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“We're looking for people
who want to write”

By Gordon Carroll

Director, Famous Writers School. Former
editor, Reader’s Digest, Time, Inc., Coronet

If you want to write, my colleagues and
I would like to test your writing aptitude.
We'll help you find out if you can be
trained to become a successful writer.

Several years ago, we started the
Famous Writers School. Our aim was to
help qualified people acquire the skills
they need to break into print. We poured
everything we knew about writing into
a new kind of professional training
course, which you take at home and in
your free time. After a solid grounding
in fundamentals, you get advanced train-
ing in the specialty of your choice—Fic-
tion, Non-Fiction, Advertising or Busi-
ness Writing.

Each of your writing assignments is
examined by instructors who are them-
selves professional writers or editors.
Your instructor spends up to two hours
analyzing your work. He blue-pencils
corrections right on it — much as an
editor does with established writers.
Then he returns it to you with a long
personal letter of advice and specific
recommendations.

This training works well. Our students
have sold their writing to more than 100

publications including Reader’s Digest,
True, Redbook.

Stephen Novak of Wayne, N. J., says,
“I just received a check from Ellery
Queen’s Mystery Magazine. That's 11
stories sold in six months.” Doris Steb-
bins of S. Coventry, Conn., who has sold
six stories to Woman’s Day for $2,050
writes, “Taking your Course has made
it all possible.”

Writing Aptitude Test offered

To find out if you can benefit from this
training, send for the School’s Aptitude
Test. If you test well, or offer other evi-
dence of writing ability you may enroll.
But there is no obligation to do so.

Famous Writers School
Dept. 7023, Westport Connecticut 06880

1 want to know if I have writing aptitude.
Please mail me, free, your Writing Aptitude
Test and 48-page illustrated brochure.

Mr.
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IF ® Editorial

THE HUGO WINNERS

ast Labor Day weekend, at the

Cleveland World Science Fie-
tion Convention, If was awarded the
trophy called the “Hugo” — a
polished chromium spaceship mount-
ed on a wood base, suitably in-
scribed — as the leading science-
fiction magazine in the world.

To celebrate, we decided to col-
lect as many of our fellow Hugo-
winners in one issue as we could
. . . and this is the issue. With us,
therefore, are:

Isaac Asimov, who won the Hugo
for “best all-time science-fiction
series” with his Foundation stories;

Harlan Ellison, who won the
short-story Hugo for “Repent, Har-
lequin!” Cried the Tick-Tock Man,
originally published in Galaxy;

And Roger Zelazny, who shared
the best novel Hugo in a tie with
Frank Herbert.

We had also hoped to have Frank
Herbert and this year’s Hugo-win-
ning Artist, Frank Frazetta, but
fate and bad luck conspired against
us. Frazetta at the last moment was
deluged with priority assignments

and couldn’t complete his cover;
Herbert, recovering from a seige
of hospitalization, has a story for
us but not in time for this issue.
We regret their absence, but we’re
proud to have Asimov, Zelazny and
Ellison with us . . . and for lag-
niappe we’ve added a short poem
by the convention’s Guest of Honor,
L. Sprague de Camp.

11 this is our way of saying
. “Thanks!” for the Hugo. We’ll
go on saying thanks the best way
we can, by trying to bring you the
best stories to be had. Van Vogt
will be back with us before long; A.
Bertram Chandler will be with us
next issue; after that we’ve got
first-rate novelettes and short nov-
els by Philip Jose Farmer, Hal
Clements, Samuel R. Delany and —
oh, yes — Andre Norton, appear-
ing in If in the June issue with a
complete short novel called War-
lock’s World.
Anybody we’re missing? Let us
know — and we’ll try to get them
too! — The Editor
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This is the last in a four-volume series that critically sur-
veys the major writers of science fiction during the past
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IF ® Novelette

The -

Billiard Ball

by ISAAC ASIMOV

I

James Priss — I suppose I ought
to say Professor James Priss,
though everyone is sure to know
who I mean-even without the title —
always spoke slowly.

I know. I interviewed him often
enough. He had the greatest mind
since Einstein, but it didn’t work
quickly. He admitted his slowness

lllustrated by BODE

often. Maybe it was because he had
so great a mind that it didn’t work
quickly.

He would say something in slow
abstraction, then he would think,
and then he would say something
more. Even over trivial matters, his
giant mind would hover uncertainly,
adding a touch here and then an-
other there.

Would the sun rise tomorrow, I



can imagine him wondering. What
do we mean by “rise”? Can we be
certain that tomorrow will come? Is
the term “sun” completely unam-
biguous in this connection?

Add to this habit of speech a
bland countenance, rather pale, with
no expression except for a general
look of uncertainty; gray hair, rather
thin, neatly combed; business suits
of an invariably conservative cut;
and you have what Professor James
Priss was — a retiring person, com-
pletely lacking in magnetlsm

That’s why nobody in the world,
except myself, could possibly suspect
him of being a murderer. And even
I am not sure. After all, he was
slow-thinking; he was always slow-
thinking. Is it conceivable that at one
crucial moment, he managed to think
quickly and act at once?

It doesn’t matter. Even if he mur-
dered, he got away with it. It is far
too late now to try to reverse matters,
and I wouldn’t succeed in doing so
even if I decided to let this be pub-
lished.

dward Bloom was Priss’s class-
mate in college, and an associ-
ate through circumstance for a gen-
eration afterward. They were equal
in age and in their propensity for
the bachelor life, but opposites in
everything else that mattered.
Bloom was a living flash of light;
colorful, tall, broad, loud, brash and
selfconfident. He had a mind that
resembled a meteor-strike in the sud-
den and unexpected way it could
seize the essential. He was no theore-
tician, as Priss was; Bloom had
neither the patience for it, nor the

THE BILLIARD BALL

capacity to concentrate intense
thought upon a single abstract point.
He admitted that. He boasted of it.

What he did have was an uncanny
way of seeing the application of a
theory, of seeing the manner in which
it could be put to use. In the cold
marble block of abstract structure,
he could see, without apparent dif-
ficulty, the intricate design of a mar-
velous device. The block would fall
apart at his touch and leave the de-
vice.

It is a well known story, and not
too badly exaggerated at that, that
nothing Bloom ever built had failed
to work, or to be patentable, or to
be profitable. By the time he was 45,
he was one of the richest men on
Earth. .

And if Bloom the Technician were
adapted to one particular matter
more than anything else, it was to
the way of thought of Priss the
Theoretician. Bloom’s greatest gad-
gets were built upon Priss’s greatest
thoughts, and as Bloom grew weal-
thy and famous, Priss gained phe-
nomenal respect among his col-
leagues.

Naturally, it was to be expected
that when Priss advanced his Two-
Field Theory, Bloom would set about
at once to build thc first practical
anti-gravity device.

II

y job was to find human in-
terest in the Two-Field Theory
for the subscribers to Tele-News
Press, and you get that by trying to
deal with human beings and not
with abstract ideas. Since my inter-

7



viewee was Professor Priss, that
wasn’t easy.

Naturally, I was going to ask about
the possibilities of anti-gravity,
which interested everyone; and not
about the Two-Field Theory, which
no one could understand.

“Anti-gravity?” Priss compressed
his pale lips ‘and considered. “I'm
not entirely sure that it is possible.
Or ever will be. I haven't — uh —
worked the matter out to my satis-
faction. I don’t entirely see whether
the Two-Field equations would have
a finite solution, which they would
have to have, of course, if —” And
then he went off into a brown study.

I prodded him. “Bloom says he
thinks such a device can be built.”

Priss nodded. “Well, yes, but I
wonder. Ed Bloom has had an amaz-
ing knack at seeing the unobvious in
the past. He has an unusual mind.
It’s certainly made him rich enough.”

We were sitting in Priss’s apart-
ment. Ordinary middle-class. 1
couldn’t help a quick glance this
way and that. Priss was not wealthy.

I don’t think he read my mind.
He saw me look. And I think it was
on his mind. He said, “Wealth isn’t
the usual reward for the pure sci-
entist. Or even a particularly desir-
able one.”

Maybe so, at that, I thought.
Priss certainly had his own kind of
reward. He was the third person in
history to win two Nobel Prizes; and
the first to have both of them in
the sciences and both of them unshar-
ed. You can’t complain about that.
And if he wasn’t rich, neither was he
poor.

But he didnt sound like a con-

tented man. Maybe it wasn’t Bloom’s
wealth alone that irked Priss. May-
be it was Bloom’s fame among the
people of Earth generally; maybe it
was the fact that Bloom was a cele-
brity wherever he went, whereas
Priss, outside scientific conventions
and faculty clubs, was largely anony-
mous.

I can’t say how much of all this
was in my eyes or in the way I
wrinkled the creases in my forehead,
but Priss went on to say, “But we’re
friends, you know. We play billiards
once or twice a week. I beat him
regularly.”

(I never published that statement.
I checked it with Bloom, who made
a long counter-statement that be-
gan: “He beat me at billiards. That
jackass — ” and grew increasingly
personal thereafter. As a matter of
fact, neither one was a novice at bil-
liards. I watched them play once for
a short while, after the statement and
counter-statement, and both handled
the cue with professional aplomb.
What's more, both played for blood,
and there was no friendship in the
game that I could see.)

1 said, “Would you care to pre-
dict whether Bloom will manage to
build an anti-gravity device?”

“You mean would I commit my-
self to anything? Hmm. Well, let’s
consider, young man. Just what do
we mean by anti-gravity? Our con-
ception of gravity is built around
Einstein’s General Theory of Re-
lativity, which is now a century and
a half old but which, within its lim-
its, remains firm. We can picture
it - ”

I listened politely. I'd heard Priss
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on the subject before, but if I was
to get anything out of him — which
wasn’t certain — I'd have to let him
work his way through in his own
way.

“We can picture it,” he said, “by
imagining the universe to be a flat,
thin, super-flexible sheet of untear-
able rubber. If we picture mass as
being associated with weight, as it
is on the surface of the Earth, then
we would expect a mass, resting up-
on the rubber sheet, to make an in-
dentation. The greater the mass, the
deeper the indentation.

“In the actual universe,” he went
on, “all sorts of masses exist, and
so our rubber sheet must be pictured
as riddled with indentations. Any ob-
ject rolling along the sheet would
dip into and out of the indentations
it passed, veering and changing direc-
tion as it did so. It is this veer and
change of direction that we interpret
as demonstrating the existence of a
force of gravity. If the moving ob-
ject comes close enough to the cen-
ter of the indentation and is moving
slowly enough, it gets trapped and
whirls round and round that inden-
tation. In the absence of friction, it
keeps up that whirl forever. In other
words, what Isaac Newton inter-
preted as a force, Albert Einstein in-
terpreted as geometrical distortion.”

He paused at this point. He had
been speaking fairly fluently —
for him — since he was saying
something he had said often before.
But now he began to pick his way.

He said, “So in trying to produce
anti-gravity, we are trying to alter
the geometry of the universe. If we
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carry on our metaphor, we are trying
to straighten out the indented rubber
sheet. We could imagine ourselves
getting under the indenting mass and
lifting it upward, supporting it so as
to prevent it from making an inden-
tation. If we make the rubber sheet
flat in that way, then we create a-
universe — or at least a portion of
the universe — in which gravity
doesn’t exist. A rolling body would
pass the non-indenting mass without
altering its direction of travel a bit,
and we could interpret this as mean-
ing that the mass was exerting no
gravitational force. In order to ac-
complish this feat, however, we need
a mass equivalent to the indenting
mass. To. produce anti-gravity on
Earth in this way, we would have to
make use of a mass equal to that of
Earth and poise it above our heads,
so to speak.”

I interrupted him. “But your Two-
Field Theory — ”

“Exactly. General Relativity does
not explain both the gravitational
field and the electromagnetic field in
a single set of equations. Einstein
spent half his life searching for that
single set — for a Unified Field
Theory — and failed. All who fol-
lowed Einstein also failed. I, how-
ever, began with the assumption that
there were two fields that could not
be unified and followed the conse-
quences, which I can explain, in part,
in terms of the rubber-sheet meta-
phor.”

Now we came to something I
wasn’t sure I had ever heard before.
“How does that go?” I asked.

“Suppose that, instead of trying to
lift the indenting mass, we try to stif-
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fen the sheet itself, make it less im-
dentable. It would contract, at least
over a small area, and become flat-
ter. Gravity would weaken. And so
would mass, for the two are essen-
tially the same phenomenon in terms
of the indented Universe. If we could
make the rubber sheet completely
flat, both gravity and mass would dis-
appear altogether.

“Under the proper conditions, the

electromagnetic field could be made
to counter the gravitational field and
serve to stiffen the indented fabric of
the universe. The -electromagnetic
field is tremendously stronger than
the gravitational field, so the former
could be made to overcome the lat-
ter.” .
I said, uncertainly, “But you say
‘under the proper conditions.” Can
those proper conditions you speak
of be achieved, Professor?”

“That is what I don’t know,” said
Priss, thoughtfully and slowly. “If
the universe were really a rubber
sheet, its stiffness would have to
reach an infinite value before it
could be expected to remain com-
pletely flat under an indenting mass.
If that is also so in the real universe,
then an infinitely intense electromag-
netic field would be required, and
that would mean anti-gravity would
be impossible.”

“But Bloom says — ”

“Yes, I imagine Bloom thinks a
finite field will do, if it can be prop-
erly applied. Still, however ingenious
he is,” and Priss smiled narrowly,
“we needn’t take him to be infallible.
His grasp on theory is quite faulty.
He — he never earned his college
degree, did you know that?”

10

I was about to say that I knew
that. After all, everyone did. But
there was a touch of eagerness in
Priss’s voice as he said it, and I look-
ed up in time to catch animation in
his eye, as though he were delighted
to spread that piece of news. So I
nodded my head as if I were filing it
for future reference.

“Then you would say, Professor
Priss,” I prodded again, “that Bloom
is probably wrong and that anti-
gravity is impossible?”

And finally Priss nodded and said,
“The gravitational field can be weak-
ened, of course, but if by anti-gravi-
ty we mean a true zero-gravity field
— no gravity at all over a significant
volume of space — then I suspect
anti-gravity may turn out to be im-
possible, despite Bloom.”

And 1 rather had what I wanted.

III

wasn’t able to see Bloom for near-

ly three months after that, and
when I did see him he was in an
angry mood.

He had grown angry at once, of
course, when the news first broke
concerning Priss’s statement. He let
it be known that Priss would be in-
vited to the eventual display of the
anti-gravity device as soon as it was
constructed and would even be ask-
ed to participate in the demonstra-
tion.

Some reporter (not me, unfor-
tunately) caught him between ap-
pointments and asked him to elabo-
rate on that, and he said:

“I'll have the device eventually;
soon, maybe. And you can be there,

IF
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and so can anyone else the press
would care to have there. And Pro-
fessor James Priss can be there. He
can represent Theoretical Science,
and after I have demonstrated anti-
gravity, he can adjust his theory to
explain it. I'm sure he will know how
to make his adjustments in masterly
fashion and show exactly why I
couldn’t possibly have failed. He
might do it now and save time, but
I suppose he won’t.”

It was all said very politely, but
you could hear the snarl under the
rapid flow of words.

Yet he continued his occasional
game of billiards with Priss, and
when the two met they behaved with
complete propriety. One could tell
the progress Bloom was making by
their respective attitudes to the press.
Bloom grew curt and even snappish,
while Priss developed an increasing
good humor.

When my umpteenth request for
an interview with Bloom was finally
accepted, I wondered if perhaps that
meant a break in Bloom’s quest. I
had a little day-dream of him an-
nouncing final success to me.

It didn’t work out that way. He
met me in his office at Bloom En-
terprises in upstate New York. It
was a wonderful setting; well away
from any populated area, elaborate-
ly landscaped, and covering as much
ground as a rather large industrial
establishment. Edison at his height,
two centuries ago, had never been as
phenomenally successful as Bloom.

But Bloom was not in a good hu-
mor. He came striding in ten minutes
late and went snarling past his sec-
retary’s desk with the barest nod in
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my direction. He was wearing a lsb
coat, unbuttoned.

He threw himself into his chair
and said, “I'm sorry if I've kept you
waiting, but I didn’t have as much
time as I had hoped.” Bloom was a
born showman and knew better than
to antagonize the press, but I had the
feeling he was having a great deal of
difficulty at that moment in adhering
to this principle.

I made the obvious guess. “I am
given to understand, sir, that your
recent tests have been unsuccessful.”

“Who told you that?”

“I would say it was general knowl-
edge, Mr. Bloom.”

“No, it isn’t. Don’t say that, young
man! There is no general knowledge
about what goes on in my labora-
tories and workshops. You're stating
the professor’s opinions, aren’t you?

“NO, I’m o ”

“Of course you are! Aren’t you
the one to whom he made that state-
ment — that anti-gravity is impossi-
ble?”

“He didn’t make the statement
that flatly.”

“He never says anything flatly.
But it was flat enough for him. And
not as flat as I'll have his damned
rubber-sheet universe before I'm fin-
ished.” .

“Then does that mean Yyou're
making progress, Mr. Bloom?”

“You know I am,” he said with a
snap. “Or you should know. Weren’t
you there at the demonstration last
week?”

“Yes, I was.”

I judged Bloom to be in trouble,
or he wouldn’t be mentioning that
demonstration. It worked, but it was
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not a world beater. Between the two
poles of a magnet a region of lessen-
ed gravity was produced.

t was done very cleverly. A Moss-

bauer Effect Balance was used to
probe the space between the poles.
If you've never seen an M-E Bal-
ance in action, it consists primarily
of a tight monochromatic beam of
gamma rays shot down the low-gravi-
ty field. The gamma rays change
wavelength slightly but measurably
under the influence of the gravita-
tional field and if anything happens
to alter the intensity of the field, the
wavelength-change shifts correspond-
ingly. It is an extremely delicate
method for probing a gravitational
field, and it worked like a charm.
There was no question but that
Bloom had lowered gravity.

The trouble was that it had been
done before by others. Bloom, to be
sure, had made use of circuits that
greatly increased the ease with which
such an effect had been achieved
(his system was typically ingenious
and had been duly patented), and he
maintained that it was by this meth-
od that anti-gravity would become
not merely a scientific curiosity but
a practical affair with industrial ap-
plications.

Perhaps! But it was an incomplete
job, and he didn’t usually make
a fuss over incompleteness. He
wouldn’t have done so this time if he
didn’t have to display something.

I said, “It's my impression that
what you accomplished at that pre-
liminary demonstration was 0.82 g,
and better than that was achieved in
Brazil last spring.”
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“That so? Well, calculate the
energy input in Brazil and here and
then tell me the difference in gravity
decrease per kilowatt-hour. You’'ll be
surprised.”

“But the point is, can you reach
0 g; zero gravity? That’s what Pro-
fessor Priss thinks may be impossi-
ble. Everyone agrees that merely
lessening the intensity of the field is
no great feat.”

Bloom’s fist clenched. I had the
feeling that a key experiment had
gone wrong that day and he was an-
noyed almost past endurance. Bloom
hated to be balked by the universe.

He said, “Theoreticians make me
sick.” He said it in a low, controlled
voice, as though he were finally tired
of not saying it, and he was going to
speak his mind and be damned.
“Priss has won two Nobel Prizes for
sloshing around a few equations, but
what has he done with it? Nothing! I
have done something with it and I'm
going to do more with it, whether
Priss likes it or not.

“I'm the one people will remem-
ber. I'm the one who gets the credit.
He can keep his damned title and
his Prizes and his kudos from the
scholars. Listen, I'll tell you what
gripes him. Plain old-fashioned
jealousy. It kills him that I get what
I get for doing. He wants it for
thinking.

“I said to him once — We play
billiards together, you know —”

‘(It was at this point that I quoted
Priss’s statement about billiards and
got Bloom’s counterstatement. I
never published either. That was just
trivia.)

“We play billiards,” said Bloom,
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. .

when he had cooled down, “and I've
won my share of games. We keep
things friendly enough, what the hell
— college chums and all that —
though how he got through I'll never
know. He made it in physics, of
course, and in math. But he got a
bare pass — out of pity, I think —
in every humanities course he ever
took.”

“You did not get your degree, did
you, Mr. Bloom?” (That was sheer
mischief on my part. I was enjoying
his eruption.)

“I quit to go into business, damn
it! My academic average, over the
three years I attended, was a strong
B. Don’t imagine anything else, you
hear? Hell, by the time Priss got his
Ph.D., I was working on my second
million.”

He went on,

14

clearly irritated.

“Anyway, we were playing billiards,
and I said to him, ‘Jim, the average
man will never understand why you
get the Nobel Prize when I'm the
one who gets the results, Why do you
need two? Give me one!’ He stood
there, chalking up his cue, and then
he said in his soft namby-pamby
way, ‘You have two billion, Ed.
Give me one.” So you see, he wants
the money.”

I said, “I take it you don’t mind
his getting the honor?”

For a minute, I thought he was go-
ing to order me out. But he didn’t.
He laughed instead, waved his hand
in front of him, as though he were
erasing something from an invisible
blackboard in front of him. He said,
“Oh, well, forget it. All that is off
the record. Listen, do you want a
statement? Okay! Things didn’t go
right today, and I blew my top a bit,
but it will clear up. I think I know
what’s wrong. And if I don’t, I'm go-
ing to know.

“Look, you can say that I say that
we don’t need infinite electromag-
netic intensity. We will flatten out
the rubber sheet. We will have zero
gravity. And when we get it, I'll
have the damnedest demonstration
you ever saw, exclusively for the
press and for Priss, and you’ll be in-
vited. And you can say it won’t be
long. Okay?”

Okay!

had time after that to see each

man once or twice more. I even
saw them together when I was pres-
ent at one of their billiard games.
As I said before, both of them were
good.
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But the call to the demonstration
did not come as quickly as all that. It
arrived six weeks less than a year
after Bloom gave me his statement.

And at that, perhaps it was unfair
to expect quicker work.

I had a special engraved invitation,
with the assurance of a cocktail hour
first. Bloom never did things by
halves, and he was planning to have
a pleased and satisfied group of re-
porters on hand. There was an ar-
rangement for tridimensional TV,
too. Bloom felt completely confident,
obviously; confident enough to be
willing to trust the demonstration in
every living room on the planet.

I called up Professor Priss, to
make sure he was invited, too. He
was!

“Do you plan to attend, sir?”

There was a pause, and the pro-
fessor’s face on the screen was a
study in uncertain reluctance. “A
demonstration of this sort is most
unsuitable where a serious scientific
matter is in question. I do not like
to encourage such things.”

I was afraid he would beg off,
and the dramatics of the situation
would be greatly lessened if he were
not there. But then, perhaps, he de-
cided he dared not play the chicken
before the world. With obvious dis-
taste, he said, “Of course, Ed Bloom
is not really a scientist, and he must
have his day in the sun. I’ll be there.”

“Do you think Mr. Bloom can
produce zero gravity, sir?”

“ — uh — Mr. Bloom sent me a
copy of the design of his device and
— and I'm not certain. Perhaps he
can do it, if — uh — he says he
can do it. Of course — ” he paused
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again for quite a long time. “I think
I would like to see it.”

So would I, and so would many
others.

The staging was impeccable. A
whole floor of the main building at
Bloom Enterprises — the one on
the hilltop — was cleared. There
were the promised cocktails and a
splendid array of hors d’oeuvres, soft
music and lighting, and a carefully
dressed and thoroughly jovial Ed-
ward Bloom playing the perfect heost,
while a number of polite and un-
obtrusive menials fetched and car-
ried. All was geniality and amazing
confidence.

James Priss was late, and I caught
Bloom watching the corners of the
crowd and beginning to grow a little
grim about the edges. Then Priss
arrived, d ing a volume of celor-
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lessness in with him, a drabness that
was unaffected by the noise and the
absolute splendor (no other word
would describe it — or else it was
the two martinis glowing inside me)
that filled the room.

Bloom saw him, and his face was.
illuminated at once. He bounced
across the floor, seizing the smaller
man’s hand and dragging him to the
bar.

“Jim! Glad to see you! What'll
you have? Hell, man, I'd have called
it off if you hadn’t showed. Can’t
have this thing without the star, you
know.” He wrung Priss’s hand. “It’s

your theory, you know. We poor -

mortals can’t do a thing without you
few, you damned few few, pointing
the way.”

He was being ebullient, handing
out the flattery, because he could af-
ford to do so now. He was fattening
Priss for the kill.

Priss tried to refuse a drink, with
some sort of mutter, but a glass was
pressed into his hand; and Bloom
raised his voice to a bullroar.

“Gentlemen! A moment’s quiet,
please. To Professor Priss, the
greatest mind since Einstein, two-
time Nobel Laureate, father of the
Two-Field Theory, and inspirer of the
demonstration we are about to see
—even if he didn’t think it would
work and he had the guts to say so
publicly.”

There was a distinct titter of laugh-
ter that quickly faded out, and Priss
looked as grim as he could manage.

“But now that Professor Priss is
here,” said Bloom, “and we’ve had
our toast, let’s get on with it. Fol-
low me, gentlemen!”
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he demonstration was in a much
' more elaborate place than had
housed the earlier one. This time it
was on the top floor of the building.
Different magnets were involved —
smaller ones, by heaven — but as
nearly as I could tell, the same M-B
Balance was in place.

One thing was new, however, and
it staggered everybody, drawing
much more attention than anything
else in the room. It was a billiard
table, resting under one pole of the
magnet. Beneath it was the compan-
ion pole. A round hole about a foot
across was stamped out of the very
center of the table; and it was ob-
vious that the zero-gravity field, if it
was to be produced, would be pro-
duced through that hole in the center
of the billiard table.

It was as though the whole dem-
onstration had been designed, sur-
realist-fashion, to point up the vic-
tory of Bloom over Priss. This was
to be another version of their ever-
lasting billiards competition, and
Bloom was going to win.

I don’t know if the other newsmen
took matters in that fashion, but I
think Priss did. I turned to look at
him and saw that he was still hold-
ing the drink that had been forced
into his hand. He rarely drank, I
knew, but now he lifted the glass to
his lips and emptied it in two swal-
lows. He stared at that billiard ball,
and I needed no gift of ESP to re-
alize that he took it as a deliberate
snap of fingers under his nose.

Bloom led us to the twenty seats
that surrounded three sides of the

IF



table, leaving the fourth free as a
working area. Priss was carefully es-
corted to the seat commanding the
most convenient view. Priss glanced
quickly at the tri-di cameras which
were now working. I wondered if he
were thinking of leaving but decid-
ing that he couldn’t in the full glare
of the eyes of the world.

Essentially, the demonstration was
simple; it was the production that
counted. There were dials in plain
view that measured the energy ex-
penditure. There were others that
transferred the M-E Balance readings
into a position and a size that were
visible to all. Everything was ar-
ranged for easy tri-di viewing.

Bloom explained each step in a
genial way, with one or two pauses
in which he turned to Priss for a con-
firmation that had to come. He didn’t
do it often enough to make it ob-
vious, but just enough to turn Priss
upon the spit of his own torment.
From where I sat I could look across
the table and see Priss on the other
side.

He had the look of a man in Hell.

s we all know, Bloom succeeded.
The M-E Balance showed the
gravitational intensity to be sinking
steadily as the electromagnetic field
was intensified. There were cheers,
when it dropped below the 0.52 g
mark. A red line indicated that on
the dial. .
“The 0.52 g mark, as you know,”
said Bloom, confidently, “represents
the previous record low in gravita-
tional intensity. We are now lower
than that at a cost in electricity that
is less than ten per cent what it cost
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at the time that mark was set. And
we will go lower still.”

Bloom (I think deliberately, for
the sake of the suspense) slowed the
drop toward the end, letting the tri-
di cameras switch back and ferth be-
tween the gap in the billiard table
and the dial on which the M-E Bal-
ance reading was lowering.

Bloom said, suddenly, “Gentle-
men, you will find dark goggles in
the pouch on the side of each chair.
Please put them on now. The zero-
gravity field will soon be established,
and it will radiate a light rich in ul-
traviolet.”

He put goggles on himself, and
there was a momentary rustle as oth-
ers went on, too.

I think no one breathed during
the last minute, when the dial read-
ing dropped to zero and held fast.
And just as that happened a cylinder
of light sprang into existence frem
pole to pole through the hole in the
billiard table.

There was a ghost of twenty sighs
at that. Someone called out, “Mr.
Bloom, what is the reason for the
light?”

“It’s characteristic of the zero-
gravity field,” said Bloom smoothly,
which was no answer of course.

Reporters were standing up now,
crowding about the edge of the ta-
ble. Bloom waved them back.
“Please, gentlemen, stand clear!”

Only Priss remained sitting. He
seemed lost in thought, and I have
been certain ever since that it was
the goggles that obscured the possi-
ble significance of everything that
followed. I didn’t see his eyes. I
couldn’t. And that meant neither I
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nor anyone else could even begin te
make a guess as to what was going
on behind those eyes.

Well, maybe we couldn’t have
made such a guess, even if the
goggles hadn’t been there, but who
can say?

Bloom was raising his voice again.
“Please! The demonstration is not
yet over. So far, we've only repeated
what I have done before, I have now
produced a zero-gravity field and I
have shown it can be done practical-
ly. But I want to demonstrate some-
thing of what such a field can do.
What we are going to see next will
be something that has never been
seen, not even by myself. I have not
experimented in this direction, much
as I would have liked to, because 1
have felt that Professor Priss deserv-
ed the honor of — ”

Priss looked up sharply, “What —
what — ”

“Professor Priss,” said Bloom,
smiling broadly, “I would like you to
perform the first experiment involv-
ing the interaction of a solid object
with a zero-gravity field. Notice that
the field has been formed in the cen-
ter of a billiard table. The world
knews your phenomenal skill in bil-
liards, Professor, a talent second only
to your amazing aptitude in theore-
tical physics. Won’t you send a bil-
liard ball into the zero-gravity
volume?”

Eagerly, he was handing a ball and
cue to the professor. Priss, his
eyes hidden by the goggles, stared at
them and only very slowly, very un-
certainly, reached out to take them.

I wonder what his eyes were show-

ing. I wonder, too, how much of the
decision to have Priss play billiards
at the demonstration was due to
Bloom’s anger at Priss’s remark
about their periodic game, the re-
mark I had quoted. Had I been, in
my way, responsible for what follow-
ed?

“Come, stand up, Professor,” said
Bloom, “and let me have your seat.
The show is yours from now on. Go
ahead!”

Bloom seated himself and still
talked, in a voice that grew more
organlike with each moment. “Once
Professor Priss sends the ball into the
volume of zerdZgravity, it will no
longer be affected by Earth’s gravi-
tational field. It will remain truly
motionless while the Earth rotates
about its axis and travels about the
sun. In this latitude, and at this time
of day, I have calculated that the
Earth, in its motions, will sink down-
ward. We will move with it, and the
ball will stand still. To us it will seem
to rise up and away from the Earth’s
surface. Watch.”

Priss seemed to stand in front of
the table in frozen paralysis. Was it
surprise? Astonishment? I don’t
know. I'll never know. Did he make
a move to interrupt Bloom’s little
speech, or was he just suffering from
an agonized reluctance to play the
ignominious part into which he was
being forced by his adversary?

Priss turned to the billiard table,
looking first at it, then back at
Bloom. Every reporter was on his
feet, crowding as closely as possible
in order to get a good view. Only
Bloom himself remained seated, smil-
ing and isolated. (He, of course, was
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not watching the table, or the balls,
or the zero-gravity field. As nearly
as I could tell through the goggles,
he was watching Priss.)

Priss turned to the table and
placed his ball. He was going to be
the agent that was to bring final and
dramatic triumph to Bloom and
make himself — the man who said
it couldn’t be done — the goat to
be mocked forever.

Perhaps he felt there was no way
out. Or perhaps —

With a sure stroke of his cue, he
set the ball into motion. It was not
going quickly, and every eye follow-
ed it. It struck the side of the table
and caromed. It was going even
slower now as though Priss himself
were increasing the suspense and
making Bloom’s triumph the more
dramatic.

I had a perfect view, for I was
standing on the side of the table op-
posite from that where Priss was, I
could see the ball moving toward
the glitter of the zero-gravity field,
and beyond it I could see those por-
tions of the seated Bloom which
were not hidden by that glitter.

The ball approached the zero-
gravity volume, seemed to hang on
the edge for a moment and then was
gone, with a streak of light, the
sound of a thunder-clap and the sud-
den smell of burning cloth.

We yelled. We all yelled.

T've seen the scene on television
since — along with the rest of the
world. I can see myself in the film
during that fifteen second period of
wild confusion, but I don’t really
recognize my face.

Fifteen seconds!
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And then we discovered Bloom.
He was still sitting in the chair, his
arms still folded — but there was a
hole the size of a billiard ball
through left wrist, chest and back.
The better part of his heart, as it
later turned out under autopsy, had
been neatly punched out.

They turned off the device. They
called in the police. They dragged
off Priss, who was in a state of utter
collapse. I wasn’t much better off, to
tell the truth, and if any reporter
then on the scene ever tried to say he
remained a cool observer of that
scene, then he’s a cool liar.

\%

t was some months before I got

to see Priss again. He had lost
some weight but seemed well other-
wise, Indeed, there was color in his
cheeks and an air of decision about
him. He was better dressed than I
had ever seen him to be.

He said, “I know what happened
now. If T had had time to think, I
would have known then. But I am a
slow thinker, and poor Ed Bloom was
so intent on running a great show
and doing it so well that he carried
me along with him. Naturally, I've
been trying to make up for some of
the damage I unwittingly caused.”

“You can’t bring Bloom back to
life,” 1 said, soberly.

“No, I can’t,” he said, just as
soberly. “But there’s Bloom Enter-
prises to think of, too. What hap-
pened at the demonstration, in full
view of the world, was the worst
possible advertisement for zero-gravi-
ty, and it’s important that the story
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be made clear. That is why I have
asked to see you.”

“Yes?”

“If I had been a quicker thinker,
I would have known Ed was speak-
ing the purest nonsense, when he
said that the billiard ball would slow-
ly rise in the zero-gravity field. It
couldn’t be so! If Bloom hadn’t des-
pised theory so, if he hadn’t been so
intent on being proud of his own
ignorance of theory, he’d have
known it himself.

“The Earth’s motion, after all,
isn’t the only motion involved,
young man. The sun itself moves in
a vast orbit about the center of the
Milky Way galaxy. And the galaxy
moves, t00, in some not very clear-
ly defined way. If the billiard ball
were subjected to zero gravity, you
might think of it as being unaffected
by any of these motions and there-
fore of suddenly falling into a state
of absolute rest — when there is no
such thing as absolute rest.”

Priss shook his head slowly. “The
trouble with Ed, I think, was that
he was thinking of the kind of zero-
gravity one gets in a spaceship in
free fall, when people float in mid-
air. He expected the ball to float in
mid-air. However, in a spaceship,
zero gravity is not the result of an
absence of gravitation, but merely
the result of two objects, a ship and
a man within the ship, falling at the
same rate, responding to gravity in
precisely the same way, so that each
is motionless with respect to the oth-
er.

“In the zero-gravity field pro-
duced by Ed, there was a flattening
of the rubber-sheet universe, which
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means an actual loss of mass.
Everything in that field, including
molecules of air caught within it, and
the billiard ball I pushed into it, was
completely massless as long as it re-
mained with it. A completely mass-
less object can move in only one
way.”

He paused, inviting the question.
I asked, “What motion would that
be?”

“Motion at the speed of light. Any
massless object, such as a neutrino
or a photon, must travel at the speed
of light as long as it exists. In fact,
light moves at that speed only be-
cause it is made up of photons. As
soon as the billiard ball entered the
zero-gravity field and lost its mass,
it, too, assumed the speed of light
at once and left.”

I shook my head. “But didn’t it re-
gain its mass as soon as it left
the zero-gravity volume?”

“It certainly did, and at once it
began to be affected by the gravita-
tional field and to slow up in re-
sponse to the friction of the air and
the top of the billiard table. But
imagine how much friction it would
take to slow up an object the mass of
a billiard ball going at the speed of
light. ¥t went through the hundred-
mile thickness of our atmosphere in
a thousandth of a second, and I doubt
that it was slowed more than a few
miles a second in doing so; a few
miles out of 186,282 of them. On the
way, it scorched the top of the bil-
liard table, broke cleanly through
the edge, went through poor Ed and
the window too, punching out neat
circles, because it had passed
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through before the neighboring por-
tions of something even as brittle
as glass had a chance to split and
splinter.

“It is extremely fortunate we were
on the top floor of a building set in
a countrified area. If we were in the
city, it might have passed through a
number of buildings and killed a
number of people. By now that bil-
liard ball is off in space, far beyond
the edge of the solar system, and it
will continue to travel so forever, at
nearly the speed of light, until it
happens to strike an object large
enough to stop it. And it will then
gouge out a sizable crater.”

1 played with the notion and was
not sure I liked it. “How is that pos-
sible? The billiard ball entered the
zero-gravity volume almost at a
standstill. I saw it. And you say it
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left with an incredible quantity of
kinetic energy. Where did the energy
come from?”

Priss shrugged. “It came from
nowhere! The law of conservation of
energy only holds under the con-
ditions in which general relativity is
valid; that is, in an indented rubber-
sheet universe. Wherever the indenta-
tion is flattened out, general rela-
tivity no longer holds, and energy
can be created and destroyed freely.
That accounts for the radiation along
the cylindrical surface of the zero-
gravity volume. That radiation, you
remember, Bloom did not explain,
and, I fear, could not explain. If he
had only experimented further first;
if he had only not been so foolishly
anxious to put on his show —

“What accounts for the radiation,
sir?”
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“The molecules of air inside the
volume! Each assumes the speed of
light and comes smashing outward.
They’re only molecules, not billiard
balls, so theyre stopped, but the
kinetic energy of their motion is con-
verted into energetic radiation. It’s
continuous because new molecules
are always drifting in and attaining
the speed of light and smashing out.”

“Then energy is being created
continuously?”

“Exactly. And that is what we
must make clear to the public. Anti-
gravity is not primarily a device to
lift spaceships or to revolutionize
mechanical movement. Rather it is
the source of an endless supply of
free energy, since part of the energy
produced can be diverted to maintain
the field that keeps that portion of
the universe flat. What Ed Bloom
invented, without knowing it, was
not just anti-gravity, but the first
successful perpetual motion machine
of the first class — one that manu-
factures energy out of nothing.”

I said, slowly, “Any one of us
could have been killed by that billi-
ard ball, is that right, professor? It
might have come out in any direc-
tion.”

Priss said, “Well, massless photons
cmerge from any light source at the
speed of light in any direction; that’s
why a candle casts light in all direc-
tions. The massless air molecules
come out of the zero-gravity volume
in all directions, which is why the
entire cylinder radiates. But the billi-

ard ball was only one object. It

could have come out in any direc-
tion, but it had to come out in some
one direction, chosen at random, and
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the chosen direction happened to be
the one that caught Ed.”

That was it. Everyone knows the
' consequences. Mankind had free
energy and so we have the world we
have now. Professor Priss was placed
in charge of its development by the
board of Bloom Enterprises, and in
time he was as rich and famous as
ever Bdward Bloom had been. And
Priss still has two Nobel Prizes in
addition.

Only —

I keep thinking. Photons smash out
from a light source in all directions
because they are created at the mo-
ment and there is no reason for them
to move in one direction more than
in another. Air molecules come out
of a zero-gravity field in all direc-
tions because they enter it in all di-
rections.

But what about a single billiard
ball, entering a zero-gravity field
from one particular direction. Does
it come out in the same direction or
in any direction?

I’ve inquired delicately, but theore-
tical physicists don’t seem to be sure,
and I can find no record that Bloom
Enterprises, which is the only organi-
zation working with zero-gravity
fields, has ever experimented in the
matter. Someone at the organiza-
tion once told me that the uncer-
tainty principle guarantees the ran-
dom emergence of an object entering
in any direction. But then why don’t
they try the experiment?

Could it be, then —

Could it be that for once Priss’s
mind had been working quickly?
Could it be that, under the pressure
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of what Bloom was trying to do to
him, Priss had suddenly seen every-
thing. He had been studying the ra-
diation surrounding the zero-gravity
volume. He might have realized its
cause and been certain of the speed-
of-light motion of anything entering
the volume.

Why, then, had he said nothing?

One thing is certain. Nothing
Priss would do at the billiard table
could be accidental. He was an ex-
pert and the billiard balls did exactly
what he wanted them to. I was stand-
ing right there. I saw him look at
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Bloom and then at the table as
though he were judging angles.

1 watched him hit that ball. I
watched it bounce off the side of the
table and move into the zero-gravity
volume, heading in one particular
direction.

For when Priss sent that ball
toward the zero-gravity volume —
and the tri-di films bear me out —
it was already aimed directly at
Bloom’s heart!

Accident? Coincidence?

Murder?

END
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IF ® Short Story

| HAVE NO MOUTH,
AND 1 MUST SCREAM

by HARLAN ELLISON

Limp, the body of Gorrister hung
from the pink palette; unsup-
ported — hanging high above us in
the computer chamber; and it did not
shiver in the chill, oily breeze that
blew eternally through the main cav-
ern. The body hung head down, at-
tached to the underside of the palette
by the sole of its right foot. It had
been drained of blood through a pre-
cise incision made from ear to ear
under the lantern jaw. There was no
blood on the reflective surface of the
metal floor.

When Gorrister joined our group
and looked up at himself, it was al-
ready too late for us to realize that
once again AM had duped us, had
had his fun; it had been a diversion
on the part of the machine. All three
of us had vomited, turning away
from one another in a reflex as anci-
ent as the nausea that had produced
it.

Gorrister went white. It was al-

lllustrated by SMITH

most as though he had seen a voo-
doo icon and was afraid for the fu-
ture. “Oh, God,” he mumbled, and
walked away. The three of us follow-
ed him after a time and found him
sitting with his back to one of the
smaller chittering banks, his head in
his hands. Ellen knelt down beside
him and stroked his hair. He didn’t
move, but his voice came out of his
covered face quite clearly. “Why
doesn’t it just do us in and get it
over with. Christ, I don’t know how
much Jonger I can go on like this.”

It was our one hundred and ninth
year in the computer.

. He was speaking for all of us.

Nimdok (which was the name the
machine had forced him to use,
because it amused itself with strange
sounds) had hallucinated that there
were canned goods in the ice caverns.
Gorrister and I were very dubious.
“It’s another shuck,” I told them.
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“Like the goddamn frozen elephant
it sold us. Benny almost went out of
his mind over that one. We'll hike
all that way and it'll be putrefied or
some damn thing. I say forget it.
Stay here, it’'ll have to come up with
something pretty soon or we’ll die.”

Benny shrugged. Three days it had
been since we’d last eaten. Worms.
Thick, ropey.

Nimdok was no more certain. He
knew there was the chance, but he
was getting thin. It couldn’t be any
worse there, than here. Colder, but
that didn’t matter much. Hot, cold,
raining, lava, boils or locust — it
never mattered: we had to take it or
die.

Ellen decided us. “I've got to have
something, Ted. Maybe there’ll be
some Bartlett pears or ~peaches.
Please, Ted, let’s try it.”

I gave in easily. What the hell.
Mattered not at all. Ellen was grate-
ful, though. She took me twice out
of turn. Even that had ceased to
matter. The machine giggled every
time we did it. Loud, up there, back
there, all around us. And she never
climaxed, so why bother.

We left on a Thursday. The ma-
chine always kept us aware of the
date. The passage of time was im-
portant; not to us sure as hell, but
to it. Thursday. Thanks.

Nimdok and Gorrister carried El-
len for a while, their hands locked
to their own, and each other’s
wrists, a seat. Benny and I walked
before and after, just to make sure
that if anything happened, it would
catch one of us and at least Ellen
would be safe. Fat chance, safe.
Didn’t matter.
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It was only a hundred miles or
so to the ice caverns, and the sec-
ond day, when we were lying out
under the blistering sun-thing it had
materialized, it sent down some man-
na. Tasted like boiled boar urine. We
ate it.

- On_ the third day we passed
through a valley of obsolescence, fill-
ed with rusting carcasses of ancient
computer banks. AM had been as
ruthless with his own life as with
ours. It was a mark of his personali-
ty: he-strove for perfection. Wheth-
er it was a matter of killing off un-
productive elements in his own
world-filling bulk, or perfecting
methods for torturing us, AM was
as thorough as those who had in-
vented him — now long-since gone
to dust — could ever have hoped.

There was light filtering down
from above, and we realized we must
be very near the surface, But we
didn’t try to crawl up to see. There
was nothing out there; had been
nothing for over a hundred years,
but the blasted skin of what had once
been the home of billions. Now
there were only the five of us, down
here inside, alone with AM.

1 heard Ellen saying, frantically,
“No, Benny! Don’t, come on, Ben-
ny, don’t please!”

And then I realized I had been
hearing Benny murmuring, under his
breath, for several minutes. He was
saying, “I'm gonna get out, I'm gon-
na get out, I'm gonna get out . ..”
over and over. His monkeylike face
was crumbled up in an expression of
beatific delight and sadness, all at the
same time. The radiation scars AM
had given him during the “festival”
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were drawn down into a mass of
pink-white puckerings, and his fea-
tures seemed to work independently
of one another. Perhaps Benny was
the luckiest of the five of us: he had
gone stark, staring mad many years
before.

But even though we could call AM
any damned thing we liked,
could think the foulest thoughts of
fused memory banks and corroded
base plates, of burnt-out circuits and
shattered control bubbles, the ma-
chine would not tolerate our trying
to escape. Benny leaped away from
me as I made a grab for him. He
scrambled up the face of a smaller
memory cube, tilted on its side and
filled with rotted components. He
squatted there for a moment, look-
ing like the chimpanzee AM had in-
tended him to resemble.

Then he leaped high, caught a
trailing beam of pitted and corroded
metal, and went up it, hand-over-
hand like an animal, till he was on
a girdered ledge, twenty feet above
us.
“Oh, Ted, Nimdok, please, help
him, get him down before — > she
cut off. Tears began to stand in her
eyes. She moved her hands aimlessly.

It was too late. None of us wanted
to be near him, when whatever was
going to happen, happened. And be-
sides, we all saw through her con-
cern. When AM had altered Ben-
ny, during his mad period, it had not
been merely his face. He was like an
animal in many ways. Oh Ellen,
pedestal Ellen, pristine pure Ellen,
oh Ellen the clean!

Gorrister slapped her. She slump-
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ed down, staring up at poor loonie
Benny, and she cried. It was her big
defense, crying. We had gotten used
to it seventy-five years ago. Gorris-
ter kicked her in the side.

Then the sound began. It was
light, that sound. Half sound and
half light, something that began to
glow from Benny’s eyes and pulse
with growing loudness, dim sonori-
ties that grew more gigantic and
brighter as the light/sound increased
in tempo. It must have been painful,
and the pain must have been increas-
ing with the boldness of the light,
the rising volume of the sound, for
Benny began to mew! like a wound-
ed animal. At first softly, when the
light was dim and the sound was
muted, then louder as his shoulders
hunched together, his back humped,
as though he was trying to get away
from it. His hands folded across his
chest like a chipmunk’s. His head
tilted to the side. The sad little mon-
key-face pinched in anguish. Then
he began to howl, as the sound com-
ing from his eyes grew louder.
Louder and louder. I slapped the
sides of my head with my hands, but
I couldn’t shut it out, it cut through
easily. The pain shivered through my
flesh like tinfoil on a tooth.

And Benny was suddenly pulled
erect. On the girder he stood up,
jerked to his feet like a puppet. The
light was now pulsing out of his eyes
in two great round beams. The sound
crawled up and up some incompre-
hensible scale, and then he fell for-
ward, straight down, and hit the
plate steel floor with a crash. He lay
there jerking spastically as the light
flowed around and around him and
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the sound spiraled up out of normal
range.

Then the light beat its way back
inside his head, the sound spiraled
down, and he was left lying there,
crying piteously.

His eyes were two soft, moist pools
of pus-like jelly. AM had blinded
him. Gorrister and Nimdok and my-
self . . . we turned away. But not
before we caught the look of re-
lief on Ellen’s warm, concerned face.

Sea-green light suffused the éavern
where we made camp. AM pro-
vided punk and we burned it, sitting
huddled around the wan and pathe-
tic fire, telling stories to keep Ben-
ny from crying in his permanent
night.

“What does AM mean?”

Gorrister answered him. We had
done this sequence a thousand times
before, but it was familiar to Benny.
“At first it meant Allied Mastercom-
puter, and then it meant Adaptive
Manipulator, and later on it develop-
ed sentience and linked itself up and
they called it an Aggressive Menace,
but by then it was too late, and
finally it called itself AM, emerging
intelligence, and what it meant was
I am . .. cogito ergo sum . . .1
think, therefore I am.”

Benny drooled a little and snick-
ered.

“There was the Chinese AM and
the Russian AM and the Yankee AM
and —— ” He stopped. Benny was
beating on the floorplates with a
large, hard fist. He was not happy.
Gorrister had not started at the be-
ginning.

Gorrister began again. “The Cold
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War started and became World War
Three and just kept going. It became
a big war, a very complex war, so
they needed the computers to handle
it. They sank the first shafts and be-
gan building AM. There was the
Chinese AM and the Russian AM
and the Yankee AM and everything

"was fine until they had honeycombed

the entire planet, adding on this ele-
ment and that element. But one day
AM woke up and knew who he was,
and he linked himself, and he be-
gan feeding all the killing data, until
everyone was dead, except for the
five of us, and AM brought us down
here.”

Benny was smiling sadly. He was
also drooling again. Ellen wiped the
spittle from the corner of his mouth
with the hem of her skirt. Gorrister
always tried to tell it a little more
succinctly each time, but beyond the
bare facts there was nothing to say.
None of us knew why AM had saved
five people, or why our specific five,
or why he spent all his time tor-
menting us, nor even why he had
made us virtually immortal . . .

In the darkness, one of the com-
puter banks began humming. The
tone was picked up half a mile away
down the cavern by another bank.
Then one by one, each of the ele-
ments began to tune itself, and there
was a faint chittering as thought
raced through the machine.

The sound grew, and the lights ran
across the faces of the consoles like
heat lightning. The sound spiraled up
till it sounded like a million metallic
insects, angry, menacing.

“What is it?” Ellen cried. There
was terror in her voice. She hadn’t
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become accustomed to it, even now. thunderous pain that sent me away

“It’s going to be bad this time,”
Nimdok said.

“He’s going to speak,” Gorrister
ventured.

“Let’s get the hell out of here!” I
said suddenly, getting to my feet.

“No, Ted, sit down . . . what if
he’s got pits out there, or something
else; we can’t see, it's too dark.”
Gorrister said it with resignation.

Something moving toward us in
the darkness. Huge, shambling,
hairy, moist, it came toward us. We
couldn’t even see it, but there was
the ponderous impression of bulk,
heaving itself toward us. Great
weight was coming at us, out of the
darkness, and it was more a sense of
pressure, of air forcing itself into a
limited space, expanding the invisible
walls of a sphere. Benny began to
whimper. Nimdok’s lower lip trem-
bled and he bit it hard, trying to
stop it. Ellen slid across the metal
floor to Gorrister and huddled into
him. There was the smell of matted,
wet fur in the cavern. There was the
smell of charred wood. There was
the smell of dusty velvet. There was
the smell of rotting orchids. There
was the smell of sour milk. There
was the smell of sulphur, of rancid
butter, of oil slick, of grease, of
chalk dust, of human scalps.

AM was keying us. He was tick-
ling us. There was the smell of —

I heard myself shriek, and the
hinges of my jaws ached. I scuttled
across the floor, across the cold
metal with its endless lines of rivets,
on my hands and knees, the smell
gagging me, filling my head with a
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in horror. I fled like a cockroach,
across the floor and out into the
darkness, that something moving in-
exorably after me. The others were
still back there, gathered around the
firelight, laughing . . . their hysteri-
cal choir of insane giggles rising up
into the darkness like thick, many-
colored wood smoke. I went away,
quickly, and hid.

How many hours it may have
been, how many days or even years,
they never told me. Ellen chided me
for “sulking,” and Nimdok tried to
persuade me it had only been a ner-
vous reflex on their part — the
laughing.

But I knew it wasn’t the relief a
soldier feels when the bullet hits the
man next to him. I knew it wasn’t
a reflex. They hated me. They were
surely against me, and AM could
even sense this hatred, and made it
worse for me because of the depth
of their hatred. We had been kept
alive, rejuvenated, made to remain
constantly at the age we had been
when AM had brought us below, and
they hated me because I was the
youngest, and the one AM had af-
fected least of all.

knew. God, how I knew. The

bastards, and that bitch Ellen.
Benny had been a brilliant theorist,
a college professor; now he was little
more than a semi-human, semi-
simian. He had been handsome, the
machine had ruined that. He had
been lucid, the machine had driven
him mad. AM had done a job on
Benny. Gorrister had been a worri-
er. He was a connie, a conscientious
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objector; he was a peace marcher;
he was a planner, a doer, a looker-
shead. AM had turned him into a
shoulder-shrugger, had made him a
fittle dead in his concern. AM had
robbed him. Nimdok went off in the
darkness by himself for long times.
I don’t know what it was he did out
there, AM never let us know. But
whatever it was, Nimdok always
came back white, drained of blood,
shaken, shaking. AM had hit him
hard in a special way, even if we

didn’t know quite how. And Ellen!-

AM had left her alone, had made her
more of a slut than she had ever
been. All her talk of sweetness and
light, all her memories of true love,
all the lies she wanted us to believe
that she had been a virgin only twice
removed before AM grabbed her and
brought her down here with us. It
was all filth, that lady my lady Ellen.
She loved it, five men all to herself.
No, AM had given her pleasure,
even if she said it wasn’t nice to do.

I was the only one still sane and
whole.

AM had not tampered with my
mind.

I only had to suffer what he visit-
ed down on us. All the delusions, all
the nightmares, the torments. But
those scum, all four of them, they
were lined and arrayed against me.
If 1 hadn’t had to stand them off all
the time, be on my guard against
them all the time, I might have found
it easier to combat AM.

At which point it passed, and I
began crying.

Oh, Jesus sweet Jesus, if there
ever was a Jesus and if there is a
God, please please please let us out
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of here, or kill us. Because at that
moment I think I realized complete-
ly, so that I was able to verbalize it:
AM was intent on keeping us in his
belly forever, twisting and torturing
us forever. The machine hated us as
no sentient creature had ever hated
before. And we were helpless. It also
became hideously clear:

If there was a sweet Jesus and if
there was a God, the God was AM.

he hurricane hit us with the

force of a glacier thundering in-
to the sea. It was a palpable pre-
sence. Winds that tore at us, flinging
us back the way we had come, down
the twisting, computer-lined corri-
dors of the darkway. Ellen screamed
as she was lifted and hurled face-
forward into a screaming shoal of
machines, their individual voices
strident as bats in flight. She could
not even fall. The howling wind kept
her aloft, buffeted her, bounced her,
tossed her back and back and down
away from us, out of sight suddenly
as she was swirled around a bend
in the darkway. Her face had been
bloody, her eyes closed.

None of us could get to her. We
clung tenaciously to whatever out-
cropping we had reached: Benny
wedged in between two great crackle-
finish cabinets, Nimdok with fingers
claw-formed over a railing circling
a catwalk forty feet above us, Gor-
rister plastered upside-down against
a wall niche formed by two great
machines with glass-faced dials that
swung back and forth between red
and yellow lines whose meanings we
could not even fathom.

Sliding across the deckplates, the
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tips of my fingers had been ripped
away. I was trembling, shuddering,
recking as the wind beat at me,
whipped at me, screamed down out
of nowhere at me and pulled me
free from one sliver-thin opening in
the plates to the next. My mind was
a roiling tinkling chittering softness
of brain parts that expanded and
contracted in quivering frenzy.

The wind was the scream of a
great mad bird, as it flapped its im-
mense wings.

And then we were all lifted and
hurled away from there, down back
the way we had come, around a
bend, into a darkway we had never
explored, over terrain that was ruin-
ed and filled with broken glass and
rotting cables and rusted metal and
far away further than any of us had
ever been .. ..

Trailing along miles behind Ellen,
I could see her every now and then,
crashing into metal walls and surging
on, with all of us screaming in the
freezing, thunderous hurricane wind
that would never end and then sud-
denly it stopped and we fell. We
had been in flight for an endless
time. I thought it might have been
weeks. We fell, and hit, and I went
through red and gray and black and
heard myself moaning. Not dead.

M went into my mind. He

walked smoothly here and there,
and looked with interest at all the
pockmarks he had created in one
hundred and nine years. He looked
at the cross-routed and reconnected
synapses and all the tissue damage
his gift of immortality had included.
He smiled softly at the pit that
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dropped into the center of my brain
and the faint, moth-soft murmurings
of the things far down there that
glibbered without meaning, without
pause. AM said, very politely, in a
pillar of stainless steel with neon let-
tering: -

HATE. LET ME TELL YOU
HOW MUCH I'VE COME TO
HATE YOU SINCE | BEGAN
TO LIVE. THERE ARE 387.44
MILLION MILES OF PRINTED
CIRCUITS IN WAFER THIN
LAYERS THAT FILL MY COM-
PLEX. IF THE WORD HATE
WAS ENGRAVED ON EACH
NONOANGSTROM OF
THOSE HUNDREDS OF MIL-
LION MILES IT WOULD NOT
EQUAL ONE ONE-BILLIONTH
OF THE HATE | FEEL FOR
HUMANS AT THIS MICRO-
INSTANT FOR YOU. HATE.
HATE.

AM said it with the sliding cold
horror of a razor blade slicing my
eyeball. AM said it with the bubbling
thickness of my lungs filling with
phlegm, drowning me from within.
AM said it with the shriek of babies
being ground beneath blue-hot rol-
lers. AM said it with the taste of
maggoty pork. AM touched me in
every way I had ever been touched,
and devised new ways, at his Iseisure,
there inside my mind.

All to bring me to full realization
of why he had done this to the five
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oflfus; why he had saved us for him-
self,
We had given him sentience.
Inadvertently, of course, but senti-
ence nonetheless. But he had been
trapped. He was a machine. We had
allowed him to think, but to do noth-
ing with it. In rage, in frenzy, he had
killed us, almost all of us, and still
he was trapped. He could not wan-
der, he could not wonder, he could
not belong. He could merely be. And
so, with the innate loathing that all
machines had always held for the
weak soft creatures who had built
them, he had sought revenge. And
in his paranoia, he had decided to
reprieve five of us, for a personal,
everlasting punishment that would
never serve to diminish his hatred
. . . that would merely keep him re-
minded, amused, proficient at hating
man. Immortal, trapped, subject to
any torment he could devise for us
from the limitless miracles at his
command. .

He would never let us go. We
were his belly slaves. We were all
he had to do with his forever time.
We would be forever with him, with
the cavern-filling bulk of him, with
the all-mind soulless world he had
become. He was Earth and we were
the fruit of that Earth and- though
he had eaten us, he would never
digest us. We could not die. We had
tried it. We had attempted suicide,
oh, one or two of us had. But AM
had stopped us. I suppose we had
wanted to be stopped.

Don’t ask why. I never did. More
than a million times a day. Perhaps
once we might be able to sneak a
death past him. Immortal, yes, but
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not indestructible. I saw that whea
AM withdrew from my mind, and
allowed me the exquisite ugliness of
returning to consciousness with the
feeling of that burning neon pillar
still rammed deep into the soft gray
brain matter.

He withdrew murmuring to hell
with you.

And added, brightly, but then
you're there, aren’t you.

The hurricane had, indeed, pre-
‘ cisely, been caused by a great
mad bird, as it flapped its immense
wings.

We had been travelling for close
to a month, and AM had allowed
passages to open to us only sufficient
to lead us up there, directly under
the North Pole, where he had night-
mared the creature for our torment.
What whole cloth had he employed
to create such a beast? Where had
he gotten the concept? From our
minds? From his knowledge of
everything that had ever been on
this planet he now infested and
ruled? From Norse mythology it had
sprung, this eagle, this carrion bird,
this roc: Huergelmir. The wind
creature the Hurokan incarnate.

Gigantic. The words immense,
monstrous, grotesque, massive, swol-
len, overpowering, beyond descrip-
tion. There on a mound rising above
us, the bird of winds heaved with
its own irregular breathing, its snake
neck arching up into the gloom be-
neath the North Pole, supporting a
head as large as a Tudor mansion;
a beak that opened slowly as the
jaws of the most monstrous croco-
dile ever conceived, sensuously;
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ridges of tufted flesh puckered
about two evil eyes, as cold as the
view down into a glacial crevasse,
ice blue and somehow moving
liquidly; it heaved once more, and
lifted its great sweat-colored wings
in a movement that was certainly a
shrug. Then it settled and slept. Ta-
lons. Fangs. Nails. Blades. It slept.

AM appeared to us as a burning
bush and said we could kill the hurri-
cane bird if we wanted to eat. We
had not eaten in a very long time, but
even so, Gorrister merely shrugged.
Benny began to shiver and he
drooled. Ellen held him. “Ted, I'm
hungry,” she said. I smiled at her; I
was trying to be reassuring, but it
was as phony as Nimdok’s bravado:
“Give us weapons!” he demanded.

The burning bush vanished and
there were two crude sets of bow
and arrows, and a water pistol, lying
on the cold deckplates. I picked up
a set. Useless. ’

Nimdok swallowed heavily. We
turned and started the long way
back. The hurricane bird had blown
us about for a length of time we
could not conceive. Most of that
time we had been unconscious. But
we had not eaten. A month on the
march to the bird itself. Without
food. Now how much longer to find
our way to the ice caverns, and
the promised canned goods?

None of us cared to think about
it. We would not die. We would be
given filths and scums to eat, of one
kind or another. Or nothing at all.
AM would keep our bodies alive
somehow, in pain, in agony.

The bird slept back there, for
how long it didn’t matter; when AM
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was tired of its being there, it would
vanish. But all that meat. All that
tender meat.

As we walked, the lunatic laugh of
a fat woman rang high and around
us in the computer chambers that
led endlessly nowhere.

It was not Ellen’s laugh. She was
not fat, and I had not heard her laugh
for one hundred and nine years. In
fact, I had not heard . . . we walked
...Iwas hungry....

We moved slowly. There was
often fainting, and we would
have to wait. One day he de-
cided to cause an earthquake, at the
same time rooting us to the spot
with nails through the soles of our
shoes. Ellen and Nimdok were both
caught when a fissure shot its light-
ning-bolt opening across the floor-
plates. They disappeared and were
gone. When the earthquake was over
we continued on our way, Benny,
Gorrister and myself. Ellen and
Nimdok were returned to us later
that night which became a day
abruptly as the heavenly legion bore
them to us with a celestial chorus
singing, Go Down Moses. The arch-
angels circled several times and
then dropped the hideously mangled
bodies. We kept walking, and a while
later Ellen and Nimdok fell in be-
hind us. They were no worse for
wear.

But now Ellen walked with a limp.
AM had left her that.

It was a long trip to the ice cav-
erns, to find the canned food. Ellen
kept talking about Bing cherries and
Hawaiian fruit cocktail. I tried not
to think about it. The hunger was
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something that had come to life,
esven as AM had come to life, It
was alive in my belly, even as we
were alive in the belly of AM, and
AM was alive in the belly of the
Sarth, and AM wanted the similarity
<nown to us. So he heightened the
aunger. There was no way to des-
cribe the pains that not having eaten
for months brought us. And yet we
were kept alive. Stomachs that were
merely cauldrons of acid, bubbling,
foaming, always shooting spears of
sliver-thin pain into our chests. It
was the pain of the terminal ulcer,
terminal cancer, terminal paresis. It
was unending pain . ...

And we passed through the cavern
of rats,

And we passed through the path
of boiling steam.

And we passed through the coun-
try of the blind.

And we passed through the slough
of despond.

And we passed through the vale
of tears.

And we came, finally, to the ice
caverns. Horizonless thousands of
miles in which the ice had formed
in blue and silver flashes, where
novas lived in the glass. The down-
dropping stalactites as thick and
glorious as diamonds that had been,
made to run like jelly and then solidi-
fied in graceful eternities of smooth,
sharp perfection.

We saw the stack of canned goods,
and we tried to run to them. We fell
in the snow, and we got up and went
on, and Benny shoved us away and
went at them, and pawed them and
gummed them and gnawed at them
and he could not open them. AM
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had not given us a tool to opea the
cans,

Benny grabbed a three quart can
of guava shells, and began to batter
it against the ice bank. The ice flew
and shattered, but the can was mere-~
ly dented while we heard the laughter
of a fat lady, high overhead and
echoing down and down and down
the tundra. Benny went completely
mad with rage. He began throwing
cans, as we all scrabbled about ia
the snow and ice trying to find a
way to end the helpless agony of
frustration. There was no way.

Then Benny’s mouth began to
drool, and he flung himself on Gor-
rister . . . .

In that instant, I became terribly
calm,

urrounded by madness, surround-
ed by hunger, surrounded by
everything but death. I knew death
was our only way out. AM had kept
us alive, but there was a way to de-
feat him. Not total defeat, but at
least peace. I would settle for that.

I had to do it quickly.

Benny was eating Gorrister’s face.
Gorrister on his side, thrashing snow,
Benny wrapped around him with
powerful monkey legs crushing
Gorrister’s waist, his hands locked
around Gorrister’s head like a nut-
cracker, and his mouth ripping at the
tender skin of Gorrister’s cheek.
Gorrister screamed with such jagged-
edged violence that stalactites fell;
they plunged down softly, erect in
the receiving snowdrifts. Spears, hun-
dreds of them, everywhere, pro-
truding from the snow. Benny’s head
pulled back sharply, as something
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gave all at once, and a bleeding raw-
white dripping of flesh hung from
his teeth.

Ellen’s face, black against the
white snow, dominos in chalk-dust.
Nimdok with no expression but eyes,
all eyes. Gorrister half-conscious.
Benny now an animal. I knew AM
would let him play. Gorrister would
not die, but Benny would fill his
stomach. I turned half to my right
and drew a huge ice-spear from the
Snow.

All in an instant:

I drove the great ice-point ahead
of me like a battering ram, braced
against my right thigh. It struck
Benny on the right side, just under
the rib cage, and drove upward
through his stomach and broke in-
side him. He pitched forward and lay
still. Gorrister lay on his back; I
pulled another spear free and
straddled him, still moving, driving
the spear straight down through his
throat. His eyes closed as the cold
penetrated. Ellen must have realized
what I had decided, even as the fear
gripped her. She ran at Nimdok with
a short icicle, as he screamed, and
into his mouth, and the force of her
rush did the job. His head jerked
sharply as if it had been nailed to
the snow crust behind him.

All in an instant.

There was an eternity beat of
soundless anticipation. I could hear
AM draw in his breath. His toys had
been taken from him. Three of them
were dead, could not be revived. He
could keep us alive, by his strength
and his talent, but he was not God.
He could not bring them back.

Ellen looked at me, her ebony fea-
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tures stark against the snow that
surrounded us. There was fear and
pleading in her manner, the way she
held herself ready. I knew we had
only a heartbeat before AM would
stop us.

It struck her and she folded
toward me, bleeding from the mouth.
I could not read meaning into her
expression, the pain had been too
great, had contorted her face; but it
might have been thank you. It’s pos-
sible. Please.

Some hundreds of years may have
passed. I don’t know. AM has
been having fun for some time, ac-
celerating and retarding my timsz
sense. I will say the word now. Now.
It took me ten months to say now. 1
don’t know. I think it has been some
hundreds of years.

He was furious. He wouldn't let
me bury them. It didn’t matter.
There was no way to dig in the
deckplates. He dried up the snow.
He brought the night. He roared
and sent locusts. It didn’t do a thing;
they stayed dead. I'd had him. He
was furious. I had thought AM hated
me before. I was wrong. It was not
even a shadow of the hate he now
slavered from every printed circuit.
He made certain I would suffer eter-
nally and could not do myself in.

He left my mind intact. I can
dream, I can wonder, I can lament.
I remember all four of them.
I wish —

Well, it doesn’t make any sense.
I know I saved them, I know I
saved them from what has happened
to me, but still, I cannot forget kill-
ing them. Ellen’s face. It isn’t easy.
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Sometimes I want to, it doesn’t mat-
ter.

AM has altered me for his own
peace of mind, I suppose. He doesn’t
want me to run at full speed into a
computer bank and smash my skull.
Or hold my breath till I faint. Or
cut my throat on a rusted sheet of
metal.

There are reflective surfaces
down here. I will describe myself as
I see myself:

I am a great soft jelly thing.
Smoothly rounded, with no mouth,
with pulsing white holes filled by fog
where my eyes used to be. Rubbery
appendages that were once my arms;
bulks rounding down into legless
humps of soft slippery matter. I leave
a moist trail when I move. Blotches
of diseased, evil gray come and go

on my surface, as though light is
being beamed from within.

Outwardly: dumbly, I shamble
about, a thing that could never have
been known as human, a thing whose
shape is so alien a travesty, that
humanity becomes more obscene for
the vague resemblance.

Inwardly: alone. Here. Living un-
der the land, under the sea, in the
belly of AM, whom we created be-
cause our time was badly spent and
we must have known unconsciously
that he could do it better. At least
the four of them are safe at last.

AM will be all the madder for
that. It makes me a little happier.
And yet . .. AM has won, simply
. .. he has taken his revenge . . . .

1 have no mouth. And I must
scream. END
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IF ® Noovelette

THIS
MORTAL
MOUNTAIN

by ROGER ZELAZNY

I

looked down at it and I was

was sick! I wondered, where did
it lead? Stars?

There were no words. I stared
and I stared, and I cursed the fact
that the thing existed and that some-
one had found it while I was still
around.
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“Well?” said Lanning, and he
banked the flier so that I could
look upward.

I shook my head and shaded my
already shielded eyes.

“Make it go away,” I finally told
him.

“Can’t. It’s bigger than I am.”

“It’s bigger than anybody,” I said.

“I can make us go away . .. "



“Never mind. I want to take
some pictures.”

He brought it around, and I
started to shoot.

“Can you hover — or get any
closer?”

“No, the winds are too strong.”

“That figures.”

So I shot — through telescopic
lenses and scan attachment and all
— as we circled it.

“I'd give a lot to see the top.”

“We’re at thirty thousand feet,
and fifty’s the ceiling on this baby.
The Lady, unfortunately, stands
taller than the atmosphere.”

“Funny,” I said, “from here she
doesn’t strike me as the sort to
breathe ether and spend all her time
looking at stars.”

He chuckled and lit a cigarette,
and I reached us another bulb of
coffee.

“How does the Gray Sister strike
you?”

And I lit one of my own and in-
haled, as the flier was buffeted by
sudden gusts of something from
somewhere and then ignored, and I
said, “Like Our Lady of the Abat-
toir — right between the eyes.”

We drank some coffee, and then
he asked, “She too big, Whitey?”
and I gnashed my teeth through caf-
feine, for only my friends call me
Whitey, my name being Jack Sum-
mers and my hair having always
been this way, and at the moment I
wasn’t too certain whether Henry
Lanning qualified for that status
— just because he’d known me for
twenty years — after going out of
his way to find this thing on a world
with a thin atmosphere, a lot of
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rocks, a too-bright sky and a name
like LSD pronounced backwards,
after George Diesel, who had set
foot in the dust and then gone away
— smart fellow!

“A forty-mile-high mountain,” I
finally said, “is not a mountain,
It is a world all by itself, which
some dumb deity forgot to throw
into orbit.”

“I take it you’re not interested?”

I looked back at the gray and
lavender slopes and followed them
upward once again, until all color
drained away, until the silhouette
was black and jagged and the top
still nowhere in sight, until my
eyes stung and burned behind their
protective glasses; and I saw clouds
bumping up against that invincible
outline, like icebergs in the sky, and
1 heard the howling of the retreating
winds which had essayed to measure
its grandeur with swiftness and, of
course, had failed.

“Oh, I’'m interested,” I said, “in
an academic sort of way. Let’s go
back to town, where I can eat and
drink and maybe break a leg if I'm
lucky.”

He headed the iflier south, and
I didn’t look around as we went. I
could sense her presence at my
back, though, all the way: The Gray
Sister, the highest mountain in the
known universe. Unclimbed, of
course.

he remained at my back during
) the days that followed, casting
her shadow over everything I looked
upon. For the next two days I
studied the pictures I had taken and
I dug up some maps and I studied
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them, too; and I spoke with people
who told me stories of the Gray
Sister, strange stories. .

During this time, I came across
nothing really encouraging. I learned
that there had been an attempt to
colonize Diesel a couple centuries
previously, back before faster-than-
light ships were developed. A brand-
new disease had colonized the first
colonists, however, wiping them out
to a man. The new colony was four
“years old, had better doctors, had
beaten the plague, was on Diesel to
stay and seemed proud of its poor
taste when it came to worlds. No-
body, I learned, fooled around much
with the Gray Sister. There had been
a few abortive attempts to climb
her, and some young legends that
followed after.

During the day, the sky never
shut up. It kept screaming into my
eyes, until I took to wearing my
climbing goggles whenever I went
out, Mainly, though, I sat in the
hotel lounge and ate and drank and
studied the pictures and cross-
examined anybody who happened to
pass by and glance at them, spread
out there on the table.

I continued to ignore all Henry’s
questions. I knew what he wanted,
and he could damn well wait. Un-
fortunately, he did, and rather well,
too, which irritated me. He felt I
was almost hooked by the Sister,
and he wanted to Be There When It
Happened. He'd made a fortune on
the Kasla story, and I could already
see the opening sentences of this
one in the smug lines around his
eyes. Whenever he tried to make
like a poker player, leaning on his
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fist and slowly turning a photo, I
could see whole paragraphs. If I
followed the direction of his gaze,
1 probably could even have seen the
dust jacket.

At the end of the week, a ship
came’down out of the sky, and some
nasty people got off and interrupted
my train of thought. When they
came into the lounge, I recognized
them for what they were and re-
moved my black lenses so that I
could nail Henry with my basilisk
gaze and turn him to stone. As it
would happen, he had too much
alcohol in him, and it didn’t work.

“You tipped off the press,” I said.

“Now, now,” he said, growing
smaller and stiffening as my gaze
groped its way through the murk
of his central nervous system and
finally touched upon the edges of
that tiny tumor, his forebrain.
“You’re well-known, and. ... ”

I replaced my glasses and hunched
over my drink, looking far gone, as
one of the three approached and
said, “Pardon me, but are you Jack
Summers?”

To explain the silence which fol-
' lowed, Henry said, “Yes, this
is Mad Jack, the man who climbed
Everest at twenty-three and every
other pile of rocks worth mentioning
since that time. At thirty-one, he
became the only man to conquer the
highest mountain in the known uni-
verse — Mount Kasla on Litan —
elevation 89,941 feet. My book — ”

“Yes,” said the reporter. “My
name is Cary, and I'm with GP. My
friends represent two of the other
syndicates. We’ve heard that you
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are going to climb the Gray Sister.”

“You’ve heard incorrectly,” I said.

“Oh?”

The other two came up and stood
beside him.

“We thought that — ” one of
them began.

“ — you were already organizing
a climbing party,” said the other.

“Then you’re not going to climb
the Sister?” asked Cary, while one
of the two looked over my pictures
and the other got ready to take
some of his own.

“Stop that!” I said, raising a hand
at the photographer. “Bright lights
hurt my eyes!”

“Sorry. I'll use the infra,” he said,
and he started fooling with his
camera.

Cary repeated the question.

“All T said was that you've heard
incorrectly,” I told him. “I didn’t
say I was and I didn’t say I wasn’t.
I haven't made up my mind.”

“If you should decide to try it,
have you any idea when it will be?”

“Sorry, I can’t answer that,”

Henry took the three of them over
to the bar and started explaining
something, with gestures. I heard the
words “ . . . out of retirement after
four years,” and when/if they looked
to the booth again, I was gone.

I had retired, to the street which
was full of dusk, and I walked along
it thinking. I trod her shadow even
then, Linda. And the Gray Sister
beckoned and forbade with her sin-
gle unmoving gesture. I watched her,
so far away, yet still so large, a
piece of midnight at eight o’clock.
The hours that lay between died like
the distance at her feet, and I knew
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that she would follow me wherever
I went, even into sleep. Especially
into sleep.

So 1 knew, at that moment. The
days that followed were a game I
enjoyed playing. Fake indecision is
delicious when people want you to
do something. I looked at her then,
my last and my largest, my very own
‘Koshtra Pivrarcha, and I felt that I
was born to stand upon her summit.
Then I could retire, probably re-
marry, cultivate my mind, not worry
about getting out of shape, and do
all the square things I didn’t do be-
fore, the lack of which had cost me
a wife and a home, back when I
had gone to Kasla, elevation 89,941
feet, four and a half years ago, in
the days of my glory. I regarded my
Gray Sister across the eight o’clock
world, and she was dark and noble
and still and waiting, as she had
alwas been.

I

The following morning I sent the
messages. Out across the light-
years like cosmic carrier pigeons
they went. They winged their ways
to some persons I hadn’t seen in
years and to others who had seen
me off at Luna Station. Each said, in
its own way, “If you want in on the
biggest climb of them all, come to
Diesel. The Gray Sister eats Kaslas
for breakfast. R.S.V.P. c/o The
Lodge, Georgetown. Whitey.”
Backward, turn backward . . . .
I didn’t tell Henry. Nothing at all,
What I had done and where I was
going, for a time, were my business
only, for that same time. I checked
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out well before sunrise and left him
a message at the desk:

“Out of town on business. Back '

in a week. Hold the fort. Mad Jack.”

I had to gauge the lower slopes,
tug the hem of the lady’s skirt, so
to speak, before I introduced her to
my friends. They say only a madman
climbs alone, but they call me what
they call me for a reason.

From my pix, the northern face
had looked promising.

I set the rented flier down as

near as I could, locked it up,
shouldered my pack and started
walking.

Mountains rising to my right and
to my left, mountains at my back,
all dark as sin now in the predawn
light of a white, white day. Ahead
of me, not a mountain, but an al-
most gentle slope which kept rising
and rising and rising. Bright stars
above me and cold wind past me
as I walked. Straight up, though, no
stars, just black. I wondered for the
thousandth time what a mountain
weighed. I always wonder that as I
approach one. No clouds in sight.
No noises but my boot sounds on the
turf and the small gravel. My goggles
flopped around my neck. My hands
were moist within my gloves. On
Diesel, the pack and I together prob-
ably weighed about the same as me
alone on Earth — for which I was
duly grateful. My breath burned as
it came and steamed as it went. I
ceunted a thousand steps and looked
back, and I couldn’t see the flier. I
counted a thousand more and then
looked up to watch some stars go
out. About an hour after that, I had
to put on my goggles. By then I
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could see where I was headed. And
by then the wind seemed stronger.
She was so big that the eye

.couldn’t take all of her in at once. I

moved my head from side to side,
leaning further and further back-
ward. Wherever the top, it was too
high. For an instant, I was seized by
a crazy acrophobic notion that I was
looking down rather than up, and
the soles of my feet and the palms of
my hands tingled, like an ape’s must
when, releasing one high branch to
seize another, he discovers that there
isn’t another.

I went on for two more hours and
stopped for a light meal. This was
hiking, not climbing. As I ate, I
wondered what could have caused a
formation like the Gray Sister. There
were some ten and twelve-mile peaks
within sixty miles of the place and
a fifteen-mile mountain called Bur-
ke’s Peak on the adjacent continent,
but nothing else like the Sister. The
lesser gravitation? Her composition?
I couldn’t say. I wondered what Doc
and Kelly and Mallardi would say
when they saw her.

I don’t define them, though. I
only climb them.

I looked up again, and a few
clouds were brushing against her
now. From the photos I had taken,
she might be an easy ascent for a
good ten or twelve miles. Like a big
hill. There were certainly enough
alternate routes. In fact, I thought
she just might be a pushover. Feel-
ing heartened, I repacked my uten-
sils and proceeded. It was going to
be a good day, I could tell.

And it was. I got off the slope
and onto something like a trail by
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late afternoon. Daylight lasts about
nine hours on Diesel, and I spent
most of it moving. The trail was so
good that I kept on for several hours
after sundown and made consider-
able height. I was beginning to use
my respiration equipment by then,
and the heating unit in my suit was
turned on.

The stars were big, brilliant flow-
ers, the way was easy, the night
was my friend. I came upon a broad,
flat piece and made my camp under
an overhang.

There I slept, and I dreamt of
snowy women with breasts like the
Alps, pinked by the morning sun;
and they sang to me like the wind
and laughed, had eyes of ice pris-
matic, They fled through a field of
clouds.

he following day I made a lot
more height. The “trail” began

to narrow, and it ran out in places,
but it was easy to reach for the sky
until another one occurred. So far,
it had all been good rock. It was still
tapering as it heightened, and
balance was no problem. I did a lot
of plain old walking. I ran up one
long zigzag and hit it up a wide
chimney almost as fast as Santa
Claus comes down one. The winds
were strong, could be a problem if
the going got difficult. I was on the
respirator full time and feeling great.
I could see for an enormous dis-
tance now. There were mountains
and mountains, all below me like
desert dunes. The sun beat halos of
heat about their peaks. In the east,
T saw Lake Emerick, dark and shiny
as the toe of a boot. I wound my
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way about a jutting crag and came’
upon a giant’s staircase, going up for
at least a thousand feet. I mounted
it. At its top I hit my first real bar-
rier: a fairly smooth, almost perpen-
dicular face rising for about eighty-
five feet.

No way around it, so I went up.
It took me a good hour, and there
was a ridge at the top leading to
more easy climbing. By then, though,
the clouds attacked me. Even though
the going was easy, I was slowed by
the fog. I wanted to outclimb it and
still have some daylight left, so I
decided to postpone eating.

But the clouds kept coming. I
made another thousand feet, and they
were still about me. Somewhere be-
low me, I heard thunder. The fog
was easy on my eyes, though, so I
kept pushing.-

Then I tried a chimney, the top
of which I could barely discern, be-
cause it looked a lot shorter than
a jagged crescent to its left. This
was a mistake.

The rate of condensation was
greater than I’d guessed. The walls
were slippery. I’m stubborn, though,
and I fought with skidding boots and
moist back until I was about a third
of the way up, I thought, and winded.

1 realized then what I had done.
What I had thought was the top
wasn’t. I went another fifteen feet
and wished I hadn’t. The fog began
to boil about me, and I suddenly felt
drenched. I was afraid to go down
and I was afraid to go up, and I
couldn’t stay where I was forever.

Whenever you hear a person say
that he inched along, do not accuse
him of a fuzzy choice of verbs. Give
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him the benefit of the doubt and
your sympathy,

I inched my way, blind, up an
unknown length of slippery chimney.
If my hair hadn’t already been white
when I entered at the bottom .

Finally, I got above the fog. Fin-
ally, I saw a piece of that bright and
nasty sky, which I decided to forgive
for the moment. I aimed at it, ar-
rived on target.

When I emerged, I saw a little
ledge about ten feet above me. I
climbed to it and stretched out. My
muscles were a bit shaky, and I made
them go liquid. I took a drink of
water, ate a couple of chocolate bars,
took another drink.

After perhaps ten minutes, I stood
up. I could no longer see the ground.
Just the soft, white cottony top of a
kindly old storm. I looked up.

It was amazing. She was still top-
less. And save for a couple spots,
such as the last — which had been
the fault of my own stupid overcon-
fidence — it had almost been as
easy as climbing stairs.

Now the going appeared to be
somewhat rougher, however. This
was what I had really come to test.

I swung my pick and continued.

All the following day I climbed,
steadily, taking no unnecessary
risks, resting periodically, drawing
maps, taking wide-angle photos. The
ascent eased in two spots that after-
noon, and I made a quick seven
thousand feet. Higher now than
Everest, and still going, I. Now,
though, there were places where I
crawled and places where I used
ropes, and there were places where
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I braced myself and used my pneu-
matic pistol to blast a toehold. (No,
in case you're wondering: I could
have broken my eardrums, some
ribs, an arm and doubtless ultimate-
ly, my neck, if I'd tried using the
gun in the chimney.)

Just near sunset, I came upon a
high, easy winding way up and up
and up. I debated with my more
discreet self. I'd left the message
that I'd be gone a week. This was
the end of the third day. I wanted to
make as much height as possible and
start back down on the fifth day. If
I followed the rocky route above me
as far as it would take me I'd prob-
ably break forty thousand feet. Then,
depending, I might have a halfway
chance of hitting near the ten-mile
mark before I had to turn back.
Then I'd be able to get a much bet-
ter picture of what lay above.

My more discreet self lost, three
to nothing, and Mad Jack went on.

The stars were so big and blazing
I was afraid they’d bite. The wind
was no problem. There wasn’t any
at that height. I had to keep step-
ping up the temperature controls on
my suit, and I had the feeling that
if I could spit around my respirator,
it would freeze before it hit the
trail. .

I went on even further than I'd in-
tended, and I broke forty-two
thousand that night,

I found a resting place, stretched
out, killed my hand beacon.

It was an odd dream that came to
me. ’

It was all cherry fires and stood
like a man, only bigger, on the slope
above me. It stood in an impossible
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position, so I knew I had to be
dreaming. Something from the other
end of my life stirred, however, and
I was convinced for a bitter
moment that it was the Angel of
Judgment. Only, in its right hand
it seemed to hold a sword of fires
rather than a trumpet. It had been
standing there forever, the tip of
its blade pointed toward my breast.
I could see the stars through it. It
seemed to speak.

It said: “Go back.”

I couldn’t answer, though, for my
tongue clove to the roof of my
mouth. And it said it again, and
yet a third time, “Go back.”

“Tomorrow,” I thought, in my
dream, and this seemed to satisfy
it. For it died down and ceased,
and the blackness rolled about me.

The following day, I climbed as
I hadn’t climbed in years. By
late lunchtime I'd hit forty-eight
thousand feet. The cloud cover down
below had broken. I could see what
lay beneath me once more. The
ground was a dark and light patch-
work. Above, the stars didn’t go
away.

The going was rough, but I was
feeling fine. I knew I couldn’t make
ten miles, because I could see that
the way was pretty much the same
for quite a distance, before it got
even worse. My good spirits stayed,
and they continued to rise as I did.

When it attacked, it came on with
a speed and fury that I was only
barely able to match.

The voice from my dream rang in
my head: “Go back! Go back! Go
back!”
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Then it came toward me from out
of the sky. A bird the size of a con-
dor.

Only it wasn't really a bird.

It was a bird-shaped thing.

It was all fire and static, and as
it flashed toward me I barely had
time to brace my back against stone
and heft my climbing pick in my
right hand, ready.

I

sat in the small, dark room and

watched the spinning, colored
lights. Ultrasonics were tickling my
skull. T tried to relax and give the
man some Alpha rhythms. Some-
where a receiver was receiving, a
computer was computing and a re-
corder was recording.

It lasted perhaps twenty minutes.

When it was all over and they
called me out, the doctor collared
me. I beat him to the draw, though:

“Give me the tape and send me
the bill in care of Henry Lanning at
the Lodge.”

“I want to discuss the reading,”
he said.

“lI have my own brain-wave ex-
pert coming. Just give me the tape.”

“Have you undergone any sort of
traumatic experience recently?”

“You tell me. Is it indicated?”

“Well, yes and no,” he said.

“That’s what I like, a straight an-
swer.”

“I don’t know what is normal for
you, in the first place,” he replied.

“Is there any indication of brain
damage?”

“T don’t read it that way. If you’d
tell me what happened, and why
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you're suddenly concerned about
your brain-waves, perhaps I'd be in
a better position to . ... "”

“Cut,” I said. “Just give me the
tape and bill me.”

“Im concerned about you as a
patient.” '

“But you don’t think there were
any pathological indications?”

“Not exactly. But tell me this, if
you will: Have you had an epileptic
seizure recently?”

“Not to my knowledge. Why?”

“You displayed a pattern similar
to a residual subrhythm common in
some forms of epilepsy for several
days subsequent to a seizure.”

“Could a bump on the head cause
that pattern?”

“It’s highly unlikely.”

“What else could cause it?”

“Electrical shock, optical trau-
ma — ”

“Stop,” I said, and I removed
my glasses. “About the optical
trauma. Look at my eyes.”

“Pm not an ophtha — ” he be-
gan, but I interrupted:

“Most normal light hurts my eyes.
If T lost my glasses and was ex-
posed to very bright light for three,
four days, could that cause the pat-
tern you spoke of?”

“Possibly . . . . ” he said. “Yes,
I'd say so.”

“But there’s more?”

“I’'m not sure. We have to take
more readings, and if I know the
story behind this it will help a lot.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I need the tape
now.”

He sighed and made a small ges-
ture with his left hand as he turned
away.
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“All right, Mister Smith.”

Cursing the genius of the moun-
tain, I left the General Hospital,
carrying my tape like a talisman. In
my mind I searched, through forests
of memory, for a ghost-sword in a
stone of smoke, I think.

Back at the Lodge, they were wait-
ing. Lanning and the newsmen.

“What was it like?” asked one of
the latter.

“What was what like?”

“The mountain. You were up on
it, weren’t you?”

“No comment.”

“How high did you go?”

“No comment.”

“How would you say it compares
with Kasla?”

“No comment.”

“Did you run into any complica-
tions?”

“Ditto. Excuse me, I want to take
a shower.”

Henry followed me into my room.
The reporters tried to.

After I had shaved and washed
up, mixed a drink and lit a cig-
arette, Lanning asked me his more
general question:

“Well?” he said.

1 nodded.

“Difficulties?”

I nodded again.

“Insurmountable?”

I hefted the tape and thought a
moment.

“Maybe not.”

He helped himself to the whiskey.
The second time around, he asked:

“You going to try?”

I knew I was. I knew I'd try it all
by myself if I had to.
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“I really don’t know,” I said.

“Why not?”

“Because there’s something up
there,” 1 said, “something that
doesn’t want us to do it.”.

“Something lives up there?”

“Im not sure whether that’s the
right word.”

He lowered the drink.

“What the hell happened?”

“l was threatened. I was at-
tacked.”

“Threatened? Verbally? In Eng-
lish?” He set his drink aside, which
shows how serious his turn of mind
had to be. “Attacked?” he added.
“By what?”

“I've sent for Doc and Kelly and
Stan and Mallardi and Vincent. I
checked a little earlier. They’ve all
replied. They’re coming. Miguel and
the Dutchman can’t make it, and
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they send their regrets. When we’re
all together, I'll tell the story. But
I want to talk to Doc first. So hold
tight and worry and don’t quote.”

He finished his drink.

“When’ll they be coming?”

“Four, five weeks,” I said.

“That’s a long wait.”

“Under the circumstances,” 1
said, “I can't think of any alterna-
tives.”

“What’ll we do
time?”

“Eat, drink and contemplate the
mountain.”

He lowered his eyelids a moment,
then nodded, reached for his glass.

“Shall we begin?”

in the mean-

It was late, and I stood alone in
the field with a bottle in one hand.
Lanning had already turned in, and
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night’s chimney was dark with cloud
soot. Somewhere away from there,
a storm was storming, and it was
full of instant outlines. The wind
came chill.

“Mountain,” I said. “Mountain,
you have told me to go away.”

There was a rumble.

“But I cannot,” I said, and I
took a drink.

“I'm bringing you the best in the
business,” I said, “to go up on your
slopes and to stand beneath the stars
in your highest places. I must do this
thing because you are there. No
other reason. Nothing personal....”

After a time, I said, “That’s not
true.

“I'm a man,” I said, “and I need
to break mountains to prove that I
will not die even though I will die.
I am less than I want to be, Sister,
and you can make me more. So I
guess it is personal.

“It’s the only thing I know how
to do, and you’re the last one left —
the last challenge to the skill I
spent my life learning. Maybe it is
that mortality is closest to immortali-
ty when it accepts a challenge to it-
self, when it survives a threat. The
moment of triumph is the moment
of salvation. I have needed many
such moments, and the final one
must be the longest, for it must last
me the rest of my life.

“So you are there, Sister, and I
am here and very mortal, and you
have told me to go away. I cannot,

‘m coming up, and if you throw
death at me I will face it. It must
be so.”

I finished what remained in the
bottle. :
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There were more flashes, more
rumbles behind the mountain, more
flashes.

“It is the closest thing to divine
drunkenness,” I said to the thun-
der.

And then she winked at me. It
was a red star, so high upon her.
Angel’s sword. Phoenix’s wing. Soul
on fire. And it blazed at me, across
the miles. Then the wind that blows
between the worlds swept down over
me. It was filled with tears and with
crystals of ice. I stood there and
felt it, then, “Don’t go away,” I
said, and I watched until all was
darkness once more and 1 was wet
as an embryo waiting to cry out and
breathe.

Most kids tell lies to their play-
mates — fictional autobiogra-
phies, if you like — which are either
received with appropriate awe or
countered with greater, more ela-
borate tellings. But little Jimmy, I've
heard, always hearkened to his little
buddies with wide, dark eyes, and
near the endings of their stories the
corners of his mouth would begin to
twitch. By the time they were fin-
ished talking, his freckles would be
mashed into a grin and his rusty
head cocked to the side. His favorite
expression, I understand, was
“G’wan!” and his rose was broken
twice before he was twelve. This
was doubtless why he turned it to-
ward books.

Thirty years and four formal de-
grees later, he sat across from me
in my quarters in the Lodge, and I
called him Doc because everyone did,
because he had a license to cut
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people up and look inside them, as
well as doctoring to their philosophy,
so to speak, and because he looked
as if he should be called Doc when
he grinned and cocked his head to
the side and said, “G’wan!”

I wanted to punch him in the
nose.

“Damn it! It’s true!” I told him.
“T fought with a bird of fire!”

“We all hallucinated on Kasla,”
he said, raising one finger, “because
of fatigue,” two fingers, “because
the altitude affected our circula-
tory systems and consequently our
brains,” three, “because of the emo-
tional stimulation,” four, “and be-
cause we were partly oxygen-drunk.”

“You just ran out of fingers, if
you'll sit on your other hand for
a minute. So listen,” I said, “it flew
at me, and I swung at it, and it
knocked me out and broke my gog-
gles. When I woke up, it was gone
and I was lying on the ledge. I think
it was some sort of energy creature.
You saw my EEG, and it wasn’t
normal. I think it shocked my ner-
vous system when it touched me.”

“You were knocked out because
you hit your head against a rock —”

“It caused me to fall back against
the rock!”

“I agree with that part. The rock
was real. But nowhere in the uni-
verse has anyone ever discovered an
‘energy creature.’”

“So? You probably would have
said that about America a thou-
sand years ago.”

“Maybe I would have. But that
neurologist explained your EEG to
my satisfaction. Optical trauma.
Why go out of your way to dream
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up on exotic explanation for events?
Easy ones generally turn out bet-
ter. You hallucinated and you
stumbled.”

“Okay,” I said, “whenever I argue
with you I generally need ammuni-
tion. Hold on a minute.”

I went to my closet and fetched it
down from the top shelf. I placed
it on my bed and began unwrapping
the blanket I had around it.

“I told you I took a swing at it,”
I said. “Well, I connected — right
before I went under. Here!”

I held up my climbing pick —
brown, yellow, black and pitted —
looking as though it had fallen from
outer space.

He took it into his hands and
stared at it for a long time, then he
started to say something about ball
lightning, changed his mind, shook
his head and placed the thing back
on the blanket.

“I don’t know,” he finally said,
and this time his freckles remained
unmashed, except for those at the
edges of his hands which got caught
as he clenched them, slowly.
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We planned. We mapped and
charted and studied the pho-
tos. We plotted our ascent and we
started a training program.

While Doc and Stan had kept
themselves in good shape, neither
had been climbing since Kasla. Kelly
was in top condition. Henry was on
his way to fat. Mallardi and Vince,
as always, seemed capable of fan-
tastic feats of endurance and virtuo-
sity, had even climbed a couple

49



times during the past year, but had
recently been living pretty high on
the tall hog, so to speak, and they
wanted to get some practice. So we
picked a comfortable, decent-sized
meuntain and gave it ten days to
beat everyone back into shape. After
that, we stuck to vitamins, calisthen-
ics and square diets while we com-
pleted our preparations. During this
time, Doc came up with seven shiny,
alloy boxes, about six by four inches
and thin as a first book of poems,
for us to carry on our persons to
broadcast a defense against the
energy creature which he refused
to admit existed.

One fine, bitter-brisk morning we
were ready. The newsmen liked me
again, Much footage was taken of
our gallant assemblage as we packed
ourselves into the fliers, to be de-
livered at the foot of the lady moun-
tain, there to contend for what was
doubtless the final time as the team
we had been for so many years,
against the waiting gray and the
lavender beneath the sunwhite
flame.

We approached the mountain, and
I wondered how much she weighed.

You know the way, for the first
nine miles. So I'll skip over that.
It took us six days and part of a
seventh. Nothing out of the ordinary

occurred. Some fog there was, and

nasty winds, but once below, for-
gotten.

Stan and Mallardi and I stood
where the bird had occurred, wait-
ing for Doc and the others.

“So far, it’s been a picnic,” said
Mallardi.
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“Yeah,” Stan acknowledged.

“No birds either.”

“No,” I agreed.

“Do you think Doc was right —
about it being an hallucination?”
Mallardi asked. “I remember see-
ing things on Kasla ... .”

“As I recall,” said Stan, “it was
nymphs and an ocean of beer. Why
would anyone want to see hot
birds?”

“Damfino.”

“Laugh, you hyenas,” I said.
“But just wait till a flock flies over.”

Doc came up and looked around.

“This is the place?”

I nodded.

He tested the background radia-
tion and half a dozen other things,
found nothing untoward, grunted
and looked upwards.

We all did. Then we went there.

It was very rough for three days,
and we only made another five
thousand feet during that time.

When we bedded down, we were
bushed, and sleep came quickly. So
did Nemesis.

He was there again, only not quite
so near this time. He burned about
twenty feet away, standing in the
middle of the air, and the point of
his blade indicated me.

“Go away,” he said, three times,
without inflection.

“Go to hell,” I tried to say.

He made as if he wished to draw
nearer. He failed.

“Go away yourself,” I said.

“Climb back down. Depart. You
may go no further.”

“But I am going further. All the
way to the top.”

“No. You may not.”
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“Stick around and watch,” I said.

“Go back.”

“If you want to stand there and
direct traffic, that’s your business,”
I told him. “I'm going back to
sleep.”

I crawled over and shook Doc’s
shoulder, but when I looked back
my flaming visitor had departed.

“What is it?”

“Too late,” I said. “He’s been
here and gone.”

Doc sat up.

“The bird?”

“No, the thing with the sword.”

“Where was he?”

“Standing out there,” I gestured.

Doc hauled out his instruments
and did many things with them for
ten minutes or so.

“Nothing,” he finally said. “May-
be you were dreaming.”

“Yeah, sure,” I said. “Sleep tight,”
and I hit the sack again, and this
time I made it through to daylight
without further fire or ado.

It took us four days to reach sixty
thousand feet. Rocks fell like
occasional cannonballs past us, and
the sky was a big pool, cool, where
pale flowers floated. When we
struck sixty-three thousand, the go-
ing got much better, and we made
it up to seventy-five thousand in
two and a half more days. No fiery
things stopped by to tell me to turn
back. Then came the unforeseeable,
however, and we had enough in the
way of natural troubles to keep us
cursing,.

We hit a big, level shelf.

It was perhaps four hundred feet
wide. As we advanced across it,
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we realized that it did not strike
the mountainside. It dropped off
into an enormous gutter of a canyon.
We would have to go down again,
perhaps seven hundred feet, before
we could proceed upward once
more. Worse yet, it led to a feature-
less face which strove for and
achieved perpendicularity for a dead-
ly high distance: like miles, The
top was still powhere in sight.

“Where do we go now?” asked
Kelly, moving to my side.

“Down,” I decided, “and we split
up. We'll follow the big ditch in
both directions and see which way
gives the better route up. We’ll meet
back at the midway point.”

We descended. Then Doc and
Kelly and I went left, and the others
took the opposite way.

After an hour and a half, our
trail came to an end. We stood
looking at nothing over the edge of
something. Nowhere, during the en-
tire time, had we come upon a de-
cent way up. I stretched out, my
head and shoulders over the edge,
Kelly holding onto my ankles, and
I looked as far as I could to the
right and up. There was nothing
in sight that was worth a facing
movement.

“Hope the others had better luck,”
I said, after they'd dragged me
back.

“And if they haven’t . . . ?” asked
Kelly.

“Let’s wait.”

They had.

It was risky, though.

There was no good way straight
up out of the gap. The trail had
ended at a forty-foot wall which,
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when mounted, gave a clear view
all the way down. Leaning out as
I bad done and looking about two
hundred feet to the left and eighty
feet higher, however, Mallardi had
rested his eyes on a rough way, but
a way, nevertheless, leading up and
west and vanishing.

We camped in the gap that night.
In the morning, I anchored my line
to a rock, Doc tending, and went
out with the pneumatic pistol. I
fell twice, and made forty feet of
trail by lunchtime.

I rubbed my bruises then, and
Henry took over. After ten feet,
Kelly got out to anchor a couple
of body-lengths behind him, and we
tended Kelly.

Then Stan blasted and Mallardi
anchored. Then there had to be
three on the face. Then four. By
sundown, we’d made a hundred-fifty
feet and were covered with white
powder. A bath would have been
nice. We settled for ultrasonic shake-
downs.

By lunch the next day, we were
all out there, roped together,
hugging cold stone, moving slowly,
painfully, slowly, not looking down
much.

By day’s end, we’d made it across,
to the place where we could hold on
and feel something — granted, not
much — beneath our boots. It was
inclined to be a trifle scant, how-
ever, to warrant less than a full day-
light assault. So we returneed once
more to the gap.

In the morning, we crossed.

The way kept its winding angle.
We headed west and up. We traveled
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a mile and made five hundred feet.
We traveled another mile and made
perhaps three hundred.

Then a ledge occurred, about forty
feet overhead.

Stan went up the hard way, using
the gun, to see what he could see.

He gestured, and we followed; and
the view that broke upon us was
good.

Down right, irregular but wide
enough, was our new camp.

The way above it, ice cream and
whiskey sours and morning coffee
and a cigarette after dinner. It was
beautiful and delicious: a seventy-
degree slope full of ledges and pro-
jections and good clean stone.

“Hot damn!” said Kelly.

We all tended to agree.

We ate and we drank and we de-
cided to rest our bruised selves that
afternoon.

We were in the twilight world
now, walking where no man had
ever walked before, and we felt our-
selves to be golden. It was good to
stretch out and try to unache.

I slept away the day, and when
I awakened the sky was a bed of
glowing embers. I lay there too lazy
to move, too full of sight to go back
to sleep. A meteor burnt its way
bluewhite across the heavens. After a
time, there was another. I thought
upon my position and decided that
reaching it was worth the price. The
cold, hard happiness of the heights
filled me. I wiggled my toes.

After a few minutes, I stretched
and sat up. I regarded the sleeping
forms of my companions. I looked
out across the night as far as I
could see. Then I looked up at the
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mountain, then dropped my eyes
slowly along tomorrow’s trail.

There was movement within shad-
ow.

Something was standing about fif-
ty feet away and ten feet above.

I picked up my pick and stood.

I crossed the fifty and stared up.

She was smiling, not burning.

A woman, an impossible woman.

Absolutely impossible. For one
thing, she would just have to freeze
to death in a mini-skirt and a sleeve-
less shell-top. No alternative. For
another, she had very little to
breathe. Like, nothing.

But it didn’t seem to bother her.
She waved. Her hair was dark and
long, and I couldn’t see her eyes.
The planes of her pale, high cheeks,
wide forehead, small chin cor-
responded in an unsettling fashion
with certain simple theorems which
comprise the geometry of my heart.
If all angles, planes, curves be cor-
rect, it skips a beat, then hurries to
make up for it.

worked it out, felt it do so, said,

“Hello.”

“Hello, Whitey,” she replied.

“Come down,” I said.

“No, you come up.”

I swung my pick. When I reached
the ledge she wasn’t there. I looked
around, then I saw her.

She was seated on a rock twelve
feet above me.

“How it is that you know my
name?” I asked.

“Anyone can see what your name
must be.”

“All right,” I agreed. “What’s
yours?”
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“..."” Her lips seemed to move,
but I heard nothing.

“Come again?”

“I don’t want a name,” she said.

“Okay. I'll call you ‘girl,’ then.”

She laughed, sort of.

“What are you doing here? I
asked.

“Watching you.”

C(Why?”

“To see whether you'll fall.”

“I can save you the trouble,” I
said. “I won’t.”

“Perhaps,” she said.

“Come down here,”

“No, you come up here.”

1 climbed, but when I got there
she was twenty feet higher.

“Girl, you climb well,” I said,
and she laughed and turned away.

1 pursued her for five minutes
and couldn’t catch her. There was
something unnatural about the way
she moved.

I stopped climbing when she
turned again. We were still about
twenty feet apart.

“I take it you do not really wish
me to join you,” I said.

“Of course I do, but you must
catch me first.” And she turned
once more, and I felt a certain fury
within me,

It was written that no one could
outclimb Mad Jack. I had written
it.

1 swung my pick and moved like
a lizard.

I was near to her a couple of
times, but never near enough.

The day’s aches began again in
my muscles, but I pulled my way
up without slackening my pace. I
realized, faintly, that the camp was



far below me now, and that I was
climbing alone through the dark up
a strange slope. But I did not stop.
Rather, I hurried, and my breath
began to come hard in my lungs. I
heard her laughter, and it was a goad.
Then I came upon a two-inch ledge,
and she was moving along it. I fol-
lowed, around a big bulge of rock to
where it ended. Then she was ninety
feet above me, at the top of a smooth
pinnacle. It was like a tapering,
branchless tree. How she’d ac-
complished it, I didn’t know. I was
gasping by then, but I looped my
line around it and began to climb.
As I did this, she spoke:

“Don’t you ever tire, Whitey? I
thought you would have collapsed by
now.”

I hitched up the line and climbed
further.

“You can’t make it up here,
you know.”

“I don’t know,” I grunted.

“Why do you want so badly to
climb here? There are other nice
mountains,”

“This is the biggest, girl. That’s
why.”

“It can’t be done.”

“Then why all this bother to dis-
courage me? Why not just let the
mountain do it?”

As I neared her, she vanished.
I made it to the top, where she had
been standing, and I collapsed
there.

Then I heard her voice again and
turned my head. ‘She was on a
ledge, perhaps eighty feet away.

“l didn’t think you’d make it
this far,” she said. “You are a fool.
Good-by, Whitey.” She was gone.
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I sat there on the pinnacle’s tiny
top — perhaps four square feet
of top — and I kmew that I
couldn’t sleep there, because I'd
fall. And I was tired.

I recalled my favorite curses and
I said them all, but I didnt feel
any better. I couldn’t let myself
go to sleep. I looked down. I knew
the way was long. I knew she didn’t
think I could make it.

I began the descent.

The following morning when
they shook me, I was still tired.
I told them the last night’s tale, and
they didn’t believe me. Not until
later in the day, that is, when I
detoured us around the bulge and
showed them the pinnacle, standing
there like a tapering, branchless

‘tree, ninety- feet in the middle of

the air.
v
¢ went steadily upward for the
next two days. We made

slightly under ten thousand feet.
Then we spent a day hammering
and hacking our way up a great
flat face. Six hundred feet of it. Then
our way was to the right and up-
ward. Before long we were ascend-
ing the western side of the moun-
tain. When we broke ninety thou-
sand feet, we stopped to congratulate
ourselves that we had just surpassed
the Kasla climb and to remind our-
selves that we had still had not hit
the halfway mark. It took us another
two and a half days to do that, and
by then the land lay like a map be-
neath us.
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And then, that night, we all saw
the creature with the sword.

He came and stood near our
camp, and he raised his sword above
his head, and it blazed with such
a terrible intensity that I slipped
on my goggles. His voice was all
thunder and lightning this time:

“Get off this mountain!” he said.
“Now! Turn back! Go down! De-
part!”

And then a shower of stones came
down from above and rattled about
us. Doc tossed his slim, shiny case,
causing it to skim along the ground
toward the creature.

The light went out, and we were
alone.

Doc retrieved his case, took tests,
met with the same success as be-
fore — i.e., none. But now at least
he didn’t think I was some kind of
balmy, unless of course he thought
we all were.

“Not a very effective guardian,”
Henry suggested.

“We've a long way to go yet,”
said Vince, shying a stone through
the space the creature had occupied.
“I don’t like it if the thing can
cause a slide.”

“That was just a few pebbles,”
said Stan.

“Yeah, but what if he decided to
start them fifty thousand feet high-
-er?”

“Shut up!” said Kelly. “Don’t give
him any ideas. He might be listen-
‘ng.”

For some reason, we drew closer
together. Doc made each of us
describe what we had seen, and it
appeared that we all had seen the
same thing.
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“All right,” I said, after we’'d fin-
ished. “Now you've all seen it, who
wants to go back?”

There was silence.

After perhaps half a dozen heart-
beats, Henry said, “I want the whole
story. It looks like a good one. I'm
willing to take my chances with
angry energy creatures in order to
get it.”

“I don’t know what the thing
is,” said Kelly. “Maybe it’s no ener-
gy creature. Maybe it’s something —
supernatural — I know what you'll
say, Doc. I'm just telling you how
it struck me. If there are such things,
this seems a good place for them.
Point is — whatever it is, I don't
care. I want this mountain, If it
could have stopped us, I think it
would’ve done it already. Maybe I'm
wrong. Maybe it can. Maybe it’s
laid some trap for us higher up.
But I want this mountain. Right now,
it means more to me than anything.
If I don’t go up, I'll spend all my
time wondering about it — and then
I'll probably come back and try it
again some day, when it gets so I
can’t stand thinking about it any
more. Only then, maybe the rest of
you won’t be available. Let’s face it,
we're a good climbing team. Maybe .
the best in the business. Probably.
If it can be done, I think we can
do it.”

“I'll second that,” said Stan.

13 hat you said, Kelly,” said

Mallardi, “about it being
supernatural — it’s funny, because
I felt the same thing for a minute
when I was looking at it. It re-
minds me of something out of the

55



Divine Comedy. If you recall, Pur-
gatory was a mountain. And then I
thought of the angel who guarded
the eastern way to Eden. Eden had
gotten moved to the top of Purga-
tory by Dante — and there was this
angel . . . . Anyhow, I felt almost
like I was committing some sin I
didn’t know about by being here.
But now that I think it over, a man
can’t be guilty of something he
doesn’t know is wrong, can he? And
I didn’t see that thing flashing any
angel ID card. So I’'m willing to go
up and see what’s on top, unless
he comes back with the Tablets of
the Law, with a new one written
in at the bottom.”

“In Hebrew or Italian?”
Doc.
“To satisfy you, I suppose they’d
have to be drawn up in the form
of equations.”

“No,” he said. “Kidding aside, I
felt something funny too, when I
saw it and heard it. And we didn’t
really hear it, you know. It skipped
over the senses and got its message
right into our brains. If you think
back over our descriptions of what
we experienced, we each ‘heard’
different words telling us to go away.
If it can communicate a meaning
as well as a psychtranslator, I won-
der if it can communicate an emo-
tion, also . . . . You thought of an
angel, too, didn’t you, Whitey?”

“Yes,” I said.

“That makes it almost unanimous
then, doesn’t it?”

Then we all turned to Vince, be-
cause he had no Christian back-
ground at all, having been raised
as a Buddhist on Ceylon.
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asked

“What were your feelings con-
cerning the thing?” Doc asked him.

“It was a Deva,” he said, “a sort
of like an angel, I guess. I had the
impression that every step I took
up this mountain gave me enough
bad karma to fill a lifetime. Except
I haven’t believed in it that way
since I was a kid. I want to go
ahead, up. Even if that feeling was
correct, I want to see the top of
this mountain.”

“So do I,” said Doc.

“That makes it unanimous,” I
said.

“Well, everybody hang onto his
angelsbane,” said Stan, “and let’s
sack out.”

“Good idea.”

“Only let’s spread out a bit,” said
Doc, “so that anything falling won’t
get all of us together.”

We did that cheerful thing and
slept untroubled by heaven.

Our way kept winding right, until
we were at a hundred forty-
four thousand feet and were mount-
ing the southern slopes. Then it
jogged back, and by a hundred fifty
we were mounting to the west once
more.

Then, during a devilish, dark and
tricky piece of scaling, up a smooth,
concave bulge ending in an over-
hand, the bird came down once
again.

If we hadn’t been roped together,
Stan would have died. As it was, we
almost all died.

Stan was lead man, as its wings
splashed sudden flames against the
violet sky. It came down from the
overhang as though someone had
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kicked a bonfire over its edge, head-
ed straight toward him and faded
out at a distance of about twelve feet.
He fell then, almost taking the rest
of us with him.

We tensed our muscles and took
the shock.

He was battered a bit, but un-
broken. We made it up to the over-
hang, but went no further that day.

Rocks did fall, but we found
another overhang and made camp
beneath it.

The bird did not return that day,
but the snakes came.

Big, shimmering scarlet serpents
coiled about the crags, wound in
and out of jagged fields of ice and
gray stone. Sparks shot along their
sinuous lengths. They coiled and un-
wound, stretched and turned, spat
fires at us. It seemed they were
trying to drive us from beneath the
sheltering place to where the rocks
could come down upon us.

Doc advanced upon the nearest
one, and it vanished as it came with-
in the field of his projector. He
studied the place where it had lain,
then hurried back.

“The frost is still on the punkin,”
he said.

“Huh?” said 1.

“Not a bit of ice was melted be-
neath it.”

“Indicating?”

“Illusion,” said Vince, and he
threw a stone at another and it pass-
ed through the thing.

“But you saw what happened to
my pick,” I said to Doc, “when
I took a cut at that bird. The thing
had to have been carrying some
kind of charge.”
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“Maybe whatever has been send-
ing them has cut that part out, as a
waste of energy,” he replied, “since
the things can’t get through to us
anyhow.”

We sat around and watched the
snakes and falling rocks, until Stan
produced a deck of cards and sug-
gested a better game.

The snakes stayed on through the
night and followed us the next
day. Rocks still fell periodically, but
the boss seemed to be running low
on them. The bird appeared, circled
us and swooped on four different
occasions. But this time we ignored
it, and finally it went home to roost.

We made three thousand feet,

could have gone more, but didn’t
want to press it past a cozy little
ledge with a cave big enough for
the whole party, Everything let up
on us then. Everything visible, that
is.
A before-the-storm feeling, a still,
electrical tension, seemed to occur
around us then, and we waited for
whatever was going to happen to
happen.

The worst possible thing hap-
pened: nothing.

This keyed-up feeling, this ex-
pectancy, stayed with us, was un-
satisfied. I think it would actually
have been a relief if some invisible
orchestra had begun playing Wag-
ner, or if the heavens had rolled
aside like curtains and revealed a
movie screen, and from the back-
ward lettering we knew we were
on the other side, or if we saw a
high-flying dragon eating low-flying
weather satellites. . . .
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As it was, we just kept feeling
that something was imminent, and
it gave me insomnia.

During the night, she came again.
The pinnacle girl.

She -stood at the mouth of the
cave, and when I advanced she re-
treated.

I stopped just inside and stood
there myself, where she had been

standing.
She said, “Hello, Whitey.”
“No, I'm not going to follow you

again,” T said.
“I didn’t ask you to.”

“What’s a girl like you doing

in a place like this?”

“Watching,” she said.

“I told you I won’t fall.”

“Your friend almost did.”

“‘Almost’ isn’t good enough.”

“You are the leader, aren’t you?”

“That’s right.”

“If you were to die, the others
would go back?”

“No,” I said, “they’d go on with-
out me.”

I hit my camera then.

“What did you just do?” she
asked.

“I took your picture — if you're
really there.”

uWhy?”

“To look at after you go away. I
]1ke to look at pretty things.”
. .. ” she seemed to say some-
thmg

“What?”

“Nothing ”

Why not?”

. die.”

“Please speak up.”

“She dies . . . ” she said.

“Why? How?”
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“....on mountain.”

“I don’t understand.”

“..., t00.”

“What’s wrong?”

I took a step forward, and she re-
treated a step.

“Follow me?” she asked.

“NO-"

“Go back,” she said.

“What’s on the other side of that
record?”

“You will continue to climb?”

“Yes.$’

Then, “Good!” she said suddenly.
“I —,” and her voice stopped again.

“Go back,” she finally said, with-
out emotion.

“Sorry.”

And she was gone.

VI

Our trail took us slowly to the
left once more. We crawled and
sprawled and cut holes in the stone.
Snakes sizzled in the distance. They
were with us constantly now. The
bird came again at crucial moments,
to try to make us fall. A raging bull
stood on a crag and bellowed down
at us. Phantom archers loosed shafts
of fire, which always faded right be-
fore they struck. Blazing blizzards
swept at us, around us, were gone.
We were back on the northern slopes
and still heading west by the time
we broke a hundred sixty thousand.
The sky was deep and blue, and
there were always stars. Why did
the mountain hate us? I wondered.
What was there about us to provoke
this thing? I looked at the picture of
the girl for the dozenth time and I
wondered what she really was. Had
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she been picked from our minds
and composed into girlform to lure
us, to lead us, sirenlike, harpylike,
to the place of the final fall? It was
such a long way down . . ..

I thought back over my life. How
does a man come to climb moun-
tains? Is he drawn by the heights
because he is afraid of the level
land? Is he such a misfit in the so-
ciety of men that he must flee and
try to place himself above it? The
way up is long and difficult, but if he
succeeds they must grant him a gar-
land of sorts. And if he falls, this
too is a kind of glory. To end, hurled
from the heights to the depths in
hideous ruin and combustion down,
is a fitting climax for the loser —
for it, too, shakes mountains and
minds, stirs things like thoughts be-
low both, is a kind of blasted gar-
land of victory in defeat, and cold,
so cold that final action, that the
moevement is somewhere frozen for-
ever into a statuelike rigidity of

ultimate intent and purpose thwarted -

only by the universal malevolence
we all fear exists. An aspirant saint
or hero who lacks some necessary
virtue may still qualify as a matyr,
for the only thing that people will
really remember in the end is the
end. I had known that I'd had to
climb Kasla, as I had climbed all
the others, and I had known what
the price would be. It had cost me
my only home. But Kasla was there,
and my boots cried out for my feet.
I knew as I did so that somewhere
I set them upon her summit, and
below me a world was ending.
What’s a world if the moment of
victory is at hand? And if truth,
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beauty and goodness be one, why is
there always this conflict among
them?

The phantom archers fired upon
me and the bright bird swooped. 1
set my teeth, and my boots scarred
rocks beneath me.

e saw the top.

At a hundred seventy-six
thousand feet, making our way along
a narrow ledge, clicking against rock,
testing our way with our picks, we
heard Vince say, “Look!” .

We did.

Up and up, and again further,
bluefrosted and sharp, deadly, and
cold as Loki’s dagger, slashing at
the sky, it vibrated above us like
electricity, hung like a piece of froz-
en thunder, and cut, cut, cut into
the center of spirit that was desire,
twisted, and became a fishhook to
pull us on, to burn us with its barbs.

Vince was the first to look up
and see the top, the first to die. It
happened so quickly, and it was
none of the terrors that achieved it.

He slipped.

That was all. It was a difficult
piece of climbing. He was right
behind me one second, was gone
the next. There was no body to re-
cover. He’d taken the long drop. The
soundless blue was all around him
and the great gray beneath. Then
we were six. We shuddered, and
1 suppose we all prayed in our own
ways.

— Gone Vince, may some good
Deva lead you up the Path of Splen-
dor. May you find whatever you
wanted most at the other end, wait-
ing there for you. If such a thing
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may be, remember those who say
these words, oh strong intruder in
the sky .

No one spoke much for the rest
of the day.

.The fiery sword bearer came and
stood above our camp the entire
night. It did not speak.

In the morning, Stan was gone,
and there was a note beneath my
pack.

Don’t hate me, it said, for run-
ning out, but 1 think it really is an
angel. I'm scared of this mountain.
I'll climb any pile of rocks, but I
won’t fight Heaven. The way down
is easier than the way up, so don’t
worry about me. Good luck. Try to
understand. S.

So we were five — Doc and Kel-
ly and Henry and Mallardi and me
— and that day we hit a hundred
eighty thousand and felt very alone.

The girl came again that night
and spoke to me, black hair against
black sky and eyes like points of
blue fire, and she stood beside an
icy pillar and said: “Two of you
have gone.”

“And the rest of us remain,” I
replied.

“For a time.”

“We will climb to the top and
then we will go away,” I said. “How
can that do you harm? Why do you
hate us?”

“No hate, sir,” she said.

“What, then?”

“l protect.”

“What? What is it that you pro-
tect?”

“The dying, that she may live.”

“What? Who is dying? How?”

But her words went away some-
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where, and I did not hear them. Then
she went away too, and there was
nothing left but sleep for the rest
of the night.

One hundred eighty-two thousand
and three, and four, and five.
Then back down to four for the
following night.

The creatures whined about us
now, and the land pulsed beneath
us, and the mountain seemed some-
times to sway as we climbed.

We carved a path to one eighty-six,
and for three days we fought to
gain another thousand feet. Every-
thing we touched was cold and slick
and slippery, sparkled, and had a
bluish haze about it.

When we hit one ninety, Heary
looked back and shuddered.

“Im no longer worried about
making it to the top,” he said. “It's
the return trip that's bothering me
now. The clouds are like little wisps
of cotton way down there.”

“The sooner up, the sooner
down,” I said, and we began to
climb once again.

It took us another week to cut
our way to within a mile of the
top. All the creatures of fire had
withdrawn, but two ice avalanches
showed us we were still unwanted.
We survived the first without mis-
hap, but Kelly sprained his right
ankle during the second, and Doc
thought he might have cracked a
couple of ribs, too.

We made a camp. Doc stayed
there with him; Henry and Mallardi
and I pushed on up the last mile.

- Now the going was beastly. It had
become a mountain of glass. We had
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to hammer out a hold for every
foot we made. We worked in shifts.
We fought for everything we gained.
Our packs became monstrous loads
and our fingers grew numb. Our
defense system — the projectors —
the projectors — seemed to be wear-
ing down, or else something was in-
creasing its efforts to get us, be-
cause the snakes kept slithering
closer, burning brighter. They hurt
my eyes, and I cursed them.

When we were within a thousand
feet of the top, we dug in and made
another camp. The mnext couple
hundred feet looked easier, then a
rotten spot, and I couldn’t tell what
it was like above that.

When we awakened, there was
just Henry and myself. There was
no indication of where Mallardi had
gotten to. Henry switched his com-

municator to Doc’s letter and called
below. I tuned in in time te hear
him say, “Haven’t seen him.”

“How’s Kelly?” I asked.,

“Better,” he replied. “Those ribs
might not be cracked at that.” ¢

Then Mallardi called us.

“‘'m four hundred- feet abeve
you, fellows,” his voice came in. “It
was easy up to here, but the going’s
just gotten rough again.”

“Why’d you cut out on your
own?” I asked.

“Because I think something’s go-
ing to try to kill me before too
long,” he said. “It’s up ahead, wait-
ing at the top. You can probably
even see it from there, It’s a snake.”

Henry and I used the binoculars.

Snake? A better word might be
dragon — or maybe even Midgaard
Serpent.

THIS MORTAL MOUNTAIN
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It was coiled around the peak,
head upraised. It seemed to be sev-
eral hundred feet in length, and it
moved its head from side to side,
and up and down, and it smoked
solar coronas.

Then I spotted Mallardi climbing
toward it.

“Don’t go any further!” I called.
“I don’t know whether your unit
will protect you against anything like
that! Wait’ll I call Doc — *

“Not a chance,” he said. “This
baby is mine.”

“Listen! You can be first on the
mountain, if that’s what you want!
But don't tackle that thing alone!”

“A laugh was the only reply.”

“All three units might hold it off,”
I said. “Wait for us.”

There was no answer, and we
began to climb.

I left Henry far below me. The
creature was a moving light in the
sky. I made two hundred feet in
a hurry, and when I looked up again,
I saw that the creature had grown
two more heads. Lightnings flashed
from its nostrils, and its tail whipped
around the mountain. I made an-
other hundred feet, and I could see
Mallardi clearly by then, climbing
steadily, outlined against the bril-
liance. I swung my pick, gasping,
and I fought the mountain, follow-
ing the trail he had cut. I began
to gain on him, because he was still
pounding out his way and I didn’t
have that problem. Then I heard
him talking:

“Not yet, big fella, not yet,” he
was saying, from behind a wall of
static. “Here’s a ledge . . .. "

I looked up, and he vanished.
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Then that fiery tail came lashing
down toward where I had last seen
him, and I heard him curse and I
felt the vibrations of his pneumatic
gun. The tail snapped back again,
and I heard another “Damn!”

made haste, stretching and rock-

ing myself and grabbing at the
holds he had cut, and then I heard
him burst into song. Something from
Aida, 1 think.

“Damn it] Wait up!” I said. “I'm
only a few hundred feet behind.”

He kept on singing.

I was beginning to get dizzy, but
I couldn’t let myself slow down. My
right arm felt like a piece of wood,
my left like a piece of ice. My feet
were hooves, and my eyes burned in
my head.

Then it happened.

Like a bomb, the snake and the
swinging ended in a flash of bril-
liance that caused me to sway and
almost lose my grip. I clung to the
vibrating mountainside and squeezed
my eyes against the light.

“Mallardi?” 1 said.

No answer. Nothing.

I looked down. Henry was still
clinging. I continued to climb.

1 reached the ledge Mallardi had
mentioned, found him there.

His respirator was still working.
His protective suit was blackened
and scorched on the right side. Half
of his pick had been melted away.
I raised his shoulders.

I turned up the volume on the
communicator and heard him
breathing. His eyes opened, closed,
opened.

“Okay . .. ."” he said.
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“‘Okay,” helll Where do you
bhurt?” -

“No place . . . . I feel jus’ fine

. . Listen! I think it’s used up its
juice for awhile . . Go plant the
flag. Prop me up | here first, though.
I wanna watch .

I got him mto a better position,
squirted the water bulb, listened to
him swallow. Then I waited for
Henry to catch up. It took about
six minutes.

“Tll stay here,”
stooping beside him.
it.”

“I started up the final slope.

said Henry,
“You go do

VII

swung and I cut and I blasted and

I crawled. Some of the ice had
been melted, the rocks scorched.

Nothing came to oppose me. The
static had gone with the dragon.
There was silence, and darkness be-
tween stars.

I climbed slowly, still tired from
that last sprint, but determined not
to stop.

All but sixty feet of the entire
world lay beneath me, and heaven
hung above me, and a rocket winked
overhead. Perhaps it was the press-
men, with zoom cameras.

Fifty feet . .

No bird, no archer, no angel, no
girl.

Forty feet .

I started to shake. It was nervous
tension. I steadied myself, went on.

Thirty feet . . . and the mountain
seemed to be swaying now.

Twenty-five . . . and I grew dizzy,
halted, took a drink.

THIS MORTAL MOUNTAIN

Then click, click, my pick again.

Twenty . . ..

Fifteen .

Ten....

I braced myself against the moun-
tain’s final assault, whatever it might
be.

Five .. ..

Nothing happened as I arrived.

I stood up. I could go no higher.

I looked at the sky, I looked back
down. I waved at the blazing rocket
exhaust.

I extruded the pole and attached
the flag.

I planted it, there where no
breezes would ever stir it. I cut in my
communicator, said, “I’'m here.”

No other words.

t was time to go back down and

give Henry his chance, but I
looked down the western slope be-
fere I turned to go.

The lady was winking again. Per-
haps eight hundred feet below, the
red light shone. Could that have
been what I had seen from the town
during the storm, on that night, so
long ago?

“I didn’t know and I had to.

I spoke into the communicator.

“How’s Mallardi doing?”

“I just stood up,” he answered.
“Give me another half hour, and
I'm coming up myself.”

“Henry,” I said. “Should he?”

“Gotta take his word how he
feels,” said Lanning.

“Well,” I said, “then take it easy.
I'll be gone when you get here. I'm
going a little way down the western
side. Something I want to see.”

“What?”
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“I dunno. That’s why I want to.

see.”

“Take care.”

“Check.”

The western slope was an easy
descent. As I went down it, I
realized that the light was coming
from an opening in the side of the
mountain.

Half an hour later, I stood before
it.

I stepped within and was dazzled.

walked toward it and stopped.

It pulsed and quivered and sang.

A vibrating wall of flame leapt
from the floor of the cave, towered
to the roof of the cave.

It blocked my way, when I wanted
to go beyond it.

She was there, and I wanted to
reach her.

I took a step forward, so that I
was only inches away from it. My
communicator was full of static and
my arms of cold needles.

It did not bend toward me, as
to attack. It cast no heat,

1 stared through the veil of fires
to where she reclined, her eyes
closed, her breast unmoving.

I stared at the bank of machinery
beside the far wall.

“I'm here,” I said, and I raised
my pick.

When its point touched the wall
of flame someone -took the lid off
hell, and I staggered back, blinded.
When my vision cleared, the angel
stood before me.

“You may not pass here,” he said.

“She is the reason you want me
to go back?” I asked.

“Yes. Go back.”

64

“Has she no say in the matter?”

“She sleeps. Go back.”

“So I'notice. Why?”

“She must. Go back.”

“Why did she herself appear to
me and lead me strangely?”

“I used up the fear-forms I knew.
They did not work. I led you strange-
ly because her sleeping mind touches
upon my workings. It did so especial-
ly when I borrowed her form, so that
it interfered with the directive. Go
back.”

“What is the directive?”

“She is to be guarded against all
things coming up the mountain. Go
back.”

“Why? Why is she guarded?”

“She sleeps. Go back.”

The conversation having become
somewhat circular at that point, I
reached into my pack and drew out
the projector. I swung it forward and
the angel melted. The flames bent
away from my outstretched hand. I
sought to open a doorway in the
circle of fire.

It worked, sort of.

1 pushed the projector forward,
and the flames bent and bent and
bent and finally broke. When they
broke, 1 leaped forward. I made it
through, but my protective suit was
as scorched as Mallardi’s.

I moved to the coffinlike locker
within which she slept.

I.rested my hands on its edge and
looked down.

She was as fragile as ice.

In fact, she was ice . . . .

The machine came alive with
lights then, and I felt her somber
bedstead vibrate,

Then I saw the man.
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He was half sprawled across a
metal chair beside the machine.

He, too, was ice. Only his features
were gray, were twisted. He wore
black and he was dead and a statue,
while she was sleeping and a statue.

She wore blue, and white . . .

There was an empty casket in the
far corner . . ..

But something was happening
around me. There came a brighten-
ing of the air. Yes, it was air. It
hissed upward from frosty jets in
the floor, formed into great clouds.
Then a feeling of heat occurred and
the clouds began to fade and the
brightening continued.

I returned to the casket and
studied her features.

I wondered what her voice would
sound like when/if she spoke. I
wondered what lay within her mind.
I wondered how her thinking work-
ed, and what she liked and didn’t
like. I wondered what her eyes had
looked upon, and when.

1 wondered all these things, be-
cause I could see that whatever
forces I had set into operation when
I entered the circle of fire were
causing her, slowly, to cease being
a statue.

She was being awakened.

waited. Over an hour went by,

and still I waited, watching her.
She began to breathe. Her eyes
opened at last, and for a long time
she did not see.

Then her bluefire fell upon me.

“Whitey,” she said.

‘tYes.,)

“Where am I ... ?

“In the damnedest place I could
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possibly have found anyone.”

She frowned. “I remember,” she
said and tried to sit up.

It didn’t work. She fell back.

“What is your name?” :

“Linda,” she said. Then, *“I
dreamed of you, Whitey. Strange
dreams . . . . How could that be?”

“It’s tricky,” I said.

“I knew you were coming,” she
said. “I saw you fighting monsters
on a mountain as high as the sky.”

“Yes, we're there now.”

“H-have you the cure?”

“Cure? What cure?”

“Dawson’s Plague,” she said. .

I felt sick. I felt sick because I
realized that she did not sleep as a
prisoner, but to postpone her death.
She was sick.

“Did you come to live on this
world in a ship that moved faster
than light?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “It took centuries
to get here. We slept the cold sleep
during the journey. This is one -of
the bunkers.” She gestured toward
the casket with her eyes. I noticed
her cheeks had become bright red.

“They all began dying — of the
plague,” she said. “There was no
cure. My husband — Carl — is a
doctor. When he saw that I had it,
he said he would keep me in ex-
treme hypothermia until a cure was
found. Otherwise, you only live for
two days, you know.”

Then she stared up at me, and

‘1 realized that her last two words

had been a question.

I moved into a position to block
her view of the dead man, who
I feared must be her Carl. I tried
to follow her husband’s thinking.
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He’d had to hurry, as he was ob-
viously further along than she had
been. He knew the colony would
be wiped out. He must have loved
her and been awfully clever, both
— awfully resourceful. Mostly,
though, he must have loved her.

Knowing that the colony would die, .

he knew it would be centuries be-
fore another ship arrived. He had
nothing that could power a cold
bunker for that long. But up here,
on the top of this mountain, almost
as cold as outer space itself, power
wouldn’t be necessary. Somehow,
he had got Linda and the stuff up
here. His machine cast a force
field around the cave. Working in
heat and atmosphere, he had sent
her deep into the cold sleep and
then prepared his own bunker. When
he dropped the wall of forces, no
power would be necessary to guaran-
tee the long, icy wait. They could
sleep for centuries within the bosom
of the Gray Sister, protected by a
colony of defense-computer. This
last had apparently been program-
med quickly, for he was dying. He
saw that it was too late to join her.
He hurried to set the thing for
basic defense, killed the force field,
and then went his way into that
Dark and Secret Place. Thus it
hurled its birds and its angels and
its snakes, it raised its walls of
fire against me. He died, and it
guarded her in her near-death —
against everything, including those
who would help. My coming to the
mountain had activated it. My pass-
ing of the defenses had caused her to
be summoned back to life.

“Go back!” 1 heard the machine
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say through its projected angel, for
Henry had entered the cave.

11 y God!” I heard him say.
My tha

“Get Doc!” I said. “Hurry! I'll
explain later. It’s a matter of life!
Climb back to where your com-
municator will work, and tell him
it’s Dawson’s Plague — a bad local
bug! Hurry!”

“Pm on my way,” he said and
was.

“There is a doctor?” she asked.

“Yes. Only about two hours away.
Don’t worry . . . . I still don’t see
how anyone could have gotten you
up here to the top of this moun-
tain, let alone a load of machines,”

“We’re on the big mountain — the
forty-miler?”

G(Yes.”

“How did you get
asked.

“I climbed it.”

“You really climbed Purgatorio?
On the outside?”

“Purgatorio? That’s what you call
it? Yes, I climbed it, that way.”

“We didn’t think it could be
done.”

“How else might one arrive at
its top?”

“It’s hollow inside,” she said.
“There are great caves and massive
passages. It’s easy to fly up the
inside in a pressurized jet car. In
fact, it was an amusement ride. Two
and a half dollars per person. An
hour and a half each way. A dollar
to rent a pressurized suit and take
an hour’s walk around the top. Nice
way to spend an afternoon. Beautiful
view . . . 77 She gasped deeply.
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“I don’t feel so good,”
“Have you any water?”

“Yes,” I said, and I gave her all
I had.

As she sipped it, I prayed that
Doc had the necessary serum or else
would be able to send her back to
ice and sleep until it could be got-
ten. I prayed that he would make
good time, for two hours seemed
long when measured against her
thirst and the red of her flesh.

“My fever is coming again,” she
said. “Talk to me, Whitey, please

. Tell me things. Keep me with
you till he comes. I don’t want my
mind to turn back upon what has
happened

“What would you like me to tell
you about, Linda?”

“Tell me why you did it. Tell me
what it was like, to climb a mountain
like this one. Why?”

she said.

“There is a certain madness in-

volved,” 1 said, “a certain envy of
great and powerful natural forces,
that some men have. Each mountain
is a deity, you know. Each is an
immortal power. If you make sacri-
fices upon its slopes, a mountain
may grant you a certain grace, and
for a time you will share this power.
Perhaps that is why they call
me....”
Her hand rested in mine. I hoped
that through it whatever power I
might contain would hold all of her
with me for as long as ever possi-
ble.

“I remember the first time that I
saw Purgatory, Linda,” 1 told her.
“I looked at it and I was sick. I
wondered, where did it lead . . . ?”

(Stars.

Oh let there be.

This once to end with.

Please.)
turned my mind back upon what “Stars?”
had happened. END
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IF ® Short Story

MOONSHINE

by Joseph Wesley

hen the buzzer sounded I

paused only te check my uai-
form, then stepped through the door
and threw the admiral a snappy sa-
lute. As his orderly, that’s what I
always do when he buzzes, even on
the moon. Of ocourse on the moon,
with any weight carried up from
Earth at a premium and the environ-
ment controlled, the uniform isn’t
much, even for an admiral’s orderly:
briefs, duty belt, cap and boots; but
I always give it a quick check any-
way. The Old Man has the eyes of a
hawk and the disposition of a bear
trap. And there’s no sense in sitting
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on a bear trap if you don’t have to
— it chews mighty deep.

The admiral glanced up through
those shaggy white eyebrows of his
and nodded when I saluted. He didn’t
answer the salute, of course. He was
uncovered. “Christensen,” he said,
“get me Jennings. On the double.”

I saluted again and stepped back
into the passageway. Things weren’t
too bad. If I was in trouble with him,
he called me Orderly. If everything
was calm, he called me Corporal.
On a few occasions when he was
feeling extra good, he has called me
Sven. When someone else is in trou-



ble, it's Corporal Christensen. And
when his brain is just in high gear
about something, it’s always just
Christensen.

Commander Jennings was skipper
of the US.S.N.S. Tombaugh, the
Space Navy ship that had brought
Admiral Jones from Earth orbit to

<the moon to clean up the war the
hard way — sitting at one side of a
conference table. Of course, the fact
that Jennings’ job was done when he
landed his ship at the Space Port,
that he wouldn’t be on duty again un-
til a few hours before take-off was
scheduled and that he didn’t even
have to tell the duty officer where
he was going didn’t cut any ice with
the Old Man. He wanted Jennings,
and it was my job as orderly to pre-
duce him.

ell, I knew old Hot Shot —

that’s Jennings’ name when he
isn’t around — likes to play poker,
and he likes to win. I also knew that
he’s smart enough to know that he
doesn’t play poker very well. So 1
called the number of the Fourth
Regiment Advanced Base — about
twenty miles down the cever road
from the Main Highway toward the
Red lines — and asked to speak to
Commander Jennings. That outfit
plays the lousiest brand of high
stakes poker on the moon.

“The admiral’s compliments,” I
translated, when they had coaxed Hot
Shot to the ’phone, “and he re-
quests that the commander call on
him at his Headquarters at the com-
mander’s earliest convenience.” In
case you don’t translate as good as
Hot Shot did, that means just what
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the admiral said: “on the double.”

The admiral stood up when I an-
nounced Commander Jennings a few
minutes later and seemed to look
down at him. That, by the way, is
quite a trick, considering that the
admiral is five foot six, and that’s
four inches shorter than Het Shot.
The admiral didn’t wave me out, so
I stood there looking down at Com-
mander Jennings too, which is easy
fer me because I've got eight inches
of height on him.

The admiral sounded bitter. “It
looks as if the Reds may just possibly
be trying to give us a run around,”
he said without any preliminaries.
“Back on Earth they talk abeut be-
ing anxious fer peace negotiations,
but it’s all pure propaganda. I've
been up here on this God-forsaken
ball for almost four weeks, and we
haven’t even been able to agree on
where to meet. Well, Hot Shot, I'm
not going te continue to sit still for
it. Can you set your fire buggy down
on the Main Highway, in the middle
of that crossroads place where the
Reds cut their road into it?”

“Yes, sir,” said the pilot. “That’s
a simple suborbital flight.”

“That won’t do, and you know
it,” growled the admiral. “They’d
just shoot us down and apologize
later. You’d have to stay under five
hundred feet all the way.”

I almost caught myself nodding in
in agreement.

In the ten years we and the Reds
had been fighting on the moon —
which the longhairs said had, during
most of that time, helped us all keep
things peaceful down on Earth —
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anything lobbed anywhere around
the moon on.a ballistic trajectory,
either orbitally or suborbitally, by
either side, was automatically shot
down.

Except for ships coming in from
Earth and landing at one of the two
spaceperts. Both sides let the big
ships come and go, so they could
bring in supplies to live and fight
with. And take home the high-paid
volunteers who didn’t reup when
their time expired. Fighting men get
high pay on the moon, uniess they’re
regulars like the admiral and me.
And according to law, I hadn’t had
to go with him to the moon, except
I hadn’t had the guts to tell the Old
Man good-by.

It's the low lunar gravity that
makes it easy to shoot down even
mortar shells; a big ship would have
about the same chance of surviving
— none at all. So, even though I'm
not a Looney, I almost nodded.

“Yes, sir,” said Hot Shot after
fiddling for a few minutes with the
slide rule he pulled out of the pouch
sewn to his briefs. I noticed there
was a good deal of green folding
stuff crammed into the pouch, too.
Leaving that game must really have
hurt him. “I have enough control
to drift right down the highway on
the main engines and the fuel to get

- there and back. Of course, we’ll have
to clear off the traffic first to keep
from scorching them with our jets.”

“Good. I'll exchange notes with
the Muscovites for three more days.
By that time I should have them
boxed in so they won’t be able to
avoid meeting me on neutral ground,
providing they don’t think about a
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ship-to-ship meeting. What good that
will do us, God only knows; but
we'll try to solve that when we come
to it.

“Sven,” he said, turning to me,
“when my ship shows up at the cross-
roads — you know the place —
I'll expect you to be there with a
tube that will connect my airlock
with theirs. You go off and get that
attended to, and I don’t expect to
see you until then. Take three days
off; you've earned it.”

“Aye, aye sir. And will the ad-
miral have a requirement for a sub-
stitute orderly? There is one of the
soldier volunteers who would be able
to handle the job for the admiral.”

The Old Man glared at me
through his eyebrows. “What's to
handle? You spend ninety percent of
your time on your butt outside my
door, and in this light gravity you’d
even lose your callouses there, if I let
you. At fifteen times what Uncle
pays you, a volunteer for three days
isn’t worth my trouble in trying to
train him. Now get going, both of
you.”

I held the curtain aside for Hot
Shot, saluted and left behind him.
I knew why the admiral had given
me three free days, and I didn’t like
it. Oh, I liked the time off just fine.
There was plenty of good use I
could make of it; but I didn’t like
the reason he had given it to me.
The Old Man would deny it, but he’s
superstitious. I wangled three days
leave out of him way back when he
was stuck on a solution for that
Grombock affair, at the Polar sta-
tion, and right after I got back from
that, everything fell into place. And
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the second time, on Guam; and the
third time on the Orbital Station;
each time he let me off for three
days, he got the problem solved.

You'd think he’d just get rid of
me entirely, wouldn’t you? But like
I said, he’s superstitious. It’s three
days or nothing. And by letting me
off, for those three days, he was
saying that he didn’t have any more
ideas than I did about how to handle
the situation. And I didn’t have any,
or care to have any.

Traking care of the job he had as-
signed me didn’t take much
time, even though nobody was sure
what ship the Russians would use
or what size airlock it would have.
I trotted over to the motor pool,
still wearing my orderly belt and
boots, and drew out a moon jeep.
They tried to give me a little static
about how tricky it is to drive on the
moon, but I flashed my operator’s
card — good for everything from a
moonbug on up to a full-sized re-
fuelling rig. I'd spent my first free
time getting checked out and quali-
fied — you never know what the
Old Man will want,

Then I picked up a pound of cof-
fee from the admiral’s mess and
went -over to the Experimental De-
vices Supply Center to draw out a
gadget I knew about: a Tube, Uni-
versal, Airlock Connector, Collapsi-
ble, Sixty Foot, Experimental. I
didn’t plan to sign a requisition, be-
cause experimental devices can’t be
drawn out officially by anybody but
the longhairs. They’re supposed to
be used only under carefully con-
trolled conditions until approved for