was someone
behi nd him The voice was no nechanical thing. He started to turn. And
couldn't. He struggled, pushing with his nmuscles. And couldn't turn, couldn't
nmove, couldn't budge. The room was growi ng curiously dark. He had difficulty
seeing the old man. He woul d have shrieked then if he coul d. Because the
weapon shop was gone.

He was standing in the sky above an i mense city. Standing in the sky, and
not hi ng around himbut air, and blue sumer heaven, and the city a nmle, two
mles below H's breath seenmed solidly enbedded in his lungs. Sanity canme back
as the renote awareness inpinged on his mnd that he was actually standing on
a hard floor, and that the city must be a picture sonmehow focused directly
into his eyes.

For the first tine, with a start, Fara recognized the netropolis below It was
the city of dreanms, Inperial Cty, Capital of the glorious Enpress Isher. From
his great height he could see the grounds of the silver palace, the Inperial
residence itself. The last tendrils of his fear were fading now before a

gat hering fascinati on and wonder. The fear vani shed as he recognized with a
thrill that the pal ace was drawi ng nearer at trenmendous speed. "Show himthe
pal ace!" they had said. The glittering roof flashed straight at his face. The
solid netal of it passed through him

Hs first sense of immnent and m nd shaki ng desecration cane as the picture
paused in a huge room where a score of nen sat around a table at the head of
whi ch sat a young woman. The inexorable, sacrilegious, limtlessly powered
caneras that were doing the photographi ng swung across the table and caught
the woman full face.

It was a handsone face, but there was passion twisting it now, as she | eaned
forward and said in a voice at once familiar-how often Fara had heard its
calm nmeasured tones on the telestats-and distorted. Distorted by anger and an
i nsol ent certainty of conmand. That caricature of a bel oved voice sl ashed
across the silence as clearly as if he were there in the great room



"I want that traitor killed, do you understand? | don't care how you do it,

but I want to hear by tonorrow night that he is dead."

The picture snapped off and instantly Fara was back in the weapon shop. He
stood for a nonent, swaying, fighting to accustomhis eyes to the dimmess. His
first emotion was contenpt at the sinpleness of the trickery. A notion
picture. What kind of a fool did they think he was, to swall ow sonet hing as
transparently unreal as that? Abruptly, the appalling depravity of the scheneg,
t he i ndescri babl e wi ckedness of what was being attenpted here brought red
rage.

"Why, you scuml " he flared. "So you've got sonebody to act the part of the
enpress, trying to pretend that- Wy, you-"

"That will do," said the voice of Rad. Fara shook as a big young man wal ked
into his line of vision. The al armed thought came that people who woul d
besmirch so vilely the character of her inperial mjesty would not hesitate to
do physical damage to Fara O ark. The young nman went on in a steely tone, "W
do not pretend that what you saw was taking place this instant in the pal ace.
That woul d be too much of a coincidence. But it was taken two days ago. The
worman i s the enpress. The man whose death she ordered is a fornmer adviser whom
she considered a weakling. He was found dead in his apartnent |last night. H's
nane, if you care to look it up in the news files, was Banton Vickers.

However, let that pass. W're finished with you."

"But I'mnot finished," Fara said in a thick voice. |I've never heard or seen
so nmuch infanmy in all ny life. If you think this tow is through with you,
you're crazy. We'll have a guard on this place day and night, and nobody w ||
get in or out."

"That will do." It was the silver-haired man. "The exam nati on has been nost
i nteresting. As an honest man, you may call on us if you are ever in trouble.
That is all. Leave through the side door."

It was all. Inpal pable forces grabbed him and he was shoved at a door that
appeared mraculously in the wall, where seconds before had been the pal ace.

He found hinself standing in a flower garden, and there was a crowd to his
left. He recognized his fell ow townsnen, and that he was outside.

The nightnmare was over. As he entered his house half an hour later, Cree
sai d, "Were's the gun?"

"The gun?" Fara stared at his wfe.

"It said over the 'stat a few mnutes ago that you were the first custoner of
t he new weaponshop. "

Fara stood, renenbering what the young man had said: "W'Il advertise his
presence." He thought in agony: His reputation! Not that his was a great nane,
but he had I ong believed with a quiet pride that Fara Cark's notor repair
shop was wi dely known in the community and countryside. First, his private
hum liation inside the shop. And now this lying to people who didn't know why
he had gone into the store.

He hurried to the telestat and called Mayor Dale. Hi s hopes crashed as the

pl unp man sai d:

"I"'msorry, Fara. | don't see how you can have free tinme on the tel estat.
You' |l have to pay for it. They did."

"They didl" Fara wondered if he sounded as enpty as he felt.

"And they've paid Lan Harris for his Iot. The old nan asked top price, and got
it. He phoned ne to transfer the title."

"Ch!" Fara's world was shattering. "You mean nobody's going to do anyt hi ng?
What about the Inperial garrison at Ferd?"

Dimy, he was aware of the mayor nunbling sonethi ng about the enpress
soldiers refusing to interfere in civilian matters. "Civilian matters!" Fara
expl oded. "You nean these people are just going to be allowed to come here
whet her we want themor not, illegally forcing the sale of lots by first

t aki ng possession of thenm?" A thought struck him "Look," he said
breat hl essly, "you haven't changed your nind about having Jor keep guard in
front of the shop?"

The plunmp face in the telestat plate grew inpatient.



"Now, see here, Fara, let the constituted authorities handle this matter."
"But you're going to keep Jor there," Fara said doggedly.

The mayor | ooked annoyed. "I promised, didn't I? So he'll be there. And now,
do you want to buy time on the telestat? It's fifteen credits for one mnute.
M nd you, as a friend, | think you re wasting your noney. No one has ever

caught up with a false statenent."

Fara said grimy, "Put two on, one in the norning, one in the evening."

"All right. Well deny it conpletely. Good night."

The tel estat went bl ank; and Fara sat there. A new thought hardened his face.
"That boy of ours-there's going to be a showdown. He either works in my shop
or he gets no nore allowance."

Creel said, "You' ve handled himwong. He's twenty-three, and you treat him
like a child. Renenber, at twenty-three you were a married nman."

That was different," said Fara. "I had a sense of responsibility. Do you know
what he did tonight?"

He didn't quite catch her answer. For a nonment he thought she said: "No. In
what way did you humiliate himfirst?"

Fara felt too inpatient to verify the inprobable words. He rushed on, "He
refused in front of the whole village to give nme help. He's a bad one, al
bad. "

"Yes," said Creel in a bitter tone. "He's all bad. I'msure you don't realize
how bad. He's as cold as steel, but without steel's strength or integrity. He
took a long tine, but he hates even ne now because | stood up for you for so
| ong when | knew you were wong."

"What's that?" said Fara, startled; then gruffly: "Come cone, ny dear, we're
both upset. Let's go to bed."

He sl ept poorly.

CHAPTER 11

THERE WERE days when the conviction that this was a personal fight between

hi nsel f and the weapon shop lay heavily on Fara. Though it was out of his way,
he made a point of wal ki ng past the weapon shop on his way to and from work,
al ways pausing to speak to Constable Jor. On the fourth day, the policenman
wasn't there

Fara waited patiently at first, then angrily. He walked finally to his shop
and called Jor's house. Jor wasn't honme. He was, according to his wife,
guardi ng the weapon store. Fara hesitated. H s own shop was piled w th work,
and he had a guilty sense of having neglected his custoners for the first tine
inhislife. It would be sinple to call up the mayor and report Jor's
dereliction. And yet he didn't want to get the nman into trouble.

Qut in the street, he sawthat a large crowd was gathering in front of the
weapon shop. Fara hurried. A man he knew greeted himexcitedly: "Jor's been
nmur dered, Fara!"

"Murdered!" Fara stood very still, and at first he was not clearly conscious
of the thought that was in his mnd: Satisfaction! Now, even the soldiers
woul d have to act. He realized the ghastly tenor of his mnd. He said slowy,
"Where's the body?"

"l nside."

"You mean those . . . scum" In spite of hinself, he hesitated over the
epithet. It was difficult to think of the silver-haired weapon shop man in
such terms. His mind hardened. "You nean, those scumkilled him then pulled
hi s body i nside?"

"Nobody saw the killing," said another nman, "but he's gone and hasn't been
seen for three hours. The mayor got the weapon shop on telestat, but they
claimthey don't know anythi ng about him They've done away with him that's

what, and now they're pretendi ng i nnocence. Well, they won't get out of it as
easily as that. Mayor's gone to phone the soldiers at Ferd to bring up sone
big guns."

Sonet hi ng of the excitenent that was in the crowd surged through Fara, the
feeling that big things were brewing. It was the nost delicious sensation that
had ever tingled along his nerves, and it was all mxed with a strange pride



that he had been so right about this, that he at |east had never doubted that

here was evil. He did not recognize the enmotion as the full-flowering joy that
cones to a nmenber of a nob. But his voice shook as he said, "G@Gns? Yes, that
will be the answer, and the soldiers will have to conme, of course."”

Fara nodded to hinmself in the imensity of his certainty that the |nperial
sol di ers woul d now have no excuse for not acting. He started to say sonething
about what the enpress would do if she found out that a man had lost his life
because the sol diers had shirked their duty, but the words were drowned in a
shout :

"Here comes the mayor! Hey, M. Mayor, when are the atom c cannons due?"

There was nore of the same general neaning as the mayor's car |anded lightly.
Sonme of the questions must have reached his honor, for he stood up in the open
two-seater, and held up his hand for silence. To Fara's astonishnment, the

pl ump-faced man gazed at himw th accusi ng eyes. He | ooked around him but he
was al nost al one; everybody el se had crowded forward. Fara shook his head,
puzzled by that glare, and then flinched as Mayor Dale pointed a finger at him
and said in a voice that trenbled, "There's the man who's responsi ble for the
troubl e that has conme upon us. Stand forward, Fara O ark, and show yourself.
You' ve cost this town seven hundred credits that we could ill afford to
spend. "

Fara coul dn't have noved or spoken to save his life. The mayor went on, with
self-pity in his tone, "W've all known that it wasn't wise to interfere with
t hese weapon shops. So long as the Inperial government |eaves them al one, what
right have we to set up guards or act against then? That's what |'ve thought

fromthe beginning, but this man ... this . . . this Fara Cark kept after al
of us, forcing us to nove against our wills, and so now we've got a
seven-hundred credit bill to nmeet and-"

He broke off with, "I nmight as well make it brief. Wien | called the garrison

t he conmmander | aughed and said that Jor would turn up. And | had barely

di sconnected when there was a noney call fromJor. He's on Mars." He waited
for the shouts of amazenent to die down. "It'Il takes four weeks for himto
cone back by ship, and we've got to pay for it, and Fara Cark is

responsi ble."

The shock was over. Fara stood cold, his mnd hard. He said finally,
scathingly, "So you're giving up, and trying to blame nme all in one breath.
say you are all fools."

As he turned away, he heard Mayor Dal e saying that the situation was not
conpletely lost as he had | earned that the weapon shop had been set up in d ay
because the village was equidistant fromfour cities, and that it was the city
busi ness the shop was after. This would nean tourists, and accessory trade for
the village stores.

Fara heard no nore. Head high, he wal ked back to his shop. There were one or
two catcalls fromthe nob, but he ignored them The worst of it, as the days
passed, was the realization that the people of the weapon shop had no persona
interest in him They were renote, superior, un-defeatable. Wen he thought of
it, he felt a vague fear at the way they had transferred Jor to Mars in a
period of |less than three hours, when all the world knew that the trip by
fastest spaceship could never be nade in | ess than 24 days.

Fara did not go to the express station to see Jor arrive hone. He had heard
that the council had decided to charge Jor with half of the expense of the
trip, on the threat of losing his job if he objected. On the second ni ght
after Jor's return, Fara slipped dowmn to the constable's house, and handed the
of ficer one hundred and seventy-five credits. He returned hone with a clearer
consci ence.

It was on the third day after that the door of his shop banged open and a man
cane in. Fara frowned as he saw who it was: Castler, a village hanger-on. The
man was grinning. "Thought you m ght be interested, Fara. Sonebody cane out of
t he weapon shop today."

Fara strained deliberately at the connecting bolt of a hard plate of the
atomc notor he was fixing. He waited with a gathering annoyance that the nman



did not volunteer further information. Asking questions would be a form of
recognition of the worthless fellow. A developing curiosity made hi m say
finally, grudgingly, "I suppose the constable pronptly picked himup?"

He supposed not hing of the kind, but it was an opening.

"It wasn't a man. It was a girl."

Fara knitted his brows. He didn't like the idea of nmking trouble for wonen.
But the cunning devils! Using a girl, just as they had used an old man as a

clerk. It was a trick that deserved to fail; the girl was probably a hussy who
needed rough treatnent. Fara said harshly, "Well, what's happened?"
"She's still out, bold as you please. Pretty thing, too."

The bolt off, Fara took the hard plate over to the polisher, and began
patiently the long, careful task of snoothing away the crystals that heat had
seared on the once shining metal. The soft throb of the polisher nade the
background to his next words, "Has anything been done?"

"Nope. The constable's been told, but he says he doesn't fancy being away from
his famly for another month or so, and paying the cost into the bargain."
Fara contenplated that for a minute, as the polisher throbbed on. H s voice
shook with suppressed fury when he said finally, "So they're letting them get
away with it. It's all been as clever as hell. Can't they see that they
mustn't give an inch before these . . . these transgressors? It's |ike giving
count enance to sin."

Fromthe corner of his eye, he noticed that there was a grin on the face of
the other. It struck Fara suddenly that the nman was enjoying his anger. And
there was sonething else in that grin-a secret know edge. Fara pulled the
engine plate away fromthe polisher. He faced the ne'er-do-well. "Naturally,
that sin part wouldn't worry you nuch."

"Ch," said the man nonchal antly, "the hard knocks of |ife nmake people
tolerant. For instance, after you know the girl better, you yourself wll
probably come to realize that there's good in all of us.”

It was not so nuch the words, as the |'ve-got-secret-in-formation tone that
made Fara snap, "Wiat do you nean -after | get to know the girl better! |
won't even speak to the brazen creature."

"One can't al ways choose," the other said w th enornous casual ness. "Suppose
he brings her homre."

"Suppose who brings who hone?" Fara spoke irritably. "Castler, you-" He
stopped. A dead wei ght of dismay plunped into his stomach; his whol e being
sagged. "You mean-" he said.

"I mean," replied Castler with a triunphant |eer, "that the boys aren't
letting a beauty like her be | onesone. And, naturally, your son was the first
to speak to her." He finished: "They're wal kin' together now on Second Avenue,
comn' this way."

"Cet out of here!" Fara roared. "And stay away fromnme with your gloating. Get
out!"

The man hadn't expected such an ignom nious ending. He flushed scarlet, then
went out, slamming the door. Fara stood for a nonent, stiffly. Then, with
jerky movenents he shut off his power and went out into the street. The tine
to put a stop to that kind of thing was-now

He had no clear plan, sinply a determ nation to end an inpossible situation

It was all mixed up with his anger against Cayle. How could he have had such a
wort hl ess son, he who paid his debts and worked hard, and tried to be decent
and live up to the highest standards of the enpress?

He wondered if there mghtn't be bad blood on Creel's side, not from her

not her, of course-Fara added the qualification hastily. There was a fine,

har d- wor ki ng woman, who woul d | eave Creel a tidy sum one of these days. But
Creel's father had di sappeared when she was a child.

And now, Cayle with this weapon shop girl, who had |l et herself be picked up-he
saw them as he turned the corner onto Second Avenue. They were headi ng away
fromFara. As he came up, the girl was saying

"You have the wong idea about us. A person |like you can't get a job in our
organi zation. You belong in the Inperial service, where they can use young mnen



of good appearance and anbition."

Fara was too intent for her words to mean anything. He said harshly, "Caylel"
The couple turned, Cayle with the measured unhurried-ness of a young man who
had gone a long way on the road to acquiring steel-like nerves; the girl was
qui cker, but dignified.

Fara had a feeling that his anger was sel f-destroying, but the violence of his
enotions ended that thought even as it canme. He said thickly, "Cayle, get hone
at once."

He was aware of the girl | ooking at himcuriously from strange, gray-green
eyes. No shane, he thought, and his rage nmounted, driving away the al armthat
cane at the sight of the flush that was creeping into Cayle's cheeks.

The flush faded into a pale, tight-1lipped anger as Cayle half-turned to the
girl and said, "This is the childish old fool |I've got to contend with.
Fortunately, we sel dom see each other. W don't even eat our neals at the sane
table. What do you think of hinP"

The girl smiled inpersonally. "Oh, we know Fara Clark. He's the mainstay of
the enpress in day."

"Yes," the boy sneered. "You ought to hear him He thinks we're living in
heaven, and the enpress is the divine power. The worst part of it is that
there's no chance of his ever getting that stuffy | ook w ped off his face."
They wal ked of f; and Fara stood there. The extent of what had happened drai ned
anger fromhimas if it had never been. There was the realization that he had
made a m stake. But he couldn't quite grasp it. For long now, since Cayle had
refused to work in his shop, he had felt this building up to a climax.
Suddenly, his own uncontrollable ferocity stood revealed as a partial product
of that deeper problem Only, now that the snmash was here, he didn't want to
face it.

Al'l. through the day in his shop, he kept pushing it out of his mnd, kept

t hi nking: Wuld this go on now, as before, Cayle and he living in the sane
house, not even | ooking at each other when they net, going to bed at different
times, getting up, Fara at 6:30, Cayle at noon? Wuld that go on through al

t he days and years to cone?

Creel was waiting for himwhen he arrived hone. She said: "Fara, he wants you
to loan himfive hundred credits, so that he can go to Inperial Cty."

Fara nodded wordl essly. He brought the noney back to the house the next

nmorni ng, and gave it to Creel, who took it into Cayle's bedroom

She came out a mnute later. "He says to tell you goodbye."

When Fara cane hone that evening Cayle was gone. He wondered whet her he ought
to feel relieved. But the only sensation that finally came was a conviction of
di saster.

CHAPTER 1V

HE HAD been caught in a trap. Now he was escapi ng.

Cayle did not think of his departure fromthe village of day as the result of
a decision. He had wanted to | eave for so long that the purpose seened part of
hi s body hunger, like the need to eat or drink. But the inmpulse had grown dim
and undefined. Baffled by his father, he had turned an unfriendly eye on
everything that was of the village. And his obstinate defiance was mat ched at
every turn by the obdurate qualities of his prison-until now

Just why the cage had opened was obscure. There was the weapon shop girl, of
course. Slender, her gray-green eyes intelligent, her face well-formed and
carryi ng about her an indefinable aura of a person who had made nany
successful decisions, she had sai d-he renmenbered the words as if she were
still speaking them"Wy, yes, I'mfromlnperial Cty. |I'mgoing back there
Thur sday afternoon.™”

Thi s Thursday afternoon she was going to the great city, while he remained in
G ay. He couldn't stand it. He felt ill, savage as an animal in his desire to
go also. It was that, nmore than his quarrel with his father, which made hi m
put pressure on his nother for noney. Now, he sat on the | ocal carplane to
Ferd, dismayed to find that the girl was not aboard.

At the Ferd Air Center, waiting for the Inperial Cty plane, he stood at



various vantage points and | ooked for Lucy Rail. But the crowds janmm ng toward
the constant stream of interstate planes defeated even his alert eyes. Al too
soon his own vast machine glided in for a landing. That is, it seemed too soon
until he saw the plane conming toward him A hundred feet high at the nose,
absolutely transparent, it shimered like a jewel as it drew up in the

r oadst ead.

To Cayle there cane a trenendous excitenment. Thought of the girl faded. He

cl anbered aboard feverishly. He did not think of Lucy again until the plane
was hurtling along over the evergreen |and far below He | eaned back in his
confortabl e chair then, and wondered; What kind of a person was she, this girl
of the weapon shop? Wiere did she live? Wiat was her |ife as a nenber of an

al nost rebel organization? . . . There was a man in a chair about ten feet

al ong the aisle. Cayle suppressed an inmpulse to ask himall the questions that
bubbl ed i nside him her people mght not realize as clearly as he hinself
did that, though he had lived all his life in day, he wasn't really village
He' d better not risk a rebuff.

A man | aughed. A wonan said, "But, darling, are you sure we can afford a tour
of the planets?" They passed along the aisle, Cayle assessing the casual ness
with which they were taking the trip.

He felt enormously self-conscious at first, but he also gradually grew casual
He read the news on his chair 'stat. Wth idle glances he watched the scenerv
speedi ng by bel ow, adjusting his chair scope for enlarged vision. He felt
quite at home by the tine the three nen seated thensel ves opposite himand
began to play cards.

It was a small game for tiny stakes. And, throughout two of the men were never
addressed by nane. The third one was called "Seal." Unusual nane, it seenmed to
Cayle. And the nman was as special as his nanme. He | ooked about thirfy. He had
eyes as yellow as a cat's. H s hair was wavy, bovish in its unruliness. H's
face was sall ow, though. not unheal t hy-Iooking. Jewel ed ornanents glittered
fromeach | apel of his coat. Miultiple rings flashed colored fire fromhis
fingers. When he spoke it was with sl ow assurance. And it was he who finally
turned to Cayl e and said:

"Noticed you watching us. Care to join us?"

Cayl e had been intent, automatically accepting Seal as a professional ganbler
but not quite deci ded about the others. The question was, which one was the
sucker?

"Make the gane nore interesting," Seal suggested.

Cayl e was suddenly pale. He realized now that these three were a team And he
was their selected victim Instinctively, he glanced around to see how many
peopl e were observing his shane. To his relief, nobody at all was |ooking. The
man who had been sitting ten feet away was not in sight. A stout, well-dressed
worman paused at the entrance of the section but turned away. Slowy the color
trickled back into his face. So they thought they had found someone who woul d
be an easy mark, did they. He stood up, smling.

"Don't mind if | do," he said.

He sat down in the vacant chair across fromthe yell oweyed man. The deal fel
to Cayle. In quick succession and honestly, he dealt hinself a king down and
two kings up. He played the hand to the limt and, even with the | ow stakes,
eventual ly raked in about four credits in coins.

He won three out of the next eight games, which was bel ow average for him He
was a callidetic, with tenporary enphasis on automatic skill at cards, though
he had never heard the word. Once, five years before when he was seventeen
while playing with four other boys for credit twentieths, he won ni neteen out
of twenty ganes of showdown. Thereafter, his ganbling luck, which night have
rescued himfromthe village, was so great that no one in Aay would play with
hi m

In spite of his winning streak now, he felt no sense of superiority. Sea

dom nated the game. There was a conmandi ng air about him an inpression of
abnormal strength, not physical. Cayle began to be fascinated.

"I hope you won't be offended," he said finally, "but you' re a type of person



who interests ne."

The yel | ow eyes studied himthoughtfully, but Seal said nothing.

"Been around a lot, | suppose?" said Cayle.

He was dissatisfied with the question. It was not what he wanted. It sounded

| ess than mature. Seal, nere ganbi er though he was, towered above such a naive
approach. But he replied this time. "A bit," he said non-committally.

H s conpani on seenmed to find that anusing. They both guffawed. Cayle flushed,
but there was a will in himto know things. "To the planets?" he asked.

No answer. Seal carefully studied the cards that were down, then raised a
credit-fortieth. Cayle struggled against the feeling that he was making a foo
of himself. Then, "We all hear things," he said apologetically, "and it's
sometines hard to know what's true and what isn't. Are any of the planets
worth going to?"

The yel |l ow eyes studied himnow with amusenent. "Listen, fella," said Sea

i npressively, "don't go near them Earth is the heaven of this systemand if
anybody tells you that wonderful Venus is beckoning, tell "emto go to hell-
that's Venus. Hell, | nean. Endl ess sandstorns. And one day, when | was in
Venusburg, the tenperature rose to eight-four Centigrade." He finished. "They
don't tell you things like that in the ads, do they?"

Cayl e agreed hastily that they didn't. He was taken aback by the volubility of
the reply. It sounded boastful |ike-he couldn't decide. But the man was
abruptly less interesting. He had one nore question

"Are you married?" he asked.

Seal |aughed. "Married! Listen, my friend, | get married every place | go. Not
legally, mnd you." He | aughed again, significantly. "I see |I'mgiving you

i deas. "

Cayl e said, "You don't have to get ideas |like that from other people."

He spoke automatically. He hadn't expected such a revelation of character. No
doubt Seal was a man of courage. But the glanour was gone fromhim Cayle
recogni zed that it was his village norality, his nother's ethics, that were
assessing the other. But he couldn't help it. For years he had had this
conflict between his nother's credos and his instinctive awareness that the
wor |l d outside could not be conpressed into the nores that enconpassed vill age
life.

Seal was speaking again, heartily. "This boy is really going to be sonebody in
ever-glorious |Isher, eh, boys? And |I'm not over-stating either." He broke off.
"Where do you get all those good cards?"

Cayl e had won again. He raked in the pot, and hesitated. He had won forty-five
credits, and knew he had better quit before he caused irritation. "lI'mafraid
"Il have to stop," he said. "lI've sonme things to do. It's been a pleas-"

He faltered, breathless. Atiny, glittering gun peered at himover the edge of
the table. The yell oweyed man said in a nonotone, "So you think it's tinme to
quit, eh?" H's head did not turn, but his voice reached out directly at his
conpanions. "He thinks it's time to quit, boys. Shall we let hinP" It nust
have been a rhetorical question, for the henchnen nmerely grimaced.
"Personally," the | eader went on, "lI'mall in favor of quitting. Now, let ne
see," he purred. "According to the transparency his wallet is in his upper

ri ght hand breast pocket and there are sone fifty-credit notes in an envel ope
pinned into his shirt pocket. And then, of course, there's the noney he won
fromus in his trouser pocket."

He | eaned forward and his strange eyes were w de open and ironic. "So you

t hought we were ganbl ers who were going to take you, sonehow. No, ny friend
we don't work that way. Qur systemis nuch sinpler. If you refused to hand
over, or tried to attract sonebody's attention, 1'd fire this energy gun
straight into your heart. It works on such a narrow beamthat no one woul d
even notice the tiny hole in your clothing. You' d continue to sit right there,
looking a little sleepy perhaps, but who woul d wonder about that on this big
ship, with all its busy, self-centered people?" H s voice hardened. "Hand it
over! Quick! I'"'mnot fooling. I'll give you ten seconds."

It took longer than that to turn over the noney but apparently the continuity



of acqui escence was all that was required. He was allowed to put his enpty
pocket book back into his pocket and several coins were ignored. "You'll need a
bite before we land," Seal said generously.

The gun di sappeared under the table and Seal |eaned back in his chair with an
easy relaxation. "Just in case," he said, "you decide to conplain to the
captain, let me tell you that we would kill you instantly w thout worrying
about the consequences. Qur story is sinple. You' ve been foolish and | ost al
your noney at cards." He | aughed and clinbed to his feet, once nore

i nperturbabl e and nysterious. "Be seeing ya, fellow Better |luck next tine."
The other men were clinbing to their feet. The three sauntered off and, as
Cayl e wat ched, they disappeared into the forward cocktail bar. Cayle renai ned
in his chair, hunched and devast at ed.

H s gaze sought the distant clock-July 15, 4784 Isher- two hours and fifteen

m nutes out of Ferd and an hour still to Inperial Gity.

Wth closed eyes Cayle pictured hinmself arriving in the old city as darkness
fell. Hs first night there that was to have been so thrilling, would now be
spent on the streets.

CHAPTER V

HE COULDN T sit still. And three tines, as he paced through the ship, he
paused before full length energy mrrors. H s bl oodshot eyes gl ared back at

himfromthe lifelike imge of hinmself. And over and above the desperate
wonder of what to do now, he thought: How had they picked himfor victin? What
was there about himthat had made the gang of three head unerringly toward

hi n?

As he turned fromthe third mrror he saw the weapon shop girl. Her gaze
flicked over himw thout recognition. She wore a soft blue tailored dress, and
a strand of creany pearls around her tanned neck. She |ooked so smart and at
ease that he didn't have the heart to follow her. Hopel essly, Cayle noved out
of her line of vision and sank into a seat.

A movenent caught his distracted gaze. A man was slunping into a chair at the
tabl e across the aisle. He wore the uniformof a colonel in Her I|nperial

Maj esty's Army. He was so drunk he could hardly sit, and how he had wal ked to
the seat was a mystery rooted deep in the |aws of bal ance. Hi s head cane
around, and his eyes peered Wearily at Cayle.

"Spying on me, eh?" H's voice went down in pitch, and up in volume. "Witer!"
A steward hurried forward. "Yes, sir?"

"The finest wine for my shadow n'me." As the waiter rushed off, the officer
beckoned Cayle. "M ght as well sit over here. Mght as well travel together
eh?" H's tone grew confidential. "I'"'ma wi no, y' know. Been trying to keep it
fromthe enpress for a long tine. She doesn't like it." He shook his head
sadly. "Doesn't like it at all. Wll, what're you waiting for? C non over
here.”

Cayl e came hastily, cursing the drunken fool. But hope came too. He had al npst
forgotten, but the weapon shop girl had suggested he join the Inperial forces.
If he could obtain information fromthis alcoholic and join up fast, then the
| oss of the nmoney wouldn't matter. "l've got to decide,” he told hinmself. He
di stinctly thought of hinself as making a deci sion.

He sipped his wine presently, nore tense than he cared to be, eyeing the ol der
man with quick, surreptitious glances. The man's background energed sl owy out
of a nultitude of incoherent confidences. H's nane was Laurel Medlon. Col one
Laurel Medl on, he woul d have Cayl e understand, confidant of the enpress,
intimate of the palace, head of a tax collecting district.

"Damed, hic, good one, too," he said with a satisfaction that gave nore

wei ght to his words than the words thensel ves.

He | ooked sardonically at Cayle. "Like to get in on it, eh?" He hiccoughed.
"Ckay, come to ny office-tonorrow "

H's voice trailed. He sat munbling to hinself. And, when Cayl e asked a
qguestion, he muttered that he had cone to Inperial Cty ". . . when | was your
age. Boy, was | green!" He quivered in a spasm of vinous indignation. "Y' know,
t hose damed cl ot hes nonopol i es have different kinds of cloth they send out to



the country. You can spot anybody froma village. | was sure spotted fast

H s voice trailed off into a series of curses. H s rem niscent rage

conmuni cated itself to Cayle.

So that was it-his clothes!

The unfairness of it wacked his body. His father had consistently refused to
I et himbuy his suits even in nearby Ferd. Always Fara had protested, "How can
| expect the local nerchants to bring their repair work to ne if ny fanmly
doesn't deal with then?" And havi ng asked t he unanswerabl e question, the ol der
man woul d not listen to further appeals.

"And here | am" Cayle thought, "stripped because that old fool-" The futile
anger faded. Because large towns |like Ferd probably had their own speci al
brand of cloth, as easily identifiable as anything in G ay. The unfairness of
it, he sawwith reaching clarity, went far beyond the stubborn stupidity of
one man.

But it was good to know, even at this el eventh hour.

The col onel was stirring. And, once nore, Cayle pressed his question. "But how
did you get into the Arny? How did you becone an officer in the first place?"
The drunken man sai d sonethi ng about the enpress having a dammed nerve
conpl ai ni ng about tax nmoney. And then there was sonething about the attack on
t he weapon shops bei ng a damed nui sance, but that wasn't clear. Another
remark about sone two-tining dames who had better watch out nmade Cayl e
visual i ze an officer who maintai ned several mstresses. And then, finally cane
t he answer to his question.

"I paid five thousand credits for ny conm ssion-damm crime . . ." He gabbl ed
again for a mnute, then, "Enpress insists on giving themout for nothing
right now Wn't doit. A nman's got to have his graft."” Indignantly, "I sure
paid plenty."

"You mean," Cayle urged, "comm ssions are avail able now w t hout noney? Is that
what you mean?" In his anxiety, he grabbed the man's sl eeve.

The officer's eyes, which had been half closed, jerked open. They glared at
Cayl e suspiciously. "Who are you?" he snapped. "Get away fromnme." H s voice
was harsh, briefly al nost sober. "By God," he said, "you can't travel these
days wi t hout picking up sone leech. |'ve a good mnd to have you arrested.”
Cayl e stood up, flushing. He staggered as he wal ked away. He felt shaken and
on the verge of panic. He was being hit too hard and too often

The blur faded slowmy fromhis mnd. He saw that he had paused to peer into

the forward cocktail bar. Seal and his conpanions were still there. The sight
of them stiffened himand he knew why he had cone back to | ook at them There
was a will to action growing in him a determ nation not to | et them get away

wi th what they had done. But first he'd need some information

He spun on his heel and headed straight for the weapon shop girl, who sat in
one corner reading a book, a slim handsonme young wonman of twenty years or so.
Her eyes studied his face as he descri bed how his noney had been stolen. Cayle
finished. "Here's what | want to know. Wuld you advise me to go to the
capt ai n?"

She shook her head. "No," she said, "I wouldn't do that. The captain and the
crew receive a forty percent cut on nost of these ships. They'd hel p di spose
of your body."

Cayl e |l eaned back in his seat. He felt drained of vitality.

The trip, his first beyond Ferd, was taking toll of his strength. "Howis it?"
he asked finally, straightening, "that they didn't pick you? Ch, | know you
probably aren't wearing village type clothes, but how do they sel ect?"

The girl shook her head. "These nmen," she said, "go around surreptitiously
using transparencies. The first thing they discover is, if you' re wearing a
weapon shop gun. Then they | eave you strictly al one.™

Cayle's face hardened. "Could | borrow yours?" he asked tautly. "I'Il show

t hose skunks."

The girl shrugged. "Wapon shop guns are tuned to individuals," she said.

"M ne wouldn't work for you. And, besides, you can use it only for defense.



It's too late for you to defend yoursel f."

Cayl e stared gloonmly down through the nyradel floor. The beauty bel ow nocked
him The spl endor of the towns that appeared every few mnutes merelv deepened
his depression. Slowy the desperation cane back. It seened to hi msuddenly
that Lucy Rail was his |last hope and that he had to persuade her to help him
He said, "lIsn't there anything that the weapon shops do besides sell guns?"
The girl hesitated. "W have an information center," she said finally.

"What do you nean-information? Wat kind of information?"

"Ch, everything. \Where people were born. How nuch noney they have. What crines
thev've committed or are committing. O course, we don't interfere."

Cayl e frowned at her, simultanenuslv dissatisfied and fascinated. He had not

i ntended to be distracted but for years there had been questions in his nind
about the weapon shops.

And here was somebody who knew.

"But what do they do?" He said insistently. "If they've got such wonderful
guns why don't they just take over the governnent ?"

Lucy Rail snmiled and shook her head. "You don't understand," she said. "The
weapon shops were founded nore than two thousand years ago by a man who

deci ded that the incessant struggle for power of different groups was insane
and the civil and other wars must stop forever. It was a time when the world
had just energed froma war in which nore than a billion people had died and
he found thousands of people who agreed to follow him Hi s idea was nothing

| ess than that whatever government was in power should not be overthrown. But
that an organi zation shoul d be set up which woul d have one principa
purpose-to ensure that no governnent ever again obtained conpl ete power over
its people. A man who felt hinself wonged should be able to go sonewhere to
buy a defensive gun. You cannot imagine what a great forward step that was.
Under the old tyrannical governments it was frequently a capital offense to be
found in possession of a blaster or a gun.”

Her voice was taking on enptional intensity now It was clear that she
bel i eved what she was saying. She went on earnestly. "Wat gave the founder
the idea was the invention of an el ectronic and atom ¢ system of control which
made it possible to build indestructible weapon shops and to manufacture
weapons that could only be used for defense. That |ast ended all possibility
of weapon shop guns being used by gangsters and other crimnals and norally
justified the entire enterprise. For defensive purposes a weapon shop gun is
superior to an ordinary or governnent weapon. It works on mnd control and

| eaps to the hand when wanted. It provides a defensive screen agai nst other

bl asters, though not against bullets but since it is so nuch faster, that
isn't inmportant.”

She | ooked at Cayle and the intentness faded from her face. "lIs that what you
wanted to know?" she asked.

"Suppose you're shot from anmbush?" Cayl e asked.

She shrugged. "No defense." She shook her head, smiling faintly. "You really
don't understand. We don't worry about individuals. Wat counts is that many
mllions of people have the know edge that they can go to a weapon shop if
they want to protect thenselves and their fanmlies. And, even nore inportant,
the forces that would normally try to enslave them are restrained by the
conviction that it is dangerous to press people too far. And so a great

bal ance has been struck between those who govern and those who are governed."
Cayle stared at her in bitter disappointnment. "You nean that a person has to
save hinsel f? Even when you get a gun you have to nerve yourself to resist?
Nobody is there to help you?"

It struck himwith a pang that she nust have told himthis in order to show
hi m why she couldn't help him

Lucy spoke again. "I can see that what |1've told you is a great disappointment
to you. But that's the way it is. And I think you'll realize that's the way it
has to be. Wen a people |ose the courage to resist encroachnment on their
rights, then they can't be saved by an outside force. Qur belief is that
peopl e al ways have the kind of governnent they want and that individuals mnust



bear the risks of freedom even to the extent of giving their lives."

There nust have been an expression on his face, a reflection of the strain
that was in him For she broke off. "Look," she urged, "let ne alone for a
while to think over what you've told me. | won't prom se anything. But 1'I]l
gi ve you ny decision before we reach our destination. Al right?"

He thought it was a nice way of getting rid of him He stood up, smling
wyly, and took an enpty seat in an adjoining salon. Later, when he glanced in
t he doorway, the corner where she had been sitting was unoccupi ed.

It was that that decided him She was evading the problem He had been tensing
again and now he clinbed to his feet and headed for the forward bar

He cane upon Seal from behind and struck hima cruel blow on the side of the
face. The smaller man was plumeted out of his stool and knocked to the fl oor
H s two conmpanions junped to their feet. Cayle kicked the nearer man in the
groin, nercilessly. The fell ow nbpaned, and staggered, clutching his stonach.

I gnoring him Cayle dived at the third man, who was trying to get his gun from
a shoul der holster. He struck the ganbler with the full weight of his body,
and fromthat noment the advantage was his. It was he who secured the gun,
struck savagely with it at the man's groping hand and drew bl ood and a cry of
pain, followed by a mad scranble to break free.

Cayle whirled, intine to see Seal clinb to his feet. The nman rubbed his jaw

and they stood staring at each other. . "G ve me back nmy noney," said Cayle.
"You picked the wong man."
Seal raised his voice. "Folks, |I'mbeing robbed. This is the nost barefaced-"

He stopped. He nust have realized that this was not a matter of being clever
or reasonable. He nmust have realized it for he suddenly held up his hands and
said quickly, "Don't shoot, you fool! After all, we didn't shoot you."

Cayle, finger on trigger, restrained hinself. "My noney?" he snapped.

There was an interruption. A loud voice said, "Wat's going on here? Put up
your hands, you with the gun."

Cayl e turned and backed toward the near wall. Three ship's officers with
portabl e bl asters stood just inside the door, covering him Not once during
the argurment that followed did Cayle | ower his own gun.

He told his story succinctly and refused to surrender. "I have reason to
believe," he said, "that the officers of a ship on which such incidents can
occur are not above suspicion. Now, quick, Seal, ny noney."

There was no answer. He sent a swift | ook to where Seal had been-and felt a
sense of enptiness.

The ganbl er was gone. There was no sign of the two henchmnen.

"Look," said the officer who seemed to be in command, "put up your gun and
we'll forget the whole matter."

Cayle said, "I'll go out of that door.'
t hrough there I'Il put up ny gun."

That was agreeable and Cayle wasted no tine. He searched the ship, then, from
stemto stern, but found no sign of Seal or his companions. In a fury, he
sought out the captain. "You scum you," he said coldly, "you let them get
away in an airboat."

The officer stared at himcoolly. "Young man," he said finally, satirically,
"you are discovering that the ads are right. Travel is very educational. As a
result of being aboard our ship, you have become nore alert. You have

di scovered within yourself qualities of courage hitherto unsuspected. Wthin
the space of a few hours, in short, you' ve grown up a little. The val ue of
that in terms of survival cannot be estimated. In terms of noney, you've paid
a small amount. If you should desire, at some future date to pay an additiona
gratuity, | shall be happy to give you ny address.

Cayle said, "I'll report you to your firm"

The officer shrugged. "Conplaint forns are available in the | ounge. You'l
have to attend a hearing at our Ferd office at your own expense."

"I see," said Cayle grimy. "It works out very nicely for you, doesn't it?"

"I didn't make the rules,” was the reply. "I just live under them"

Qui vering, Cayle wal ked back to the sal on where he had | ast seen the weapon

He notioned to his right. "Wen |I'm



shop girl. But she was still not in sight. He began to tense hinself for the
| andi ng, now | ess than half an hour away. Bel ow he could see that the shadows
of approachi ng darkness were | engthening over the world of Isher. The whole
eastern sky | ooked dark and m sty as if out there, beyond the far horizon

ni ght had al ready cone.

A few mnutes after Cayle had wal ked away from her, the girl closed her book
and strolled in a leisurely fashion into a private tel estat booth. She | ocked
the door, then pulled the switch that disconnected the instrument fromthe
mai n board in the captain's cabin.

She took one of the rings fromher fingers, manipulated it into a careful
integration with the governnent 'stat. A woman's face took shape on the
screen, said matter-of-factly, "Information Center."

"Connect me with Robert Hedrock."

"One nonent, please.”

The man's face that cane al nmost inmediately onto the screen was rugged rat her
t han handsonme but it |ooked sensitive as well as strong and there was a pride
and vitality in every muscular quirk, in every novenent, that ewas startling
to see. The personality of the man poured forth fromthe image of himin a
ceasel ess, magnetic stream H s voice, when he spoke, was qui et though
resonant:

"Coordi nati on departnent."

"This is Lucy Rail, guardian of Inperial Potential, Cayle Cark." She went on
to describe briefly what had happened to Cayle. "W neasured himas a
callidetic giant and are watching himin the hope that his rise will be so
rapid that we can use himin our fight to prevent the enpress from destroying
t he weapon shops with her new time weapon. This is in accord with the
directive that no possibility be neglected provided there is soneone avail abl e
to do something about it. | think he should be given sonme noney."

"I see." The virile face was thoughtful. "Wat is his village index?"
"Mddling. He may have a hard time in the city for a while. But he'll get over
his small town attitudes quickly. The trouble he is involved in now w ||l
toughen him But he needs help."

There was decision on Bedrock's face. "In such cases as this the smaller the
amount of noney the greater the subsequent gratitude-" he smled-"we hope.
Gve himfifteen credits and let himregard it as a personal |oan fromyou.
Provi de no other protection of any kind. He's on his own conpletely. Anything
el se?"

" Not hi ng. "

"Goodbye then."

It required less than a mnute for Lucy Hall to restore the "stat to its ful
gover nment st at us.

CHAPTER VI

CAYLE WATCHED t he face of the |landlady as she | ooked hi mover. This decision
was out of his hands.

He actually thought of it as that-a decision. The question was, would she spot
himas village? He couldn't be sure. Her expression, when she nodded, was
enigmatic. The room she rented himwas small but it cost only a credit-fourth

a day.
Cayl e lay down on the bed and rel axed by the rhythm system He felt amazingly
well. The theft of his noney still stung but it was no | onger a disaster. The

fifteen credits the weapon shop girl had given himwould tide himover for a
few weeks. He was safe. He was in Inperial City. And the very fact that the
girl had | oaned hi m noney and gi ven hi m her name and address nust prove

somet hing. Cayle sighed with pleasure, finally, and went out to get sone
supper.

He had noticed an autonat at the coner. It was deserted except for a

m ddl e-aged man. Cayl e bought a steak fromthe instantaneous cooki ng nmachi ne,
and then deliberately sat down near the other diner

"I"'mnew here," he said conversationally. "Can you give ne a picture of the
city? 1'd appreciate it."



It was a new tack, for him admtting naivete. But he felt very sure of

hi nsel f, and very convinced that he needed data nore than he needed to protect
his own sel f-conscious pride. He was not too surprised when the stranger
cleared his throat inportantly and then said:

"New to the big city, eh? Been anywhere yet?"

"No. Just arrived."

The man nodded, half to hinmself, a faint gleamof interest in his gray eyes.
Cayl e thought cynically: "He's wondering how he can take advantage of ne."

The ot her spoke again, his tone half-ingratiating now "M/ name is Gegor. |
live just around the corner in a skytel. Wat do you want to know?"

"Ch," Cayle spoke quickly, "where's the best residential district? Wiere's the
busi ness section? Wo's being tal ked about ?"

Gregor |aughed. "That |ast-the enmpress, of course. Have you ever seen her?"
"Only on the 'stats.™

"Well, you know then that she's just a kid trying hard to be tough."

Cayl e knew nothing of the kind. Despite his cynicism he had never thought of
any nenber of the ruling famly of |Isher except in ternms of their titles.
Automatically, he rejected this nman's attenpt to make a human bei ng out of

| mperial I nnel da.

He said, "What about the enpress?”

"They' ve got her trapped in the pal ace-a bunch of old men who don't want to

gi ve up power."

Cayl e frowned, dissatisfied with the picture. He recalled the last tinme he had
seen the enpress on the 'stats. It was a willful face as he renenbered it; and
her voice had had in it great pride as well as determnation. |If any group was
trying to use her as a tool, then they had better watch out. The young enpress
had a m nd of her own.

Gregor said, "You'll want to try the ganes. That's on the Avenue of Luck. And
then there's the theaters, and the restaurants, and-"

Cayle was losing interest. He should have known better than to expect that a
casual acquaintance in a cheap residential district would be able to tell him
what he wanted to know. This man had a small mnd. Wat he had to say would
not be inportant.

The man was continuing: "I'lIl be very happy to take you around. I'ma little
short nyself right now but-"

Cayle smled wyly. So that was the extent of this man's machinations. It was
part of the corrupt pattern of Isher life, but in this case such a nean and

m serable part that it didn't matter. He shook his head and said gently:

"I'"ll be happy to go out sonme other time. Tonight, I'mkind of tired-you know,
long trip-just got in."

He applied hinself to his food, not at all unhappy. The conversation had done
himno harm in fact, he felt slightly better. Wthout ever having been in
Imperial City, he had a better idea than Gregor as to what was, and what was
not, sensible.

The neal cost nore than he had expected. But even that he decided not to
regret. After his experiences on the plane he needed sustenance. He went out
onto the street contentedly. The nei ghborhood swarned with children, and
though it was already dark the play went on relentlessly.

Cayl e paused for a nonment to watch them Their ages seened to vary from about
six to twelve years. Their play was of the group-rhythmtype taught in all the
schools, only this was heavily overlaid with a sex-nmotif that he had never
seen before. He was startled, then rueful

"Good heavens!" he thought. "I had the reputation for being a devil of a
fellow. To these kids I'd be just plain naive."

He went up to his room conscious that the young man over whomthe el ders of

@ ay had many times shaken their heads was really a sinple, honest souL He

m ght cone to a bad end but it would be because he was too innocent, not the
ot her way around.

It disturbed him In day there had been a certain pleasure in defying the
conventions. In @ ay he had thought of hinself as being "city." Lying on the



bed he knew that was true up to a point only. He | acked experience and

know edge, automatic response and awareness of dangers. H s inmredi ate plans
must include renedies for these weaknesses. The vagueness of the purpose

di sturbed him He had an uneasy feeling that he was naking stop-gap deci sions,
t hat somehow he was not conprehendi ng the main decision he nmust make one of

t hese days.

He drifted into sleep, worrying about it. Twice, when he stirred on the edge
of wakeni ng, the thought was still there, unpleasant, urgent, a jarring
background to his first night in the city of dreams. He awoke tired and
unhappy. Only gradually did the uneasi ness wear off.

He avoi ded the expensive automat, eating breakfast for a credit-eighth in a
restaurant that offered personal service and featured "home" cooking. He
regretted his miserliness. The weight of the indigestible neal on his stomach
did not lighten until he was in the Penny Pal ace, an ornate ganbling
establishment on the world fanous Avenue of Luck

According to a gui debook which dealt exclusively with the avenue and its
ganes, the Penny Pal ace owners "have put up glitter signs which nodestly claim
that it is possible for anyone to cone in with a penny and walk out with a
mllion, meaning, of course, a mllion credits." Wether or not this good
fortune has ever been achi eved the signs do not indicate.

The write-up concluded generously, "The Penny Pal ace has the distinction of
having nore fifty-fifty ganes for the nunber of nmachines it has in operation
than any other establishment on the Avenue of Luck."

It was that plus the | ow stakes that interested Cayle. H s i mredi ate plans did
not include wal king out "with a mllion." He wanted five hundred credits to
begin with. After that-well, then he could afford to enlarge his horizon

He laid bis first bet on a nachine that punped the words odd and even into a
swirling pool of light. When ten of each had been punped into the pool the
[iquid-looking stuff suffered a chenical change, after which it would support
only one of the words on its surface. Al the others sank through a screen and
vani shed.

The wi nning words floated easily face up and sonehow set in notion the paying
nmechani sm or the collecting mechanism The bettors either saw their bets
vanish with a click or else their w nnings would slide automatically to the
square before which they stood. Cayle heard the click of defeat.

He doubled his bet and this tinme won. He withdrew his original stake, and

pl ayed with the coin he had won. The intricate lights fused, the punp

squi shed, then up floated the word even. The pl easant sound of nobney sliding
softly toward him assailed Cayle's ears. It was a sound that he was to hear
often during the next hour and a half for, despite the fact that he played
cautiously and only with pennies, he won just over five credits.

Tired at last he retreated to a connecting restaurant. \Wen he cane back into
the "treasure room" as it was called, he noticed a gane that was played in an
even nore intimate fashion by the player hinself.

The nobney went into a slot, releasing a |lever, and when this was pulled a
light sequence was set up. The nmovenent was very rapid but it resolved swiftly
into red or bl ack.

- The game was thus but another variation of the odd and even sequence, since
the player had the same fifty-fifty chance of w nning.

Cayle slipped a half-credit coin into the proper slot, pulled the activating

| ever-and lost. His second guess was equally wong, and his third, also. The
fourth tine his color shinrered into place and he had his first win. He won
the next ten straight, lost four, then won seven out of another ten series. In
two hours, by playing carefully, limting his luck rather than forcing it, he
won seventy-eight credits.

He withdrew to one of the bars for a drink, and pondered his next nove. So
many things to do-buy a new suit, protect his w nnings, prepare for another

ni ght and pay back the nmoney Lucy Rail had | oaned him

H's mind poised, titillated. He felt confortable and very sure of hinself. A
nmonent |ater he was putting through a 'stat call to the weapon shop girl.



Maki ng nore noney coul d wait.

She came in alnost immediately. "I'mout on the street now," she answered his
request.

Cayl e could see what she nmeant. Her face alnost filled the screen
Extens-stats magnified froma tiny image. People used themon the street,
keepi ng them connected with their home 'stats. One of the fellows in day had
one.

Before Cayle could speak, the girl said: "I'mon ny way to ny apartnment.
Wuldn't you like to neet ne there?"
Wul d hel

Her apartment turned out to be a four roomaffair, unique only in the
abundance of automatic devices. After a quick look around, it was clear to
Cayle that Lucy Rail never did a stroke of housework. What puzzled him
however, was that the place seemed unprotected. The girl cane out of her
bedroom dressed for the street and shrugged at his coment.

"W weapon shop people," she said, 'live just like anyone else, usually in the
nicer residential districts. Only our shops and-" she hesitated-"a few
factories and, of course, the Information Center are protected from
interference."

She broke off. "You said something about buying a suit. If you wish I'Il help
you select it. 1've only two hours, though."

Cayl e held the door open for her, exhilarated. The invitation to her apartnent
must have a personal neani ng. Whatever her duties for the weapon shops, they
couldn't possibly include inviting obscure Cayle Cark to her apartnent, even
if only for a few nonments. He decided to assune that she was interested in him
as an indi vi dual

They took a carpl ane, Lucy pushing the button that brought the machi ne down to

pi ck them up.

"Where are we goi ng?" Cayl e asked.

The girl smled, and shook her head. "You'll see," she said. Wen they were in
the plane, she pointed up. , "Look," she said.

An artificial cloud was breaking out in the sky above. It changed col ors
several times, then vividly through it shone the |letters: HABERDASHERY
PARADI SE

Cayle said, "Wy | saw their ad last night."

He had forgotten but now he renenbered. The streamers of |ights had soared

al oft the night before as he wal ked fromthe automat to his room ng house.
Advertising Paradise. Informing nales of every age that here was the place to
buy, here the retail establishment that could furnish anything in nen's

cl ot hi ng any hour of the day or night, anywhere on earth, Mars or Venus and,
for atrifling extra cost, anywhere in the inhabited Solar System

The ad had been one of hundreds-and so, in spite of his need for clothes, the
nane didn't remain in his menory.

"It's a store worth seeing," Lucy said.

It seened to Cayle that she was enjoying his enjoynment. It made himfeel a
little naive-but not too rmuch. What was inportant was that she was going wth
him He ventured, "It's so kind of you to help ne."

Haber dashery Paradi se turned out to be nore inpressive than its ads. The
buil di ng was three bl ocks long and eighty stories high. So Lucy told him and
added, "We'll go to the mmin sections quickly, then buy your suit."

The entrance to Paradi se was a hundred yards wide, and thirty stories high. An
energy screen kept the weather out but its doorl ess vastness was otherw se

wi t hout barriers. It was easy to press through the harnl ess screen into the
donmed anteroom The Paradi se not only supplied beach clothing-it supplied a
beach with a quarter of a mle of surging water tunbling froma nisty horizon
onto rich, tangy snell of the sea itself. Paradise not only supplied sk
outfits, it supplied startlingly lifelike muntains with a twisting half-mle
of snow covered sl ope.

"Paradi se is a COWLETE STORE," said one flashing sign to which Lucy called
his attention. "If there is anything you do not see that fits in with our



sl ogan, 'Everything for the Man,' ask for it. W have it at a price."

"That includes wonen," Lucy said matter-of-factiy. "They charge the same for
worren as they do for their suits, anywhere fromfive credits to fifty

t housand. You'd be surprised how nmany wonen of good famly register when they
need noney. It's all very discreet, of course.”

Cayl e saw that she was | ooking at himthoughtfully. And that he was expected
to make a comment. It was so direct that he was startled. He said hastily, "
shal | never pay noney for a woman."

It seened to satisfy her, for they went fromthere to the suits. There were
thirty floors of suits but each floor had its own price range. Lucy took him
to the twenty-thirty credit floor and pointed out to himthe difference in
weave between "city" cloth and the cloth of his own suit. For thirty-two
credits he bought a suit, tie, socks and shoes.

"I don't think," said Lucy practically, "you should go any higher than that

yet."

She refused his offer of the credits he owed her. "You can pay ne that |ater
on. I'd rather you put it in the bank now, as a reserve fund."

It neant he would see her again. It seenmed to nean she wanted to see him
agai n.

"Better hurry and change," said Lucy. "I'Il wait."

It was that that decided himto try to kiss her before they separated. But
when he came out, her first words dashed this determination. "I didn't realize
how [ ate it was,"” she said. "It's three o' clock."

She paused to look at him smled. "You' re a big, strong, handsome man," she
said. "Did you know? But now, let's hurry.”

They separated at the Gargantuan entrance, Lucy hurrying to a carpl ane stop

| eavi ng himenpty behind her. The feeling departed slowy. He began to wal k at
a qui ckeni ng pace.

By the time he came to where the Fifth Interplanetary Bank sat heavily on the
base fromwhich its ethereal spires soared to a height of sixty-four stories,
anbition was surging in himagain. It was a big bank in which to deposit the
tiny sumof fifteen credits but the nobney was accepted w t hout conment, though
he was required to register his fingerprints.

Cayle left the bank, nore relaxed than he had been at any tine since the
robbery. He had a savings account. He was suitably dressed. There renai ned one
nore thing before he proceeded to the third phase of his ganbling career. From
one of the public carplanes he had | ocated the all-directional sign of a
weapon shop, nestling in its private park near the bank. He wal ked briskly up
t he befl owered pat hway, and he was al nost at the door when he noticed the
smal | sign, which he had never seen before in a weapon shop. The sign read:
ALL METROPCLI TAN VEEAPON SHOPS

TEMPORARI LY CLOSED

NEW AND OLD RURAL SHOPS OPEN AS USUAL

Cayle retreated reluctantly. It was one possibility he had not expected, the

f abul ous weapon shops being closed. He turned as a thought came. But there was
no indication as to when the shops woul d reopen, no date, nothing at all but

t he one sinple announcenent. He stood frowning, experiencing a sense of |oss,
shocked by the silence. Not, he realized that that |ast should be bothering
him In day it was always silent around the weapon shop

The feeling of personal |oss, the what-ought-he-to-do-now bew | dernment grew
On inpulse, he tried the door. It was solid and i movable. H's second retreat
began, and this tine he carried through to the street.

He stood on a safety isle undecided as to what button to push. He thought back
over the two and a half hours with Lucy and it seened a curious event in
space-time. He felt appalled, remenbering how drab his conversati on had been
And yet, except for a certain directness, a greater decisiveness, her own
conversation left no dazzling menories.

"This is it," he thought. "Wen a girl puts up with a dull fellow for an
afternoon, she's felt sonething.”

The pressures inside himgrew stronger, the will to action tel escoping his



plans, inpelling himto swift activity. He had thought-weapon shop, nore
ganbling, then Arny District Headquarters commanded by Col onel Medl on- over a
peri od of a week. The weapon shop had to be first because weapon shops did not
open for Inperial agents, whether soldiers or nmerely government enpl oyees.

But he couldn't wait for that now He pressed the button that would bring down
the first carplane going toward District Number 19. A minute |ater he was on
his way.

CHAPTER VI |

DI STRICT 19 headquarters was an old style building of the waterfall design

The pattern was overdone, the design renewing itself at frequent intervals.
Stream after marble stream poured forth from hi dden crevices and gradual |y
nmerged one wi th anot her.

It was not a big building, but it was big enough to give Cayle pause. Its
fifteen stories and its general offices, filled with clucking file machines
and clerks, were inpressive. He hadn't pictured such a field of authority

behi nd t he drunken nman on the plane.

The building directory listed civil functions and mlitary functions. Cayle
presuned that he would find- Col onel Med-1on sonewhere behind the headi ng:
STAFF OFFI CES, PENTHOUSE

A note in brackets under the listing said: Secure pass to penthouse el evator
at reception desk on 15th fl oor

The reception departnent took his nane, but there was a subdued consultation
before a man attached it to a relayer and subnmitted it for the exam nation of
an inner office authority. A mddl e-aged man in captain's uniformemnmerged from
a door. He scow ed at Cayle. "The colonel," he said, "doesn't l|ike young nmen."
He added inpatiently, "Wo are you?"

It didn't sound promising. But Cayle felt his own stubbornness thickening in
his throat. His |ong experience at defying his father made it possible for him
to say in a level voice, "I net Colonel Medlon on a plane to Inperial Gty
yesterday and he insisted | cone to see him If you will please inform him
that | am here-"

The captain | ooked at himfor a full half mnute. Then, w thout a word, he
went back into the inner sanctum He energed, shaking his head but nore
friendly. "The col onel says that he does not renenber you but that he will
give you a mnute." He lowered his voice to a whisper. "Was he-uh-under the

i nfl uence?"

Cayl e nodded. He did not trust himself to speak. The captain said in a | ow,
urgent voice, "Go inside and push himfor all he's worth. A very inportant
personage has called himtw ce today and he wasn't in. And now you've got him
nervous. He's frightened of what he says when he's under. Doesn't dare touch a
drop when he's In town, you know. "

Cayle foll owed the backstabbing captain, with one nore picture of the Isher
world taking formin his mnd. Here was a junior officer who appeared to be
maneuvering for his superior's job.

He forgot that as he stepped out of the penthouse el evator. He wondered
tensely if he were capable of handling this situation. The gl ooy feeling cane
that he wasn't. He took one | ook at the man who sat behind a great desk in the
corner of a large roomand the fear that he would be thrown bodily out of the
19th District Headquarters evapor at ed.

It was the same nman as on the ship, but sonmehow shrunken. Hi s face, which had
seened bl oat ed when he was drunk, | ooked smaller. H's eyes were thoughtful

and he drunmed nervously on his desk

"You may | eave us alone, captain." Hs voice was quiet and authoritative.

The captain departed with a set |ook on his face. Cayle sat down.

"I seemto recall your face now," said Medlon. "Sorry, | guess | had been
drinking a little." He |aughed hollowy.

Cayl e was thinking that what the other had said about the enpress nust be

hi ghl y dangerous for a man of his position. Al oud, he said, "I did not receive
t he inpression of anything unusual, sir." He hesitated. "Though, when | think
of it, you were perhaps too free with your confidences." Once nore he paused.



"I thought it was your position that made it possible for you to speak so
strongly and so freely."

There was silence. Cayle had tinme for cautious self-congratulation but he did
not delude hinself. This man had not risen to his present position by being
afraid or sinplen nded.

"Uh-" said Colonel Medlon finally, "what did we-uh- agree on?"

"Among other things, sir," said Cavle, "you told me that the governnment was in
need of officers and you offered me a conm ssion."

"I do not," said Colonel Medlon, "recall the offer." He seemed to be bracing
hi nsel f. "However, if | did so far forget nyself as to make such an offer
have very regretfully to informyou that | have no authority to nmake you an
officer. There is a regular procedure with regard to conm ssions, conpletely
out of ny hands. And since the positions are held in great esteemthe
government has |l ong regarded them as a source of financial return. For

i nstance, a lieutenancy would cost you five thousand credits even with ny

i nfl uence behind you. A captaincy would disturb you to the extent of fifteen
t housand credits, which is quite a sumfor a young fellowto raise and-"
Cayl e had been listening with a devel opi ng wyness. Looki ng back over his
words it seemed to himthat he had done his best with the material. He just
wasn't in a position to nake use of Medlon's indiscretions. He said with a
twisted smle, "How nuch is a col onel cy?"

The officer guffawed. "Young fella," he said jovially, "it is not paid for in
nmoney. The price conmes out of your soul, one black spot at a tinme."

He broke off, earnestly. "Now, |ook," he said. "I"'msorry if | was a little
free with Her Majesty's comm ssions yesterday, but you understand how t hese
things are. And just to show you I'mnot a wel sher, even when |I'm not

responsi ble, tell you what 1'll do. You bring five thousand credits here at
your convenience in, say-well, tw weeks, and I'll practically guarantee you a
conmm ssion. How s that?"

For a man who owned less than forty credits, it was a fairly futile attenpt at
a solution. If the enpress had actually ordered that conm ssions not be sold
in future, the command was being ignored by corrupt henchmnen.

She and her advisers were not all-powerful. He had al ways thought that only

t he weapon shops restrai ned her governnent. But the net she was caught in was
nore intangi ble than that. The vast mass of individuals who served her will
had their own schenes, their own desires, which they pursued with nore ardor
than they served the woman to whom they had sworn all egi ance.

The col onel was rustling papers on his desk. The interview was over. Cayle was
about to say sone final word, when the telestat on the wall behind Medl on
lighted up. The face of a young woman cane onto the screen

"Col onel ," she said curtly, "where the hell have you been?"

The officer stiffened. Then turned slowy. But Cayle did not need the uneasy
reaction of the other man to realize who the woman was.

He was | ooking at the Enpress of Isher

CHAPTER VI I |

CAYLE, WHO HAD been sitting down, clinbed to his feet. It was an autonatic
noverent. Mtivating it was an awareness that he was an intruder. He was

hal fway to the door when he saw that the woman's eyes were watching him

"Col onel ," he rmunbl ed, "thank you for the privilege-"

H s voice was a sick sound in his ears and he stopped in shame. And then he
felt a surge of doubt, a disbelief that such an event could be happening to
him He | ooked at the woman with eyes that nonentarily questioned her
identity. At that nmoment Medl on spoke.

"That will be all, M. dark," he said, too |loudly.

It was the | oudness that brought Cavle out of his blur of enotional reaction
He was still ashamed of hinself but it was a shame of something that had
happened, not of what was happening. He had a sudden picture of hinself, tal
and wel | -dressed, and not too bad | ooki ng, standing here before a

dri nk-w ecked caricature of a man, and before the woman of Isher. H s gaze
touched her face in the 'stat without flinching. He bowed slightly, an



instinctive gesture that made himfeel even better.

He had no doubt now of her identity. At twenty-five the Enpress |nnel da was
not the world's nost beautiful woman. But there was no m staking her |ong,
distinctive face and green eyes. It was the face of the Isher famly of
enperors and enpresses. Her voice, when she spoke again, was her 'stat voice,
fam liar to anyone who had ever listened to her anniversary greetings-so

di fferent, though, to have her speaking directly at him

"What is your name, young nman?"

It was Medl on who answered, quicklv, his voice tense but calm "An

acquai ntance of mne, Your Majesty." He turned to Cayle. "Goodbye, M. d ark.

| enjoyed our conversation."

"I said, what is your name?" The woman ignored the interruption. It was spoken
so straight at himthat Cayle shrank. But he gave his nane.

"And why are you in Medlon's office?"

Cayl e caught Medlon's eye. A tense eye, it was, striving to attract his
attention. Arenote part of his brain had admired Medlon's skillful earlier
words. His admiration faded. The man was in a panic. Deep inside Cayle a hope
started. He said, "I was inquiring about the possibility of obtaining a

conmi ssion in Your Majesty's arned forces.”

"I thought so," said the enpress in a |level voice. She paused. She | ooked

t houghtfully from Cayle to Medl on, then back to Cayle. Her skin was a snooth,
light tan in color. Her head was proudly held. She | ooked young and alive and
gloriously confident. And sonething of her experience in handling nmen showed
then. Instead of asking Cayle the next question, she gave Medl on a way out.
"And may | ask, Colonel, what your answer was?"

The officer was rigid, perspiring. But in spite of that his voice was cal mand
there was even an edge of joviality in it as he said, "I informed him Your
Maj esty, that his comm ssion would require about two weeks to put through." He
| aughed depreciatingly. "As you know, there is a certain anount of red tape."
Cayle felt himself riding a tide that was lifting himhigher and hi gher
Because the benefits of this were for him He felt an unnatural admiration for
t he enpress-she was so different fromwhat he had expected. It amazed hi mthat
she woul d restrain herself so as not to enbarrass one of her officers
virtually caught in a m sdeneanor

The restraint did not keep the sarcasm out of her voice, however, as she said,
"Yes, Colonel, | know but too well. This whole rigmarole is only too faniliar
to ne." Passion replaced the sarcasm "Sonehow or other, the young men who
normal Iy buy their way into the arny have heard that sonmething is up and so
they remain away in droves. | am beginning to suspect there is a pro-weapon
shop conspiracy to put off the few likely prospects who do turn up."

Her eyes flashed with green fires. It was apparent that she was angry and that
the restraints were off. She turned to Cayle.

"Cayle Cark," she said in a ringing voice, "how much were you asked to pay
for your conmm ssion?"

Cayl e hesitated. Medlon's eye was a terrible thing to see, it was so dark. His
hal f-turned head seemed unnatural in the way it was tw sted. The nessage in

t hat abnormal eye needed no words. The col onel was regretting everything he
had said to the prospective lieutenant of Her Majesty's Inperial Arny.

The appeal was so great that Cayle felt repelled. He had never before

experi enced the sensation of having a man conpletely at his nercy. It made him
cringe. Abruptly, he didn't want to | ook. He said, "Your Mpjesty, | met

Col onel Medlon on the Inter-State yesterday and he of fered me a conm ssion

wi t hout any strings attached. "

He felt better for the words. He saw that the officer was rel axing and that
the woman was smiling with pleasure.

"Well, Colonel," she said, "I'"'mglad to hear that. And, since it answers in a
sati sfactory fashion what | was going to talk to you about, you have ny
felicitations. That is alL"

The screen clicked into bl ankness. Col onel Medl on sank slowy back into his
chair. Cayle wal ked forward, smling. The colonel said in a |level voice, "It



has been a pleasure to nmeet you, young man. But now, | amvery busy. |
certainly hope | shall be hearing fromyou in the next two weeks with the five
t housand. Goodbye. "

Cayle did not nmove inmmediately, but the bitterness of the defeat was already
upon him Qut of the darkness of his thoughts, canme the consciousness that to
hi m had cone an i nprobabl e opportunity. And he had nullified it by being weak.
He had believed that an ampbral wetch would be grateful for being saved from

exposure. He saw that the colonel, |ooking quite jaunty, was eyeing himwth
amusenent .
"The enpress doesn't understand the probleminvolved in ending a system of

pai d commi ssions." Medlon shrugged. "I have nothing to do with it nvself. |
can no nore alter it than | can cut ny throat. One man woul d destroy hinself
bucking it." He hesitated. A sneer cane into his face. "My friend," he said,

"I hope this has been a |l esson to you in the econom cs of persona
advancenent." He finished curtly. "Well, good day."

Cayl e deci ded agai nst attacking the man physically. This was a mlitary
bui |l di ng, and he had no intention of being arrested for assault where he could
not properly defend hinself. In his mnd he marked the col onel down for
further attention at a |ater date.

Dar kness was settling over the city of the Ishers when he finally energed from
District 19 Headquarters. He | ooked up at the cold fixed stars through a m st
of ads, and felt much nore at home than he had the night before. He was

begi nning to see his way through the naze of existence on this world. And it
seened to himthat he had cone through very well, considering his ignorance.
Al'l around him the sidewal ks began to give off the sunlight they had absorbed
during the day. The ni ght waxed brighter as the heavens above grew darker. He
became nore confident as he wal ked. He had been right to attack Sea

regardl ess of risks, and he had been right to hold back on Medl on. Seal was an
i ndi vidual out in the open as he was, and basically no one cared what happened
to him But the colonel could call on the power of I|sher |aw.

He had not intended to return to the Avenue of Luck until norning. But now
having, it seemed to him resolved his inner doubts, he changed his mnd. If
he could win five thousand credits and buy a conmm ssion, the treasures of

I sher would start pouring in his direction. And Lucy Rail-he rmustn't forget

Lucy.
Even one day was too long to wait.
CHAPTER | X

CAYLE HAD to push his way through throngs of human beings in order to enter

t he Penny Pal ace. The size of the crowds encouraged him In this nass of
nmoney- hungry humanity he would be |like a piece of driftwood in a vast ocean
He did not hesitate. He had | ooked over the ganes earlier and he headed
straight toward the one he wanted for his final bid for fortune. It would be
i nportant, he thought, to gain a playing position and stick to it.

The new game pai d odds as high as a hundred to one and as |low as five to one.
It worked in a conparatively sinple fashion, though Cayle, who knew sonethi ng
of the energies, having worked in his father's shop since before he was
fifteen, realized there was electronic intricacy behind the deceptive
appearance of alertness. A ball of force was the core. It was about an inch in

diameter and it rolled erratically inside a larger plastic ball. Faster
faster, faster it darted over the inner surface, until its speed transcended
the resistance of matter. Then, like the pure force it was, it burst the

l[imtations of its prison. Through the plastic it plunged, as if there were
nothing there, as if it were a beamof light that had been inprisoned by an
unnatural physical law in an al nost invisible cage.

And yet, the nonment it was free, it grew afraid. It changed color, subtly,
swiftly, and it slowed. Its speed of escape nust have been miles a second but
so great was its fear that it stopped conpletely after traveling | ess than
three feet.

It began to fall. And until the noment of fall, until it alnost touched the
table, it gave an illusion of being everywhere. It was an illusion entirely



i nside the mnds of the players, a product of enornous velocity and nental

hal | uci nati on. Each player had the conviction that the ball was flying
straight toward him that when it fell it would fall into the channel he had
activated with a nunber. It was inevitable that the majority of the ganblers
were due for disappointnment when the ball, its m ssion acconplished, dropped
into a channel and activated the odds nechani sm

The very first gane in which Cayle participated paid himthirty-seven credits
for his one. He raked in his winnings with an attenpt at casual ness but the
shock of victory overflowed along his nerves in spasns of excitenent. He

pl aced a credit each in four channels, lost, then bet the same nunbers again
and won ninety credits. During the next hour he won on an average once in five
times. He recognized that this |uck was phenonenal even for him and | ong
before the hour was up he was risking ten credits in each channel that he

pl ayed.

At no tine did he have an opportunity to count his noney. At intervals, he
woul d thrust a handful of credits into the automati c changer and receive |arge
bills, which he would press into an inner pocket. Not once did he draw on his

reserves. After awhile, he thought in a curious panic, "I nust have three or
four thousand credits. It's tine to quit. It's not necessary to win the whole
five thousand in one night. | can cone back tonorrow and the day after and day
after that."

It was the speed of the game that confused him Each time the inpul se cane,
that it was tine to think of stopping his play, the ball would start to whirl
and he would hastily drop noney into several channels. If he lost, irritation
woul d cone, and a greedy deternination not to | eave behind even a penny of his

Wi nni ngs.

If he won, it seemed ridiculous to stop in the mddle of the nost anazing
streak of luck that he could ever hope to have. Wait, he told hinmself, till he
lost teninarow. . . teninarow. . . ten. . . Somewhere along there he

had a glinpse of a wad of forty or fifty one-thousand credit notes which he
had put in his side pocket. There was nore noney in other pockets-and again
and again, w thout being nmore than blurrily aware of the fact, he would strew
large bills at randomin various channels. How much he coul dn't renenber. Nor
did it matter. The machi ne al ways counted accurately and paid himthe right
odds.

He was swaying now | i ke a drunken man. Hi s body seened to be floating above
the floor. He played on in an enotional m st al nost oblivious of others. He
di d become conscious that nore and nore players were riding his luck, calling
up his nunbers in their own channels. But that was uni nmportant and personally
nmeani ngl ess. He did not cone out of his daze until the ball plunked down |ike
a dead thing in its cage. He stood stolid, waiting for the gane to begin
agai n, unaware that he had anything to do with its stopping until a plunp,
dark man cane forward

The stranger said with an oily smle, "Congratul ations, young man, we wel cone
your patronage. W are happy for you-but for these other |adies and gentlenen
we have bad news. The rules of this house, which are conspicuously posted in
our fine establishnent, do not permt luck riders, as we call them This
fortunate young man's trend of |uck has been definitely established.
Henceforth, all other bets nust be placed before the 'wi nner' nakes his

choi ce. The nmachi ne has been set to react accordingly. So do not cause
yoursel f di sappoi ntnent by naking a | ast-second wager. It will not work. And
now, good luck to all of you and especially to you, young man."

He waddl ed off, still smling. A nmonent later, the ball was whirling again.

It was during the third game that Cayle thought out of nothingness: "Wy, |'m
the center of attention.” It startled him He had come out of that oblivion on
whi ch he had counted to maintain his security. "I'd better slip out of here as
qui etly as possible,"” he thought.

He turned fromthe table-and a pretty girl threw her arms around him pressed
tightly agai nst himand ki ssed him

"Ch, please, let me have some of your |uck. Please, please."



He di sentangl ed hinsel f blankly, the original inmpulse forgotten. "I was going
to do something," he remenbered and | aid several bets while he frowned over
the el usive nmenory. He was aware that newconers were jostling up to the table,
sometines forcibly crowding out the | ess resourceful and determ ned of those
who had been there first. Once, when he noticed a particularly violent

ej ection of a vociferously protesting player, the warning thought ticked again
in his head that he and this table were now plainly marked by a thousand avid
eyes.

He couldn't recall just what it was he wanted to do about that. There seened
to be a lot of wonen around, plucking at himw th their fingers, kissing him
if he turned his head, and he had a sense of an over-abundance of their
per f ure.

He couldn't nmove his hands wi thout a woman's bare skin being available for his
t ouch- naked arns, naked backs, and dresses cut so lowin front that he was
constantly having his head drawn down into soft, daintily perfuned bosons.
When he bent an inch for a natural reason the ever-present hands pulled him
the rest of the way.

And still the night and his luck did not end. He had a sense of too nuch

pl easure, too much appl ause at every spin, at every win. And whet her he won or
not women flung thensel ves into enbraces with himand either kissed him

conmi seratingly or in a frenzy of delight. WId nusic played in the
background. He was twenty-three years old and the attack on every sense of his
body overwhel ned his caution. Wien he had won uncount abl e thousands of credits
t he doors of the Penny Pal ace cl osed and the roly-poly man came over and spoke
curtly.

"Al'l right," he said, "that's enough. The place is cleared of strangers and we
can stop this nonsense."

Cayle stared at him and the clock of danger was ticking so loudly that his
whol e brain hummed with the sound. "I think," he munbled, "I'll go hone."
Sonebody sl apped his face-hard. "Again," said the plunp man. "He's stil

riding an enmotional jag." The second bl ow was harder. Cayle came out of his
haze with a sharp conprehension that he was in deadly peril

"What's going on here?" he stamered. Hi s eyes appealed to the people who had
been cheering himonly mnutes before. The peopl e whose presence had lulled
him... It was inpossible that anything woul d be done agai nst himwhile they
wer e around.

He whirled on ihe plunp man. And then stood rigid as rough hands grabbed him
and rougher hands probed in the pockets of his clothes relieving himof his

Wi nnings. As froma great distance he heard the plunp nan speak agai n.

"Don't be naive. There is nothing unusual about what has happened. Al the
regul ar players have been squeezed out. Not only out of the game, but out of

t he buil ding. The thousand people in here now are hired for such occasi ons and
cost us ten credits each. That's only ten thousand altogether, and you won
fromfifty to a hundred times as nuch as that." He shrugged. "People don't
realize the economics of such things. Next tine, don't be so greedy." He
snmled an oily smile. "That is, if there is a next tine."

Cayl e found his voice. "Wat are you going to do?"

"You'll see." His voice went up. "All right, nmen, take himto the truckpl ane
and we'll open up again."

Cayle felt himself irresistibly hustled across the roomand into a dark
corridor. He was thinking in despair that, once again, he had put hinself into
a position where other nen decided his fate.

| NTERLUDE

McALLI STER, reporter from 1951, realized that he was lying on a sidewal k. He
clinmbed to his feet. A group of curious faces gawked at hinm and there was no
park, no magical city of the future. Instead a bleak row of one-story shops
made a dull pattern on either side of the street. A man's voice floated toward
hi mout of a blur of other sounds: "I'msure it's the reporter who went into

t hat weapon shop."

So he was back in his own tine. Perhaps even the sane day. As he noved slowy



away, the sane penetrating voice said, "He |ooks kind of sick. | wonder what-"
He heard no nore. But he thought, "Sick!" These peopl e woul d never understand
how sick. But somewhere on earth nust be a scientist who could help him The
record was that he hadn't expl oded.

He was wal king rapidly now, and clear of the crowd. Once, he |ooked back, and
saw t hat the people were dispersing in the aimess fashion of folk who had
lost their center of interest. MAllister turned a corner, and forgot them
"I"ve got to decide."

The words were loud, close. It took a nonment to realize that he had spoken

t hem

Deci de? He hadn't thought of his position as requiring a decision. Here he
was. Find a scientist ... If that was a decision, he had already nade it. The
guesti on was, who? Menory cane of his old physics professor at City Coll ege.
Automatically, he turned into a phone booth and funbled for a nickel. Wth a
si ckeni ng sense of disaster, he remenbered that he was dressed in an

all -encl osing, transparent suit, and that his nmoney was inside. He drew back

t hen stopped, shaken. \What was happeni ng?

It was night, in a brilliant, glowing city. He was standi ng on the boul evard
of an avenue that stretched jewel-like into renote distance. It was a street
that flamed with a soft light gleaming up fromits surface-a road of |ight,
like a river flowi ng under a sun that shone nowhere el se, straight and snooth.
He wal ked al ong for unconprehending mnutes, fighting a wild hope, but at |ast
t he thought forced through to his consciousness: Was this again the age of

I sher and the gunmakers? It could be. It |ooked right, and it neant they had
brought hi m back. After all, they were not evil, and they would save himif
they could. For all he knew, weeks had passed in their tine.

He began to hurry. Find a weapon shop. A man wal ked by him and MAlIlister
turned and called after him The nman paused curiously, and | ooked back, then
continued on his way. MAllister had a brief picture of dark, intense eyes,
and a visualization of a person on his way to a marvel ous hone of the future.
It was that that made hi m suppress his inpulse to run after the man.
Afterwards, he realized he should have. It was the | ast person he saw on al
those quiet, deserted streets. It must have been the in-between hour before
the fal se dawn, and no one was abroad. Oddly, it was not the absence of hunman
life that disturbed him It was the fact that not once did he see a weapon
shop.

In spite of that, his hope nounted. Soon it would be norning. Men would cone
out of these strange, glow ng homes. Geat scientists of an age of w zard
scientists would exanine him not in a frenzy of haste, with the fear of
destructi on hangi ng over their heads. But quietly, in the sanity of

super - | abor at ori es.

The t hought ended. He felt the change.

He was in the center of a blinding snow storm He staggered fromthe first

m ghty, unexpected bl ow of that untamed wi nd. Then, bracing hinself, he fought
for nental and physical calm

The shini ng wondrous night city was gone. Gone also the glow ng road. Both
vani shed, transformed into this deadly, wilderness world. He peered through
the driving snow. It was daylight, and he could make out the di m shadows of
trees that reared up through the white mst of blizzard less than fifty feet
away. Instinctively, he pressed toward their shelter and stood finally, out of
t hat bl owi ng, pressing wind. He thought: "One minute in the distant future;

t he next-where?"

There was certainly no city. Only trees, and uninhabited forest and a bitter
primeval winter. How | ong he stood there, while those wi nds bl ew and that
storm rased, he had no idea. He had time for a thousand thoughts, tinme to
realize that the suit protected himfromthe cold as if there was no cold; and
t hen-

The blizzard was gone. And the trees. He stood on a sandy beach. Before him
stretched a blue, sunlit sea that rippled over broken, white buildings. A
around, scattered far into that shallow, |lovely sea, far up into the



weed-grown hills, were the remmants of a once trenendous city. Over all clung
an aura of incredible age, and the silence of the |ong-dead was broken only by
the gentle, tineless | apping of the waves.

Agai n cane that instantaneous transition. Mre prepared this time, he
neverthel ess sank tw ce under the surface of the vast, swift river that
carried himon and on. It was hard swi mm ng, but the insulated suit was
buoyant with the air it manufactured each passing second. And, after a noment,
he began to struggle purposely toward the tree-lined shore a hundred feet to
his right. A thought came, and he stopped sw nming. "Wiat's the use!" The
truth was as sinple as it was terrible. He was being shunted fromthe past to
the future. He was the "weight" on the Iong end of an energy seesaw, and in
some way he was slipping further ahead and further back each time. Only that
could explain the catastrophic changes he had already w tnessed. |In an hour
woul d cone anot her change.

It cane. He was |ying face downward on green grass. Wen he | ooked up, he saw
a hal f-dozen lowbuilt buildings on the horizon of grass. They |ooked alien
unhurman. But his curiosity was not about them A thought had conme: How | ong
actually, did he remain in one particular tinme?

He kept an eye on his watch; and the tinme was two hours and forty m nutes.
That was his last curiosity. Period after period, as the seesaw jerked on, he
remained in his one position, water or land, it nade no difference to him He
did not fight it. He neither wal ked nor ran nor swam nor even sat up ..

Past - f ut ur e- past - fut ur e-

H's mind was turned i nward. He had a vague feeling that there was sonethi ng he
ought to do, inside his skin, not outside. Sonething about a decision he had
bel i eved he must make. Funny, he couldn't recall what it was.

Beyond doubt, the gunmakers had won their respite. For at the far end of this
dizzy teeter-totter was the nmachi ne that had been used by the Isher soldiers
as an activating force. It too teetered past, then future, in this mad seesaw
But that decision. He'd really have to try to think about it...

CHAPTER X

AT TEN M NUTES of midnisht, July 16, 4748, Isher, the door of the coordination
department of the weapon makers, in the Hotel Royal Ganeel, opened. Robert
Hedrock came out and strode along a wide bright corridor that stretched off
into the distance ahead of him He noved with an al nost catlike al ertness but
actually his attention was not on his surroundi ngs.

Little nore than a year ago he had applied for weapon shop nenbership, his

gi ven reason being that he expected a crisis between government and weapon
shop forces and that he desired to be on the weapon shop side. H's papers were
in order, the Pp machine pave himso high a rating in every nmental, physica
and noral category that his file was i mMmedi ately brought to the attention of

t he weapon shop executive council. Fromthe begi nning he was on special duty
and his assignment to the coordination departnment during an energency was
nmerely a normal step in his nmeteoric rise to weapon shop power.

Hedrock was aware that a few nmenbers of the council and a number of the top
executives considered his ascent too rapid and not in the best interests of

t he weapon shops. That he was even regarded by sone as a nysterious figure,

t hough no sinister connotations were intended by the critics. No one actually
guestioned the verdict of the Pp machine in his favor, which puzzled him at
times. At sone |ater date, he decided, he would investigate the machi ne nmuch
nore carefully and di scover just why normally skeptical nen accepted its

j udgrments without ques-

It had proved inordinately sinmple for himto fool it, lietoit, tell it his
carefully doctored story.

True, he had special control of his mnd and abnormal technical know edge of
machi ne reaction to biological processes. There was al so the overruling fact
of his friendliness to the weapon shops-which undoubtedly hel ped. The Pp

machi ne, he had been told, had the weapon shop door's unique sensitivity for
recogni zi ng hidden hostility. And its basic structure included the ability,
also built into every gun, to recognize and react within limtations. Like the



weapons that would not kill except in self-defense or under other

restrictions, its intricately acute el ectronic senses perceived nmnute
differences in the reactions of every part of the exani ned body. It was an

i nvention that had been devel oped since the last tinme he had been a nmenber of
t he weapon shops a hundred-odd years before. It was newto him And their
dependence on it made it necessary for Robert Hedrock, Earth's one immorta
man, friend of the weapon shops, to make sure it was as effective a safeguard
as they thought.

But that was for later. It was the | east of the problens confronting him He
was a man who had to make up his mnd, how soon was not yet clear-but all too
soon it seened to him The first great attack of the youthful enpress had

al ready cl osed the weapon shops in every large city on earth. But even that
was secondary conpared to the problem of the endl ess seesaw. He coul d not
escape the conviction that only he, of all the human beings on earth, was
qualified to make the decision about that. And he still had not an idea of
what to do.

H s thought reached that point, as he cane to the door marked

Private- Executives Only, his destination. He knocked; waited the necessary
seconds, then entered without further prelimnary.

It was a curiously arranged roomin which he found hinmself. Not a |large room
by Isher standards, but |arge enough. It was so close to being a 200-foot cube
t hat Bedrock's eyes could not detect the difference. Its nost curious feature
was that the door, through which he entered, was about a hundred feet above
the floor with the ceiling an equal distance higher. There was a platformjust
i nside the door. Fromit projected an energy plane. Hedrock stepped into one
of the pairs of insulators on the platform The nmonent he felt themgrip his
shoes he wal ked out onto the vaguely glowing latticewrk of force.

In the center of the room (center on height-depth as well as |length-w dth

| evel ) seven weapon shop councilors were standi ng around a nachi ne that
floated in a transparent plastic case. They greeted Hedrock briefly, then
returned their attention to the machi ne. Hedrock watched themsilently,

consci ous of ther intense, unnormal depression. Beside him Peter Cadron

whi spered, "It's alnost tinme for another sw ng."

Hedr ock nodded. And slowy, as he gazed at the w zard nechanismfloating in
its vacuum zed case, their absorption conmunicated itself to him It was a map
of time. A map of inter-crossed lines so finely drawn that they seened to
waver |ike heat waves on a torrid day.

Theoretically the lines extended froma central point into the infinite past
and the infinite future (with the imtation that in the mathematics enpl oyed,
infinity was al nost zero). But after several trillion years the limtation
operated to create a blurred effect, which was enhanced by the unwi I lingness
of the eyes to accept the image. On that inmense ocean of time, the shadowy
shapes, one large and very near the center, one a nmere speck on the curving
vast ness of the map, |ay novel ess. Hedrock knew that the speck was a magnified
version of the reality, which was too snmall to nmake out with the naked eye.
The i mage had been so organized that its every novenment was foll owed by a
series of magnifiers. These instruments were attuned to separate sensitive
energi es and adjusted automatically to the presence of additional onl ookers.
As Hedrock watched with pitying eyes both shadows noved. It was a novenent
that had no parallel in macro-cosn c space-a novenent so alien that the vision
could not make an acceptible image. It was not a particularly sw ft process
but, in spite of that, both shadows-w t hdrew? \Where? Even the weapon shop
scientists had never quite decided that. They withdrew and then slowy
reappeared, but now their positions were reversed, w th variations.

They were farther out. The | arge shadow, which had been wavering one nonth and
three days fromthe center in the past, was suddenly a nmonth and three days
and a few hours in the future. The tiny speck, which had been 97 billion years
in the future, reversed to about 106 billion years in the past.

The tine di stance was so col ossal that Hedrock shrank in spite of hinself and
hal f turned to Cadron. "Have they figured out his energy potential ?"



Cadron nodded wearily. "Enough to destroy the planet.
t he nane of space are we going to rel ease it?"
Hedrock tried to picture that. He had not been anmong those who talked to
McAllister, the reporter fromthe twentieth century. Hi s understanding of what
had happened had been pieced together fromfragmentary accounts. And one of
his purposes in comng to this roomnow was to |learn the details.

He drew Cadron aside and frankly asked for information. Cadron gazed at him
with a wy smile. "All right," he said, "I'll tell you. The truth is, all of
us are ashaned of the way we acted.”

Hedrock said, "Then you feel that MAllister should not have been sacrificed?"
Cadron shook his head. "No, that isn't exactly what | mean." His frown
deepened. "l guess the best nethod is to tell you the whole story-briefly, of
course. "

He began. "The girl attendant of the G eenway shop heard soneone cone and went
out to attend to him The custoner was a queer |ooking chap in outl andi sh
clothes. It turned out that he was a newspaper reporter fromthe twentieth
century A.D. He was so obviously disconcerted, so fascinated by the showcases
with their energy guns. And he gave an account of a weapon shop havi ng
appeared in a street in alittle city in which he lived. | can imagine the
sensation it caused but the truth is that everybody thought it was an illusion
of some Ki nd.

"It seened solid, of course. But when the police tried to open the door
naturally it wouldn't open. MAllister, with a reporter's curiosity, finally
tried the door hinself. For him of course-he not being a police or government
official-it opened i mediately. He went inside.

"He admitted to the attendant experiencing a sense of tension as he crossed
the threshold and, although he didn't knowit, it was at that nmonment that he
pi cked up the first measure of time-energy, the equival ent of approximately
seven thousand years-his weight being the other factor. Wen the attendant
told her father-who was in charge of the shop-what had occurred, he realized

i medi ately that sonmething was wong. In a few mnutes he had verified that
the shop was being subjected to titanic energy pressure. He discovered that

t he source of the energy was the huge governnent buil ding on an adjacent
street. He immedi ately call ed the weapon nmakers into council.

"By the tinme we arrived on the scene a swift decision was necessary.

McAl'li ster had enough tine energy |ocked up in his body to destroy the entire
city-that is if he ever stepped outside our insulated shop w thout hinself
bei ng i nsul ated. Meanwhile, the pressure fromthe governnent buil di ng agai nst
our shop continued unabated. At any noment it mght succeed in precipitating
the shop itself into the time stream and there was reason to believe that

ot her attacks woul d be nade at any nonent on our shops everywhere. No one
could guess what the result would be. To cut a long story short, we saw a way
to gain time by focusing the energy of the building upon MAIlister and
tossing himback into his own time. We could do this by putting himinto an

i nsul ated space suit which would prevent himfrom expl oding until we could
devel op a nechani smfor that purpose.

"We knew that he woul d seesaw back and forth in tine, shifting the government
building and its energies out of this space-tinme area."

Cadron shook his head gloonmily. "I still don't see what else we could have
done. W were conpelled to act swiftly in a field where no great know edge is
avai l abl e, and the fact that we merely got out of the frying pan and into the
fire was just our hard luck. But personally |I feel very badly about the whole
t hi ng. "

"Do you think MAllister is still alive?" Hedrock asked

"Ch yes. The suit into which we put himwas one of our supers, conplete with
an eight ring food-making device, and there's a cup in it that's always ful

of water. The other facilities are equally automatic."

He smiled a twisted smle. "W had an idea, conpletely false as it turned out,
that we could save himat sone | ater date."”

"I see," said Hedrock. He felt depressed. It was unfortunate but all the

He groaned. "\WWere in



deci si ons had been nmade before he had even heard of the danger

The newsman was now t he juggernaut of juggernauts. In all the universe there
had never been anything |ike the power that was accumul ati ng, swi ng by sw ng,
in his body. Released, the explosion would rock the fabric of space. Al tine
woul d sigh to its echoes and the energy tensions that created the illusion of
matter mght coll apse before the strain.

"What's the | atest about the building?" Hedrock asked.

Cadron was nore cheerful. "It's still withinits critical limts. W've got to
make our decision before it reaches the danger stage."

Hedrock was silent. The matter of what the decision should be was a sore point
with him who was obviously not going to be asked. He said finally. "What

about the nmen who are working on the problem of slow ng the swi ngs and
bringi ng the seesaw back this way?"

Anot her man answered that. "The research is abandoned. Science four thousand
seven hundred and ei ghty-four has no answer. We're |ucky enough to have made
one of our shops the fulcrum W can set off the explosion anywhere in the
past or future. But which? And when? Particul arly when?"

The shadows on that cartograph nmade no novenment, gave no sign. Their tine of
action was not yet.

CHAPTER Xl

THE STRAIN attendant on watchi ng anot her swi ng faded. The men were turning
away fromthe map, and there was a murrmur of conversation. Sonebody said
somet hi ng about using the opportunity to acquire all the possible data on tine
travel . Councilor Kendl on remarked that the body's accumul ati on of energy was
fairly convincing proof that tinme travel would never be popul ar

It was Dresley, the precise, the orderly, who finally remarked, "Gentlenmen, we
are here as del egates of the Council to listen to M. Hedrock's report of the
counterattack against the enpress. In his report some weeks ago he was able to
give us adnministrative details. And you will recall that we found his

organi zation set-up to be efficient in the extreme. M. Hedrock, will you now
bring us up to date?"

Hedrock gl anced from person to person thoughtfully. He saw that they were

wat ching him and that raised his necessity level. Hs problem it seened to
him was to make up his own mnd about the seesaw, then carry out his decision
wi thout regard for the attitude of his nominal superiors. It would be
difficult.

He began succinctly, "Since the first directive was given nme, we have set up
one thousand two hundred and forty-two new shops, primarily in small vill ages,
and three thousand ei ght hundred and ni ne contacts have been establi shed,
however tenuous in sone cases, with Inperial governnent personnel, both
mlitary and civil."

He explained briefly his system of classifying the various individuals into
groups on the basis of vocation, degree of inportance and, what was nore

i nportant, pitch of enthusiasm.for the venture into which the enpress had
precipitated her adherents.

"Fromthree scientists,"” Hedrock went on, "who regard the weapon shops as an
integral part of Isher civilization, we gained in the first ten days the
secret of the science behind the tine-energy nmachine in so far as that science
is known to the government. We discovered that, of the four generals in charge
of the enterprise, two were opposed to it fromthe beginning, a third was won
over when the building di sappeared-but the fourth, CGeneral Doocar, the man in
charge, unfortunately will not abandon the attack until she does. He is an
enpress man in the sense of personal loyalty transcending his own feelings,
and opi nions."

He paused, expecting themto comment. But no one said anything. Which was
actually the nmost favorable response of all. Hedrock continued, "Somne

t housands of officers have deserted the Inperial forces, but only one nmenber
of the Inperial Council, Prince del Curtin, openly opposed the attack after

t he execution of Banton Vickers who, as you knew, criticized the whole plan
And the prince's nmethod of disapproval has been to withdraw fromthe pal ace



while the attack is in progress.

"Which brings us," said Hedrock, "to the enpress herself." He summarized her
character for them The glorious Innelda, an orphan since her eleventh

bi rt hday, had been crowned when she was ei ghteen and was now twenty-five. "An
age," said Hedrock grimy, "which is an in-between stage in the devel opnent of
the animal man to human nman |evels.”

He saw that they were puzzled by his reiteration of facts they all knew But
he had no intention of condensing his account. He had his own formula for
defeating the enpress and he wanted to state it at |east once in as skillful a
fashion as possible. "At twenty-five," he said, "our Innelda is enotional
unstable, brilliant, inplacable, inpatient of restrictions on her desires and
just a bit unwilling to grow up. As the thousands of reports cane in, it
seened to nme finally that our best nethod of dealing with such a person was to
| eave channel s al ong which she could withdraw gracefully when the crises
cane."

He | ooked around, questioningly. He was keenly aware that, with these nen he
dared not try to put his ideas over in a disguised form He said frankly, "
hope that Council nenbers will not take it amiss if | recommend for their

consi deration the follow ng basic tactic. | amcounting on sone opportunity
occurring of which we can take advantage and so bring her whole war machine to
a stop. My assunption is that once it has stopped the enpress will busy
herself with other matters and conveniently forget all about the war she
started.”

Bedrock paused in order to give weight to his next words. "My staff and | will
wat ch anxiously for the opportunity and will call your attention to anything
that seenms to have possibilities. And now, are there any questions?"

The first few were mnor. Then a nman said, "Have you any notion as to what
formthis so-called opportunity will take?"

Hedrock said carefully, "It would be difficult to go into all the avenues that
we are exploring. This young woman i s open on nmany fronts to persuasion and to
pressure. She is having a hard time with recruits for the arnmy. She is stil
subj ect to the connivances and intrigues of a group of ol der people who are
reluctant to accept her as an adult They w thhold information from her

Despite her efforts to keep in touch with what is going on, she is caught in
an old, old net: Her conmunication with the real world is snarled up." Hedrock
finished. "In one way or another we are trying to take advantage of these

vari ous weaknesses."

The man who had al ready spoken said, "This is only a formula."

"It is a fornula," said Hedrock, "based on nmy study of the character of the
enpress. "

"Don't you think you had better |eave such studies to the Pp machi ne expert
and to the No-nmen?"

"I examined all the weapon shop data on the |ady before offering ny
suggestion. "

"Still," said the man, "it is up to the elected Council to make decisions in
such matters. "
Hedrock did not back down. "I have nade a suggestion," he said, "not a

deci sion."

The man said nothing nore. But Hedrock had his picture of a Council of very
human menbers, jealous of their prerogatives. These people would not easily
accept his decision, when he finally made it, on the problem of the seesaw
drama that was being played to its still undeterm ned conclusion in ever
renoter bends of tine.

He saw that his audi ence was becom ng restless. Eyes turned involuntarily
toward the time map and several men gl anced anxiously at their watches.
Hastily Hedrock withdrew fromthe roomwth its al nost invisible energy
floors. Watching that pendul um coul d becone a drug. The brain itself would be
weakened by the strain of attending a nechani smwhich recorded the spasns of
real bodies in their novements through time itself.

It was bad enough to know that the building and the man were swi nging steadily



back and forth.
He arrived back in his office just in time to catch a 'stat call-up from Lucy.

" in spite of ny efforts,” she said, "I was forced out of the Penny Pal ace.
And when the doors shut | knew what was going to happen. |I'mafraid he was
taken to one of the houses of illusion, and you know what that neans."

Hedr ock nodded thoughtfully. He noted sharply that the girl seemed disturbed
by her experience. "Anong other things," he said slowy, "the illusion
energi es have some qualifying effect on callidity. The nature of the

nodi ficati on cannot be determ ned wi thout subsequent neasurenent but it can be
stated with reasonable certainty that his luck will never again take the
direction of success at ganbling."

He had del ayed his reaction while he exam ned her face. Now he said with
decision, "It is unfortunate that Clark has fallen prey to all these pitfalls
of the city so easily. But since he was never nore than a long-run possibility
we can let himgo without regret, particularly-and this cannot be stressed too
often-as even the slightest interference in the natural progression of his
life woul d cause later suspicion that would nullify any good he night do us.
"You may accordingly consider yourself detached fromhim Further instructions
will, be given you in due course." He paused. "Wat's the matter, Lucy? CGot an
enotional fixation on hinP"

Her expression left no doubt of it. Hedrock pressed on quietly, "Wen did you
di scover it?"

What ever resistance had been in her, whatever fear of discovery, was gone. "It
was when those other wonmen were kissing him You mustn't think," she added
hastily, "that disturbed me. He'll go through quite a lot of it before he
settles down."

"Not necessarily," said Hedrock earnestly. "You'll have to resign yourself to
the house of illusion but it has been ny observation that a fair percentage of
men energe from such an experience hard as steel in some respects but rather
weary of worldliness."

He realized fromher face that he had said enough. The groundwork for her
future action was established. Results would follow in the natural course of
events. He smled a friendly smle. "That's all for now, Lucy. Don't let it
get you down."

Her i mage and his faded fromthe screen in a flash. Robert Hedrock gl anced out
of the door of his office several tines during the next hour. At first the
corridors seemed very busy. Gradually the activity died down and at |ast the
corridor was clear.

He acted now with decision but without haste. Froma wall safe he took the
mcro-filmplans of the tine control nachine-the one in the room where he had
tal ked to the weapon shop councilors a little nore than two hours before. He
had requested Informati on Center to send themto himand they had done so

wi t hout comment. There was not hi ng unusual in their conpliance. As head of the
coordi nati on departnment he had access to all the scientific know edge of the
weapon shops. He even had an expl anation as to why he wanted the plans in the
event that he was asked. He wanted to study them so his story would go, in

t he hope that some solution would suggest itself. But his reasons were private
and hi s purpose personal

Wth the films in his pocket he headed al ong the corridor toward the nearest
stairwav. He went down five flights and came to a section of the Hotel Royal
Ganeel that was not occupi ed by the weapon shops. He unl ocked an apart ment
door, went inside, and | ocked the door behind him

It was an inposing suite, as befitted an executive of the weapon shops-five
rooms and a trenendous library. He went straight to the library, closed and

| ocked the door, then carefully exam ned the place for spying devices. There
wer e none, which was what he expected. As far as he knew he was not under
suspi ci on. But he never took unnecessary chances.

Swiftly he held one of the rings on his finger against an ordinary | ooking
electric socket. A loop of nmetal slid out. He inserted his finger into the

| oop and pull ed. What happened in that nonment was an ordi nary enough weapon



shop phenomenon. He was transmitted by a weapon shop matter transmitter a

di stance of about el even hundred miles into one of his nunerous |aboratories.
What was out of the ordinary about the action was that the presence of the
transmtter was not known to the weapon shop council. The | aboratory had for
centuries been one of his many cl osel y-guarded secret retreats.

He decided that he could safely remain an hour. But that all he could hope to
do in one night was to nake another print of the mcrofilm Building a
duplicate machine would require many visits such as this. As it turned out he
had time to make an extra print of the plans. Very carefully he put the
additional copy into a vault filing case, there to join the tens of thousands
of other diagrans and plans to which, over a period of several thousand years,
he had given an AA priority.

At the end of the hour, Earth's one imortal man, founder of the
weapon shops, possessor of secrets unknown to any other |iving human
being, returned to the library of his apartnment in the Hotel Royal Ganeel
Presently he was back in his office, five flights farther up.

CHAPTER XI

LUCY RALL energed fromthe governnent 'stat booth, and she was hurrying

t hrough an al cove when she caught a glinpse of herself in an energy nmirror
She stopped. The outside |lights beckoned. The sidewal ks were aglow with a

bri ghtness that defied the night. But she stood there in front of the reverse
i mge of herself and stared at her pale face and tensed eyes.

She had al ways t hought of herself as goodl ooki ng, but the face that confronted

her was too drawn to be pretty. She thought, "lIs that what M. Hedrock saw?"
Qut on the street, finally, she wal ked uncertainly al ong. She had nade her
call froma booth in one of the ganbling palaces and the flashing brilliance
of the fanmous Avenue of Luck was unabated. Magic street still, alive with

swarnms of human nmoths fluttering fromone |ight source to another. The lights
t hensel ves bl azed day and ni ght, but the crowds would gradually fade away as

t he darkness of the upper skies waned. It was tinme for her also to go hone.
But she lingered in an unnatural indecision, knowi ng she could do not hing,
wonderi ng what she could do. The inner conflict drained her strength and tw ce
wi thin an hour she paused for energy drinks.

There was sonething el se, also, a sense of personal disaster. She had al ways
taken it for granted that she would eventually marry a weapon shop man. Al

t hrough school and coll ege, when her own application for nenbership. was

al ready approved, she had considered all others-the ordinary people-as
out si ders. She thought with a piercing conprehension, "It was that noment on
the ship when he was in trouble. I was sorry for him™"

He was in deeper trouble now If she could possibly |ocate the house he had
been taken to, she woul d-what? Her nind paused. She felt astounded at the
forceful ness of the idea that came. Wy, it was ridiculous. If she went to one
of these places she would have to go through with an illusion, nentally and
physical ly.

It seened to her, shakily, that the weapon shops woul d separate her fromtheir
organi zation for even considering such a thing. But when her nind
automatically flashed back over the fine print of the docunents she had
signed, she couldn't recall any prohibition. In fact, some of the sentences,
as she renenbered them were positively sensational when exam ned in her
present situation:

" Weapon Shop people nmay marry according to their desire...participate
in, or partake of, any vice or pleasure of Isher for persona! Reasons...There
are no restrictions on the use nade of a nenber's spare tine by the nenber..

"It is, of course, taken for granted that no menber will wi sh to do anything
that mght harmhis or her standing with the Pp machine ... as everyone has
been clearly told...periodic exam nations by the Pp will determnine the status
of a menber's continuance with the shops..."In the event that a menber is

di scovered to have fallen below the requirenments in any vital degree, the
weapon shops will relieve the individual of all weapon shop nenories and

i nformati on the possession of which by unauthorized persons m ght be dangerous



to the shops... "The follow ng vices and pl easures, when pursued with too much
ardor, have proven in the past to be initial steps in the severance of
relations..."

Among t hose she renmenbered as being mldly dangerous for wonen was "Houses of
[Ilusion." She couldn't recall clearly but it seemed to her there had been a
footnote in connection with, that |listing. Something about the danger not
being in the pleasure itself but in the know edge that the nen in such pl aces
were nearly always unwilling slaves. Repeated experiences caused penetration
of the ego with the result that what began as a search for a conparatively
normal sensual adventure ended with the even bol der participation of the ego.
She came out of her intent menory reverie to realize that she was wal ki ng
rapidly toward the special flash signal of a 'stat station. Wthin a mnute
she had her connection with the Wapon Shop Information Center. A few seconds
| ater she tucked a 'stat duplicate of the 2,108 addresses of Houses of
[Ilusion in her purse, and headed for the Penny Pal ace.

Her decision was made and fromthat monent she had not a thought of draw ng
back.

I nsi de the Penny Pal ace she saw things that Cayle could not possibly have
observed without having the knowl edge that she had. The play, she saw, was

al nost back to normal. A few of the hired people were still ostentatiously

pl ayi ng at ganes that woul d ot herwi se have been bare of players. The nonent
enough legitimate pleasure seekers were risking noney on a machine the
hirelings withdrew casually. Lucy headed toward the rear of the great room
pausi ng frequently and pretending to watch the play at various ganmes. She
carried a weapon shop nullifier in her purse. So she opened and shut doors

| eading to the manager's office without setting off the Inperial-type alarns.

I nsi de she depended entirely on her ring alarmto warn her of the approach of
anyone. Coolly but swiftly she searched the office. First she pressed the
machi ne-file activator, pecking out the key word illusion: The file-screen
remai ned bl ank. She clicked off the word house. No response.

Surely he had the address of the house or houses with which he dealt. In a
fury she snatched up the 'stat book and operated its activators. But there,
too, house and illusion produced no response. WAs it possible this man

Marti n-she had found his nane on vari ous docunments-had connections with only a
few houses and had their nunbers in his head? Ginmly, she realized it was very
possi bl e i ndeed.

She had no intention of |eaving before she had exhausted all the possibilities
of her position. She made a quick exani nation of the contents of the desk.

Fi ndi ng not hi ng she settled into the confortable chair and waited. Not for
long. Her finger tingled as the ring-alarmwent off. She turned it, first
toward one of the two doors, then the other. The active response cane fromthe
same door through which she had entered nearly fifteen mnutes earlier

Whoever it was would now be in the corridor, his hand reaching for the office
door.

The door opened, and the roly-poly man cane in. He was hunm ng softly to

hi nsel f. The big desk and the chair in which she was sitting were so pl aced
that he was inside before he saw that he had a visitor. He blinked at her with
sea-blue eyes, a fatty little man, who had sonehow, |ong ago, conquered al
fear. The piglike eyes switched to the gun in her fingers, then back to her
face, greedily.

"Pretty girl," he said at |ast.

It was obviously not a conplete reaction. Lucy waited. And finally it cane, a
purring question with an overtone of snarl. "Wat do you want ?"

"My husband. "

Fromall angles that seened to Lucy the best identification to make of
herself. It was natural that there mght be a Ms. Cayle ark in the

backgr ound.

"Husband?" echoed the man bl ankly. He | ooked genuinely puzzl ed.

Lucy said in a nonotone, "He was winning. | waited in the background, keeping
an eye on him Then | was forced out by a pushing crowd. When | tried to get



back in the doors were | ocked. And when they opened he wasn't there. | put two
and two together and here I am"

It wasn't a |l ong speech, but it covered the subject. It gave the picture of a
worried, deternmined wife. And that was very inportant. It would be unfortunate
i f he suspected that the weapon shops were interested in Cayle dark. She saw
t hat understandi ng had cone to the pig-like man.

"Ch, you nean him" He laushed curtly, his eyes watchful. "Sorry, young | ady.

| merely called a truckpl ane service that had contacts. What they do with the
peopl e they pick up I don't know "

Lucv said precisely, "Wat you nmean is you don't know the address to which

t hey took hi mbut you know the kind of place. Is that correct?"

He stared at her thoughtfully, as if trying to make up his m nd about

somet hing. Finally, he shrugged. "House of Illusion," he said.

The fact that she had guessed that did not make the confirmation | ess

val uabl e. Just as his apparent frankness did not nean that he was telling the
truth. Lucy said, "I notice there's a Lanbeth in the corner over there. Bring
it here.”

He brought it instantly. "You'll notice," he said, "lI'mnot resisting.”

Lucy made no reply. She picked up the Lanbeth cone and pointed it at the fat
man. "Wat is your nanme?"

"Harj Martin."
The Lanbeth needl es remai ned stationary. Martin it was.
Bef ore she could speak, the man said, "I'mprepared to give you all the

i nformati on you want." He shrugged. "Doesn't nean a thing to ne. W're
protected. If you can |locate the house your husband was taken to, go ahead.
But you shoul d know t he houses have their own nethods of getting rid of nen
when the police are called in."

There was a nervousness in his manner that interested Lucy. She | ooked at him
with bright eyes. "You nust be making plans,” she said. "You would like to
reverse our positions." She shook her head deprecatingly. "Don't try it. |
woul d shoot . "

"I't's a weapon shop gun,"” Martin said, pointedly.

"Exactly," said Lucy. "It won't shoot unless you attack ne."

That wasn't strictly true. Wapon shop nmenbers had special guns, that would
shoot under fewer restrictions than the guns sold to consuners.

Martin sighed. "Very well," he said. "The name of the firmis Lowery
Truckpl anes. "

The Lanbet h needl es indicated the nane was correct. Lucy backed toward the

door. "You're getting off easy," she said. "I hope you realize that."
The fat man nodded, licking his lips. She had a final nental picture of his
bl ue eyes watching her warily, as if he still hoped to catch her off guard.

No further words were spoken. She opened the door, slipped through, and half a
mnute later was safely out on the street.

Anton Lowery was a blond giant who lifted hinmself sleepily fromhis pillow and
stared stupidly at Lucy. He nade no attenpt to get up. He said finally, "

don't know where they would have taken him It's just transportation business
wi th us, you understand. The driver calls up houses at random until he finds
one that can use a man. W don't keep records."

He sounded vaguel y indignant. Like an honest trucker whose business ethics
were being questioned for the first time. Lucy wasted no tine arguing the
matter. "Where can | locate the driver?" she asked. It seened the driver had
gone off duty at 2 A°M and was not due back for another 66 hours. "It's these
unions," said M. Lowery. "Short hours, big pay and plenty of tine off."

G ving her the information seemed to bring hima satisfaction, a sense of
victory over her that detracted considerably fromthe indignation of his tone.
"Where does he live?" Lucy asked.

He hadn't the faintest idea. "M ght get that fromthe union,"’
"They don't give us addresses."

It turned out that he couldn't remenber the nane of the union. The Lanbeth,
whi ch she had brought with her fromthe Penny Pal ace, verified his statenents

he suggest ed.



one by one. Lucy sagged. In three days Cayle would be initiated into the

sordid life of the houses of illusion. The dark thought aroused her to abrupt
anger .

"Dam you!" she said savagely. "Wen the driver reports back to work, you get
t he address of the house fromhim I'Il call you ten mnutes after he's due

back and you'd better have the information."

Her tone and manner mnust have beeen convincing. For Anton Lowery assured her
hastily that he had no objection to her gaining the informati on and woul d
personally see to it that she got it. He was still protesting as she left his
bedr oom

Qut si de Lucy had another energy drink at a corner automat-and realized it
wasn't enough. Her watch showed a few minutes to 5 A M And her tense body
told her it was time to go home to bed.

She reached her apartment w thout incident. Warily, she undressed, and
heavily clinbed between the sheets. Her |ast conscious thought was: "Three
days . . . would the tine pass nore slowy for the man who was enduring
continuous pleasure? O for herself who knew that pleasure prol onged was the
greatest pain of all?

She sl ept on that thought |ike an overtired child.

CHAPTER Xl 11

As SOON AS she had the address of the house she called up Hedrock. He |istened
t houghtfully to her account, then nodded.

"Good work," he said. "We'Il back you up. 1'll send a warship over, very high
up. And if we don't hear fromyou in a reasonable time we'll raid." He
hesitated. "I hope you realize that the only way we can justify such action is

if you |l eave no doubt in Cark's mnd that your reasons are purely personal
Are you prepared to go that far?"

He didn't need to ask the question. The haggard face that stared at himfrom
the 'stat screen left no doubt of the extent of her fixation. This girl was
enotionally wought up. He felt a qualmof pity, and yet, he realized, he was
not responsible for her feelings. He had merely recogni zed them and used his
know edge of psychology to intensify her pursuit. A callidetic of the
nmeasurenent of Cayle Clark would yet nake hinmself felt in Isher. The chance
that the inmpact would affect the war itself was not inpossible. Once started
on the right path, the pace of activity, the pattern of callidity, would be a
di rect noving cube, piling up so fast that no human brain would grasp the
extent of what was happening until afterwards. If only there were sone way of
di scovering what formit would take-Hedrock shook hinself inwardly. He was not
given to wishful thinking. They would sinmply have to watch O ark's novenents
and hope that they would recognize the nonment when it arrived. He saw that the
girl was waiting for himto speak again. His thoughts grew instantly sharp. He
said, "What tine is your appointnment? Toni ght or tonorrow?"

"Tonight at ten-thirty." She managed a grimsmile. "The receptionist insisted
| be on time. Apparently, they can hardly handl e the business they get."

"Supposing he isn't anmpobng those available at that tinme-what will you say?"
"I gather that there is a conplete illusion break at that time. The men and
worren are then allowed to sel ect partners. However, if he shouldn't be

avail able, | shall not be either. |I shall be very finicky."

"Do you think Clark will recognize you?" He saw that she didn't understand
what he neant. He explained. "The illusions |eave after-image hall ucinations
which interfere with visual perception.™

Lucy said, "I'll make himrecognize ne."

She described several nethods she woul d use. Hedrock considered them then
shook his head. "It's obvious," he said, "that you've never been in a house.
These people are perpetually, endlessly, suspicious. Until you are actually in
a state of illusion your chances of saying anything that is not overheard are
dim Once the automatic machines begin radiating stimuli they don't worry
about you any nore. Bear that in mind and adjust yourself to any situation
that may come up."

Lucy was recovered from her shock. After the afternoon she and Cayl e had spent



toget her she had felt sure of him "He'll recognize ne," she said firmy.
Hedrock said nothing to that. He had nerely wanted to point out the problem
Three days and nights of illusions was a long tinme. Even if there were no
after inmages, the brain was dulled, the body's capacity for life tenporarily
at | ow ebb, no energy for nenory.

Lucy was speaking again. "lI'd better get ready. Goodbye, M. Hedrock."

"Al'l the luck in the world, Lucy," said Hedrock. "But don't call for help
unless it's absolutely necessary.”

Hedrock did not |eave the 'stat the monent the connection was broken. During
this period of emergency he lived in an apartnment adjoining the coordination
office. Hs work was his life. Virtually all his waking hours were spent at
his desk. Now he called the weapon shop naval headquarters and ordered themto
di spatch a protective warship. And still he was not satisfied. Frowning, he
consi dered the potentialities of Lucy's position and finally called for her
secret file. In tw mnutes, by weapon shop interspatial transportation, the
renote Information Center precipitated the plate onto the table in front of
him First, he checked the facts-conprehension 110, horizon 118, plethora 105,
dom nance 151, ego 120, enotional index 150-

Hedr ock paused there. Conpared to the norm of 100, not forgetting the average
of 85, Lucy was a fine, intelligent girl with a sonewhat high-category
enotional capacity. It was that that had brought her into the affair. After
Cayle Cark was identified (by a routine check-up on the crowds that gathered
bef ore a new weapon shop) as a callidetic giant it was decided to contact him
t hrough the nmedi um of an unmarried woman with a hi gh enotion index.

Del i berately, the weapon makers' Council anticipated that the callidetic would
excite fixation in Lucy. There were other factors involved in her selection
nostly sanity safeguards for a young woman who was going to be subjected to
unnatural stresses. For one thing it was desirable, fromthe point of view of
the girl's happiness, that the attraction be nmutual for the tine being.

Per manency, of course, could not be guaranteed in a changi ng worl d.

One by one Hedrock examined the factors applicable to the present situation
At last he sighed. He felt sorry for Lucy. The weapon shops did not normally
interfere with the private lives of their nenbers or of anyone. Only the
unparal | el ed emergency justified using an individual human being as a pawn.
Thought of the emergency drew his mind. He returned the file to Information
Center then switched on the 'stat again. He manipulated it intently, rejected
several inages that resulted fromthe "draw' of energy in the room he was
aimng at and finally had what he wanted, the map of tine. He had no
difficulty locating the |large shadow. It was |ying six weeks and a day in the
future. The tiny shadow was harder to find. He saw it then, a mnute black
point on the curving vastness of the map. It seened to be approximtely a
mllion mllion years in the past. Hedrock closed his eyes, and strove to
visualize the span of tine. He couldn't. The energy | ocked up in MAllister
was too great now for planetary conparisons. The problem of exploding it was a
| ogi ¢ ni ght nare.

When at last he shut off the 'stat, he experienced a great weariness, and an

i ncredul ous wonder that, after all this time he still didn't have even a
tentative solution to the deadliest danger that had ever confronted the entire
Sol ar System

He spent the next hour studying precis of reports that had been filed by other
agents throughout the day. Lucy didn't know that she was anobng the few dozen
agents who obtained i medi ate and direct access to himat any time of the day
or night. Those not so favored tal ked to machines or to any one of a dozen
executives who alternated on a three-shift basis.

Agai n and again the condensed accounts required nore thorough investigation
Not once did he begrudge the time. Not once did he let hinself feel rushed.
Each report was exanmined in the detail that he consi dered necessary.
Ten-thirty came and, though he was aware that Lucy nust now have arrived at

t he house, he paused only briefly and call ed the weapon shop warship, which
was hovering high above the place. For a nonent he exam ned the house itself



as it showed through a telescope, a toylike structure in a suburban estate
that seemed all garden. Then, the picture of it clear in his mnd, he turned
to his work.

CHAPTER XIV

As SHE pushed open the gate, Lucy felt a warm gl ow sweep through her. She
stopped, alnmost in md-stride.

The sensation of warnth, she knew, had been artificially induced. This was the
first step of pleasure leading up to the strange heights of sensory joys

of fered by a House of Illusion. There would be scarcely a nonent from now
until she left the grounds that sone new, perhaps insidious and unsuspected
mani pul ati on of her nervous system woul d not be occurring.

The brief indecisiveness yielded to her purpose. Slowy, she wal ked forward,
studying the house as she did so. The House of Illusion was set well back from
the street in grounds that were beautifully |andscaped. Flowers and shrubs
protruded cunningly froma score of breaks in the abundant stone that made up
the larger part of the yard. A massive screen of gigantic green-fronded plants
started about a hundred feet fromthe entrance of the building, and al nost hid
it fromview

She wal ked under them and came presently to an entrance that built up
gradual |y, beginning as a |ow fence that soon towered hi gher than her head,
and finally curved up above her to forma gl eamng roof. She could see the end
of it nearly fifty yards ahead.

Twi ce, involuntarily, she slowed. The first tine, sonething soft seened to
caress her face. It was alnost as if a loving hand reached out and delicately
touched her, with affectionate fingers. The second time, the result was nore
dramatic. She caught her breath suddenly. A flush burned her face and spread
warm 'y down her body. She felt enbarrassed yet happy, a little shy but

excited. She couldn't help wondering if this could be how a young girl m ght
feel on her weddi ng night.

It was in just such nuances that the House of 11l usion excelled. Here, tired
ol d roues-nen and wonen both- could recapture for a price otherw se | ost
enotions of their abused bodies.

She reached the turning of the corridor, and found herself confronted by an

al cove fitted with scores of mrrors. She noved toward them hesitantly,
wondering if they could be doors, disturbed by the possibility that she m ght
choose the wong one. She paused finally, and waited for one of the doors to
open. But after a minute or so, nothing had happened; so she began to push
agai nst the face of first one mrror, then another

The first six were solid, as if there was an i nmovabl e wall behind them The
sevent h opened easily, and proved to be a swi nging door. She went through it
into a corridor that was only a little wi der than her body. Her shoul ders kept
brushing the walls, and she had an uneasy feeling of being closed in, a

di stinct sensation of the space being too narrow for confort. It was nore than
a physical feeling. It was in her mind, associated with, fears of confined

pl aces, sonehow connected with all the unknown things that could happen to a
person who, if anything went wong, could only nove forward or backward.

She wondered if the uneasi ness m ght possibly derive fromher own tension, the
know edge that she was here for a purpose that had nothing to do with the

nor mal busi ness of the establishnent. She was agai nst what went on in such a
pl ace. She intended to disrupt at |least a part of their organization. Her
anxiety mght well derive fromthe possibility that her motives could be

di scovered before she could do what she wanted to do. It seened reasonabl e
that the regular custoners of this abode would not be al arned by a narrow
passageway, knowi ng as they undoubtedly did where it ended.

Her fears faded as quickly as they had begun. She felt a sudden anticipation
of imreasurabl e joy about to be experienced. Breathlessly, she came to the end
of the corridor, and pushed at the narrow wall-end that was there. It opened
easily, and this tinme, to her relief, she saw that she had come to a small

t hough nicely furni shed room As she entered, she saw that a wonan sat behind
a desk just left of the door. Lucy stopped, and the worman said:



"Sit down, please. Naturally, there has to be an interviewthe first tine
soneone visits our establishnent.”

She was a wonman of forty or so, with classically good-1ooking face, except
that her eyes were narrowed and her lips drawn into a thin line. Silently she
i ndi cated a chair, and Lucy sat down without a word. The woman began

"You understand, ny dear, that everything you tell me will be kept
confidential. In fact-" Her |lips made the notions of a smle, and she touched
her forehead with a manicured finger-"it never gets beyond here. But | rmust
tell you that | have a perfect menory. Once | hear sonebody talk, or see
someone, | never forget them"

Lucy said nothing. She had net a nunber of individuals with eidetic nenories;
and she accepted the wonan's statenent that she had such a nmenory. From al
the accounts she hersel f had heard of the Houses of Illusion, no record had
ever been found of the custoners. Apparently, this house kept its records

i nside the mnd of soneone who could renmenber such things.

The wonman went on, "This neans, of course, that we operate on a strictly cash
basis. What is your annual inconme?"

"Five thousand credits.” Lucy did not hesitate.

"\Where do you work?"

Lucy nanmed a firmwell-known in the city. All this was sinple, and |ong
prepared for by the weapon shops. Every weapon shop nmenmber was listed as a
wor ker in an organi zati on which was either secretly owned by the shops or el se
owned by a weapon shop supporter. Thus, if a nenber was questioned in the
normal routine of Isher comrercial life, legitimte and checkabl e answers
coul d be given

"How much rent do you pay?" asked the wonan.

"One hundred credits a nonth."

"And your food bills come to what?"

"Ch, fifty, sixty-something like that."

The wonman said thoughtfully, half to herself "Transportation, ten; clothes,
twenty-five; mscellaneous, ten-that |eaves you a good twenty-five hundred a
year for extras. If you wanted to come here once a week, you could do it at
fifty credits each. However, we'll make you a di scount for energencies.
Thirty-five credits, please."

Lucy counted out the noney, startled by the ruthlessness of the cal cul ations,
i nvol ved. Actually, her income had other charges on it-a thousand credits

i ncome tax, for instance. Her clothes bill was nuch higher than twenty-five
credits. And yet-and yet, she could, if necessary, if her craving for pleasure
over-reached her caution, get by on even less than the worman had i ndi cat ed.
Inherent in the other's cal cul ati ons was the obvious fact that a person on the
downward path would want to come oftener than once a week. In such an event,
she coul d nove to cheaper quarters, buy |ess expensive clothes, eat |ess-there
were many short cuts possible, and all of themas old as human corruption.

The wonman pl aced the noney in a drawer, and stood up. "Thank you, ny dear. |
hope we have a long and nutually satisfying association. Through this door
pl ease.” It was another conceal ed door, and it led to a broad corridor with an

open doorway at the end of it. As she approached it, Lucy saw that it was a

| arge and | uxurious bedroom The size of it was apparent even before she
reached it. Several things about it nade her suspicious, and so she did not
enter inmediately, but paused instead on the threshold, and studied the
interior. She nust, she told herself, remenber that this was a House of
[1lusion. Here, what would normally seemreal, mght be nothing but fantasy.
She recalled the <clues Hedrock had given her as to how to detect the
nmechani cal | y-i nduced del usi ons. And presently she saw that if she let herself
| ook at the roomout of the corners of her eyes, the scene blurred curiously,
particularly at the very edge of her vision. She seermed to see the figure of a
worman, and there was a suggestion of the roombeing |arger than it appeared
now. Lucy smled, wal ked towards the far wall, straight through it-solid

t hough it seemed-and found herself in an enornous roomthat glittered with
mrrors along three of its walls. A woman attendant hurried towards her, and



bowed apol ogetically. "You will please pardon us, Mss. But since this is your
first visit to our establishnent, it was necessary to assume that you knew
nothing of our little bag of tricks. Did you | earn about this particul ar
illusion froma friend, or have you been to other houses?"

It was a pointed question; and Lucy knew better than to evade it. "I heard a
friend describe it," she said truthfully.
The answer seened satisfactory. The woman, a small, vivacious | ooking

bl onde, led the way to what turned out to be a mrror door. "Please change
your clothes,” she said, "and then go through the door on the far side."

Lucy found herself in a small dressing room An attractive white dress hung on
a hanger against one wall. A pair of sandals were on the floor. Nothing el se.
She undressed sl owy, beginning suddenly to feel cormtted. It was going to be
difficult indeed to get out of this situation. If she failed to contact Cayle
during the time that woul d be avail able, then she m ght find herself
experienci ng what this house had to offer whether she wanted to or not.

The white dress was wonderfully soft to her touch; and as she slipped it over
her head, the feel of it on her skin brought a gasp of delight fromher I|ips.
The creation was nade of a special costly cloth that was designed to affect
only the pleasure nerves of the body. Its cost was nore than a hundred credits
a yard.

She stood for a long nmonent, letting the sensation of pleasure creep over her
Abruptly, excitenent swept her. She swayed dizzily, and thought: "It really
doesn't matter. Whatever happens here tonight, |I'mgoing to have fun."

She slipped her feet cozily into the sandals, staggered a little as she
funmbl ed for the catch of the door; and then, steady again, opened it, and
stood blinking at a vista-like roomwhere nmen sat at tables along one wall and

worren al ong the opposite wall. The walls glittered with colorful plastic
designs. A great liquor bar spread all across the side of the roomfacing her
Lucy made a half-hearted attenpt to test for illusion by |ooking at the scene

out of the corners of her eyes. But she didn't worry about it. This was it.
Here was the concourse room In a few nminutes she woul d have her chance to get
Cayle. If she didn't make contact-well, it didn't natter. There were other
nights. So she told herself hazily.

She wal ked out into the room swaggering a little. Scornfully, she surveyed
the other wonen, sitting at their little tables, drinking fromtiny gl asses.
Most were ol der than she was, older by a great deal. Abruptly bored by her
conpetition, she glanced towards the nmen on the far side of the room She saw
with nomentary interest that what had seenmed one roomwas in reality two. A

transparent barrier ran the full length of the roomfromceiling to floor
dividing the men fromthe wonen. It was possible, of course, that the barrier
also was an illusion. And that it would di sappear either for individuals or

for the entire group at the right monent. Lucy, who knew somet hing of the
energies involved in the processes by which the houses achieved their effects,
guessed that such a joining of the two sections would eventually occur

The t hought faded from her mnd, as she ran her gaze rapidly along the Iine of
men. Wthout exception, they were relatively young people. Her eyes were past
Cayl e before she recognized him She started to bring them back for a second

| ook, but just in time a basic pattern of caution stopped her. Already

begi nning to sober up after her brief enotional intoxication, she turned
toward one of the small tables, and walked to it carrying with her the nental

i mge of him

She sat down, the high exhilaration gone out of her. She felt miserable with a
remenbrance of the disaster she had seen on his face. Haggard, worn-out
unhappy Cayle O ark-that was the vision she had. She wondered doubtfully if by
any chance his glazed eyes had seen her. She thought finally: "I'lIl |ook again
inamnute. And this tine, I'll try to attract his attention."

She | ooked steadily at her watch, determ ned not to be rushed. The hands
showed five seconds of the end of the minute when a slimlittle man canme out

of the al cove, and raised his hand. Lucy glanced hastily toward Cayle, saw
with a sudden Iift that he was watching her, and then heard the little man say



in a cheerful tone:

"Down goes the barrier, folks. Now s the time to get acquainted.
There were different reactions to the signal. Mst of the wonen remmined
seated. Several, however, got up hastily and hurried across the room Lucy,
sensing that Cayle was com ng toward her, stayed where she was. He sank down
into the chair opposite her, and said steadily, "I think you're very
attractive, Mss."

She nodded her acceptance of the conplinent, not trusting herself to speak. An
attendant bent down beside her. "Satisfactory, Mss?" The question was softly
spoken.

Lucy inclined her head again. The attendant said, "This way."

She stood up, thinking: "As soon as we're alone, we can start to plan."

There was a sudden flurry of excitenent at one of the doors. The wonman who had
originally interviewed Lucy rushed in, and spoke in a lowtone to the little
man. A nonment later, a bell began to ring. Lucy hal f-turned; and, doing so, in
some curious fashion | ost her balance. She felt herself falling into darkness

Hedrock was still in his office at five mnutes after el even when the 'stat

buzzed, and Lucy's face cane on the screen. She shook her head in
bewi | dernment. "I don't know what happened. Things seened to be going al ong al

right. He recognized ne without giving away that he knew me, and we were
apparently about to be led to some private room when everything went black
The next thing I knew | was here in ny apartnment."”

"Just a nonent," Hedrock said.

He broke the connection, and called the warship. The commander shook his head.
"I was just about to call you. There was a police raid, and the warning mnust
have been very short, because they | oaded the wonen into carplanes -half a
dozen to a nachine-and carted themoff to their homes."

"What about the men?" Hedrock was tense. In energencies the house sonetines
had nasty habits.

"That's why | didn't call you inmediately. | saw thempile the nen into a
truckpl ane, and cart themoff. | followed, but they used the usual nethod."
"I see," said Hedrock. He covered his eyes with one shiel ding hand, and
groaned i nwardly. The problem of Cayle C ark was becom ng conpl ex again, and
there was nothing to do but to let himgo. "Ckay, captain," he said gloomly.
"Cood work. "

He clicked off, called Lucy again, and gave her the news. "I'msorry," he
said, "but that elimnates himfromthe picture. W don't dare interfere.”
"What' Il | do?" she asked.

"Just wait," he said. "Wit."

That was all there was to say.

CHAPTER XV
FARA WORKED. He had not hing el se to do, and the thought was often in his nind
that now he would be doing it till the day he died. Fool that he was-he told

hi nsel f a thousand tines how big a fool -he kept hoping that Cayle would wal k
into the shop and say:

"Father, |'ve learned ny lesson. If you can ever forgive nme, teach nme the
busi ness, and then you retire to a well-earned rest."

It was on August 26th that the telestat clicked on just after Fara had
finished lunch. "Mney call,"” it sighed. "Mney call."

Fara and Creel |ooked at each other. "Eh," said Fara finally, "money call for
us."

He could see fromthe gray look in Creel's face the thought that was in her
m nd. He said under his breath: "Damm that boy!"

But he felt relieved. Amazingly, relieved! Cayle was beginning to appreciate
the value of parents. He switched on the viewer. "Cone and collect,"” he said.
The face that came on the screen was heavy-jow ed, beetle-browed and strange.
The man said: "This is Cark Pearton of the Fifth Bank of Ferd. W have
received a sight draft on you for ten thousand credits. Wth carrying charges
and governnent tax, the sumrequired will be twelve thousand one hundred



credits. WIIl you pay it now or will you come in this afternoon and pay it?"

"B-but . . . b-but-" said Fara. "Wwho-" He stopped, conscious of the
heavy-faced man sayi ng sonet hi ng about the noney having been paid out to Cayle
G ark, that norning, on energency call. At last Fara found his voice:

"But the bank had no right," he expostulated, "to pay out the noney w thout ny
authority."
The voice cut himoff coldly. "Are we then to informour central that the

nmoney was obtai ned under fal se pretenses? Naturally, an order will be issued
i medi ately for the arrest of your son."
"Wait . . . wait-" Fara spoke blindly. He was aware of Creel beside him

shaki ng her head at him She was white, and her voice was a sick, stricken
t hi ng, as she said:

"Fara, let himgo. He's through with us. W nust be as hard. Let himgo."
The words rang senselessly in Fara's ears. They didn't seemto fit into any

normal pattern. He was saying: "I ... | haven't got- How about mny paying
instal | mrents?"

"I'f you wish a loan,"” said Clerk Pearton, "naturally we will be happy to go
into the matter. | might say that when the draft arrived, we checked up on
your status, and we are prepared to | oan you el even thousand credits on
indefinite call with your shop as security. | have the formhere, and if you
are agreeable, we will switch this call through the registered circuit, and
you can sign at once."

""Fara nol"

The clerk went on: "The other eleven hundred credits will have to be paid in
cash. |Is that agreeabl e?"

"Yes, yes, of course. |'ve got twenty-five hund-" He stopped his chattering

tongue with a gulp; then: "Yes, that's satisfactory."

The deal conpleted, Fara whirled on his wife. Qut of the depths of his hurt
and bewi | dernent, he raged: "Wat do you nmean, standing there and tal king
about not paying it? You said several tinmes that | was responsible for him
bei ng what he is. Besides, we don't know why he needed the nobney. He said it
was an energency. "

Creel said in a |low, dead voice, "In one hour he's stripped us of our savings.
He nust have done it deliberately, thinking of us as two old fools who

woul dn't know any better than to pay it."

"Al'l | see," Fara interrupted, "is that | have saved our nane from di sgrace."
H s high sense of duty rightly done lasted until nid-afternoon, when the
bailiff fromFerd came tq take over the shop

"But what-" Fara began

The bailiff said, "The Automatic Atonmi c Repair Shops, Limted, took over your
| oan fromthe bank and are foreclosing."

"lt's unfair," said Fara. I'll take it to court.'
the enpress ever |learned of this, she'd ... she'd-

The courthouse was a big, gray building; and Fara felt enptier and col der
every second, as he wal ked al ong the gray corridors. In G ay, his decision not
to give hinmself into the hands of a | awer had seenmed a wise act. Here, in

t hese enormous halls and pal atial rooms, it seened the sheerest folly.

He nmanaged, neverthel ess, to give an account of the crimnal act of the bank
in first giving Cayle the noney, then turning over the note to his chief
conpetitor, apparently within mnutes of his signing it. He finished wth,
"I"'msure, sir, the enpress would not approve of such goi ngs-on agai nst honest
citizens."

"How dare you," said the col d-voi ced person on the bench, "use the name of her
holy nmaj esty in support of your own gross self-interest?"

Fara shivered. The sense of being intimately a nmenber of the enpress' great
human fanmily yielded to a sudden chill and a vast mnd-picture of the ten
mllion icy courts like this, and the myriad nal evol ent and heartl ess nmen-1like
t hi s-who stood between the enpress and her |oyal subject, Fara. He thought
passionately: If the enpress knew what was happeni ng here, how unjustly he was
bei ng treated, she woul d-

He was thinking dazedly: If



O woul d she?

He pushed the terrible doubt out of his mnd-came out of his reverie with a
start, to hear the Cadi saying: "Plaintiff's appeal disnmissed, with costs
assessed at seven hundred credits, to be divided between the court and the
defense solicitor in the ratio of five to two. See to it that the appell ant
does not |leave until the costs are paid. Next case."

Fara went al one the next day to see Creel's nother. He called first at
"Farner's Restaurant” on the outskirts of the village. The place was, he noted
with satisfaction in the thought of the steady stream of noney flow ng in,
half full, though it was only m d-norning. But madanme wasn't there. Try the
feed store.

He found her in the back of the feed store, overseeing the weighing out of
grain into cloth neasures. The hard-faced old woman heard his story without a
word. She said finally, curtly:

"Not hi ng doing. Fara. |'m one who has to make | oans often fromthe bank to
swing deals. If | tried to set you up in business, I'd find the Automatic
Atonmic Repair people getting after ne. Besides, |'d be a fool to turn noney

over to a man who lets a bad son squeeze a fortune out of him Such a man has
no sense about worldly things. And I won't give you a job because | don't hire
relatives in ny business."” She finished. "Tell Creel to cone and live at ny
house. | won't support a man, though. That's all."

He wat ched her disconsolately for a while, as she went on calmy
superintendi ng the clerks who were mani pul ating the old, no | onger accurate
measuri ng nmachi nes. Twi ce her voice echoed through the dust-filled interior
each tine with a sharp: "That's overweight, a gramat |east. Watch your

machi ne. "

Though her back was turned, Fara knew by her posture that she was still aware
of his presence. She turned at |last with an abrupt nmovenent, and said, "Wy
don't you go to the weapon shop? You haven't anything to |ose, and you can't
go on like this."

Fara went out then, a little blindly. At first the suggestion that he buy a
gun and conmmit suicide had no real personal application. But he felt

i measurably hurt that his mother-in-law should have made it. Kill hinsel f? It
was ridiculous. He was still a young man, just going on fifty. Gven the
proper chance, with bis skilled hands, he would west a good living even in
the worl d where automatic machi nes were encroachi ng everywhere. There was

al ways roomfor a man who did a good job. Hs whole |life had been based on
that credo.

He went home to find Creel packing. "It's the comopn sense thing to do," she
said. "We'll rent the house and nove into roons."

He told her about her nother's offer to take her in, watching her face as he
spoke. Creel shrugged. "I told her 'No' yesterday," she said thoughtfully. "

wonder why she mentioned it to you."

Fara wal ked swiftly over to the great front w ndow overl ooking the garden wth
its flowers, its pool, its rookery. He tried to think of Creel away fromthis
garden of hers, this hone of two thirds a lifetime, Creel living in roons. And
knew what her nother had neant. There was one nore hope. He waited until Cree
went upstairs, then called Mel Dale on the telestat. The mayor's plunp face
took on an uneasy expression as he saw who it was. But he |istened
pontifically, said finally, "Sorry, the council does not |oan noney; and

mght as well tell you, Fara- | have nothing to do with this, mnd you-but you
can't get a license for a shop any nore."
"W what ?"

"I"'msorry!" The mayor |owered his voice. "Listen, Fara, take ny advice and go
to the weapon shop. These places have their uses."

There was a click, and Fara sat staring at the blank face of the view ng
screen.

So it was to be deathl!

CHAPTER XVI

IT TOK two months of living in one roomto make up his mnd. He waited unti



the street was deserted, then slipped across the boul evard, past a design of
fl ower gardens, and so to the door of the weapon shop. The brief fear cane
that the door wouldn't open, but it did, effortlessly. As he emerged fromthe
di mess of the alcove into the shop proper, he saw the silver-haired old man
sitting in a corner chair, reading under a softly bright light. The old man

| ooked up, put aside his book, then rose to his feet.

"I't's M. Cark," he said quietly. "What can we do for you?"

A faint flush crept into Fara's cheeks. He had hoped that he woul d not suffer
the hum liation of being recognized. But now that his fear was realized, he
stood his ground stubbornly. The inportant thing about killing hinmself was
that there be nobody for Creel to bury at great expense. Neither knife nor
poi son woul d satisfy that basic requirement. "I want a gun," said Fara, "that
can be adjusted to disintegrate a body six feet in diameter in a single shot.
Have you that Kkind?"

The old man turned to a showcase and brought forth a sturdy revol ver that
glinted with all the soft colors of the inimtable Odine plastic. The man
said in a precise voice, "Notice the flanges on this barrel are little nore
than bul ges. This makes the nodel ideal for carrying in a shoul der hol ster
under the coat. It can be drawn very swi ftly because, when properly attuned,
it will leap toward the reaching hand of its owner. At the nmonent it is
attuned to me. Watch while | replace it in its holster and-"

The speed of the draw was amazing. The old man's fingers noved; and the gun
four feet away, was in them There was no blur of movenent. It was like the
door the night that it had slipped fromFara's grasp, and slamred noi sel essly
in Constable Jor's face. Instantaneous!

Fara, who had parted his lips, as the old man was explaining, to protest the
needl essness of illustrating any quality of the weapon except what he had
asked for, closed themagain. He stared in fascination. And something of the
wonder that was here held his nmind and his body. He had seen and handl ed t he
guns of soldiers, and they were sinply ordinary nmetal or plastic things that

one used clunsily Iike any other material substance, not like this at all, not
possessed of a dazzling Iife of their own, leaping with an intinmate eagerness
to assist with all their superb power the will of their master

Wth a start, Fara renmenbered his purpose. He sniled wyly, and said, "Al

this is very interesting. But what about the beamthat can fan out?"

The old man said calmy, "At pencil thickness, this beamw || pierce any body
except certain alloys of lead up to four hundred yards. Wth proper adjustnent
of the firing nozzle, you can disintegrate a six-foot object at fifty yards or
| ess. This screwis the adjuster.”

He indicated a tiny device in the nuzzle itself. "Turn it to the left to
spread the beam to the right to close it."

Fara said, "I'Il take the gun. How nuch is it?"
He saw that the old man was | ooking at himthoughtfully. The ol dster said
finally, slowy, "I have previously explained our regulations to you, M.

Clark. You recall them of course?"

"Eh!" said Fara, and stopped, w de-eyed. "You nean," he gasped, "those things
actually apply. They're not-" Tense and cold, he finished. "AIl | want is a
gun that will shoot in self-defense, but which I can turn on nyself if | have
to-or want to."

"Ch, suicide!l" said the old man. He | ooked as if a great understandi ng had
dawned on him "M/ dear sir, we have no objection to you killing yourself at
any time. That is your personal privilege in a world where privil eges grow
scantier every year. As for the price of this revolver, it's four credits."
"Four .. . only four credits!" said Fara.

He stood astounded, his mnd snatched fromits dark purpose. Wy, the plastic
al one was-and the whole gun with its fine, intricate workmanshi p-twenty-five
credits woul d have been cheap. He felt a thrill of interest. The nystery of

t he weapon shops suddenly | oomed as vast and inportant as his own bl ack
destiny. But the old man was speaki ng again:

"And now, if you will renmove your coat, we can put on the holster."



Automatically, Fara conplied. It was vaguely startling to realize that, in a
few seconds, he woul d be wal ki ng out of here, equipped for self-nurder, and
that there was now not a single obstacle to his death. Curiously, he was

di sappoi nted. He couldn't explain it, but sonehow there had been in the back
of his mnd a hope that these shops m ght, just m ght-what?

What i ndeed? Fara sighed. And grew aware again of the old man's voice:
"Perhaps you woul d prefer to step out of our side door. It is |ess conspicuous
than the front."

There was no resistance in Fara. He was conscious of the nman's fingers on his
arm half guiding him and then the old man pressed one of several buttons on
the wall-so that's how it was done-and there was the door. He could see
flowers beyond the opening. Wthout a word he wal ked toward them He was
out si de al nost before he realized it.

CHAPTER XVI

FARA STOOD for a monent in the neat little pathway, striving to grasp the
finality of his situation. But nothing would come except awareness of nany nen
around him H's mind was like a log drifting along a stream at ni ght. Through
t hat darkness grew a consci ousness of something wong. The w ongness was there
in the back of his mnd as he turned |leftward to go to the front of the weapon
shop. Vagueness transformed to a startled sense of shock. For he was not in

d ay, and the weapon shop was not where it had been

A dozen nen brushed past Fara to join a long line of men farther along. But
Fara was i mune to their presence, their strangeness. His mind, his vision

his very being was concentrating on the section of machine that stood where

t he weapon shop had been. His brain lifted up, up in his effort to grasp the
trenmendousness of the dull-netaled i nmensity of what was spread here under a
sumer sun beneath a sky as blue as a renote southern sea.

The machine towered into the heavens, five great tiers of metal, each a
hundred feet high; and the superbly streamined five hundred feet ended in a
peak of light, a spire that tilted straight up a sheer two hundred feet
farther, and matched the sun for brightness.

And it was a machine, not a building, because the whole |lower tier was alive
with shimrering lights, nostly green, but sprinkled colorfully with red and
occasionally blue and yellow. Twi ce, as Fara watched, green lights directly in
front of himflashed unscintillatingly into red.

The second tier glowed with white and red lights, although there were only a
fraction as many lights as on the lowest tier. The third section had on its
dull -metal surface lights of blue and yellow, they tw nkled softly here and
there over the vast area.

The fourth tier was a series of signs, that brought the begi nning of

conpr ehensi on. The whol e sign was:

VWH TE- Bl RTHS

RED- DEATHS

GBEEN- LI VI NG

BLUE- | MM GRATI ON TO EAHTH

YELLOW EM GRATI ON

The fifth tier was all sign, finally explaining:

SOLAR SYSTEM 11, 474, 463, 747

EARTH 11, 193, 247, 361

MARS 97, 298, 604

VENUS 141, 053, 811

MOONS 42, 863, 971

The nunbers changed, even as he | ooked at them |eaping up and down, shifting
bel ow and above what they had first been. People were dying, being born,
nmoving to Mars, to Venus, to the noons of Jupiter, to Earth's nmoon, and others
com ng back again, landing mnute by mnute in the scores of spaceports. Life
went on in its gigantic fashion-and here was the record.

"Better get in line," said a friendly voice beside Fara. "It takes quite a
while to put through an individual case, | understand.”

Fara stared at the nan. He had the inpression of having had sensel ess words



flung at him "In line?" he started, then stopped hinself with a jerk that
hurt his throat.

He was noving forward, blindly, ahead of the younger man, thinking a junble
about this having been the way that Constable Jor was transported to Mars,
when anot her of the man's words penetrated.

"Case?" said Fara violently. "Individual case!"

The man, a heavy-faced, blue-eyed young chap of around thirty-five, |ooked at
hi m curiously: "You rmust know why you're here," he said. "Surely, you woul dn't
have been sent through here unless you had a probl em of some kind that the
weapon shop courts will solve for you: there's no other reason for coming to
I nformati on Center."

Fara wal ked on because he was in the line now, a fast-noving line that curved
hi m i nexorably around the nmachi ne; and seened to be heading himtoward a door
that led into the interior of the great metal structure.

So it was a building as well as a nachine.

A problem he was thinking, why of course, he had a problem A hopel ess,

i nsol ubl e, conpletely tangl ed problem so deeply rooted in the basic structure
of Inperial civilization that the whole world would have to be overturned to
make it right.

Wth a start, he saw that he was at the entrance. He thought with awe: In
seconds he could be commtted irrevocably-to what?

CHAPTER XVI |

I NSI DE t he weapon shop Information Center, Fara noved al ong a wi de, shining
corridor. Behind him the young nan said:

"There's a side corridor, practically enpty. Let's go."

Fara turned into it, trenbling. He noticed that at the end of the hallway were
a dozen young woren sitting at desks interviewing nen. He stopped in front of
one of the girls. She was ol der than she had | ooked from a di stance, over
thirty, but goodl ooking, alert. She smiled pleasantly but inpersonally, and
sai d:

"Your nane, please?"

He gave it, and added a nunbl e about being fromthe village of G ay. The wonman
sai d:

"Thank you. It will take a few m nutes to get your file. Wn't you sit down?"
He hadn't noticed the chair. He sank into it, and his heart was beating so
wildly that he felt choked. There was scarcely a thought in his head, nor a
real hope; only an intense, alnost nind-wecking exictenment. He realized,
suddenly, that the girl was speaking to him but only snatches of what she
sai d came through that screen of tension in his mnd

"-Information Center is ... in effect ... a bureau of statistics. Every person

born . . . registered here . . . their education, change of address

occupation . . . and the highlights of their Iife. The whole is maintai ned by
conbi nati on of ... unauthorized and unsuspected liaison wth

| mperial Chamber of Statistics and . . . through nedium of agents . . . every

conmuni ty-"

It seened to Fara that he was missing vital information, and that if he could
only force his attention and hear nore - He strained, but it was of no use.
H s nerves were junping too madly for himto focus his mnd on what she was
saying. He tried to speak, but before he could force words out of his
trenbling lips, there was a click, and a thin, dark plate slid onto the
worman' s desk. She took it up and examined it. After a noment, she said

somet hing into a nout hpiece, and in a short time two nore plates precipitated
out of the enpty air onto her desk. She studied theminpassively, |ooked up

finally.
"You will be interested to know," she said, "that your son, Cayle, is on
Mars. "

"Eh?" said Fara. He half rose fromhis chair, but before he could say anything
t he young wonan was speaki ng again, firmy:

"I must informyou that the weapon shops take no action agai nst individuals.
We are not concerned with nmoral correction. That nust come naturally fromthe



i ndi vidual, and fromthe people as a whole-and now if you will give nme a brief
account of your problemfor the record and the court."
Sweati ng, Fara sank back into his seat; npst desperately, he wanted nore

i nformati on about Cayle. He began: "But . . . but what . . . how" He caught
hinself; and in a | ow voice descri bed what had happened. Wen he finished, the
girl said:

"You will proceed now to the Nane Room watch for your name, and when it

appears go straight to Room 474. Renenber, 474-and now, the line is waiting,
if you pl ease-"

She smled politely, and Fara was noving off al nbst before he realized it. He
hal f turned to ask another question, but an old man was sinking into his
chair. Fara hurried on, along a great corridor, conscious of curious blasts of
sound comi ng from ahead.

Eagerly, he opened the door; and the sound crashed at himwith all the inpact
of a sledge-hamer blow. It was such a col ossal, incredible sound that he
stopped just inside the door, shrinking back. He stood then, trying to blink
sense into a visual confusion that rivaled in nagnitude the tornado of noise.
Men, nmen, men everywhere; men by the thousands in a |ong, broad auditorium
packed into rows of seats, pacing with an abandon of restlessness up and down
the aisles, and all of themstaring with frantic interest a a | ong board

mar ked of f into squares, each square lettered fromthe al phabet. The
tremendous board with its lists of names ran the full length of the imense
room The Name Room Fara thought shakily as he sank into a seat. And his nane
woul d cone up in the C s.

It was like sitting in at a no-linmt poker ganme, watching the jewel-precious
cards turn up. It was like playing the exchange with all the world at stake
during a stock crash. It was nerve-w acking, dazzling, exhausting,
fascinating, terrible.

New nanmes kept flashing on to the twenty-six squares; and men woul d shout |ike
i nsane beings and sone fainted, and the uproar was shattering; the pandenoni um
raged on, one continuous, unbelievable sound. And every few minutes a great
sign would flash along the board, telling everyone:

"WATCH YOUR OM | NI TI ALS. "

Fara watched. Each second it seenmed to himthat he couldn't stand it an
instant | onger. He wanted to screamat the roonful of nmen to be silent. He
wanted to junmp up to pace the floor, but others who did that were yelled at
hysterically. Abruptly, the blind savagery of it scared Fara. He thought
unsteadily: "I'mnot going to make a fool of nyself. [I-"

"Clark, Fara-" w nked the board. "dark, Fara-"

Wth a shout, Fara leaped to his feet. "That's ne!l" he shrieked. "M!"

No one turned. No one paid the slightest attention. Shamed, he slunk across
the room where an endless |ine of men kept crowding into a corridor beyond.
The silence in the long corridor was al nbst as shattering as the noise it
replaced. It was hard to concentrate on the idea of a nunber, 474. It was
conpl etely inpossible to inagi ne what could |ie beyond-474.

The roomwas snmall. It was furnished with a small, business-type table and two
chairs. On the table were seven neat piles of folders, each pile a different
color. The piles were arranged in a rowin front of a large m | ky-white gl obe,
that began to glowwith a soft light. Qut of its depths, a man's baritone

voi ce said:

"Fara O ark?"

"Yes," said Fara.

"Before the verdict is rendered in your case," the voice went on quietly, "

want you to take a folder fromthe blue pile. The list will showthe Fifth
Interplanetary Bank in its proper relation to yourself and the world, and it
will be explained to you in due course.™

The list, Fara saw, was sinply a list of the names of conpanies. The nanmes ran
fromA to Z and there were about five hundred of them The folder carried no
expl anation; and Fara slipped it automatically into his side pocket, as the
voi ce cane again fromthe shining gl obe



"I't has been established,"” the words cane precisely, "that the Fifth

I nterplanetary Bank perpetrated upon you a gross swindle, and that it is
further guilty of practicing scavengery, deception, blackmail and was
accessory in a crimnal conspiracy. The bank made contact with your son
Cayl e, through what is quite properly known as a scavenger, that is, an agent
whose job it is to find young nen and wonen who are in financial difficulties
but who have parents with noney. The scavenger obtains for this service a
conmi ssion of eight percent, which is always paid by the borrower, in this
case, your son. The bank practiced deception in that its authorized agents
decei ved you by claimng that it had already paid out ten thousand credits to
your son, whereas only one thousand credits was paid over and that not unti
your signature had been obtai ned. The blackmail guilt arises out of the threat
to have your son arrested for falsely obtaining a |oan, a threat nade at a
ti me when no noney had exchanged hands. The conspiracy consists of the action
wher eby your note was pronptly turned over to your conpetitor. The bank is
accordingly triple-fined thirty-six thousand three hundred credits. It is not
in our interest Fara Cark, for you to know how this noney is obtained.
Suffice to know that the bank pays it, and that of the fine the weapon shops
allocate to their own treasury a total of one half. The other half-"

There was a plop; a. neatly packaged pile of bills fell onto the table. "For
you," said the voice. Fara, with trenmbling fingers, slipped the package into
his coat pocket. It required the purest nental and physical effort for himto
concentrate on the next words that cane.

"You must not assune that your troubles are over. The re-establishnent of your

motor repair shop in Aay will require force and courage. Be discreet, brave
and determ ned, and you cannot fail. Do not hesitate to use the gun you have
purchased in defense of your rights. The plan will be explained to you. And

now, proceed through the door facing you."

Fara braced hinself with an effort, opened the door and wal ked through. It was
adim famliar roomthat he stepped into, and there was a silver-haired,
fine-faced man who rose froma reading chair, and cane forward in the di mess,
smling gravely.

The stupendous, fantastic, exhilarating adventure was over. He was back in the
weapon shop of d ay.

CHAPTER XI X

HE COULDN T get over the wonder of it. This great and fascinating organi zation
established here in the very heart of a ruthless civilization, a civilization
that had in a few brief weeks stripped himof everything he possessed. Wth a

deliberate will, he stopped that glow ng flow of thought. A frown winkled his
solidly built face; he said:
"The . . . judge-" Fara hesitated over the nane, frowned again in annoyance

with hinmself, then went on: "The judge said that to re-establish nyself |
woul d have to-"

"Before we go into that," said the old man, "I want you to exami ne the blue
fol der you brought with you."

"Fol der?" Fara echoed blankly. It took hima |Iong nonent to renmenber that he
had picked up a folder fromthe table in Room 474.

He studied the list of company names with a gathering puzzlement, noting that
the nane Automatic Atom c Motor Repair Shops was well down anong the A's, and
the Fifth Interplanetary Bank only one of several great banks included. Fara
| ooked up finally:

"I don't understand,"” he said. "Are these the conpani es you have had to act
agai nst ?"

The silver-haired man smiled grimy, shook his head.

"That is not what | nean. These firnms constitute only a fraction of the eight
mllion conpanies that are constantly in our books." He smiled again,
hunor | essly: "These conpani es all know that, because of us, their profits on
paper bear no relation to their assets. Wat they don't know is what the
difference really is, and, as we want a general inprovenent in business
nmorals, not nmerely nore skillful scheming to outwit us, we prefer themto



remain in ignorance."
He paused, and this tinme he gave Fara a searching | ook, said at last: "The
uni que feature of the conpanies on this particular list is that they are every

one wholly owned by Enpress Isher." He finished swiftly: "In view of your past
opi nions on that subject, | do not expect you to believe ne."
Fara stood quite still. He did believe it, wi th unquestioning conviction

conpletely, finally. The amazing, the unforgivable thing was that all his life
he had watched the march of ruined nmen into the oblivion of poverty and
di sgrace-and bl aned them

Fara groaned. "l've been like a madnman," he said. "Everything the enpress and
her officials did was right. No friendship, no personal relationship could
survive with me that did not include belief in things as they were. | suppose

if | started to talk against the enpress | would receive equally short

shrift.”

"Under no circunstances,"” said the old nan, "must you say anything agai nst her
maj esty. The weapon shops will not countenance any such words, and will give
no further aid to anyone who is so indiscreet. The enpress is personally not
as responsi ble as night appear. Like you, she is, to sone extent, adrift on
the tide of our civilization. But I will not enlarge upon our policy. The

wor st period of our relations with the Inperial power was reached sonme forty
years ago when every person who was di scovered receiving aid fromus was
nmurdered in some fashion. You may be surprised to |learn that your
father-in-1aw was anong those assassinated at that tine."

"Creel's father!" gasped Fara. "But-" He stopped. There was such a rush of

bl ood to his head that for a noment he could hardly see. "But," he nanaged at
last, "it was reported that he ran away wi th another woman."

"They al ways spread a story of sone kind," the old man said; and Fara was
silent.

The other went on: "W finally put a stop to their murders by killing the
three nen fromthe top down, excluding the royal famly, who gave the order
for the particul ar execution involved. But we do not again want that kind of

bl oody nmurder. Nor are we interested in any criticismof our toleration of so
much that is evil. It is inportant to understand that we do not interfere in
the main stream of human exi stence. W right wongs; we act as a barrier

bet ween the people and their nore ruthless exploiters. Cenerally speaking, we
hel p only honest nen; that is not to say that we do not give assistance to the
| ess scrupul ous, but only to the extent of selling themguns-which is a very
great aid indeed, and which is one of the reasons why the governnent is
relying al nost exclusively for its power on an econom c chicanery.

"I'n the four thousand years since the brilliant genius, Walter S. de Lany

i nvented the vibration process that made the weapon shops possible, and laid
down the first principles of weapon shop political philosophy, we have watched
the tide of government swi ng backward and forward between denocracy under a
limted nonarchy to conplete tyranny. And we have di scovered one thing: People
al ways have the kind of government they want. Wen they want change, they nust
change it. As always we shall remain an incorruptible core-and | nean that
literally; we have a psychol ogi cal machi ne that never |ies about a man's
character-1 repeat, an incorruptible core of human idealism devoted to
relieving the ills that arise inevitably under any form of government.

"But now your problem It is very sinple, really. You rmust fight, as all nen
have fought since the beginning of tine for what they valued, for their just
rights. As you know, the Automatic Atom c Repair people renmoved all your

machi nery and tools within an hour of foreclosing on your shop. This materi al
was taken to Ferd, and then shipped to a great warehouse on the coast. W
recovered it, and with our special means of transportation have now repl aced

t he machi nes in your shop. You will accordingly go there and-"

Fara listened with a gathering grimess to the instructions, nodded finally,
his jaw cl anped tight.

"You can count on ne," he said curtly. Tve been a stubborn man in ny tine; and
t hough 1've changed sides, | haven't changed that."



CHAPTER XX

MOST OF THE houses were known to the police. But there was an unwitten law in
connection with them When a raid was due to take place the owner was warned.
But the names of the men who had been inprisoned on the prem ses nust be

di scoverable in sone easily accessible desk drawer. During the next few days a
check-up woul d be made of passenger lists recording the nanes of indigents and
crimnals being sent to Mars, Venus, and the various noons. Governnent
contractors were insatiably in need of nen for work on other planets. And the
houses, frequented as they were by weal thy wonen who could not afford
scandal s, supplied a constant trickle of |abor with no questions asked.

In their dealings with the houses the police objected only to the idea that
dead men tell no tales. Proprietors found thenselves nmercilessly hailed into
court when they broke that one unalterable rule. After thousands of years, it
had proved an effective nethod of keeping vice operating within the inportant
limt, that the victimsurvived his grimexperience.

Cayl e stepped off the gangplank onto the soil of Mars. And stopped. It was an
i nvol untary reaction. The ground was as hard as rock. The chill of it
penetrated the soles of his shoes and sonehow pi erced the marrow of his being.
Wth ice-cold eyes he surveyed the bleak town of Shardl. And this tine a

t hought came, a hatred so violent that he shuddered. A deternination so strong
that he could feel the ice within himturning to steel

"Cet a nobve on you-" A stick prodded his shoulders. One of the soldiers
directing the disenbarkation of the long line of sullen men baw ed the words,
his voi ce sounding strangely hollow in that rarefied air.

Cayle did not even turn around. He noved-that was his reaction to the insult
and indignity. He wal ked al ong, keeping his place in the line; and with every

step he took the chill off the ground penetrated nore deeply into his being.
He could feel the coldness of the air now in his lungs. Ahead of himother nen
felt the constriction. They began to run. Still others broke past him

breat hi ng hoarsely, the whites of their eyes showing, their bodies clunsily
responding to the | esser gravity. The ground was rough and uneven and those
who fell cried out as the jagged edges tore at them Human bl ood stained the
iron-hard soil of ever-frozen Mars

Cayl e wal ked on, unheedi ng, contenptuous of those who had | ost their heads.
They had been warned against the gravity. And the great enclosed plastic
conmpound was only a quarter of a mle away, the intervening cold shocki ng but
bear abl e. He reached the compound, his flesh tingling, his feet nunbed. It was
warm i nsi de and he nade his way slowy to the side of the building fromwhich
the main section of the town was visible.

Shardl was a mining town. It stood on a flat plain that was just beginning to
bl ossom here and there with the green of warm atomi c gardens. The shrubbery,
spotty and incongruous, only enphasized the near desol ation of every visible
hori zon.

He saw that men were studying bulletin boards over against one wall. He noved
cl oser, and read what he could see of one sign. It read:
OPPORTUNI TY

Cayle pressed up to it and read the rest of the words, then smled and turned
away. So they wanted people to sign up for Martian farns. Agree to remain

fifteen years and "Her G aci ous Majesty, Innelda of Isher, will supply you
with a completely equi pped atonic-heated farm No dawn paynent, forty years to
pay."

The offer concluded insinuatingly: "Go imediately to the Lands office, sign
your application-and you will not have to do one minute's work in the nines."

Cayl e was i mMmune to the appeal. He had heard of this system of col onizing the
cold planet of Mars and the hot planet of Venus. Eventually every acre of soil
woul d be occupi ed, and the planet subjected to the beneflcient influence of
atom c power. And so, over the nmillennia, men would at last thaw all the icy
habi t abl e worl ds of the Sol ar System and chill the burning deserts of Venus
and Mercury. Men working out their lives on the drabber spawnings of their sun
woul d create reasonable facsimles of the far green Earth from which they had



cone.
That was the theory. In all those |azy days at public school, when he had read
and listened to the accounts of col oni zation, he had not dreaned that he would
one day be standing here, [ooking out at the half-light world of Mars,
standi ng here, caught by a process too ruthless for any man, raised as he had
been raised, to resist. He had no hatred now of his father. That was gone out
of himinto the hazy msts of the past, into that world of nothingness where
his illusions had gone. The poor dunb fool-that was his thought now Perhaps
it was just as well some people never did conprehend the realities of life in
the enpire of Isher.

H s own personal problemwas solved in a sinple, effective manner. He had been
afraid. Now he wasn't. He had, astonishingly enough, been honest. Now, he
wasn't. Well, in a way, he wasn't. It all depended on an individual's outl ook
on life as to how far he'd accept the theory that a human bei ng nmust be strong
enough to face the necessities of his era. Cayle Uark intended to face them
all the way. Not for Iong would such a man as he had beconme remain on Mars.
Meanwhi | e, he nust sign nothing that would restrict his nmovenments. He nust be
cautious, but seize opportunities instantly on an all-out basis.

Behind hima voice said slyly, "Am| addressing Cayle Cark, formerly of the
village of day?"

Cayle turned slowmy. He hadn't expected opportunity to come so quickly. The
man who stood before himwas small. He wore an overcoat of expensive material
and he was very obviously not a person who had cone on the boat, in spite of
his shrivel ed and insignificant appearance. He spoke again.

"I amthe local -uh-representative of the Fifth Bank. It may be that we can
hel p you out of this unusual situation."

He | ooked like a toad, his gaunt face enfraned in a high collar. Hi s eyes,

i ke black seeds, peered forth with a dull but avaricious light.

Cayl e shrank involuntarily, hot fromfear but froml oathing. There had been a
worman who came to the house, a woman bedecked with jewels and furs-with a face
like that and eyes like that. And all the whips they had used on his bare back
whi l e she | ooked on with greedy eyes had not broken his will to have nothing
to do with her. It cost Cayle an effort of mnd to realize that he nust not
necessarily conmpare the two people or believe that they had anything in
conmon.

"I nterested?" asked the creature.

Cayle started to nod. And then a word that hadn't really penetrated before
canme through to his consci ousness.

"What bank did you say?"

The human caricature smled with the ook of a man who realized he was bearing
precious gifts. "The Fifth Bank," he said, "You nade a deposit in our centra
at Inperial Gty about a nonth ago. In the course of a normal investigation of
t he background of any new depositor we discovered that you were on your way to
Mars under unpl easant circunstances. W therefore wish to place our |oan
departnment at your service."

"I see," said Cayle carefully.

H s eyes, sharp and alert, nade another nore detail ed exani nation of this
agent of the great bank. But there was nothing new, nothing to inspire
confidence. And yet he did not think of ending the conversation. "Just what
woul d the bank do for ne?" he asked quietly.

The man cleared his throat. "You are the son of Fara and Creel Cark?" he
asked ponpously.

Cayle admitted the relationship after a nonent's hesitation

"You desire to return to Earth?"

There was no hesitation about his answer to that. "Yes," he said.

"The base fare," said the man, "is six hundred credits for the trip when the
di stance between Mars and Earth permits a twenty-four day journey. Wen the

di stance is greater the cost is 10 credits a day extra. You probably knew
that."

Cayl e hadn't known. But he had guessed that the m ne head wage of 25 credits a



week woul d not provide a quick means of returning to Earth. He felt tensed,
consci ous of how conpletely a man w thout resources could be confined to a

pl anet. He had an idea of what was com ng

"The Fifth Bank," said the man in a grand tone, "will loan you the sum of one
t housand credits if your father will guarantee the debt and if you will sign a
note agreeing to pay back ten thousand credits."

Cayl e sat down heavily. The end of hope had conme nmore swiftly than he had
expected. "My father," he said wearily, "would never guarantee a note for ten
t housand credits."”

"Your father," said the agent, "will be asked to guarantee only the one

t housand. You will be expected to pay ten thousand out of your future
ear ni ngs. "

Cayl e studied himw th narrowed eyes. "By what nethod will this nmoney be paid
over to ne?"

The gaunt face smiled. "You sign, then we give it to you. And just |eave your
father to us. The bank has a psychol ogy departnent for handling co-signers and
signers of notes. On sone we use the doninating techni que, on others-"

Cayle interrupted. "So far as | am concerned the noney has to be paid over to
me before | sign.”

The ot her shrugged, and |aughed. "As you will. | see you are a sharp deal er
Cone over to the mine manager's office."

He wal ked of f, Cayle follow ng thoughtfully. It was too easy and he didn't
like it. Everything was happening too swiftly, as if-well, as if this were
part of the routine of the end of a voyage. He sl owed and | ooked around
alertly. There was a long line of offices, he saw, where other nen were being
taken by wel | -dressed individual s.

It seenmed to himthat he could visualize the picture then. The first offer on
the bulletin board. Volunteer to go on a farm If they didn't get you that
way, then along canme a snooth tongued nman to offer a loan on the basis of your
famly credit. The | oan noney woul d either not be advanced at all or it would
be stolen fromyou al nost inmediately afterwards.

Ther eupon, havi ng exhausted all your avail able resources, present and future,
you were on Mars to stay.

"There'll be a couple of witnesses," Cark thought. "Big fellows with guns on
themto make sure that you don't get your nobney."

It was a good way to colonize an unfriendly planet, possibly the only way,
consi dering that human bei ngs were not too interested any nore in pioneering.
He wal ked into the office. And there were the two nmen, well-dressed, smling,
friendly. They were introduced as, respectively, the m ne manager and a clerk
fromthe bank. C ark wondered cynically how many ot her persons, shanghaied as

he had been, were being introduced at this nonent to the "m ne manager." It
sounded very inpressive and it nmust be thrilling to have a chance to talk in
heart to heart fashion with so inportant a personage, to realize that he was
human after all. Cayle shook hands with himand then turned to | ook the

situation over. The inportant thing was to get the noney |legally. That neant
actual ly signing the document and getting a copy. Even that m ght not mnean
anything but, after all, there was a certain amount of |aw on the planets. The
dangerous thing was to be w thout noney and to arrive in court where other nen
could bl andly deny one's story.

The room was not large but it was |luxuriously furnished. It could have been a
m ne manager's office. There were two doors, the one through which he had
cone, and one directly opposite, where, presumably, the robbed individual nade
his exit without getting any chance to talk to people in the big roomfrom

whi ch he had conme. d ark wal ked over to the second door, opened it and saw
that it led outside. There were scores of huts within sight and, standing in
groups all around, were soldiers. The sight of them gave hi m pause, for
obviously they would make it inmpossible for himto make a run for it if he
succeeded in obtaining the noney.

He used his body to block off the mob. Wth swift fingers he tested to see if
it were locked fromthe outside. It was. Qietly, he closed the door and, with



a smile, turned back into the room He shivered convincingly. "Sure chilly out
there. 1'll be glad to get back to Earth."

The three men smled synpathetically and the reptilian bank agent held out a
docunent with ten one-hundred credit notes clipped to it. Cark counted the
money and put it in his pocket. Then he read the contract. It was quite
simpl e, apparently designed to ease the mnds of people who were suspicious of
i nvol ved forms. There were three copies, one to be sent to Earth, one for the
Martian branch and one for him They were properly signed and seal ed and
awaited only his signature. Cark tore off the bottomone and put it into his
pocket. The others were inserted into the registered circuit. He signed the
first one with a flourish-and then he stepped back and threw the pen, point
first, into the face of the "manager."

The man screaned and put his hand up to his torn cheek

That was all Cark saw. Wth a junp he reached the side of the toadlike man,
grabbed at his neck just above the heavy coat collar and squeezed with all his
strength. The creature yel ped and struggl ed weakly.

For a nonent then, Cark had the sharp fear that his plan of attack had been
fal sely based. He had assumed that the other had a gun al so and woul d reach
for it in panic. Long skinny fingers were claw ng inside the vol uni nous coat.
They came out clutching a little glittering blaster that d ark snatched, hand
and all, and crushed into his own palm Sinultaneously, he squeezed the weapon
away fromthe other's grasp.

He saw that the big "clerk"” had his gun out, and was edgi ng around, trying to
get a chance to use it without harming the reptile. dark took a snap shot at
the man's foot. The radiant flame made a thin, bright beam There was an odor
of burning |l eather and a streamer of blue smoke. Wth a cry, the fellow
dropped hi s weapon and sat down heavilv on the floor. He withed there,
clutching at his foot. At Clark's urging, the "manager" held up his hands
reluctantly. Swiftly, Cark relieved himof his blaster, picked up the one on
the floor and backed toward the door

He explained his plan briefly. The toad woul d acconpany himas a hostage. They
woul d go to the nearest airline base and fly to the city of Mare G nmerium at
whi ch point he would catch a regular liner for Earth. "And if anything should
go wong," Cayle dark concluded, "at |east one person will die before | do."
Not hi ng went w ong.

And that day was August 26th, 4784 Isher, two nonths and twenty-three days
after Inperial Innelda | aunched her attack on the weapon makers.

CHAPTER XX

CAYLE CLARK pl anned and schened, the days of the journey fromMars to Earth
wound their clockwi se course. The ship time switched gradually from G nmeri um
Daylight Tine to Inperial City Tinme. But the night outside, with its
flashingly bright sun off to one side and everywhere el se starry darkness, was
an unchangi ng environnment. Meals were eaten. C ark slept and dreanmed and noved
and had his being. H s thoughts grew nmore direct, nore determ ned. He had no
doubts. A man who had put away fear of death could not fail.

The sun grew brighter. It splashed spiral-like across the darkness. Mars
receded to a point of smallness, a reddish dot in a sea of night-hard to find
anong the starry brilliants of the jewel-case sky. Gradually Earth becane a

| arge, shining ball of light, then a nonstrous, msty, unbelievable thing that
filled half the sky. The continents showed through. And on Earth's nightside,
partly visible as the ship swung past the noon, the cities shone with
intermttent glitter that rival ed the heavens thensel ves.

Cark saw that vision of Earth in snatches only. Five days from destination he
had di scovered a stud poker game in one of the holds. Fromthe begi nning he

| ost. Not every gane-an occasional win helped himrecuperate a few credits.
But by the third day of the endl ess gane, the second last of the trip, the
direction of his fortune was so marked that he took alarmand quit.

In his cabin he counted the nmoney that remained to himeighty-one credits. He
had pai d ei ght percent comm ssion on the thousand credits to the
representative of the bank. The rest had gone on fare, poker |osses and one



I mperial-style gun. "At least,"” dark thought, "I'Il soon be back in Inperial
City. And with nore noney than when |I arrived last tine."

He | ay back, amazingly at ease. The poker losses did not disturb him He
hadn't, when he cane right down to it, planned to try ganbling again. He had a
different picture of his Life. He woul d take risks, of course, but on a higher
| evel . He had won five hundred thousand credits- at least-in the Penny Pal ace.
It would be difficult to collect it but he would succeed. He felt hinself

pati ent and capable, ready for all eventualities.

As soon as he had the nobney he woul d secure a conmi ssion from Col onel Medl on
He might pay for it and he m ght not It depended upon the nonment. There was no
vengeful ness in his plan. He didn't care what happened to two venal creatures
like Fatty and the colonel. They were stepping stones, it seened to Clark, in
the nost ambitious schenme that had ever been planned in the Enpire of Isher. A
schene rooted in a fact that seemed to have escaped all the creature-nmen who
had risen to positions of rank in the Inmperial Service.

I nnel da of Isher meant well by the country. In his one contact with her he had
sensed a personality frustrated by the corruption of others. In spite of the
tal k agai nst her, the enpress was honest-on a Machi avellian | evel, of course.
Cark did not doubt that she could issue an order of execution. But that was
part of her function as a ruler. Like hinself, she nust rise to the
necessities of her situation.

The enpress was honest. She woul d wel come a man who woul d use her linitless
authority to clean house for her. For two and a half nonths now he had been

t hi nki ng over what she had said that day in Medlon's office and he had sone
pretty shrewd answers. There was her reference to officer-prospects staying
away i n droves because they had heard somet hing was up. And her accusation of
a pro-weapon shop conspiracy tied in with the inexplicable closing of the
shops. Sonething was up and, for a man who had nade a personal contact, it
spel | ed nmassi ve opportunity.

To all his planned actions O ark nade but one qualification. First, he mnust
seek out Lucy Rail and ask her to marry him

That hunger would not wait.

The ship cane down into its cradle a few nmi nutes before noon on a cloudl ess
day. There were formalities and it was two o' clock before Cark's papers were
stanped and he enmerged into the open. A breeze touched his cheeks and, from

t he peak of netal that was the landing field, he could see the dazzling city
to the west.

It was a view to make a nman catch his breath, but dark did not waste any
time. Froma 'stat booth, he called Lucy's nunber. A pause, then a young nan's
face came onto the screen. "I'm Lucy's husband," he said. "She went out for a
m nute, but you don't want to talk to her." Persuasively. "Take a good | ook at
me and you'll agree."

Cark stared blankly. But the famliarity of the other's face would not
penetrate through the shock of the words he had spoken

"Look hard," the inage in the 'stat urged.

G ark began, "I don't think that-"

And then he got it. He drew back |ike a man whose face had been sl apped. He
put out his hand as if he would defend his eyes froma vision that was too
bright for them He could feel the blood draining fromhis cheeks, and he
swayed. The now familiar voice drew himback to normal cy.

"Pull yourself together!" it said. "And listen. | want you to meet ne tonorrow
ni ght on the beach of the Haberdashery Paradi se. Take one nore | ook at ne,
convi nce yoursel f, and be there."

Clark didn't need the | ook but his eyes sought the imge ,face. And there was
no question. The face that was staring at himfromthe 'stat was his own.
Cayle dark was | ooking at Cayle Cdark-at 2:10 P.M, Cctober 4, 4784 |sher
CHAPTER XXI |

OCTOBER 6t h- The enpress stirred, and turned over in bed. She had a nmenory.
The night before she had told herself that by norning her mnd would be nmade
up. As she cane out of sleep she realized the uncertainty was still there. She



opened her eyes, already enbittered agai nst the day.

She sat up, conposing the tension in her face. And as she did so half a dozen
mai ds, who had been hovering behind a sound-proofed screen, dashed forward. An
energy drink was tendered. Sunlight adjustnments were made, the great bedroom
bri ghtened for another norning. Massage, shower, facial, hair-and, again and
again, as the routine proceeded, she thought. "I have got to get action or the
attack will end in a personal humliation. Surely, after four nonths, they
cannot keep on del aying."

As soon as she had her dress on she began to receive palace officials. First,
CGerritt, the chief of Palace Adm nistration. He had a problem many of them
and as usual, annoying ones. That was partially her own fault. Long ago she
had insisted that all punishment of the palace staff be referred to her. Today
t he predomi nant notif was insol ence. Servants defying their superiors and
shirking their work. The offense was becom ng common.

"For heaven's sake," Innelda said irritably, "if they don't like the
[imtations of their positions, why don't they quit? Palace trained servants
can al ways obtain positions, if only for what they are believed to know about
my private life."

"Why doesn't your Mjesty let me handl e these personal nmatters?" said CGerritt.
It was his stock remark, stolidly made. She knew that eventually he woul d wear
her down but not to his own benefit. No stubborn old conservative was going to
have full control of the huge staff of palace servitors. A heritage fromthe
regency period, he and all his kind were going to be asked to vacate. She

si ghed, and di sm ssed hi mand was back with her problem What to do? Shoul d
she order attacks wherever possible? O wait in the hope that new infornmation
woul d turn up? The trouble was that she had been waiting now for so nany
weeks.

CGeneral Doocar cane in, atall, thin man with slate gray eyes. He saluted with
an angul ar notion and said, "Madam the building reappeared for two hours and
forty mnutes last night, only one minute fromthe estimated tine."

I nnel da nodded. That was routine now The pattern of reappearance had been
established within a week of the first disappearance. She still insisted on
bei ng kept inforned of the building s novenments, just why, she couldn't

deci de.

"I"'mlike a child," she thought self-critically. "I can't |let anything get out
of my control." The anal ysis darkened her nood. She made a few sharp renarks
about the efficiency of the mlitary scientists under his command, then asked
t he question. The general shook his head.

"Madam " he said, "an attack is out of the question at the monent. We have a
power machi ne doni nating the weapon shops in every large city on this planet.
But during the past two and a half nonths el even thousand of ficers have
deserted. The power nachi nes are manned by guards who do not know how to
operate them"

The wonman fl ashed. "The hypnotic nmachine could teach themen masse in one
hour . "

"Yes." The hard voice did not change. The thin lips be came a little thinner
That was all. "Your Myjesty, if we are prepared to hand such information over
to common soldiers, that is your privilege. You have but to command and | will
obey. "

Innel da bit her lip, vexed. This grimold man had her there. It was annoying
to have come out at last with a thought that she had restrained so often in
the past. She said defensively, "It seens that the so-called comon sol diers
are nore |loyal than ny comni ssioned officers, and braver."

He shrugged. "You allow these tax creatures of yours the privilege of selling
conmi ssions,"” he said. "You do, generally, get educated people that way, but
you surely don't expect a man who has paid ten thousand credits for a
captaincy to take the chance of getting hinself killed."

The argument began to weary her. She had heard it all before in different
words. The sane ol d nmeani ngs, reinforced by the same dramatizations, though it
was sone weeks now since the problem of commissions in the armed forces had



been nentioned. The subject was not a pleasant one. It rem nded her now of
somet hi ng she had al nost forgotten. "The last tinme we talked of this," she
said slowy, "I requested you to contact Col onel Medlon and ask hi m what ever
becarme of that officer he was about to comm ssion when | called himone day?
It isn't often that | nmake personal contacts with |ower ranks." Suddenly she
becanme savage-"I'm hedged in here by a brigade of old men who don't know how
to nobilize an arny." She fought down her anger. "But never nind that. Wat
about hi n?" General Doocar said stonily, "Colonel Medlon informs ne that the
young officer-prospect did not return at the appointed hour. The col one
assunes that he nmust have got wi nd of what was up and hastily changed his

m nd. "

There was silence. She found hersel f thinking-that the explanation sounded
wrong. He wasn't like that. And besides the enpress personally had talked to
hi m

She did not underestimate the power of such personal contact. People who net
the Enpress of Isher felt not only her personal charm but experienced the
abnormal aura of her position. The conbi nati on was overpowering, not to be
lightly disnmissed on the word of a suspected "w no."

She spoke at last with a quiet determ nation. "General, informthe col onel
today that he will either produce this young officer or face a Lanbeth in the
nor ni ng. "

The gaunt man bowed but there was a cynical snmile on his face. "Madam " he
said, "if it gives you pleasure to destroy corruption, one individual at a
time, you have a lifelong task ahead of you."

She didn't like that. There was a brutality in the remark that reached deep
into her. She drew back. "I've got to start somewhere." She made a gesture,
hal f threat, half frustration. She said querulously, "I don't understand you
anynore, Ceneral. Wen | was younger you used to agree that something ought to
be done."

"Not by you." He shook his head. "The Inperial famly must sanction, not
personal ly direct, a noral house-cleaning." He shrugged. "As a matter of fact,
| have nore or |less cone around to the weapon shop idea that this is an age
where people take to corrupti on whenever their adventurous instincts are
deni ed nornmal expression.”

The green, inperial eyes flashed. "I amnot interested in weapon shop

phi | osophy. "

She was abruptly astounded that he should have nentioned the weapon shops in
such a fashion. She flung the accusation at him The grand old man was i mMmune.
"Madam " he said, "when | stop exanining the ideas and phil osophi es of a power
t hat has now existed for three thousand seven hundred years you nmay have ny
resignation."

The wonman rejected the argument. Everywhere she turned was this seni-worship
of the weapon shops. More, it was an acceptance of the shops as a legitimte

facet of Isher civilization. "I rust get rid of these old nen," she thought,
not for the first time. "They treat me as a child and will always treat ne
that way." Aloud she said icily, "General, | amnot interested in hearing the

noral teachings of an organi zation that at base is responsible for all the
imorality in the Solar System W live in an age where productive capacity is
so great that no one need ever starve. Crinme, because of econom c need does
not exist. The probl em of psychiatric crime can be sol ved whenever we get hold
of the afflicted person. But what is the situation?" She was hot now with
renenbered rage. "W di scover that our psychopath has been sold a weapon shop
gun. The owner of a House of Illusion is simlarly protected. True, in that
case there is an understandi ng between the police and the houses whereby raids
are allowed. But if any individual owner should decide to resist, we would
have to bring a thirty-thousand-cycle cannon to defeat him" She paused to
survey the job done by her hairdresser, felt satisfied, waved the woman away.
"Ridiculous and crimnal!" she continued. "On every side, we are frustrated in
our desire to end this eternal w ckedness of nmillions of individuals, who
sneer at the | aw because they have weapon shop guns. It would be different, if



t hese-gun makers-would linit the sale of their products to respectabl e people.
But when any sort of scoundrel can buy one-"

"A defensive gun!" interjected the general softly. "Defensive only."
"Exactly," said Innelda. "A man can commit any crine, then defend hinsel f

agai nst justice. Ch-" furiously-"why do | even talk to you? Ceneral, |I'm
telling you. W have the weapon that can destroy these weapon shops once and
for all. You don't have to kill the nenbers, but get the army organized to
destroy the shops. Get it organized, | say, for an attack within three days? A
week?" She | ooked at him "How | ong, General ?"

He pl eaded, "G ve nme until the new year, Madam | swear that the confusion
whi ch was caused by the desertions had tenporarily ruined us."

She had forgotten the deserters for the nonent. "You have captured sone of
these of ficers?"

He hesitated. "Sone, yes."

"I want one avail able for questioning this norning."

General Doocar bowed.

"As for the rest,"” said Innelda, "keep the nmilitary police after them As soon
as this mess is over, |I'Il set up special court martial and we'll teach these
traitors the nmeaning of their oaths of allegiance.”

"Suppose, " said Doocar, and his voice was soft again, "they have weapon shop
guns?"

Her reaction to that was so violent that she grew calmin her anger. "M
friend," she said gravely, "when arny discipline can be set at nought by an
under ground organi zation, then even the generals nust realize it is time to
destroy the subversion." She made a notion with her right arm A gesture of
deci siveness. "This afternoon, Ceneral, | shall visit the |aboratories of

O ynpian Field. | want to see what progress has been made in finding out just
what the weapon nakers did to that building. Tonorrow norning, at |east,

Col onel Medl on nust procure for me the young man he was supposed to have
conmi ssioned. |f he cannot do it, one corrupt head will roll. You may think
' m being childish, concerning nmyself with one individual. But | nust start
somewhere. And that young man | know about. H m 1| can check on. But now, " she
sai d, "you weapon shop admrer, get out of here before | do something
drastic."

"Madam " protested Doocar mildly. "I amloyal to the House of Isher."

"I amglad to hear it," said Innelda scathingly.

She brushed past himand went out into the hallway w thout | ooking back
CHAPTER XX |

As SHE ENTERED t he sal on, she heard the faint sighing of relief of those
already there. She smiled darkly. People who wanted to eat in the Inperial
salon had to wait till she broke bread or sent word she wasn't com ng. No
conpul sion existed for anyone to be present. But usually those who had access
did not deny thenselves the privilege. Innelda said, "Good norning!" Then sat
down at the head of her table. She sipped a glass of water, which was the
signal for the waiters to cone in. After she had given her order, she | ooked
around the room Everywhere were grayi ng heads; nmen and wonen over fifty;
relics of the regency. A half dozen young men and two of her younger
secretaries sat at her own table. But they were a remmant; the residue of the
em gration of young people that had foll owed the departure of Prince de
Curtin.

"Did everybody have a nice sleep last night?" |Innelda broke the silence
sweetly. They hastened to assure her that they had. "How nice," she

mur mur ed-and settled into a noody silence. She wasn't sure just what she
want ed of her conpani ons. Lightness, perhaps. But how nmuch? A year before; a
new y introduced young man had asked her if she were still a virgin. And since
she was, the incident still annoyed her

Crudeness was definitely out of order. She had an instinctive feeling that
imorality on her part would reflect on the reputation of the Isher famly.
But then what? She pecked at a piece of toast. Wiat did she want? A positive
approach-a belief in principles, with an ability to see the hunorous side of



We. Her own upbringing, severe and sinple, had stressed the positive mnd
trainings. Very inportant, but seriousness could be overdone. She stiffened
with an old determ nation. "lI've got to get rid of these hunorless,

do-not hing, |et's-be-careful-and-not-rock-the-boat, think-tw ce-and-stop-" She
paused, self-pityingly, and prayed to her private gods, "G ve me one good joke
a day to make nme | augh and one nman who can handl e affairs of state and, in
addi ti on, know how to anuse nme. If only Del were here."

She scowl ed in annoyance at the direction her thoughts were taking. Her

cousin, Prince del Curtin, disapproved of the attack on the weapon shops. \Wat
a shock, when she had first discovered that. And what nortification when al
the young men of his clique left the palace with him refusing to participate
in the adventure. Having killed Banton Vickers for threatening to informthe
weapon shops of her plans, a treasonous utterance that woul d have destroyed
her prestige if she had let it pass, she could not overl ook the opposition
Tight-1i pped, she recalled their final conversation, the prince, cold and
formal, marvel ously goodl ooking in his anger, herself uncertain but

determ ned, as he said, "When you get over this madness, |nnelda, you rmay cal
me back." He nust have known that it was an opportunity for her to say, "That
will be never." But she hadn't dared to say it. She had been like a wife, she
t hought bitterly. Wonged but unwilling to say too much, for fear that her
husband ni ght take her at her word. Not that she could ever marry the prince
after such an action on his part. Still it would be nice to have him

back-l ater -after the weapon shops were destroyed. She finished breakfast and
gl anced at her watch. Nine thirty. She cringed, involuntarily. The | ong day
was barely begun.

At hal f past ten, free of urgent correspondence, she had the officer-deserter
brought in. He was a nan of thirty-three according to his file, country born
and holding the rank of major. He cane in; a faint cynical smle on his lips,
but his eyes | ooked depressed. His nane was G le Sanders. Innelda studied him
gloomly. According to his file he had three m stresses and had made a fortune
out of a peculiar graft involving Arny purchases. It was a fairly typical case
history. And the part that was difficult to understand was why he, who had so
much, had given it all up. She asked the question earnestly. "And please," she
said, "do not insult nme by suggesting that you were concerned with the nora

i ssue of the war. Tell nme sinmply and plainly why you gave up all your
possessi ons for di shonor and di sgrace. In one act you disinherited yourself.

The very |l east that can happen to you is that you'll be sent to Mars or Venus
permanently. Were you a fool or a coward or both?"
He shrugged. "I suppose | was a fool." H's feet funbled nervously over the

floor. Hs eyes did not evade her direct stare, but his answer |eft her

di ssatisfied. After ten minutes she had got no real explanation out of him It
was possible that the profit and | oss notivation had not influenced his
decision. She tried a new approach. "According to your file," she said, "you
were notified to report to building eight hundred A and, because of your rank
it was explained to you that at last a nethod had been found to destroy the
weapon shops. An hour later, after having burned your private papers, you |left
your office and took up residence in a seaside cottage which you had purchased
secretly-you thought-five years ago. A week later, when it was clear that you
did not intend to do your duty, you were arrested. You have been in close
confinenent ever since. |Is that picture fairly correct?"

The man nodded but said nothing. The enpress studied him biting her lips. "M
friend," she said softly at last, "I have it in nmy power to nake your

puni shment anything | desire. Anything. Death, banishnent, commutation-" she
hesitated-"reinstatenent."

Maj or Sanders sighed wearily. "I know, " he said. That was the picture
suddenly saw.'
"I don't understand." She was puzzled. "If you realize the potentialities of

your act, then you were very foolish."
"The picture,"” he said in a nonotone, as if he had not heard her interruption
"of a time when soneone, not necessarily yourself, would have that power



wi t hout qualification, wthout there being anywhere to turn, wthout
al I evi ati on, without-hope."

She had her answer. "Well, of all the stupidity!" said Innel da expl osively.
She | eaned back in her chair, nmomentarily overconme, drew a deep breath, then
shook her head in irritation. "Major," she said gently, "I feel sorry for you.

Surely your know edge of the history of my famly nust have told you that the
danger of misuse of power does not exist. The world is too big. As an
individual | can interfere in the affairs of such a tiny proportion of the
human race that it is ridiculous. Every decree that | issue vanishes into a
positive blur of conflicting interpretations as it recedes fromne. That
decree could be ultimtely mild-it would make no difference in the fina

adm nistration of it. Anything, when applied to eleven billion people, takes
on a meaningless quality that is inpossible to i magi ne unl ess you have

studi ed, as | have, actual results."

She saw wi th astoni shnment that her words had not touched him She drew back
of fended. It was all so crystal clear and here was one nore obstinate fool
She restrained her anger with an effort. "Major," she said, "with the weapon
shops out of the way we could introduce steadying |aws that could not be
flouted. There would be nore uniform adninistration of justice because people
woul d have to accept the judgnent of the courts, their only recourse being
appeal s to the higher courts.”

"Exactly," said Sanders. That was all. H's tone rejected her logic. She
studied himfor a long nonent, all the synpathy gone fromher. Then she said
bitterly, "If you' re such a firmbeliever in the weapon shops, why didn't you
protect yourself by going to themfor a defensive gun?"

"1 did."

She hesitated; then asked coldly, "Wat was the matter. Did your courage fai
you when it canme to the point of using it to defend yourself fromarrest?"

Wat ching him she knew she shoul dn't have said that. It left her open to a
retort which, she realized, mght be devastating. Her fear was justified.
Sanders said, "No, Your Majesty. | did exactly what sonme of the

ot her-uh-deserters did. | took off nmy uniformand went to a weapon shop
intending to buy a gun. But the door wouldn't open. It appears that | am one
of the few officers who believe that the Isher family is the nore inportant of
the two facets of Isher civilization."

H s eyes had been bright as he spoke. Now they grew depressed again. "I am"
he said, "in exactly the position you want to put everybody into. | have no
way to turn. | rnust accept your |aw, must accept secret declarations of war on

an institution that is as nmuch a part of Isher civilization as the House of

I sher itself; nust accept death if you decree it, wi thout a chance to defend
nmysel f in open battle. Your Majesty," he finished quietly, "I respect and
admre you. The officers who deserted are not scoundrels. They were nerely
confronted with a choice and they chose not to participate in an attack on
things as they are. | doubt if | could put it nmore honestly than that."

She doubted it too. Here was a man who woul d never understand the realistic
necessity of what she was doing.

After she dism ssed himshe noted his nane in her check-file, comrenting that
she wanted to hear the verdict of his court martial. The action of witing the
words rem nded her of her inability to remenber the nane of the nman whom

Col onel Medl on was to produce by norning. She |eafed the pages, and found it

i mediately. "Cayle dark," she said aloud. "That's he." She realized that it
was now time to go to the Treasury Department and hear all the reasons why it
was i npossible to spend nore noney. Wth a tired smle, she went out of the
study and took a private elevator up to the fiftieth floor

CHAPTER XXI V

WE WERE married (said Lucy in her disjointed report to the coordi nation
department of the weapon shops) shortly before noon, Friday, the day he | anded
fromMars. | do not know how to account for the fact that a | ater check-up
reveal ed he had not |anded until 2 o'clock, nor have |I confronted himwth
this information. I will ask himabout it only if I amspecifically requested



to do so. | do not desire to guess how he was able to marry ne before the hour
of the ship's arrival. There is no question in ny mnd, however. The nan |
married is Cayle Clark. It is inpossible that | have been fool ed by sonmebody
representing hinself to be Cayk. He has just nade his daily 'stat call to ne,
but he doesn't know that | ammaking this report. |I'mbeginning to feel that
it is wong for ne to make any reports whatever about him However, the
general circumnstances being what they are, | amas requested, trying to recal
every detail of what happened. | will begin with the nonent that | received a
"stat call fromhimon the nmorning of his arrival from Mars.
The tine as | renmenber it was about half past ten. That conversation was
extremely brief. W exchanged greetings, and then he asked me to marry him M
feelings about Cayle Clark are well known to the head of the Coordination
Departnment. And | am sure M. Hedrock will not be surprised that | agreed
instantly to the proposal, and that we signed our narriage declarations on the
registered circuit a few mnutes before noon the sane nmorning. W then went to
nmy apartnment, where, with one interruption, we remained the rest of that day
and that night. The interruption came at a quarter to two when he asked me if
| would take a wal k around the bl ock while he used ny 'stat for a call. He
didn't say whether the call would be incom ng or out-going but, on returning,
I noticed on the "stat meter that it had been an incomning call

I do not apol ogize for |leaving the apartnent at his request. My acqui escence
seens to ne, normal. During the course of the day and eveni ng, he made no
further reference to the call but instead described to ne everything that had
happened to himsince | last saw himin the House of Illusion. | do confess
that his account at tines was not so clear as it m ght have been and he nore
than once gave nme the inpression that he was relating events which had
happened to hima considerable tine ago.
The norning after our marriage he was up early, and said that he had many
things to do. Since | was anxious to call up M. Hedrock, | let himgo w thout
obj ection. The subsequent report of another weapon shop agent that a very
expensi ve private carpl ane picked himup a block fromthe apartnent and took
of f before the agent could summon transportation, puzzles ne. Frankly, |
cannot understand it.
Since then, Cayle has not been to the apartnment but he has called ne up every
nmorni ng and told nme that he cannot give ne details as yet about what he is
doi ng, but that he loves me as nuch as ever. | shall accept that until he
hinself tells me otherwi se. | have no know edge at all of the report that he
has been for nore than a nonth a captain in Her Majesty's arnmy. | do not know
how he managed to obtain a conm ssion, nor by what neans he is pushing his
interests. If it is true, as reported, that he has already been attached to
t he personal staff of the enpress, then | can only express amazenent and
specul ate privately as to how he has managed it.

In conclusion, let ne affirmnmy faith in Cayle. | cannot account for his
actions, but | believe that the end-result wll be honorable.

(Signed) Lucy Rail dark

Novenber 14, 4784 |
CHAPTER XXV
THIS WAS it. For a nonth Hedrock had del ayed his reaction, waiting for new
evi dence. But now, reading Lucy's docunent, the conviction cane. The
unexpected turn of events that he had been waiting for was happeni ng. Wat it
was he had no idea. He felt a tensed alarm the fear that he was mssing vita
clues. But doubt he had none- this was it.

Frowni ng, he reread the girl's statement. And it seenmed to himthen that Lucy
was devel opi ng a negative attitude toward the weapon shops. It was not in what
she had done but that she felt her actions mght be nisinterpreted. That was
defensive, and therefore bad. The hold of the shops on its menbers was
psychol ogi cal . Usual |y, when anyone wanted to break away, he was divested of
vital nmenories, given a bonus depending on | ength of service and shooed off
with the bl essings of the organization. But Lucy was a key contact during a
great crisis. The conflict between her duty to the shops and her persona



situation must not be allowed to beconme too disturbing.

Hedrock frowned over the problem then dialed the 'stat. Lucy's face came onto
the screen and Hedrock said earnestly, "I have just read your statenent, Lucy,
and | want to thank you for your cooperation. W appreciate your position

t horoughly and | have been asked-" he worded it deliberately as if an

executive group were behind what he was saying-"l have been asked to request
that you hold yourself ready for a call fromus night and day until the
critical period is over. In return, the weapon shops will do everything in

their power to protect your husband from any dangerous reactions that may
result fromwhat he is doing."

It was no light pronise. He had al ready handed the assignnment over to the
protective branch. Insofar as it was possible to protect a man in the Inperial
sphere the job was being done. He watched Lucy's face casually but intently.
Intelligent though she was, she would never fully conprehend the weapon
shop-1sher war. It didn't show. No guns were firing. Nobody was being killed.
And even if the weapon shops were destroyed Lucy would not imrediately notice
the difference. Her life nmight never be affected and not even the immortal man
could say what the pattern of existence would be when one of the two power
facets of the culture was elimnated. He saw that Lucy was not satisfied with
what he had said. He hesitated, then, "Ms. Cark, on the day you were married
you took your husband's callidity measurenents and gave themto us. W Lave
never told you the integrated result because we did not want to al arm you.

t hi nk, however, that you will be interested rather than anxious.
"They' re special ?" Lucy asked.
"Special!" Hedrock searched for adjectives. "Your husband's callidity at the

time you neasured himwas the highest that has ever been recorded in the
history of the Information Center. The index has nothing to do with ganbling
and we cannot guess what formit will take but that it will affect the whole
world of Isher we have no doubt."

Wth troubl ed eyes he gazed at her. The devastating aspect of the affair was
that Cayle dark was not doi ng anything. There he was, attached to the
personal staff of the enpress, his novenments accounted for by a host of
spies-well, alnost all his novements. Several 'stat calls he had nade fromthe
pal ace had proved too private for interference. And twi ce he had slipped away
fromthe pal ace, and el uded his shadows. M nor incidents-they could scarcely
account for the fact that, according to his callidetic neasurenent, what was
happeni ng was happeni ng now. The great event, whatever it was, was taking

pl ace. And not even the No-men of the shops were able to guess what it was.
Hedrock expl ai ned the situation, then, "Lucy," he said, "are you sure you have
hel d not hi ng back? | swear to you it is a matter of |ife and death,
particularly his life."

The girl shook her head. And though he watched cl osely her eyes did not
change, showed not a trace of myopia. They w dened, but that was anot her
phenonenon. Her nmouth remained firm which was a good sign. It was inpossible
to tell definitely, of course, just by | ooking at her physica
reactions-except that Lucy Rail was not known ever to have taken evasive

trai ning. Wiere Robert Hedrock could lie without giving one of the known
lie-reactions, Lucy sinply didn't have the experience or nerve-contro
training to stifle the unconscious signals of her mnuscles.

"M . Hedrock," she said, "you know that you can count on me to the limt."
That was a victory for his inmedi ate purpose. But he broke the connection

di ssatisfied, not with Lucy or with the other agents, but with hinself. He was
m ssing sonething. H's mnd was not seeing deep enough into reality. Just as
the solution to the seesaw probl emwas eluding him so now he was baffl ed by
what nmust in reality be very apparent. Sitting here in his office, mulling
over facts and figures, he was too far fromthe scene.

It was clearly time for an on-the-spot investigation by Robert Hedrock in

per son.

CHAPTER XXV

HEDROCK WALKED sl ow y al ong the Avenue of Luck savoring the difference inits



appearance. He couldn't recall just when he had | ast been on the street, but

it seemed a long, long time ago. There were nore establishnments than he
renenber ed, but not many changes otherw se. A hundred years did not affect the
structural nmetals and material of a building made under the rigid Isher
regul ati ons. The general architectural designs remained the same. The
decoration was different. New lighting facades, planned to attract the eye,
confronted himin every direction. The science of refurbishing had not been
negl ect ed.

He entered the Penny Pal ace, undeci ded as to what |evel of action he should
pursue. He favored the irresistible approach-he thought-better |eave the
deci si on about that for the nonment. As he wal ked into the "treasure roont a
ring on his little finger tingled. A transparency was probing himfromhis
right. He wal ked on, then turned casually to exanine the two nen from whose
direction the inpulse had cone. Were they enpl oyees or independents? Since, he
al ways carried about fifty-thousand credits on him independent sharpers woul d
be a nuisance. He sniled gently as he cane up to them

"I"'mafraid not," he said, "Forget any plans you had, eh?"

The heavier of the two nmen reached into a coat pocket, then shrugged. "You're
not carrying a weapon shop gun," he said pointedly. You' re not arnmed at all."
Hedrock said, "Wuld you like to test that?" And | ooked straight at the man's
eyes.

The ganbler was the first to glance away. "C'non, Jay," he said. "This job
isn't the way | figured it."

Hedr ock stopped himas he turned away. "Wrk here?"

The man shook his head. "Not," he said frankly, "if you're against it."

Hedrock | aughed. "I want to see the boss."
"That's what | thought," the man said. "Well, it was a good job while it
| asted. "

This time Hedrock let themgo. He felt no surprise at their reaction. The
secret of human power was confidence. And the confidence they had seen in his
eyes was rooted in certainties of which nost men had never heard. In all the
worl d there had never been a man arned as he was with nental, physical
enotional, neural and nol ecul ar defenses.

Lucy's description of Martin's office nade it unnecessary for himto explore.
He entered the corridor at the back of the ganbling section. As he closed the
door behind him a net fell over him neatly enveloping him It drewinstantly
tight and pulled himseveral feet above the floor. Hedrock made no effort to
free hinmsel f. There was enough light for himto see the floor five feet bel ow,
and the indignity of his position did not disturb him He had time for severa
t houghts. So Harj Martin had becone wary of uninvited visitors. It proved
somet hi ng; just what, he would | eave to the nonment of neeting.

He had not long to wait. Footsteps sounded. The door opened, and the fat nman
cane in. He turned on a bright light and stood with a jolly look on his face,
staring up at his prisoner. "Well," he said at last, "what have we got here?"
He stopped. H s eye had caught Hedrock's. Some of the jolliness faded from his
expression. "W are you?" he snapped.

Hedrock said, "On or about the night of October fifth, you were visited here
by a young man nanmed Cayle C ark. What happened?”

"I"ll do the questioning," said Martin. Once again his eyes met Hedrock's.
"Say," he said querul ously, "who are you?"

Hedrock nade a gesture. It was very carefully tinmed and estimated. One of the
rings on his fingers dissolved the hard material of the net. It parted beneath
himlike a door opening. He |landed on his feet. He said, "Start tal king, ny
friend. 1'min a hurry."

I gnoring the gun that Martin snatched, he brushed past himinto the |arge

of fice. Wien he spoke again the confidence was in his voice. It required only
a few nmoments after that for the resigned ganbling pal ace operator to decide
on cooperation. "If all you want is information, okay." He added. "Your date
is right. It was October fifth about m dni ght when this guy Cark canme in
here. He had his twin brother with him"



Hedr ock nodded, but said nothing. He was not here for discussion
"Boy," said Martin, "they were about the nost col d-bl ooded twins | ever saw
and they worked together like a team One of them nust have had sone Arny

experi ence because he stood-well, you know the hypnotic posture they get. He
was the one who knew everything, and was he ever tough! | started to say
somet hi ng about not being a sucker and | got a blast across ny legs. | nmade a

bit too fast a nove when | turned to punp the nmoney out of the safe and

anot her bl ast took off some of nmy hair."

He pointed at a bald spot on one side of his head. Hed-rock examined it
briefly. It had been cl ose but obviously trai ned shooting. Wapon shop or
Armmy. By elimnation, Arny.

"You're all right,"” he comrented.

Martin shuddered. "That guy wasn't worrying whether | was all right or not."
He finished, conplainingly, "Life is getting too tough. | never knew the
normal defense devices of Isher could be so easily nullified."

Qut si de Hedrock headed for a carplane stop in a nmeditative nood. The existence
of the two Cayl es was now established. And one of them had been in the Arny

| ong enough to receive nmore than prelimnary officer training. He had had that
training on Cctober fifth, a mere one day after Cayle Cark's arrival from
Mars. By the norning of the sixth, the day dark joined the Arny, according to
the record, he had 500,000 credits.

It was a nice stake for a young man trying to get ahead. But it scarcely
accounted for certain things that were happening. And, large though it was, it
was a tiny sumwhen considered in its relations to Cayle Clark's callidetic
index -if the callidity were due to follow a noney pattern. Hi s carpl ane
arrived and the thought ended. He had one nore call to make this

nmor ni ng- Col onel Medl on.

CHAPTER XXVI

ROBERT HEDROCK returned to his office in the Hotel Royal Ganeel shortly after
m dday. He exami ned the reports that had cone in during his absence, then
spent two hours on a private telestat with an econom c expert at the weapon
shop Information Center. Then he called the nenbers of the weapon nmakers
council, and requested an i medi ate pl enary session

It required about ten minutes for the full council to assenble in the counci
chanmbers of the hotel. Dresley opened the neeting. "Looks to ne, gentlenen,"
he said, "as if our coordinator has struck a warmtrail. R ght, M. Hedrock?"
Hedrock came forward snmiling. Last time, in speaking to a delegation of this
council, he had had the pressures of the time map and the enpress on his
spirit. The map was still in the building, its problemunsol ved, becomni ng nore
urgent every hour. But now he had one solution. He began w thout prelimnary.
"Centl enen, on the norning of Novenmber twenty-seventh, twelve days hence, we
will send a nmessage to the Isher Enpress, and request her to end her war. W
wi || accompany our request with facts and figures that will convince her she
has no alternative."

He expected a sensation, and he got it. These nen knew that, when it canme to
his job, he was not one to raise fal se hopes (they had yet to discover that
his efficiency was equally great in other fields). Feet stirred, and there was
excitenent.

Peter Cadron said explosively, "Man! Don't keep us in suspense. \Wat have you
di scover ed?"

"Permit me," said Hedrock, "to recapitulate.” He went on. "Are you aware, on
the norning of June third, four thousand seven hundred and ei ghty-four Isher
a man fromthe year nineteen hundred and fifty-one A D. appeared in our
Greenway weapon shop. The di scovery was then nade that the enpress was
directing a new energy weapon against all Inperial Cty weapon shops. This
energy was a formof atomic power, old in nature but new to science. Its

di scovery heral ds another step forward in our understanding of the conplex
structure of the space-tine tensions that make for the existence of Matter

The source of the energy in Inperial City was a building conpleted about a
year ago and |l ocated on Capital Avenue. Its effect on the G eenway shop



differed fromits effect on shops further away. Theoretically, it should have
destroyed any material structure instantly but, though Isher rulers have never
known it, weapon shops are not made of matter in the accepted sense. And so
there was an intricate interplay of gigantic forces that took place

predom nantly in time itself. And so a man cane seven thousand years out of

t he past."

He described briefly, using pure mathematical ternms, the seesaw action of the
man and the buil ding, once they were | aunched into the abyss of tinme. He went
on. There are still people who cannot understand how there can be a tine
swing, when it is a macrocosnic fact that the sun and its planets nove
steadi |l v through space-tine at twelve-plus mles a second, in addition to

whi ch the planets follow an orbital course around the sun at varying speeds.
By this logic it should follow that, if you go into the past or future, you
will find yourself at sone renmote point in space, far fromEarth. It is hard
for people who think this to realize that space is a fiction, a by-product of
the basic tinme-energy, and that a matter tension |like a planet does not

i nfl uence phenonena in the tine stream but is itself subject to the tine
energy | aws.

"The reason for the balancing two hours and forty minutes after every swing is
obscure, but it has been suggested that nature unrelentingly-seeks stability.
The buil ding when it swings into the past, occupies the same 'space' as it did
in normal time but there are no repercussions- for the reason that simlarity
is a function of time itself, not of its tension-product. MAllister started
at seven thousand years, the building at two seconds. That is approxinate.
"Today the man is several quadrillions of years away and the buil ding sw ngs
at a distance of sonewhat |ess than three nonths. The ful crum of course,
nmoves forward in our time, so that we have the follow ng situation-the
buil di ng no I onger swings back in time as far as June third, where the seesaw
originally started. Please bear these facts in mnd while |I turn briefly to
anot her division of this seem ngly conplicated but basically sinple business."
Hedr ock paused. There were quick mnds in this room It interested himto see
that every face was still expectant. Now that he hinmself knew the truth it
seened queer that they had not yet grasped the reality. He continued:

"Centl enen, the Coordination Departnment di scovered some nmonths ago that there
existed in the village of ay a callidetic giant. Wth so much interna
pressure pushing himwe had no difficulty maneuvering himinto comng to
Imperial City. At first, our belief that he would influence events narkedly
was nullified bv his ignorance of Isher realities. | won't go into the details
but he was shipped to Mars as a comon | aborer. He was able to return al npst

i medi ately."

He went on to explain how Lucy Rail had been married to one Cayle Uark a few
hours before the arrival of the ship that brought Cayle Cark back to Earth,
how the two O arks secured 500,000 credits, then visited Col onel Medl on, one
of them di sgui sed. The visit was a fortunate one for Medlon. He Lad just been
asked by the enpress to produce O ark, or else. A captaincy was conferred on
Cark, with the usual hypnotic nmachine training for officers. The follow ng
day he reported to the enpress.

"For a reason which she considers to have been inpul se, but which is traceable
to his callidity, she attached himto her personal staff and he is there now.
VWherever his influence extends, he has followed a very interesting pattern of
ruthlessly elimnating the nore obvious corruption, and this has roused the
interest of the anbitious Innelda. Even if nothing else worked in his favor,
he woul d appear to be a young man destined to go far in the Inperial service."
Then Hedrock smiled. "Actually, the Cayle Cark to watch is not the one in the
open but the one who renmained elusively in the city. It is that Cark who has
been nmaking history since | ast August seventh. In the tine since then he has
achi eved the foll owi ng successes-and gentlenen, | warn you, you' ve never heard
anything like this before."

In a few sentences, he described what had happened. Wen he had finished, the
tabl e buzzed with excited discussion. At last a man said, "But why marry Lucy



Hal | ?"

"Partly love, partly-" Hedrock hesitated. He had asked Lucy a pointed question
and her answer nade his reply possible now "I would say he grew i nmensely
cautious, and began to think of the future. Basic urges cane to the fore.
Suppose sonet hi ng happened to a man who in a few weeks had acconplished the
mracle that he had. Gentlenen, he wanted an heir and Lucy was the only honest

girl he knew. It may be a permanent arrangenent. | cannot say. Cark, in spite
of his rebellion against his parents is essentially a well-brought up young
man. In any event, Lucy will not suffer. She will have the interesting
experience of having a child. And, as a wife, she has comrunity property
rights.”

Peter Cadron clinbed to his feet. "Gentlenen," he said, "I nove a vote of

t hanks to Robert Hedrock for the service he has rendered the weapon shops.™
The appl ause was prol onged.

"I nmove further," said Peter Cadron, "that lie be given the rank of
unrestricted nenber."”

Once nmore there were no di ssenters. Hedrock bowed his appreciation. The reward
was nore than an honor. As an unrestricted nenmber he would be subject only to
the Pp machi ne exam nations. H s novenments and actions woul d never be
scrutini zed and he could use every facility of the shops as if they were his
own property. He had been doing that anyway but in future there would be no
suspicion. It was a mghty gift.

"Thank you, gentlenen," he said, when the cl appi ng ended.

"And now," said Peter Cadron, "I respectfully request M. Hedrock to | eave the
council room while we discuss our renaining problem the seesaw. "

Hedrock went out gloomly. He had nmomentarily forgotten that the greatest
danger remai ned.

CHAPTER XXVI |

I T WAS Novenber twenty-sixth, one day before the shops intended to informthe
enpress that her war was |ost. She had no prenonition. She had conme down to
the building to see and perhaps-perhaps to do as Captain C ark had suggested.
She still felt repelled, though without fear. The feeling that she had was
that the Enpress of Isher must not involve her own person in hare-brained
adventures. Yet the thought had grown, and here she was. At the very |east she
woul d watch and wait while Captain Cark and the scientists nmade the trip. She
clinmbed briskly out of her carplane and | ooked around her

In the near distance a concealing haze rose up lazily into the sky, an
artificial fog that, for nonths now, had cut off this city district fromthe
vi ew of the curious. She wal ked slowy forward, her distinctive Isher face
turning this way and that as she exani ned the scene. She beckoned Captain
Cark. "Wen is the building due?"

The smiling young man saluted briskly. "In seven m nutes, Your Mjesty."
"Have you all the necessary equi prment ?"
She listened carefiillv to his recapitulation. Seven groups of scientists

woul d enter the building, each with his own instrunent. It was a pleasure to
realize that Captain Cark had personally checked over the lists of machines
in each group. "Captain," she glowed, "you're a treasure."

Cayle did not reply. Her praise meant nothing. This girl, who alnmpost literally
owned the world, surely did not expect intelligent people to be absolutely
faithful to her in exchange for a few conplinents and Arny pay. He had no
sense of anticipatory guilt and in fact did not regard what he intended to do
as being in any way damaging to her. In Isher you did what was necessary and
for hira there was no turning back. The pattern of his action was al ready set.
The wonman was | ooki ng over the scene again. The hole in the ground where the
bui |l di ng had been was to her right. To her left was the G eenway weapon shop
with its park. It was the first time she had seen one in which the glitter
signs were not working. That made her feel better. The shop seened strangely
isolated there in the shadows of its trees. She clenched her hands and
thought: "If all the weapon shops in the Sol ar System were suddenly elim nated
the few thousand parklike | ots where they had been could so easily be



converted into al nost anything that-in one generation," she told herself with
a dark certainty-"they'd be forgotten. The new children woul d grow up
wonderi ng what nyt hol ogi cal nonsense their elders were talking.

"By all the gods of space," she said al oud, passionately, "it's going to
happen. "

Her words were like a cue. The air shinmered strangely. And where there had
been an enornmous symmetrical hole abruptly towered a buil di ng.

"Right on the minute," said Captain Cayle C ark beside, with satisfaction
Innel da stared at the structure, chilled. She had watched this process once on
a telestat screen. It was different, being on the scene. For one thing the
size showed up better. For a quarter of a mle it reared up into the heavens,
solid in its alloyed steel-and-plastic construction, as wide and long as it
was high. It had to be large, of course. The engineers had stipul ated oversize

vacuuns between the various energy roons. The actual |iving space inside was
tiny. It took about an hour to inspect all the |evels.
"Well," said Innelda in a tone of relief, "the place doesn't seemto have been

damaged in any way by its experiences. \Wat about the rats?"

The rats had been placed in the building during an earlier appearance. So far
t hey had showed no sign of being affected. It was w se, though, to verify that
they were still unharmed. She waited now in an upper room gl ancing
intermttently at her watch, as the mnutes fled by.

It was annoying to realize that she was nervous. But standing there in the
virtual silence of an alnost enpty building she felt that she was being
foolish in that she was even considering going al ong. She glanced at the nen
who had vol unteered to acconpany her if she went. Their silence was not nornal
and they did not |ook at her but stood noodily gazing through the transparent
wal I . There was a sound of footsteps. Captain Clark cane striding into view.
He was smling and in his cupped hands he held a white rat. "Your Majesty," he
said. "Just look at him Bright as a button.”

He was so cheerful that when he held the little aninmal out to her she took it
and stared down at it thoughtfully. On abrupt inpulse, she drewit up and
pressed its warm body agai nst her cheek

"What would we do," she murrured, "without lovely little rats like you?" She
gl anced at Captain Clark. "Well, sir," she said, "what is the scientific
opi ni on?"

"Every rat," Clark said, "is organically, enotionally and psychol ogically
sound. All the tests that show rats for what they are were favorable."

I nnel da nodded. It fitted. At the beginning, on the day the first attack was

| aunched, before the nen inside knew what was happeni ng, the structure had

di sappear ed, causing an i mmrense confusion inside, of which she had never

recei ved a coherent account. The nmonent, on that occasion, the building
reappeared, all personnel were withdrawn and no one had been pernmitted to take
the "trip" since then. But physical exam nations of the men proved then

unhar ned.

Still Innelda hesitated. It would | ook bad nowif she failed to go al ong, but
there were so nmany factors to be considered. |If anything happened to her the
| sher government might fall. She had no direct heir. The succession would fal

to Prince del Curtin, who was popul ar but known by many people to be out of
her favor. The whol e situation was ridiculous. She felt hedged in, but there
was no use denying the reality.

"Captain," she said firnmy, "you have volunteered to take this-journey-whether
I go or not. | have definitely decided not to go. | w sh you luck and w sh,
too, that | could go with you. But I'mafraid that | nust not. As enpress | do
not feel free for light-hearted adventures.” She held out her hand. "Go with
ny bl essing.”

Less than an hour later, she watched as the building flicked into nothingness.
She waited. Food was brought. She ate it in her carplane, read several state
papers she had brought along and then, as darkness fell over the capital city
of her empire, saw by her watch that once nore the buildi ng was due back.

It flashed into view and presently nen began to troop out. One of the



scientists came over. "Your Mijesty," he said, "the journey was acconplished
wi t hout incident except for one thing. Captain Cark, as you know, intended to
| eave the building for exploration purposes. He did leave it. W received one
message fromhim spoken into his wist 'stat to the effect that the date was
August seventh, four thousand and eighty-four Isher. That was the |ast we
heard. Somet hing nust have happened to him He failed to conme back in tine to
make the return journey with us."

"But-" said | hnel da. She stopped bl ankly. Then, "But that neans, from August
seventh to Novenber twenty-sixth there were two Cayle O arks in existence, the
normal and the one who went back in tine."

She paused, uncertain. "The old tine paradox," she thought to herself. "Can
man go back in tinme and shake hands with hinsel f?" Al oud, she said
wonderingly, "But whatever becane of the second one?"

CHAPTER XXI X

AUGUST 7- It was a bright day with a soft blue sky; and a faint breeze bl ew
into Cark's face as he wal ked rapidly away fromthe building that had brought
himto a period of his own past Iife. No one bothered him He wore a captain's
uniformw th the special red insignia that indicated an Inperial staff menber.
Sentries posted on streets adjoining the building snapped to attention as he
wal ked by.

In five mnutes he was in a public carplane headi ng purposefully into the
heart of the city. He had nore than two and a half nmonths to pass before he
woul d be back where he had started, but for what he had in mnd the tinme would
be short indeed.

It was |ate afternoon, but he was able to rent a four-roomoffice before the
cl ose of business that day. An enpl oynent agency prom sed to have severa

st enogr aphers and bookkeepers report by nine AAM the follow ng norning. And

t hough the place was furnished as an office only, he was able to obtain a cot
before dark froma twenty-four hour rental service. That night, he planned
into the early norning hours, and then slept restlessly on the cot. He rose
shortly after dawn and, carrying with himthe sheet of paper on which he had
his cal cul ations, took an el evator down to the exchange room of one of the

| argest stockbrokerage firns in the city. In his pocket were sonme five hundred
t housand credits which had been given to himby the "second" Cayle O ark. The
nmoney was nostly in bills of |arge denom nation, and there were as many of
them as one man could burden hinself with, and still be able to nove.

Before that day had run its course, he had nade thirty-seven hundred thousand
credits. And the bookkeepers upstairs were busy making records of his stock
transactions; the stenographers were beginning to wite letters; and a
chartered accountant, hastily hired as office manager, hired nore hel p and
took on nore office space on adjoining floors.

Tired but jubilant, Cayle spent the evening preparing for the next day. He had
had one experience of what a nan could do who had brought with himfromthe
future conplete stock narket reports for a period of two and a half nonths. He
slept that night with a sense of exhilaration. He could scarcely wait for the
next day. And the next. And the next and the next.

During the nonth of August, he won ninety billion credits. In that series of
deal s, he took over one of the chain banks, four billion-credit industrial
establ i shments and obtained partial control of thirty-four other conpanies.
During the nonth of Septenber he made three hundred and thirty billion
credits, and absorbed the colossal First Inperial Bank, three interplanetary
m ni ng corporations and part ownership of two hundred and ninety conpani es. By
the end of Septenber, he was established in a hundred-story skyscraper in the
heart of the financial district, and he gave Enpl oynent Incorporated the job
of setting himup as a big business. On Septenber thirtieth, over seven

t housand enpl oyees were working in the building.

In Cctober he diverted his cash resources to investnent in available hotel and
residential properties, a total of three and one-eighth trillion credits
worth. In Cctober also, he married Lucy Rail, answered the call from

hi nsel f-just back from Mars-and nade an appointment to meet the "other"” d ark.



The two young nen, equally grimand determ ned, visited the Penny Pal ace, and
secured fromHarj Martin the noney that had been stolen by the ganbling house
owner. Actually, the nmoney mattered little at this stage, but there was an

i mportant principle involved. Cayle O ark was out to conquer the inpersona
worl d of Isher. And no one who had ever put anything over on himwas going to
have that satisfaction for long. After Harj Martin, it was a natural step to
seek out Col onel Medlon and so prepare to groundwork for the journey into the

past .
Two Cayle Carks-really one only, but fromdifferent tines-and that was the
story that Robert Hedrock gave to the weapon shop council. That was the

phenonenal incident that forced the enpress to end her war |est other officers
or men wreck the financial stability of the Solar Systemby trying to repeat
t he success of Cayle O ark.

CHAPTER XXX

QUTSIDE I T WAS NI GHT. Fara wal ked al ong the quiet streets of Clay, and for the
first time it struck himthat the weapon shop Information Center nust be

hal fway around the world, for there it had been day.

The picture vanished as if it had never existed as he grew aware again of the
village of day asleep all around him Silent, peaceful-yet ugly, he thought,
ugly with the ugliness of evil enthroned. He thought: The right to buy
weapons-and his heart swelled into his throat; the tears cane into his eyes.
He wi ped his vision clear with the back of his hand, thought of Creel's |ong
dead father, and strode on, wi thout shane. Tears were good for an angry man.
The hard, metal padl ock yielded before the tiny, blazing power of the
revolver. One flick of fire, the netal dissolved, and he was inside. It was
dark, too dark to see, but Fara did not turn on the lights i mediately. He
funbl ed across to the wi ndow control, turned the wi ndows to darkness

vi bration, and then clicked on the lights. He gulped with awful relief as he
saw t hat the machines, his precious tools that he had watched the bailiff
carry away, were here again, ready for use.

Shaky fromthe pressure of his emption, Fara called Creel on the telestat. It
took a little while for her to appear; and she was in her dressing gown. When
she saw who it was she turned very pale.

"Fara, oh, Fara, | thought-"

He cut her off grimy: "Creel, |'ve been to the weapon shop. | want you to do
this: go straight to your nmother. 1'mhere at ny shop. 1'"'mgoing to stay here
day and night until it's settled that | stay ... | shall go honme later for

some food and clothing, but I want you to be gone by then. Is that clear?"
Col or was com ng back into her |ean, handsonme face. She said: "Don't you

bot her coming hone, Fara. I'll do everything necessary. I'll pack all that's
needed into the carplane, including a folding bed. W'll sleep in the back
roomat the shop."

Morni ng came palely but it was ten o' clock before a shadow darkened the open
door; and Constable Jor canme in. He | ooked shamefaced.

"I"ve got an order here for your arrest," he said.

"Tell those who sent you," Fara replied deliberately, "that | resisted
arrest-with a gun." The deed foll owed the words with such rapidity that Jor
bl i nked. He stood like that for a nonment, a big, sleepy-looking man, staring
at that gl eam ng, nagical revolver; then

"I have a sunmons here ordering you to appear at the great court of Ferd this
afternoon. WIIl you accept it?"

"Certainly."

"Then you will be there?"

"Il send ny lawyer," said Fara. "Just drop the sumons on the floor there.
Tell them!| took it."

The weapon shop man had said: "Do not ridicule by word any | egal neasure of
the Inperial authorities. Sinply disobey them"

Jor went out, seenmingly relieved. It took an hour before Mayor Mel Dal e cane
ponpously through the door. "See here, Fara dark," he bellowed. "You can't
get away with this. This is defiance of the law"



Fara was silent as his honor waddled farther into the building. It was
puzzling, alnost amazing that Mayor Dale would risk his plunp, treasured body.
Puzzl enment ended as the mayor said in a | ow voi ce:

"Good work, Fara; | knew you had it in you. There's dozens of us in day
behi nd you, so stick it out. |I had to yell at you just now because there's a
crowmd outside. Yell back at ne, will you? Let's have a real nane calling. But

first, a word of warning: the nanager of the Autonmatic Repair Shop is on his
way here with his bodyguards, two of them™

Shakily, Fara watched the mayor go out. The crisis was at hand. He braced

hi nsel f, thought: Let them cone, let them

It was easier than he had expected, for the men who entered the shop turned
pal e when they saw the hol stered revol ver. There was a viol ence of blustering
nevert hel ess, that narrowed down finally to:

"Look here," the man said, "we've got your note for twelve thousand one
hundred credits. You're not going to deny you owe that noney."

"Il buy it back," said Fara stonily, "for exactly one thousand credits, the
amount actually paid to ny son."

The strong-jawed young man | ooked at himfor a long time. "We'Ill take it," he
said finally, curtly.
Fara said: "l've got the agreenent here."

Hs first customer was old nan M ser Lan Harris. Fara stared at the |ong-faced
oldster with a vast surmise, and his first, amazed conprehension came of how

t he weapon shop rmust have settled on Harris' lot by arrangenment. It was an
hour after Harris had gone that Creel's nother stanped into the shop. She

cl osed the door.

"Well," she said. "You did it, eh? Good work. I'msorry if | seemed rough with
you when you came to ny place, but we weapon-shop supporters can't afford to
take risks for those who are not on our side.

"But never mind that. |'ve cone to take Creel honme. The inportant thing is to
return everything to nornmal as quickly as possible.”

It was over. Incredibly, it was over. Twi ce, as he wal ked home that night,
Fara stopped in mdstride, and wondered if it had not all been a dream The
air was like wine. The little world of day spread before him green and

graci ous, a peaceful paradise where tinme had stood still.

CHAPTER XXX

THE EMPRESS said, "M . de Lany."

Hedr ock bowed. He had di sqguised hinmself slightly, and taken one of his |ong

di scarded nanes so that she would not recognize himat sonme future date.

"You have sought an interview?" said the Enpress of I|sher

"As you see."

She toyed with his card. She had on a snowwhite gown that accentuated the tan
of her face and neck. The roomin which she received himhad been nmade up to
resenble a small south sea island. Pal s and green growth surrounded them And
on every side was water, |apping on a beach as real as nature. A cool w nd
blew fromthat restless sea onto Hedrock's back and into her face. The wonan
gazed bitterly at Hedrock. She saw a man of earnest m en and conmandi ng
appearance. But it was his eyes that startled her. They were strong and ki nd
and infinitely brave. She hadn't expected such special qualities. The visitor
t ook on sudden inportance. She | ooked down at the card again.

"Walter de Lany," she said thoughtfully. She seemed to listen to the nane as
she spoke it, as if she expected it to acquire neaning. Finally she shook her
head, wonderingly. "How did you get in here? | found this appointnment on ny
list and took it for granted that the chanberlain rmust have arranged it
because it invol ved necessary business."

Hedrock said nothing. Like so many Inperials, the chanberlain | acked the
defensive nmind trainings. And, though the enpress herself had them she did
not know that the weapon shops had devel oped energy mnethods for forcing

i nst ant aneous favorabl e response fromthe unprotected. The wonan spoke agai n.
"Very strange," she said.

Hedrock said, "Reassure yourself, Madam | have cone to solicit your mercy on



behal f of an unfortunate, guiltless man."

That caught her. Once nore her eyes net his, flinched fromthe strength that
was there, then steadied.

Hedrock said quietly, "Your Majesty, you are in a position to do an act of
unparal | el ed ki ndness to a man who is nearly five mllion years from here,

swi nging frompast to future as your building forces himever further away."
The words had to be spoken. He expected her to realize instantly that only her
intimtes and her enem es would know certain details about the vani shing
buil di ng. The way the color drained from her cheeks showed that she was
realizing.

"You' re a weapon shop man?" she whi spered. She was on her feet. "Get out of
here," she breathed. "CQut!"

Hedrock stood up. "Your Mjesty," he said, "control yourself. You are in no
danger. "

He intended his words to be |like a dash of cold water. The suggestion that she
was afraid brought splashes of color into her face. She stood like that for a
monent and then, with a quick nmovenent, reached into the bosom of her dress
and drew out a gl eam ng white energy weapon. "If you do not |eave instantly,"”
she said, "I shall fire."

Hedrock held his arns away fromhis body Iike a man being searched. "An
ordinary gun," he said in amazenent, "against a man who carries a weapon shop
def ensi ve? Madam " he said, "if you will listen to me for a nmonment-"

"I do not," said the enpress, "deal with weapon shop people."

That was nerely irritating. "Your Majesty," said Hedrock in a | evel voice, "I
am surprised that you make such i mmature statenents. You have not only been
dealing with the shops the last few days, you have yielded to them You have
been conpelled to end the war and to destroy your time-energy machi nes. You
have agreed not to prosecute the officer-deserters but only to discharge them
And you have granted immunity to Cayle Cark."

He saw in her face that he had not touched her. She was staring at him
frowning. "There nust be a reason,"” she said, "that you dare to talk to ne
like this."

Her own words seenmed to gal vani ze her. She turned back to her chair and stood
wi th finger poised over the ornanental arm "If | should press this alarm"”
she said, "it would bring guards."

Hedr ock sighed. He had hoped she would not force himto reveal his power. "Wy
not, then," he suggested, "press it?" It was tinme, he thought, that she found
out her true situation. The worman said, "You think | won't?" Firmy, her

ext ended finger pressed downward.

There was silence except for the | apping of the waves and the soft sound of
the lifelike breeze. After at |east two minutes |Innelda, ignoring Hedrock as
if he did not exist, walked twenty feet to a tree, and touched one of the
branches. It nust have been another alarm because she waited-not so long this
ti me-and then wal ked hurriedly over to the thick brush that conceal ed the

el evator shaft. She activated its nechani smand, when there was no response,
cane slowy back to where Hedrock waited, and sat down in her chair. She was
pal e but composed. Her eyes did not | ook at himbut her voice was cal mand

wi thout fear. "Do you intend to rurder ne?"

Hedr ock shook his head, but said nothing. Mre strongly now, he regretted that
he had had to reveal to her how hel pl ess she could be, particularly regretted
it because she woul d undoubtedly start nodernizing the defenses of the pal ace
in the m staken belief that she was protecting herself agai nst superior weapon
shop science. He had conme here this afternoon prepared for any energency,
physical or mental. He could not force her to do what he wanted but his
fingers blazed with offensive and defensive rings. He had on his "business"
suit and even weapon shop scientists would have been anazed at the variety of
his arnmor. In his vicinity no alarmenergies would cone to life and no guns
woul d operate. It was the day of the greatest decision in the history of the
Sol ar System and he had come mightily girded

The wonan's eyes were staring at himw th sonber intensity. "Wat do you



want ?" she said. "What about this man you nenti oned?"

Hedr ock told her about MAlIlister

"Are you mad?" she whi spered when he had finished. "But why so far? The
building is only-three nonths."

"The ruling factor seens to be mass."

"Ch!" Silence then. "But what do you want ne to do?"

Hedrock said, "Your Majesty, this man commands our pity and our mercy. He is
floating in a void whose |ike no human eyes will ever see again. He has | ooked
upon our Earth and our sun in their infancy and in their old, old age. Nothing
can help himnow W nust give himthe surcease of death."

In her mind I nnel da saw the night he pictured. But she was nore intent now,
seeing this event in its larger environnent. "What," she said, "about this
machi ne you have?"

"It is a duplicate of the map machi ne of the weapon shops." He didn't explain
that he had built it in one of his secret |aboratories. "It lacks only the map
itself, which was too intricate to fashion swiftly."

"I see." Her words were automatic, not a real response. She studied his face.
She said slowy, "Were do you fit into all this?"

It was a question that Hedrock was not prepared to answer. He had cone to the
Enmpress of |sher because she had suffered a defeat and, her position being
what it was, it was inportant that she should not remain too resentful. An
iMmortal man, who was once nore interfering in the affairs of nortals, had to
think of things like that. "Madam " he said, "there is no tine to waste. The
building is due here again in one hour."

The wonan said, "But why cannot we |eave this decision to the weapon shop
counci | ?"

"Because they mi ght make the wrong decision."

"What," persisted Innelda, "is the right decision?" Sitting there, Hedrock
told her.

Cayle Cark set the controls so that the carplane would make a wide circle
around the house.

"Ch, my goodness |I" said Lucy Rail Cark, "Wiy it's one of these up-in-the-air
pl aces-"

She stopped and stared with wi de, wondering eyes at the grounds below, at the
hangi ng gardens, at the house floating in the air. "Ch, Cayle," she said, "are
you sure we can afford it?"

Cayle Clark smled. "Darling, |'ve explained to you a dozen tinmes, |'m not
going to do it again."
She protested. "That isn't what | nean. Are you sure the enpress will let you

get away with it?"

Cayle Cark gazed at his wife with a faint, grimsnile. "M. Hedrock," he said
slowy, "gave ne a weapon shop gun. And besides, | did a great deal for Her

Maj esty which -at least, so she told me on the tel estat today-she appreciates.
She doesn't disenble very nuch, so | have agreed to continue to work for her
in much the sane way."

"Ch!" said Lucy.

"Now don't get yourself upset," said Cayle. "Renenber, you yourself told ne

t hat the weapon shops believed in one governnent. The nore that governnent is
purified the better off the world will be. And believe me-" his face
hardened-"1've had just enough experience to nake me want to purify it."

He | anded the carplane on the roof of the five-story residence. He | ed Lucy
into the interior, down into the world of bright, gracious roons where she and
he woul d live forever.

At least, at twenty-two or three, it seened as if it would be forever.

EPI LOGUE

MCALLI STER had forgotten about the personal decision he intended to nmake. It
was so hard to think in this darkness. He opened his tired eyes, and saw that
he was poi sed novel ess in black space. There was no earth under him He was in
a tine where the planets did not yet exist. The darkness seened to be waiting
for sone col ossal event. Waiting for him



He had a sudden flash of understanding of what was going to happen. Wnder
cane then, and a realization of what his decision nust be: resignation to
deat h.

It was a strangely easy decision to make. He was so weary. Bitter-sweet
renmenbrance came of the days in far-gone tine and space, when he had lain
hal f-dead on a battlefield of the mddle twentieth century, resigned to
personal oblivion. Then he had thought that he nmust die so that others m ght
live. The feeling now was the sane, but stronger and on a nuch higher |evel.
How it woul d be worked he had no idea. But the seesaw would end in the very
renote past, with the rel ease of the stupendous tenporal energy he had been
accunul ating with each of those nmobnstrous sw ngs.

He woul d not witness but he would aid in the formation of the pl anets.



