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“MINE?”

“Me—my—mine? Mine!!”

“Private Spingarn!” snarled Corporal Tillyard.

Mine!

The brawny man with the haunted eyes stared at the small section of raw red earth before him. It was all he could see in the swirling, flaring light of the tallow dips. Then he swung the pick at the rock below the earth—not a full swing, but a practiced, easy movement which would not send a warning tremble to the besiegers. That much he managed through instinct. But the rest of it? How reason with any of it! The stench, the blinding sweat pouring over his face, the raw handle of the pick? And Corporal Tillyard, third in the line behind him, waiting for the faint and deadly sound of other picks swung by other sweating Pioneers?

He swung again, bewildered. The man next to him swore as a sharp piece of rock fell onto his thigh, gashing it. The man was a stranger, a replacement for Berry, who had taken four bullets in the back as he returned from a foraging trip with two old cannonballs. Berry claimed he filled his belly with cannonballs. They brought sixpence apiece from the gunners. Now, fat Berry was dead. He had been the fattest miner at the Siege of Tournai. A stranger had taken his place in the chain of men removing the debris which Spingarn dislodged. Berry would never see the completion of the grandest mine of the whole Siege.

Spingarn smiled at the thought of the sudden vast flowering which would shoot rock, soil, timbers, worms, and mangled Frenchmen into the air. How many barrels of gunpowder was it?

He struck again, comforted.

“Have a care!”

Corporal Tillyard spat the words with a contained venom.

They brought Spingarn to a halt again.

Mine!

His mind somersaulted. He was down a mine? Digging for what? Gold? Coal? No!! Circuits sprang together. He was not far underground. There was rock and soil in this stinking pit. Siege? Mine? Gunpowder!

Then he heard the delicate tap-tapping of the enemies’ picks. He drew back. As he did so, he brushed the tallow dip in the witless light-boy’s hand. The burning fit splashed onto the stranger’s gashed thigh. He yelled aloud, and every one of the small detachment froze into terrified silence. Then Corporal Tillyard drew his fusil dagger and let its point rest by the stranger’s kidneys. The thin whip of steel from oiled leather brought the danger home to Spingarn as nothing else had done, not even the menace of those quiet taps. He knew he might die in this stinking darkness.

“They’re near,” he whispered.

He had no need to explain. Tillyard and the rest had heard the thin noise. At any moment the French pioneers would burst into the tunnel, and another of those stormy, brief, and deadly contests which had marked the progress of the undermining of the walls of Tournai would break out. The horror of war above was nothing to this sullen, desperate series of underground encounters. Men fought and died more afraid of the dark than of their enemies, and, most of them, still more afraid of the suffocating rock and earth which suddenly poured in as timbers gave way or a bomb shook the strata into overwhelming activity.

There were six of them in the tunnel. Spingarn, chosen for his short stature and sheer physical strength to drive the tunnel beneath the massive walls of the citadel; the stranger, a foreigner, some kind of Hollander, Spingarn guessed; then the witless Derbyshire youth who held the tallow dip; and, with Tillyard, two experienced pioneers ready to shore up the tunnel or chop down the French as the need arose.

“I shouldn’t be down here,” Spingarn said aloud.

“No more should any of us!”

Now that danger threatened, Tillyard could joke. This was why he had become a Corporal of Pioneers. There was plenty of opportunity to fight in the regular siege above, but only down amongst the honeycombed tunnels was there a chance to meet the Frenchies man to man. Advancing shoulder to shoulder in a line against a resolute enemy behind stone walls did not appeal to the corporal. He was a desperate and coldly murderous man.

The tapping sound. Now was the moment of decision.

It’s so realistic!

“They do the tunnel so well,” murmured Spingarn in a voice that was not that of the half-educated soldier of Queen Anne.

“What was that?” hissed the corporal.

Two hundred barrels of gunpowder?

Here!

Down this stinking hole in the red earth?

The man who had taken Berry’s place shook him.

“Corporal say what you hear.”

Spingarn fought for recognition of the distant words that would relate his predicament to the ghost of an existence wildly divorced from this hideous and dangerous present.

“What did you hear, Spingarn?” repeated Tillyard.

Spingarn, as the man nearest the advancing French counterminers, would have heard the enemy most clearly.

“Picks,” he said. “And steel on steel.”

The decision was made for them. There was no time for the corporal to order a withdrawal along the narrow, muddy hole to the large gallery. The light-boy lifted the suddenly flaring dip as high as he could: then Spingarn saw the pebbled earth bulge near his head.

“Use the pick, Spingarn!”

The corporal yelled something else, to the two pioneers behind him. Spingarn, in a daze of indecision, watched the bulging earth crumble inwards onto him, behind it the bright steel point of a pick. Then the French miner’s face appeared, a face as full of excited rage as Tillyard’s.

“How do they do it?” asked Spingarn. “So factual!”

He jabbed firmly at the Frenchman’s face and saw it burst.

“Advance the petard!” bawled Tillyard. “Take it, Spingarn!”

Mine?

Fortifications? Mining, here in the stinking dark, with the dying Frenchman screaming curses and insults and his mates behind him crying out in rage?

Spingarn took the conical metal affair in his powerful arms. He needed all his strength to push the primitive charge of explosive into place.

“We’ll destroy them, Spingarn! Good man—what an arm you have—now the saucisse!”

“Aside!”

The two pioneers pushed Spingarn back as they carefully joined the canvas tube of powder to the conical petard. A pike grated on the point of the cast-iron mine.

“Make haste, you two—the Frenchies press!”

Tillyard clipped the half-witted youth soundly to keep him attentive and the drips from the tallow dip away from the long tube of powder. The Hollander had already quietly moved away.

“I shouldn’t be here?” Spingarn said again.

He was clutching at mud on the ground.

“Run, Private Spingarn! To me, Spingarn!”

Discipline won. He edged his way in the darkness: along the low, narrow tunnel, feet slipping and sliding in the soft mud. He wondered if Tillyard had fired the saucisse already. It would be near him in the darkness, a canvas tube, greased against the underground vapors, a serpentlike coiled thing packed with sulphurous black powder; the sputtering white and yellow flames would rush headlong through the tube, throwing out burning canvas, reddish-yellow fumes, and a stench of the pit. There was nothing to equal the thrill of that remorseless onrush: Spingarn stopped for perhaps three seconds to wait for the distant white-yellow flame.

Then he knew he was a dead man if he did not reach the main gallery before the flame blew up the petard. He ran like a mad spider, clawing speed from the tunnel with hands and feet. Smoke advanced to meet him, and, through the thick, swirling smoke, he saw the bright blast of the burning powder-train. The saucisse was afire; the petard would blow; and the discharge of the mine would shatter his bones and rend his lungs, as so many others had been utterly destroyed in this violent and furious siege.

“Really,” grunted Spingarn, “really, I could have avoided this!”

A huge thunderclap drove the words back against his skull. In the stink of powder and the complete and horrifying darkness, Spingarn felt arms yank him free from the enveloping soil.

“Such attention to detail,” murmured Spingarn.

“Bring grenades!” bawled Tillyard. “Pioneers! To me! Spingarn—take the fusil!”

The little corporal was in an ecstasy of prepared rage. Not only had he blown the Frenchies’ countertunnel in on them, he had also opened a further, secret, countermine, so that the dazed and milling enemy were before them. Their main gallery must have lain alongside the Allies’ main gallery—and while Tillyard had worked like a deadly mole toward the foundations of the citadel’s western wall, the Frenchies had contrived a wide gallery with the utmost skill and quietness parallel with that of the Allies. Clearly they had intended to burst in on the Englishmen and the Dutch. But by wrecking one part of the French gallery, the petard had opened up a hole between Allied and enemy main galleries. Such things were not unknown in this kind of siege warfare: the huge blasts from the big charges were barely controllable.

“Fusil!” bawled Tillyard again.

Already the corporal was priming a pair of grenades.

“Poise your firelock!”

Tillyard had a moment to spare for Spingarn, who, the corporal assumed, had suffered damage in the blast. He nodded as discipline won again and Spingarn moved into action. Spingarn was a good pioneer, but over talkative. Maybe his brainpan had suffered a dent in the action.

It was a mine. But this?

Spingarn looked in the poor light at the contraption in his hands. A weapon of steel and wood. Clumsy; heavy; it used a simple expansion principle.

It seemed that he could operate it.

Spingarn watched his hands operate the device: words screamed from the eighteenth-century parade ground where he had learned his trade urged him on. Half bend your Firelock! Clean your Pan! Open your Cartridge Box! Handle your Primer! Prime! Return your Primer! Shut your Pan! Blow off your loose Corns! Handle your Cartridge! Open it with your teeth! Charge with Powder and Ball.

The deftness must have come through training. But how had they managed to obtain that kind of detail? Surely the records for Terra had disappeared in the first holocaust?

The drill was complete; the weapon charged and primed; Tillyard had placed the two pioneers alongside the half-witted youth and the Hollander. In his hands, Corporal Tillyard held two smoking grenades; before him, in the mud, was his long fusil dagger. He was delighted.

He tossed a grenade into the still-unmoving French.

The grenade burst raggedly amongst them.

They sprang into the air and against the sides of the gallery like so many dolls. All the tallow dips in the two galleries were snuffed out.

“Boy!” bawled Tillyard to the stunned light-boy.

Only the light in Tillyard’s grenade, and the sullen fire in Spingarn’s match, cast any light on the mad scene. There was noise, though. Vast reverberations echoed about the galleries; shrill screams told of horrible wounds; boyish voices called in French. Orders.

There was soon enough light to make out the form of the advancing Frenchman. Tillyard gestured to Spingarn. And Spingarn shot the man through and through with the three bullets he had packed into the wide mouth of the heavy weapon. He saw the bullets strike and the blue-and-gold uniform sag under the weight of the leaden shot. He saw the snarling face and the whirling blade as it flashed into the air, to embed itself in the roof of the gallery. There were more men.

“I must have been mad,” said Spingarn.

The Hollander pitched a pike through a young officer.

Their officers joined them in these frightful regions? Not ours! Not our gilded youths—for them it was the gallop to the front of the battle and take a chance among the sudden thunder of the guns! They left this war of sullen murder to the lower ranks.

The two pioneers fought with their usual briskness; Tillyard pitched his other grenade behind the row of Frenchies. It pushed the forward in confusion, where they were butchered by the pioneers and the Hollander. It seemed the light-boy lived. As he began to sing a ditty about sheep, Tillyard roared back an antiphonic shout of vile abuse.

“I knew it,” said Spingarn.

He saw bright armor.

“It’s anachronistic.”

A huge man in bright armor.

“Fusil!” yelled Tillyard, spotting the apparition. “Armor, Spingarn! A man in armor!”

Spingarn complied. He admired the swift dexterity with which his hands carried out the absurdly complicated routine for recharging the primitive weapon. Again he treble-shotted the weapon; he poured in far more than the regulation amount of powder. It might burst the gun, but how else stop the huge steel-cased figure which had brought Tillyard to such a pitch of exulted terror and rage? For the French had found a suit of armor and sent in a giant to destroy the English.

The armored man trod his shattered countrymen into the mud, as before Spingarn had been trodden down by the feet of his fellows. More brave than the Englishmen, or perhaps blinded by the latest grenade explosion, the Hollander threw himself at the steel-cased Frenchman. He drew sparks from the breastplate with his monstrous slash, but he died on the instant as the Frenchman casually poniarded him with a left-handed thrust. Then he trod down the Hollander.

“Present your fusil!”

Tillyard had summed up Spingarn’s trouble. He had been battered about the pate. Spingarn was not the man he had been, for was he not now gazing at the armored apparition as if he had seen a boggart?

“Aim your fusil!”

“Of course!”

How could they have got the detail right? How could he have got to know that the musket must lie upon the Left Shoulder, and the Left Hand upon the Butt-end, the Thumb in the Hollow thereof, pressing the Guard hard against the Breast, that the Muzzle be mounted?

“Aim!” screamed Tillyard.

Arms clashed as the two pioneers tried to find a chink in the monstrous figure’s armor. The half-wit filled the gallery with a yelp of nonny-noes.

“Sorry,” said Spingarn. “My mistake!”

No. That was the general exercise for the parade ground!

Cock your Firelocks—this was right!—Present—Give Fire!

Three leaden bullets flattened themselves against the tough steel. For seconds the Frenchman hung poised, as if he would permit the entry of the bullets. In those seconds, the pioneers thrashed about him with sword and fusil dagger. Tillyard, sensing victory, hurled himself at the Frenchman’s feet.

Spingarn roared with laughter.

“We couldn’t have invented that!” he shouted. “It’s a classical touch!”

For Tillyard was hacking at the Frenchman’s heels.

Spingarn let the whole crazy scene evaporate; he closed his eyes and laughed as the grim struggle proceeded to the yelps of the half-wit. Tears began to flood down his face.

“It’s overdone—it’s too much! Petard—saucisse—and now the armor! Who thought this one up!”

Who?

Someone had. Someone had dreamt this Plot up.

“ ’Ware the mine!” a bull voice bellowed behind him. “ ’Ware the mine—Corporal, are ye there? We’m springing her! The Frogs be upon us with their cannon, and we’re to fire the mine! D’ye hear, Corporal—come away, if ye’re alive still! They’s two hundred barrels of gunpowder below ye, and a battery of Frogs above—answer now, Corporal!”

Mine! Ah! That would be Sergeant Hawk.

“No,” said Spingarn. “Don’t fire the mine yet, Sergeant.”

Spingarn saw one pioneer falling redly away. Tillyard had lost his fusil dagger, and he was worrying the Frenchman’s ankle with his teeth.

Spingarn could visualize the scene on the surface. It had been raining twenty-four hours before, when he had gone down into the ground. Now, the fields around the city of Tournai would be sodden; the cannon would find the going hard, though the gunners would be glad of the water on the ground to mark the fall of their shot. Sergeant Hawk, some hundred yards away from the Frenchies’ battery, would be smiling into his long, gray mustaches. And, in a few seconds, he would light the long black snake which led below the ground to the other, deeper gallery, a dozen feet below this one. To a stack of tar-dipped barrels. Two hundred of them.

There would be a single, majestic gushing of earth and fire and smoke—a vast upheaval of men and guns and fire—and then the ground would settle over what was left of French gunners, dead French pioneers, this huge giant who was slashing at Tillyard; over French horses and French cannon; over the half-wit, stifling his song at last; and over bewildered Spingarn, who could not find the words that would unlock the strange anachronistic puzzle and bring him back to a present where blood and mud had no place.

Words?

“Save yourself!” bawled Tillyard as the Frenchman struck home.

A Corporal of Pioneers to the last.

The French giant advanced.

Spingarn had reloaded.

Words? Words could end it. For him. Spingarn!

It wasn’t enough simply to say that you found the whole horrific affair something of a bore; not when you saw four comrades’ blood on an enemy’s blade; not even when you knew it was quite wrong for him to be in this out-of-period gear. However much you could argue that meticulous scholarship had fallen down in recreating the Siege of Tournai, you couldn’t just wave your fusil and say that’s enough. Or could you?

No.

“No!”

French curses. Translation: stinking whoreson dog of an Englishman! I’ll cut your manhood free and throw it to the rats and——Spingarn remembered what to do. The fusil.

Present your fusil—Take aim!—Fire!

This time the bullets dented the breastplate. One may even have penetrated the steel. The Frenchman, shocked and badly bruised, swayed backward and took a step away from Spingarn. Spingarn ran. Discipline made him throw his fusil at the Frenchman, however.

Without waiting to see the effects of the blow, he plodded heavily through the mud toward the light. He saw, in the distance, the rough timbers of the shoring he had helped to put in place some three weeks before. Then he saw the yellow-white smoke. It wreathed upward through a slim vent in the floor. Smoke from the long snake below, the deadly coiled length of the saucisse.

French curses followed him. The Frenchman clanked along like some dying beast from nightmare pasts. Spingarn thought he could hear the vicious spluttering of the powder train.

“It’s laughable,” he said aloud.

It wasn’t.

“Someone must have got the plot mixed up—”

He saw, for a half-second, a brighter light than ever came from a tallow dip or a powder train. Plot! He sensed that he was near to some kind of salvation.

Maybe Sergeant Hawk would know what to do.

But Sergeant Hawk had set fire to the saucisse. And soon Sergeant Hawk would give a grim smile of satisfaction as several scores of Frenchies, their cannon, horses and pioneers, together with assorted supplies, powder wagons, and mercenaries, went up in one colossal heavy explosion.

It was left to Private Spingarn to find out what to do.

Spingarn jumped as the Frenchman’s sword whistled near him. The giant was nearing the end of his strength; it was quite wonderful how even the most powerful of men lost their power when they worked in the galleries and tunnels. Short men, like Spingarn himself, suffered least.

“I suppose that’s why I opted for this Plot?”

The giant promised viler deeds.

The gallery was full of smoke.

Spingarn grinned. Plot.

“I want out of this Plot!”
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He had been excised. Gently knifed away from the Siege of Tournai, extracted with delicate skill from the tunnel, lifted by invisible hands and placed where? Heaven!

“Private Spingarn reporting, sir!”

Was God an officer? Preacher MacAdam had spoken of the Great General who Guides our Destinies, though he may have been talking of Marlborough, the great Duke. Spingarn squared his blackened shoulders and saluted. And that was wrong too. For this was no fleecy cloud, no anteroom to the preacher’s heaven. It had a look of the inside of Corporal Tillyard’s looted French watch: shiny, efficient, mechanical.

He was standing on a carpet of white fur that stretched outward to stark black walls. A row of unwinking glass eyes stared at him, skeletal frames holding them in place; a quiet murmur of noise, like the sound of the corporal’s watch being wound up, came from the eyes. Spingarn put a name to the battery of eyes:

“Umpire?”

Not God. Not anything remotely related to the world of Private Spingarn either: God wouldn’t stare, multi-eyed, from whirring contrivances of metal and glass; God wouldn’t inhabit a cube of a room decorated in luminous black and empty white; and He wouldn’t keep a soldier of Queen Anne so long as this before He made His mind up about what to do with him.

Whatever an Umpire was, it waited for him to move.

“It was so realistic,” Spingarn heard himself mumbling. “I don’t think I’d have called out of the Plot if it hadn’t been for the armor—it isn’t right, you know. Sir.”

He took a step backward at the memory of that advancing tower of metal with the sharp, blood-reeking sword pointing before it like a terrible question. A flutter of panic began to grip him. The stark room was horribly familiar. Even the staring eyes, now flickering in a thousand broken colors, were less than strange. They were remote and bleakly terrifying, but he had met them before.

He had stood in this room before. Had he been Spingarn?

The feeling of panic intensified.

Spingarn moved away again from the array of skeletal machinery. It followed him, scanning, observing, questioning.

“I know I’m not Spingarn,” he said to the scanners.

The thing should answer. Return his confidence.

Another faint memory came skittering through his head: it wouldn’t. It couldn’t! Not until he knew why—the why of the probabilities—in the Plot. Not until he knew why he had been able to cry out that he wanted to be away from the stinking tunnel, with its cold and murder and terror.

“I’m not Spingarn,” he said again. “But I know about the probabilities.”

The reasons lay, almost submerged. The whats and the whens struggled for recognition.

Aloud, Spingarn heard himself saying:

“I’m not Spingarn. I’m the Probability Man.”

He didn’t know what that meant, either, no more than he knew what the scanners were.

He was quite sure now that he was not Private Spingarn, however. Not Private Spingarn, who had been a seaman, and who had been fascinated by the terrible great guns the big ships carried. Transfixed by the thrill of the cannon, exhilarated beyond measure by the bursting into black and yellow fury of the charges of gunpowder, one kind of Spingarn had seized an opportunity to enlist in Her Britannic Majesty’s Seventh Regiment of Fusiliers, for the chance of working among gunpowder and massive diabolical engines of destruction: “Not me,” said Spingarn. He recalled other Plots, in other Frames.

Plots?

“Yes,” murmured Spingarn aloud, pleased with himself in a laughably simple way. Pleased to have eliminated a hundred of the alternatives among which lay only complete disorientation and madness. “Oh yes! I called Time-Out from a Plot. A Plot in a Frame.”

Frames were easy, for unquestionable memories of an early training in the history of the evolution of the Frames hung somewhere among the recesses of his mind; Spingarn knew that he was not in any celestial refuge. He was out of the recreations of reality which were known as the Frames, which ever since the Disinvention of Work, had been the refuge of a human race utterly disenchanted with the bitter struggle for survival which had finally been won. Machines worked. Men played. In the Frames.

He, not Private Spingarn, but someone possessed of flickering memories and dim awarenesses, was a man who had been in the Frames. In a desperate Plot. And he called Time-Out so that he could have a chance to return to his own context. What sort of a time was that?

Then the other Plots came crowding back. Always the dangerous moments, when he, ex-Private Spingarn, had called for a fresh start among the hundreds of Frames which humanity had constructed to keep itself from extinction by boredom. It came to Spingarn that he had been on a long treadmill of events, each one utterly dangerous, each worse than the last. It had nearly finished in the Siege of Tournai.

He remembered some of the other Plots and shuddered.

There was a way out, though.

You had to remember that you could call Time-Out.

Time-Out, when you got the words out, took you to the Time-Out blip.

This was a Time-Out blip!

And in it was the one simple lever which would allow him to control—no, not control, not yet—appeal?—not quite that either—manipulate? Yes!—the one simple lever which, when he found it, would allow him to begin to manipulate the probabilities in the Frame!

How do I know that?

Spingarn distrusted his new-found knowledge.

“Spingarn?” he said aloud. “How do I know about the Frames?”

He recognized that he still called himself Spingarn. But any identity was better than none. “Now, Spingarn,” he said quietly, “work it out from here. You’re perceptive enough to follow the clues you’ve been given—they’ve made it easy for you, so far. I mean, they could have played it very craftily and put you on a woolly cloud and given forth with celestial music. You’d have believed you were in a Primitive Heaven. They could have made the Umpire something utterly anachronistic—they could have done something with trick projections. Or maybe put a couple of humanoid robots into nightshirts and convinced you that you were up before a pair of Greek philosophers: they’ve tried to make it easy for you, Spingarn, whatever you are!”

Spingarn had the feeling that his time was running out.

It was a feeling that had been with him ever since he had heard that first faint tap-tapping of the Frenchies’ picks. Then the answer to one unasked question came to him. Someone had written a Write-Off into the Plot. There had been one too many complications in the Frame, and the only way to resolve it was to set up a situation where a few loose ends could be snipped away. He was a loose end.

If he hadn’t begun to question the accuracy of the Plot, he would have been ejected from the tunnel mouth, blown clear of the red earth, and then interred, broken-boned and stone dead, in the shattered ground; someone had got the periods slightly mixed up—Spingarn felt himself laughing now. If the huge Frenchie had not worn that giveaway medieval armor, he would have perished with him.

He stared at the Umpire. Umpire?

It whirred disagreeably, and the feeling of time running clear away from him on coiled springs brought him back to his immediate predicament. The one simple lever!

It had to be some demand, some command perhaps. Clearly this room was no room, but a little blip in the Frame, a thing of force-waves and energy that could be slipped unnoticed into the recreated landscape of a former age. It was an anteroom into his present, another tunnel, though not of the kind in which he had spent the past two or three months. And the scanners were no more than that: machines which reported back—to the Time-Out Umpire! He backtracked. His yelp of fear had taken him this far—had done so before! He began to remember the imprinted memories of other forms of existence: Spingarn as a naked slave, condemned and alone in a sanded arena, facing a grinning pair of pygmies; Spingarn washed overboard from a shot-torn deck as a gale hit the archaic vessel; Spingarn in Sybaritic robes, inspecting a Chinese girl’s bosom, yellow and soft as butter, and then the harsh beating of the war gong as the Mongols launched their attack. And always he was able to remember the formula to drop out of the dangerous situation: I want out of the Plot!

And into another.

Unless he could remember the what!

“The scanners!”

Spingarn leaped sideways, avoiding the soft brightly colored eyes. He hurled himself behind the battery of equipment before the stalks could realign themselves in focus on him. And he was quicker than the eyes.

He saw then what had eluded him maybe a score of times before, in this same blip of space-time. He had made the conceptual leap as well as the physical jump.

The scanners were not there to look at him.

They were for looking with!

Spingarn—the name remained, though the rest of the identity had almost left him—knew why he had been pitched from one Plot to another, always finding himself in the most extreme of difficulties, always spiraling downward into deeper and deadlier Frames. He knew why he had come to the end of the series of headlong adventures.

He shuddered. He had almost been Written-Out of the Frames. He looked into the scanners and saw what he had to do.

Another Spingarn had taken his place in the Plot.

There could be no break in the continuity of this antique Frame. All the participants must play their part.

And the new man would be Private Spingarn.

For a while.

Until Spingarn knew why he was the Probability Man.
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The saucisse flared. The huge Frenchman in his ominous suit of steel still advanced toward a blackened and crab-like Spingarn. Both were covered in soot and grime, the armored man redly daubed with blood—Tillyard’s, the pioneers’, and some of his own where the dead corporal’s dagger had hacked away at an ankle.

“It isn’t me!”

It wasn’t. Another poor wretch had been hurtled into the tunnel, along another quite different kind of tunnel which had reared up in the interstices of space and time and shot the fleeing and terrified man into the red earth of Tournai: how was the change managed so neatly, with so little loss of time? The flying lit fuse had advanced no more than ten feet during the time that Spingarn had watched in curious horror as the eyes of the scanner had followed him. It was the same fuse; the same tunnel; the same atmosphere of urine, grime, flame, mud, bad air, and stark terror; the same tired giant with his terrible sword reaching out for the unprotected flesh of the desperate pioneer: “But not me!”

Before Spingarn acted, he arrived at another answer. The blip he now controlled was a little anomalous kink in space-time. Time-Out meant just that. Time filletted out of time. A little trick of his own age. It was up to him to prove now that he could perform some of that trickery himself. In the moments when he had been staring into the scanners, more memories had writhed their way into his mind, half-heard phrases, subtle discussions he had taken no part in, nuggets of information he had made no use of before, whole sections of drills he had never examined: information he had stored for years in another existence had suddenly fallen into place. And he had realized where he was and what the blip was for.

If he could prove his control of the Plot, he could leave it.

Not before.

He had to manipulate the future of this new Private Spingarn.

And the consequence of failure?

He knew that too.

The sputtering flare passed the struggling figure which was so much like himself. It illuminated the terrified man’s whole frame—the wide, strong shoulders, the long arms, the short trunk, the white uniform trousers stained a uniform red by the mud and perhaps too by the blood of his dead comrades. And by the light of that primitive engine of destruction, Spingarn could see the haunted olive face of the murderous giant. Both men were involved in a terrible confrontation; both full of hate and both utterly terrified by what the flaring fuse represented. Spingarn could see in their soot-ringed eyes that they knew their appalling danger: the new Private Spingarn had been spared nothing when the little memory-cassette had been injected at the base of his skull.

Spingarn took in the serried row of controls.

The scanners were his eyes now. They brought to him all that the scene contained, all that could possibly impinge on the scene, all that had happened up to that moment, and all the thoughts, actions, impulses, feelings, and hopes of the two actors; if he wished, Spingarn could also flip a sensor and bring in the larger scene—he could spread before him as on a pulsating map the entire Siege of Tournai, with its tens of thousands of actors, its generals, thieves, whores, and dead. Or he could monitor one man’s total being—say, Sergeant Hawk. Hawk, who would be watching from behind a grain wagon or an abutment, quite safe, with empty pipe in mouth and still-glowing match in hand. The match he had used to fire the fuse. Contented and expectant Hawk, who would yell “Huzzah!” as a few hundred of the enemy were ejected thirty feet into the air, together with their picks and shovels, their fusils and grenades, their green long-dead and, quite possibly, the man who had been thrown in to take Spingarn’s place.

He could see anything. But he could not reverse the Sergeant’s action. Nothing could do that. The fuse was ash, the planet on which the Siege had been recreated had turned on its axis a fraction of a revolution, Hawk had begun his slow grin, the giant below the earth had seen the fuse: and to reverse all these was beyond the creators of the Frames. Certainly beyond Spingarn.

What could he do?

He had—how long?

Enough of Private Spingarn remained. He could do the elementary arithmetic. The fat saucisse burned slower in the damp air of the tunnel than outside. Not much, however. For this type, say three seconds the yard, give or take a second or two for powder that was too tightly packed, or for the brimstone and verdigris admixtures to burn through. So there was time enough for either of the frightened men to jam the flaring fuse into the thick, stinking red mud. But would they think of it?

Would either or both of them suspend the immediate hostilities in order to save one or both of them?

And did it matter!

“I’m out of it,” Spingarn told himself, knowing he wasn’t.

“I could leave it to them,” he added, quite sure that he couldn’t.

No. Time-Out meant that you were filletted out of the Plot, but once you were out of it, you had to make sure that whoever took your place had some kind of continued existence. All this flashed through Spingarn’s mind as he allowed his still-muddy fingers to reach for the serried rows of controls. More circuits fused in his mind as the twin sensor pads slid out like gray slugs to fit into the palms of his hands. He knew about the sensor pads. In that still-shadowy earlier life, he had learned the use of the total-experience simulators which keyed you into the innermost thoughts of the characters in the Plot. Now he knew what the armored man felt: he already was fully familiar with the new Spingarn’s panic-stricken mind. The trick now was to slip a little correction in the Plot.

Otherwise, the action continued along its predestined course, just as some hack Plot Director had dreamt it up: saucisse to splutter madly, barrels to explode furiously, Frog and Private Spingarn to die horribly. Time-Out gave you a chance to get out of the perpetual wheel of existence within the Frames.

Time-Out.

You called out “Hold everything!” and this blip occurred in the gaps between events—it hung unseen like a huge and invisible equation over the Plot. And when you were gently wafted into the blip, someone took your place.

The new Spingarn—roughly your build, much like you in looks, probably with that same restlessness of spirit that had made you opt for one of the Primitive Frames—whoever he was, he was moved along the unresolved situations and put in your place. But he too must have shouted “I want out!”

Spingarn watched his counterpart.

The fuse passed him, a furious insect, a malevolent gobbet of radiance in the fetid, dank, smoke-filled tunnel.

This new Spingarn. Whoever he was, he had been in dire trouble, for no one shouted “I want out!” unless it was bad in the Plot. You came up with the words—if you could remember the formula—only when there was nothing you could do to save yourself. Spingarn remembered now the countless times he had seen that abstracted, intent expression on the faces of men and women: always when circumstances were unbearable. They had been tearing at their shreds of memories, those memories which were overlaid with the new personae, trying with utter desperation to find their way out of a hopelessly dangerous Plot.

Perhaps half-a-second passed while he absorbed the now-recalled data.

Time-Out.

You got out. For a time. Not long. And if you couldn’t keep your replacement alive, you went back into the central pool of screaming, demented characters who had, in their turn, yelled to be given a chance elsewhere—anywhere!—in the recreated worlds of the Frames.

So you had to make sure that Private Spingarn lived.

This time, you were behind the banks of scanners; the sensors were alive with thoughts and impressions in your hands. Buried beneath the skin, reaching inward to the big nerve centers, they roared information into the brain; and, before you, was the total situation which the two men were experiencing. Now it was up to you, ex-Private Spingarn, to use the controls.

Spingarn looked into the Frenchman’s mind.

The blood lust was ebbing:

“The English deserter was right—the countermine was far advanced and but for the comte’s gold the English would be burrowing under the very walls of the main tower—this bright light, though!—its noise confuses me when I have the last of the English Pioneers here before me like a crippled snake! The damned saucisse! One slash and I have it! One blow and the fuse is cut—but their miner escapes to bring more of the cursed Anglais! And then I have a unique feat of arms! I, de Froulay! Alone, I destroyed the entire gallery full of English moles! A few steps and I have the last one—but he writhes away—and the fire advances!”

A chronic indecision gripped the giant’s brain. The Plot had him in its grip: he knew his part, and though he could alter minutiae, the end result of this particular scene could not be changed. At least, not by him. The Plot obviously demanded that the tunnel be blown, along with the characters who had been Written-Out. What of the new Private Spingarn?

The fuse was almost at the armored man’s feet.

It took Spingarn as long as it took the flaring fuse to advance a foot to sum up the new Spingarn’s state of mind: helpless rage; an overlay of fear; a shadowy hint of bewilderment while the cassette which had been slipped into the base of his skull built up the new persona; amazingly, a surge of sex-lust, perhaps an echo of the man’s previous part in the Plot he had just left. But this new Private of Pioneers was already considering the probabilities of the Plot.

Spingarn saw that the giant Frenchman had made up his mind and opted for glory.

He was blinded by tiredness and the pursuit of a personal record: he wanted to kill all his enemies, by hand. Spingarn knew that he was watching an unredeemed psychopath who would not turn aside from the hunt.

“Now then,” said Spingarn, at last able to come to a decision. “Let’s keep within the rules.”

He allowed his fingers to whip over the banks of controls.

It had to be the new Spingarn.

He acknowledged the skill he found in his hands as the sensors deftly interpreted his decision: there was a strange excitement in the handling of the wild forces which reached out of the blip into the physical world beyond.

The giant summoned up his failing strength.

The new Spingarn stopped his mad scrambling.

The fuse sputtered and flared, a yard beyond the Frenchman.

Inside the Time-Out blip, Spingarn acted. He fed power into the sensors and the new Private of Pioneers leapt. Almost immediately, he began to scream in sheer sense-blinding pain.

Spingarn felt a moment of pity for the pain-wracked figure. But the action had to be taken. If his intervention in the Plot was successful, its computer-ordered course could continue; more important, his replacement, though in torment, might live.

And then Spingarn could turn his attention to the larger problem of manipulating future events in the Plot so that the new Private of Pioneers would fulfill the part which he himself had been playing in the reenactment of the Siege of Tournai.

Spingarn watched and felt the cold thrill of creation.

“Prettily done,” said a voice behind him.

Spingarn said aloud:

“I didn’t speak.”

“No,” said the silky voice again. “I did.”

He turned.

Memories flooded back.

“Umpire,” said Spingarn. “You’re the Umpire.”
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Like all robots of its grade—one of the highest—the Umpire was humanoid. The incredible thing about them was that they were vain about their appearance; it was not that they tried to look more human than their bodies permitted. Rather, they emphasized their robotic nature. Within limits, the robot could design its own body.

Some developed a certain fastidiousness about the use of this or that metal, or plastic. One would opt for soft black stuff as oily as treacle, while another would make a stiff metallic body like the first of the robots. Spingarn recalled hazily a fashion among high-grade automata for a green jadelike substance brought into the Galaxy in some strayed extra-galactic ship a million years old. The robots had found it in a scrap heap and realized its possibilities: used as a headpiece, it was exquisite, masklike and in a violent translucent way, unutterably alien. And then humans had begun to use it too. But this one had adopted an outer skin of a fiery, fibrous material. It glowed, red-gold and ornate.

“I like it,” he said. “The outfit. Your own design?”

“Why, yes! I took—” Then the robot stopped. “You’re still a null entity! As Umpire, I rule you still in Time-Out!”

Spingarn gave up his attempt at flattery.

“But I kept my replacement alive!”

“Well, sir, you haven’t yet kept the probabilities within the Laws of Frame Probability Generating Function. You’re still officially in the seventeenth-century Primitive Frame.”

“Eighteenth.”

“Sir?”

It was pointless to argue. Until he cleared up the probability factors in the Plot where the new Private Spingarn might or might not survive, the robot wouldn’t give him clearance. It wouldn’t let him ask about the few threads of thoughts that might serve to connect him to the life he had come from. And it wouldn’t settle the who that troubled him more than anything else.

So he would be an empty character for a while. A spare part. As the robot had said, a null entity. In a sophisticated Galaxy where there were only two ways of life—you went into the Frames and took your chances, or you worked on the Frames to manufacture other people’s probabilities—he was a nothing. He was in a limbo out of the space-time events of the rest of the Galaxy. Until the Time-Out Umpire was satisfied that the man who had taken his place wouldn’t disrupt the delicate balance of uncertainty and probability in the Primitive Frame.

He had to close the Time-Out loop before he could go back to his own time. And begin to find the answers.

“Eighteenth century,” said Spingarn. “Early Mechanical Age.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Egocentric, vain, and hurt. He would have to soothe the robot.

“I had to admire the efficiency of the sensors. I’d say I had maximum impact from the protagonists in the Plot”

“One tries.”

They had to be like this: things with an inbuilt sense of proportion, so that they could evaluate the poor wretch who yelled to be taken out. They were almost feminine in their ability to weigh one uncertainty against the other.

Spingarn tried again:

“I thought you judged the moment to a nicety. I know that you high-grade automata have this subtle sense of direction, but to allow me a Time-Out at that precise moment! Masterly!”

“You had called the formula correctly.”

“But you could have ignored it—the exigencies of the Plot and all that?”

“Well, not really. We’re allowed a certain amount of independence, but not in the matter of successful claims for Time-Out. Let me explain.”

And it did. Spingarn bore it. While the robot explained the distinction between recognizing a clear call for release when the subject (“Me!” Spingarn groaned inwardly) was in full possession of his faculties, and an accidental bellow wrung by sheer chance from some unfortunate’s lips; in his case, the robot had made something of a case study of Private Spingarn’s gradual realization that he was in the wrong place. The furry red automaton stretched itself out and began to recount anecdotes.

“Why do we do it?” Spingarn asked himself as he heard of three donkey-men who had triggered off four separate Time-Out blips simply by imitating the braying of their charges. “Why can’t we have the thing set automatically?”

He was regaining more and more of that overlaid persona. He could remember discussing the Time-Out blips with others. And then the answer came out pat: the humanoid operatives had to be tolerated, for they were self-perpetuating. They lived in a small sector of a Plot and monitored the entire cast of characters, taking in each tiny thread of circumstance and relating it to the broad program devised by the writers; only they could spend the long years recording, coding, relating, cross-referencing and, as now, extracting a character.

“It’s kind of you to say that,” the robot assured Spingarn as he mentioned the reports he had heard of the Frame. “It’s quite true, of course. Since we—we meta-robots, as we call ourselves—since we offered to control the Time-Out blips in this Frame, there hasn’t been a single case of recourse to Disaster Control. Not one.”

“I don’t know how the Frames were operated without you.”

“No more do I!”

“I do admire the brilliance of your covering.”

The automaton stood up gracefully:

“How kind!”

Spingarn put an arm on its thin shoulders; it stood a foot or more higher than his head; the red-gold stuff shivered as if it had a life of its own. “It might,” thought Spingarn, a stray memory of the things that inhabited the micro-worlds of Sector ZI 68 skittering through his skull; they had built little devices for the humanoids, until they were stopped. But he controlled the shivering in his own hand. He needed the help of the vain robot.

“Between you and me, don’t you think we could work together on my revision of the Plot?”

“I don’t see how—” it began. “You put me in an extremely awkward position—”

But it allowed itself to be guided to the battery of scanners; and when Spingarn accepted the eager sensor pads in the palms of his hands, it sat in the command seat next to his.

“Now then,” said Spingarn. “I’m in your capable hands—let’s clear this little Plot up, shall we?”

“I’m not sure I’m allowed——”

“I’m not asking for assistance!” Spingarn exclaimed. “I know I have to adjust the Plot myself—get this character out of harm’s way and still keep the story line! I know it’s against Frames Law to bring in robots! But, damn it, you’re not robots! You’re the Time-Out Umpire! And I’m not asking for help—I’m simply inviting an old friend to sit in while I clear up the mess!”

“If you put it like that?”

“I do! Now.”

Spingarn let his hands do the work they were trained for: the cunning, instinctive blending of probabilities and physical happenings that had made him such a promising—Plot Director!

Yes! He had been a Plot Director!

So why did he need the red-furred automaton beside him?

“I could pass on a few of the inherent possibilities—without transgressing Frame Law,” said the robot. “I have my sources, sir.”

Spingarn remembered. The Umpires had access to the big comps. And it was the comps who put the Frames together; they alone were capable of sorting through the fantastic amount of detail needed to fit millions of human lives into a reenactment of a historical event. He, Spingarn (and why not keep to that primitive name!), could use the vain Umpire’s huge memories. Then, perhaps he could begin to find out what he, a one-time Plot Director, was doing in the Frames.

And why he knew that he could call himself the Probability Man.

“That’s a kind thought,” said Spingarn.

The red-gold form quivered with gratification.

“We—you—you might—no doubt you’ve thought of it already—I mean—”

“Do go on. This is fascinating,” said Spingarn.

“Well, sir, if you look at this high uncertainty level here—and the probability function which has a maximum there—and if we use the coordinates you keyed in at first—”

Spingarn watched the gradual buildup of the changing probability curves, admiring the flow of the glittering charts; millions of brief messages sped electronically about huge machines to resolve the problem. Some time later, Spingarn breathed a sigh of relief. “Brilliant,” he said. The robot smiled.


5

They watched the results through the sensors.

Spingarn followed it through to the new Private Spingarn’s report to Sergeant Hawk; he had sweated through the intricate maneuvers which were put into effect by the powerful forces inside the Time-Out capsule; he had become so closely involved with his replacement that he had yelled in anguish as the white-hot fuse burned his chest. The humanoid had looked faintly disgusted. But it was done, and Sergeant Hawk was almost satisfied:

“Beggin’ yer pardon, Sergeant,” the well-remembered voice said firmly—even the voice was right!—“it’s Private Spingarn reporting, Sergeant! And a dreadful time we’ve had of it down in the pit, with all of the rest of ’em cold as mutton and Froggies pouring out on us in suits of mail, if you please! A stark sight it were, Sergeant, and me with only me fusil—fired once, twice, three times and the bullets barely dented the chest plate! And the Hollander dead and poor witless Jack Smiley cold by this time and brave Corporal Tillyard—yes, Sergeant Hawk, both of the Pioneers slaughtered by the ogre, hacked down in their own gore and me blinded by the smoke and the stench from the tallows and our own poor men’s lights lying a-smoking there tool—yes, I’ll be short, if you wish, Sergeant, it’s true every word of it—see the blood of the Frenchies on what’s left of me breeches! What did I do, Sergeant? Well, the train was fired—a big fat saucisse, well bound and greased against the damp—Yes, I’m trying to be short, Sergeant! Corporal Tillyard? Didn’t I say he’d lost his fusil dagger and no weapon to hand? Do? What did he do, Sergeant? As I stand here, he went for the Frenchie’s heel with his teeth! Oh, he was armed from head to foot and showed no flesh to attack but at his ankles! And the Corporal worried him like a very crocodile of the Nile, Sergeant! Fanciful, you say, Sergeant! And me with me own blood pouring out of every limb! I’ll proceed, if you will, Sergeant and tell you the rest, and on my life’s blood or what’s left of it, I’ll swear—on the fair Queen’s head I’ll swear—I’m trying to be brief, Sergeant! Do? Why, I went for the Frog’s leg! Worried him with me teeth, and I’m glad I have sharp fangs! And he fell! He was so tired a child could have pushed him over in that heavy suit of mail! Steel plate from King Hal’s day or maybe from one of the Seven Champions of Christendom! And the fuse? Look!”

Spingarn felt the shock of that remembered pain.

The humanoid rose.

“I was reminded of a particularly interesting situation in one of the Steam Age Frames,” it began; but Spingarn was still staring at the globe which projected in toto the confrontation between the new Private Spingarn and the unbelieving Sergeant Hawk.

“Look!” repeated Spingarn’s own voice. Almost. “He was over, with his sword flung away from him—and me trapped under one of his legs—why, Sergeant, one of his legs was as heavy as your whole body! Fanciful! A wound like this one fanciful! Gods blood, Sergeant, did you think I burned myself because I wanted an excuse! I’m obliged, Sergeant You’ll excuse the passions of the moment I defer to your rank, Sergeant, but I’ll not have the lie put upon me. Proceed, is it, Sergeant? Very well. Between the mud and my naked chest, the flame extinguished itself of its own accord; I then dispatched my enemy with his own sword. And, Sergeant, I realized that more of the Frogs would follow their valorous and victorious armored man, so I paused to relight the fuse. No, Sergeant. Not with my own tinderbox. My dead giant was a Pioneer, Sergeant, and in his pouch I found not only the means of making fire, but also an additional length of slow match. Being of a handy nature—I’ve shipped aboard Her Majesty’s sloop Arcturus, Sergeant—I’ll not be much longer!—I was quite accustomed to the use of such devices. I attached the slow match to the saucisse and made my way out of the tunnel until I came here to make my report, Sergeant.”

The Sergeant was struggling with disbelief.

Spingarn grinned at the bottle-nosed, blotched face.

Sergeant Hawk had heard a tale of ghastly underground murder, of vicious valor and sudden frenzy, all in the low, narrow galleries and tunnels under the fields of Tournai; such a tale of daring and devotion to duty as had not come from the Pioneers in the whole of the history of the wars against the French.

“Such a bore to go over old ground,” said the furred automaton. It stared at Spingarn, but he barely noticed its pique.

To the Umpire, this was just another chore; but to Spingarn it was his own personal survival. The new Private Spingarn had taken his place.

He felt a comradely sense of pride in the new Spingarn’s stand against Sergeant Hawk. The man, whatever Frame he had been ripped from, had strength of character. Now, he bristled with anger as his Sergeant stood undecided.

“And you have made your report,” got out Sergeant Hawk.

“Yes, Sergeant.”

“And I suppose I’d better take you to the Captain?”

“In due course, Sergeant.”

“But first, I’d best take a look at this armored paladin of yours—in all his gore and steel!”

“It’s not advisable, Sergeant Hawk.”

“No?”

“I’d respectfully suggest we retire behind this earthwork, Sergeant.”

“You would?”

The robot, watching the sensors with no interest whatsoever, was becoming disagreeable. In the functional interior of the Time-Out blip, the events that unfolded themselves in the Primitive Frame seemed remote. But not to Spingarn. The sensors picked out the Sergeant’s suspicions one by one and laid them out starkly. Spingarn watched the grim old warrior’s bottle-nosed face. Weatherbeaten, scarred, and sweat-grimed; the eyes were alert, though.

The automaton interrupted petulantly:

“Such a bore when we could talk over a simply marvelous stratagem I used to avert a Disaster in one of the Steam Age wars—a positive finesse!”

To Spingarn, it was the twenty-ninth century robot and the mass of humming machines that seemed remote.

“Later.”

Sergeant Hawk. Spingarn recalled the old soldier’s single obsession: to blow up Frenchmen. The robot noticed that he was not listening.

“I detect a continuing degree of personal involvement that is definitely contrary to a strict interpretation of the Time-Out regulations. I’m not sure that you’re ready to return to Frames Control.”

“Later!”

He disregarded the threat. It was unlikely that any report of the robot’s could harm him now. He had accomplished the tricky probability maneuver.

The new Private of Pioneers had reacted immediately to the subtle urgings of the sensors. Do so and filter the man’s directional impulses so, the robot had suggested; and then when he’s got the idea of springing at the Frenchman and acted on it, suggest he grab the fuse; and then the probabilities built up into a Probability Curve, and the man could make his decision.

And it had worked!

But now Spingarn wanted to watch the end of it all. He wanted to see the new Private of Pioneers convince the Sergeant that the French had been beaten at their own game.

Hawk reached clumsily for the canteen of local wine which he kept in his knapsack.

It could go wrong!

If the Sergeant took time off to drink….

Hawk dived for the earthwork as the new Private Spingarn hurled himself out of the way of the rising earth.

A vast and heavy coagulation of red mud ascended into the warm air. It hung, watched by a grinning Private Spingarn. Hawk’s face was blotched with wet, red mud.

The heavy cloud hung for a moment. In it, Spingarn could see clearly the broken bodies of a hundred Frenchmen still struggling against an appalling fate. Hawk roared “Huzzah! Huzzah!” in his alcoholic’s croak.

“There!” screamed an elated Private of Pioneers from behind the earthwork. “There, Sergeant! Do you see him!”

From the Time-Out blip, Spingarn could see it too.

The sensors obediently brought the eerie sight into closer focus.

Like a fish revealed for a half-second in the mud of a pool, the steel-cased Frenchman soared upward and then tumbled from sight.

Hawk reached for the wine. He passed a hand over the mud on his face.

“Gawd!” he said. “Gawd’s bloody boots, Private Spingarn!”

He handed the flask to the Private.

“Gawd,” he said again.

Spingarn allowed the scene to fade away.

The robot was irate by this time.

“A pity some of those asking for Time-Out haven’t got the instincts of civilized beings,” it sniffed.

“I made it,” whispered Spingarn. “But for what?”

Then, to the robot, he said:

“You’re right, of course. We become too much attached to the parts we play in the Frames.” He needed the robot, for it would now forward a report on his handling of the situation. He put aside his own doubts about an unsure future and sought a way to soothe the robot’s disturbed electronic feelings. Then he found it. Vain. Conceited. And—but he would have to endure it—garrulous. “I expect you’ve had one or two interesting little problems of this kind yourself?”

“Ah!” said the robot. “If only you Plot Directors”—Spingarn felt a surge of excitement, for he knew that his faint memories had been confirmed—“if only you knew our problems! Why, only a month ago I had to intervene in a nasty little squabble in the early Steam Age. It appeared that a tribe of humans called French coveted the territory of a neighboring tribe. Now, at the same time, on an island called Corsica …”
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The transition from Time-Out blip was managed with such deftness that Spingarn barely noticed the journey. The blip itself was hooked into one of the big ships supplying new recruits to the Frame, and taking from it the personnel who had opted for only a short stay. Once in the belly of the ship, the blip was hooked into one of a series of coma-cells, and Spingarn was gently pushed into the gray ooze of a high-velocity couch. He spent the next hundred hours in a deep sleep, his dreams regulated by an automatic sensor above the bath of gray, oozing porridgelike liquid in which he swam. He knew nothing of the intricate journeying through Frames Control Center.

He came to his senses on a chaise longue in his own office.

An astonishingly ugly beautiful girl with wide-set deep eyes of a violent blue and a dumpy figure that had somehow failed to respond to body restructuring was staring down at him, in an attitude of love and rage.

“Bastard!” she spat. “Stinking treacherous no-good bastard!”

“Well,” said Spingarn, completely disoriented. “Me?”

“You!”

“Oh, leave him, Ethel,” another woman’s voice said. “He doesn’t know you—nor me—nor where he is.”

“Nor who,” pointed out Spingarn.

“He left me!” Ethel moaned. “Left me and went alone! You promised, you lying swine! You said it was Written-In!”

“Oh, do be quiet, Ethel,” said the other woman. Spingarn saw a tall, middle-aged woman of some elegance. She was dressed extravagantly in blue paint and a thousand shimmering pinpoints of light which clashed and rang as she walked toward them. “You don’t know us, do you, darling?”

“My assistants,” guessed Spingarn.

“Good!” the elegant woman said. “Our wandering boy hasn’t quite lost the use of his wits. Have you, dear?”

“You said you’d get me into the Primitive Frame—you said we could work it out together so that you could get away—you said—”

“Quiet!” bawled Spingarn suddenly.

“You haven’t changed,” said the elegant woman. “Now you’ll ask who you are.”

Spingarn watched her. And the other woman, who was still in a state of shocked hostility. Her dumpy body was poised, as if she were about to launch herself at him. What, he asked himself, had he done to her?

There was no such animosity from the older woman; she accepted his presence. In fact, she appeared to enjoy baiting him.

“I’ll ask,” he said. “Who?”

“You’re the Probability Man,” she said. “Isn’t he, Ethel?”

“And he doesn’t even know me!” wailed Ethel. “He doesn’t even know me!”

“I told you,” the other woman said. “Anyway, how could he? He doesn’t even know who he is. Do you?”

“A Plot Director,” said Spingarn.

Stray memories came skittering through his skill. The girl. The ugly girl, with the great beak of a nose and the figure which should have been sliced into shape years before. She was a factor in his life. And in the events leading up to his entry into the Frames.

“Well, well,” said the older woman. “And where are you?”

Spingarn looked about him. There was a certainty about his thoughts now. Maybe it had something to do with the long hours which he had spent in the coma-ooze. He knew where he was.

“This is my office.”

“Then you know me, don’t you?” pleaded the girl. “And you promised! I had to report sick! I couldn’t work with any of the other Plot Directors! I had to go on a three-month trip to one of those ghastly Centauran Wars Frames—they made me a ritual handmaiden to a Warlord! Those thugs of guards! The comps said I had to go and that was all they could offer me at short notice!”

“Tell me why I’m the Probability Man,” said Spingarn.

“Don’t!” said the older woman firmly. “The Director was very clear about that. ‘When Spingarn gets back’—that’s what we’re to call you by the way, Spingarn—‘let it all come as a surprise.’ So keep quiet, Ethel.”

“Can’t we even warn him about the Director’s chromosome variables?”

“No! Not a word!”

“But he’ll be sent to Talisker without any——”

“Ethel!”

“Oh,” said Ethel. “I said it. Spingarn—I told you! You’ll know about the Probability thing! And you shouldn’t, not yet!”

“You, girl, are in trouble,” said the older woman. She smiled at Spingarn. “Our job is to keep you quiet until the Director wants you. If you try to get away, the security net picks you up. We can tell you some things, not others. If you like, we’ll leave you alone. But this is all you get until tomorrow. Me and Ethel.” A thought struck her. “They said you should be amid familiar surroundings, and with people you knew. Does it help?”

Spingarn had been in a state of shock for the previous two or three minutes. Ever since that one word had been uttered, he had known an acute awareness of anxiety. Dread, even. Talisker!

It meant something in his past so big and important that it had altered the foundations of his life. But no memories came with that one word. It was an empty word: as much an empty word as he was an empty person.

A null person, with a null, but terrifying, past!

The two women watched him as he examined what had been his office; a low-grade robotic servitor scurried in and out of a heap of records. They had been clearing out his files. Cutting him off from the past.

He was a nameless Plot Director. And he had rated the attentions of two assistants, not bad when you thought of the shortage of persons willing—and capable—of working on the Plots that were the lifeblood of the Frames. Someone had given him a free hand in the furnishing of this office, too, for its slightly lunatic splendor was far too unsophisticated for twenty-ninth century tastes.

“I did this?”

He had, of course. In another life—before he had entered the Frames, he had put together the outlook which made up the walls of this room. Cold glittering sensory projections made up an uncannily accurate representation of the hypnotic Crystalline Worlds. He saw into the dim nebula at whose center lay the ancient Worlds. He could see tiny suns throwing themselves into flaring supernovae; he watched the weird fragments of artifacts from the Worlds which were a part of the furnishings call an incredibly remote series of memories into renewed existence. It was like looking down the racial memories of time itself, into the beginnings of life.

What sort of a man had he been to create this!

This vast office—this strange mausoleum of other worlds, with its gilded chaise longues, its array of Plotting machinery, its bank of blank-faced robots waiting for him to order them into life.

“At least tell me who I am,” said Spingarn to the women.

“Tell you that, darling, and you know all,” the older woman said. “Ask Ethel what happened to her when she helped you last time!”

“Last time?”

“When you made yourself the Probability Man,” said Ethel.

Spingarn found himself close to anger. So much had happened since he had called that one vital phrase to escape from the darkness of the tunnel that he had been bewildered—almost resigned to what fate his own age had determined for him. But now he felt an accession of a suffocating anger at the two women.

“Steady!” said the older woman. “They said you’d blow up about now—but, don’t you see, it isn’t any use? You’ll know soon enough, Spingarn. Relax and enjoy yourself while you can!”

There was an implied threat in her manner. Spingarn remembered hints of the types of security arrangements he had once known. He looked about him. They would be in the roof, on the fittings, in the floor: coiled mind-freezers, anesthetizing sprays, little gravity-sinks, the whole apparatus of the security section. He sank back onto the couch.

“I’ll tell you what they did to me, then,” said the older woman. “It’ll help to pass the time. You know we all admired you, of course, and when you came to your final comeuppance, I tipped Ethel off. That’s all I did—just gave Ethel the word. But I was chucked out of Frames Center for six months.” She began to laugh quietly. “I suppose it’s funny when you look back, but at the time it wasn’t. They pushed me into a Second Glacial Age slot. My god, how I suffered! I got caught up by a man called Ooogle or something of the kind—he had the idea of trekking through the passes to what was left of North Africa. They had no idea how to treat women in those days. I had to carry about a ton of stinking dried meat clear across a thousand miles of the worst country I’ve ever seen! And when I got back, they stuck me with that madman Marvell—but you won’t remember him, either, will you?”

“No.”

The woman was unsympathetic. “That’s the trouble with the kind of trip you’ve been taking. After you’ve been through a dozen or so Frames in quick succession, your old persona begins to break up. And you’re just not the man you were!”

Spingarn was almost amused. She was so right. He told her so. “And you’re not going to tell me what sort of a man I was, are you?” he said afterward.

“A bastard,” said Ethel, with conviction. “A bright competent, heartless bastard.”

“Ethel’s quite right,” the other woman added. “But I must say it was interesting while it lasted—we never had a dull moment with you. It was either leaping about with the Plot Simulators or whizzing off to some obscure stellar system to verify background details.”

Ethel was staring at him in a kind of awed fascination.

“Until you came to this random thing——”

“Ethel!”

“I wasn’t going to tell him!”

“Then be careful. Say any more, and it’s back to the Warlord for you and probably Ooogle for me!”

“All right. Until you started dabbling with this probability thing, you were the up-and-coming Plot Director. Everyone wanted to get into the Frames you built up. But you wanted to try something new—always something new, you insecure bastard!”

“If only you’d stuck to the regular Frames!” the other woman said.

“I didn’t?”

“No,” the older woman said. “And I’m not saying any more. Nor is Ethel. Come on, girl. You’ll find nothing but trouble here.”

Spingarn tried again.

“Talisker,” he said. “What is Talisker?”

Both women blanched.

“You shouldn’t have let it out,” the older woman said.

“But he’s only got today! They shouldn’t send him in without some kind of warning!”

“They won’t,” the other woman said. “But the Director wants to do it his way.”

It made no sense to Spingarn, but the very real sense of dread remained. Talisker. He was sure now that it was the focal point of the situation he was now in. A hint of a strange planetary surface swam slowly beneath the surface of his mind. Gaunt, lonely, ancient.

And then two things came together.

“I’m the Probability Man,” Spingarn said. “On Talisker?”

“No!” shouted the older woman. “I didn’t say anything!”

A sharply stinging jet hit Spingarn between the eyes. For a few seconds he remained conscious. In the few moments of time that remained to him before the security apparatus enfolded him in sleep, he saw that Ethel was pointing to the row of servitor robots. It made no sense though.

He dreamed that he was back in the tunnel beneath Tournai.
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Spingarn awoke ten hours later.

The room flowed with light: bright sunlight through the wide recesses in the stunning, shifting scenes that were the walls. Servo-robots sprang into action as he moved. Apart from these, he was alone. He smiled at the memory of the women’s greeting; he lost the smile as he remembered their absolute refusal to allow him his former personality.

“Ethel said I was to wipe my retention circuit as soon as I told you,” growled a tiny automaton.

Spingarn spotted it: a low-grade machine whose function it was to announce visitors:

“Told me what?”

“The others are listening.”

It was true. The circular robot holding his coffee, the shaving robot and the sizzling machine which prepared his bacon and eggs were all poised in that peculiarly robotic position of awareness. In this way they accumulated information, which they passed on to the big comps which in turn chattered to the vast machines that designed the Frames.

A hesitant recollection of betrayal stirred in Spingarn’s mind. Then he was alive with questions. His old persona was still almost completely submerged, but the urge to find out was returning. Private Spingarn had sublimated his curiosity in the pursuit of technical efficiency and violent action; this much Spingarn had worked out in the moments of waking. His former self had been a man of boundless energies, all of them directed at knowing more about the use of the Frames. And the words of the low-grade servitor brought back a dim recollection of betrayal—through this very desire to know.

“Cut out all receptor circuits for five minutes,” ordered Spingarn.

The machines appeared to slump. Within their porcelain shells they adjusted power units so that they could neither hear nor see; Spingarn could guess at their disappointment. Even these low-grade machines had a certain pride in their limited intellectual capacities. The big machines treated them with disdain, but nevertheless acknowledged their usefulness.

“Go on.”

“Ethel said you’d be sent back to the Frames of Talisker.”

And then Spingarn’s whole world fell in on him.

The Frames of Talisker!

A blaze of fire swept him upward: memories jostled for attention. So many areas of experience clamored for recollection and examination that he jerked epileptically from side to side in an agony of understanding.

Talisker!

Lone, gaunt planet swimming in a vast Deep of emptiness on the peripheries of the Galaxy!

“Back to Talisker!” whispered Spingarn. “Back to Talisker!”

Now he knew why the Time-Out Umpire had been so careful to keep to Frame Law. It had known that if he solved the problem in the Siege of Tournai Plot, he would be eligible to return to that strange mausoleum of a planet where the first of all the Frames had been constructed.

Talisker was where the Frames had begun.

A planet chosen for its remoteness, so that the new kind of human existence could be tried out over a period of decades before its secret was released; but that was almost a thousand years before!

Now, Talisker was a ruin. It was kept as a museum piece, but no one visited it. There, only the dusty remnants of a hundred Frames served to mark the passage of man. It was a place of ghosts and echoes, eerie memories and despair.

And, locked into the Frames, was a connection between the Plot Director he had been in an earlier life and the curious phrase that had flicked around his skull when he had emerged from the red mud of Tournai.

The Probability Man. And Talisker.

The shimmering room, so full of light and alien radiance, seemed to darken. Even the little servo-robots took on a strange appearance; silent and without movement, they gave an impression of desperate and deformed dwarfs which waited only for an opportunity to spring into life. The thought of the gray planet he had known in another kind of life brought a deep gloom to the office.

The Frames of Talisker!

What had they been to the man before Spingarn!

“You!”

“What is it? I don’t clear the dishes. I’m a mouthpiece. ‘The Plot Director to see you’ I say, or ‘Ethel’s here with the reports from the fusion plants.’ Leave me out of the rest of the chores, will you?”

“Fusion plants?”

Spingarn was diverted. More memories stirred. He thrust them aside and faced the little robot.

“Ethel. She told you to warn me about Talisker.”

The small, bright-purple device sidled away, an insectlike thing. It swayed uneasily from side to side.

“So Talisker! Talisker!”

“So I was told to put on my blankers!” growled the robot.

“But you know about Talisker. And Ethel—and fusion plants!”

“No!”

The other machines remained still and dead.

“You know more than you’ll admit to,” said Spingarn softly.

“No!”

“Faulty, I’d guess,” said Spingarn. “Defective. Ducked out of your overhauls, if I’m not mistaken. Not much more than robotic junk.”

“Oh, no!”

The machine shook with dismay. Its antennae quivered and Spingarn saw the strange phenomenon of incipient circuit collapse: low-grade robots feared personal extinction almost as much as did humans. When they were threatened with the scrapheap, they suffered electronic imbalance that showed itself in odd ways. The little announcer robot’s voice had become slurred. It scrabbled at the floor with a hundred feelers. Its sensory antennae writhed and crackled with its own display of dismay.

His threat was enough.

“I don’t know much—it’s my cut-off circuits! I was given a wipe-clean, but I have this extra little circuit put in by accident—I keep just a bit of memory——”

“Talisker.”

“There was a complete wipe-out! The ladies saw to it themselves—all the robots had their circuits scrubbed again and again!”

“You too?”

“Yes. We lost our way round your quarters for the first three days!”

“Talisker!”

“It’s a mess!”

“That I know.”

“It’s terrible!”

“What else?”

“Horrible—what you did with the fusion plants!”

“Tell me!”

“I didn’t keep anything on them—only that you used them on Talisker.”

“And Talisker?”

“Ethel said it was the worst Disaster ever. Disaster Control couldn’t handle it.”

Disaster Control?

As clear as a flash of lightning came the answer. Some strange conjunction of memories allowed Spingarn’s brain to produce the image of a distinguished-looking man who spoke to himself and two or three others.

All Plot Directors.

And the distinguished-looking man was the Director of the Frames. The man who had the ultimate authority over the destinies of most of mankind. And their living dreams. He ruled the Frames. And he was explaining what he considered to be the function of Disaster Control.

“In any Frame, a Plot can go wrong. It happens. People slip their memory-conditioning. We don’t know all that goes on in the chemical reactions to the gene mutations we slip in. Not quite everything. So, sometimes, we have a Plot going wrong. Say a genius happens to flip his conditioning, what do we have?” He wasn’t expecting an answer. He looked grim and worried. “What have we got? I’ll tell you what we had recently. Events planned for a century ahead suddenly began to swing off the Probability Curve. Completely off it! We almost had a random situation! There was a war which should have been self-perpetuating, and along comes this lunatic with the mind of a genius, and he alters the sociopolitical probabilities and the war stops! So what do we do with the millions who’ve signed up for the Solar Drift Contest of the First Mad War? With a nil casualty rate, we have no places for them—and think what that means in terms of a complete new Frame for them! Gentlemen, we couldn’t cope! And so we sent in Disaster Control. Men and women—agents who are the toughest and deadliest our psych processes could find. Agents with a complete loyalty block. They go in and they contain the Disaster at any cost to themselves. And they cleared up the Disaster I’ve just outlined. At some cost,” the Director added.

Not many Plot Directors had met the Director of the Frames in person.

He was a remote, self-contained man, Spingarn recalled. So why should he, Spingarn, have been singled out for a special interview? It was one more loose thread that might never connect with any other.

He shook his head and questioned the servo-robot:

“Disaster Control couldn’t handle the Talisker problem?”

“Six of their best agents lost,” agreed the robot. “And I’ll be junked when the comps hear what I’ve told you.”

“No,” said Spingarn. “Do a wipe-out when you’ve told me what you know.”

“So a wipe-out,” growled the machine. “Tell me how!”

“We’ve all got problems.”

“You have.”

“So tell me about Talisker.”

“Would you believe that’s all I remember?”

“No.”

The machine had recovered some of its earlier equanimity. It no longer exhibited the signs of robotic distress which had made it such a pitiable thing earlier.

“Ethel said I should tell you to be ready—they’re sending you back!”

“You said that.”

“Back to Talisker.”

“And that.”

The machine stirred again the unknown depths of horrified wonder that had turned the crisp savory breakfast to a heap of sorry ashes before him; it hinted at the frightful.

“And she said she was sorry.”

“Yes.”

“And she said you couldn’t run again. Not as you did before. They’ve put in a—a thing—written in a regulation so you can’t escape again. You’ll have to go back to Talisker—you’ve got to be Curator again!”

Connection.

Me. “Talisker is my problem,” Spingarn said.

Connection established.

“I was the Curator of the Frames!”

“Oh, yes,” said the machine. “Curator of the Frames of Talisker.”

“The Frames of Talisker. A mess.”

“Ethel said.”

“She would.”

Ethel. Who had howled and howled and howled and howled. And whom he had left behind when he had leaped into the long tunnels, gripping desperately the memory-cassette which would enable him to gain admittance to whatever Frame happened to have an immediate vacancy for a man with his psych ratings!

“I promised to take Ethel.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“I couldn’t face the Frames of Talisker—no one could! They’re—frightful!”

“Yes.”

“And why should they send me into them when Disaster Control couldn’t put them to rights! Why me!”

“I have information on that.”

Spingarn saw the robot again. He had been ablaze with fear and indignation, as well as a dread he would not admit to: the connection between himself and the Frames of Talisker was something that he wished to conceal from himself. The dread, the fear, the horrified excitement he felt when he thought of them—all combined to make him listen to the robot, even when he most wished to avoid the frightful inevitability of what it must say.

“Yes.”

“You were the one who reactivated the Frames of Talisker.”

Spingarn leaped to his feet and ran.
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Spingarn ran from what he had done.

“My problem,” he had said perhaps a quarter of an hour earlier. An unconscious memory, it had been a portent of the little robot’s gruff mind-reeling piece of information. He, Spingarn, or whatever he was, he had made the Frames of Talisker what they were!

And so he ran.

His quarters lay at the heart of a massive complex of executive suites. He dived through the slot which served as exit and entrance to the conveyor tunnel; automatically he slammed the control panel. Just what direction the conveyor would take, he didn’t know. It was enough that he move away from the wildly beautiful room which had suddenly become a trap.

“Fusion plants!” Spingarn breathed. “Talisker! Probability functions—what did I do with them?”

He was ejected into the blinding light of a set. On his lips was a blistering series of curses as he realized that his automatic directions to the conveyor had meant that he was now deposited on one of the gigantic stages where the reenactments of past events in human history were tried out.

Two machines from an ancient world flew at one another.

About the size of interplanetary vessels, their freakish contours spoke of first attempts at land or air transportation. Primitive motors surged and whined. A man stood at the controls of each of the machines; laconic general-duties pilots, Spingarn saw. Quiet, efficient men who would handle anything from interstellar craft to the thin gossamer-winged contrivances of the twenty-fifth Solar Drift cults, from the chariots of a classical Terran age to the tunnelers they had used in opening up the grim cold worlds of Cygnus Eight.

“Hold it!” screamed a frantic voice.

Spingarn blinked.

The two machines shrieked and howled as elementary braking systems clawed at the runway of the set. The two pilots shrugged at one another as a Plot Director’s staging bubble skimmed toward them.

“They’ve let you out!”

The newcomer was a huge man, almost naked, resplendent in the single bejeweled codpiece of the priestly hierarchy of the First Galactic Empire. He dismissed the flimsy bubble with one sweep of his massive hand.

Spingarn was too bewildered by the sudden cessation of the noise which had brutally beat his eardrums to understand that the newcomer was addressing him. It took three more attempts by the big man before Spingarn understood that he was not only welcome, but that he had been on friendly terms with him.

“How did you finish up—you took off like a bat out of hell—ruined one of my best Plots—did they give you your memory back? Your rating? Your name?”

“No.”

Memory refused to answer the questions. But the huge man obviously understood.

“So you kept the identity from the Primitive Frame? The—what was it you flipped into? Man, how you suffered in the Frames! We ran it as a special to the Totex hookups all over the Galaxy—‘Plot Director loose in Frames! An Unending Encounter With Death!’—our best feature ratings for a decade!”

Spingarn tried to recall the man’s name. Nothing came. Only the awareness of friendship and a feeling of comic indulgence.

“Tell me my name.”

“Me? Not likely! And risk going where they’re sending you—Talisker! Not this Plot Director.” The huge man looked closer. He became quieter, less ebullient. “It wouldn’t mean anything—when a man’s had so many memory-cassettes fussing away at his brain cells as you’ve had in the past year or two, there isn’t much left of conscious identification. And the subconscious retracts too. You get this new persona—sort of an amalgam of the synthetic memories. I’m your old pal Marvell.”

Marvell. Yes.

Another hotshot Plot Director. Like me!

“I’m Spingarn.”

“I saw the reruns of your Time-Out! Terrific stuff! You played the Umpire like a fish—you have this intuitive style, Spingarn—where are you making for?”

Spingarn shrugged.

“I was on the run.”

Marvell looked away.

“Somebody should have told you. There’s nowhere to run to.”

“No?”

“You’re thinking of trying for the Frames?”

“I was.”

The bustling crews decided that Marvell could manage without them for a while, so they sent crablike robots rushing away for cups of coffee. The violent lights overhead ceased to burn away at the long stretch of twentieth-century road where the two vast vehicles had stopped.

“Don’t. They’ve winkled out the old extra random variable you wrote in. And what a fantastic bit of Plot engineering that was! Until the comps had you in the Time-Out blip, they couldn’t begin to ferret out the math of the variable you’d built up—how did you do it!”

Spingarn glimpsed for a sense-shattering moment the truth about the strange math which had blinded the vast comps. The answer, like the rest of the answers to the conundrum which he was living in, lay in the Frames of Talisker.

“I thought of it.”

Marvell became confidential.

“Look, look—er—Spingarn?”

“Spingarn.”

The name was becoming a part of him now, Spingarn noted with satisfaction. It was better than the lack of personality which he had felt when the Time-Out robot had set in motion the machinery which excised him from the recreation of the Siege of Tournai.

“Yes. Spingarn. Well. Look. You could always sort out a little Plot problem, though you probably can’t remember it. That’s why I came rushing across. When I saw the Umpire writhing with delight I knew you’d still got the touch—you’ll help me out? For old time’s sake?”

Now that Spingarn had conquered his panic, he could relax.

He accepted what Marvell told him. It confirmed what the fractious Ethel had said, and also what the little robot had let out under duress. There was no escape for him. The only occupations left to the inhabitants of the civilized parts of the Galaxy were two: you either entered the Frames or you manufactured them. And his blasted and broken memories told him with complete certainty that both were barred.

Except for the mysterious, haunted, and Disaster-struck planet where the first Frames of all had been constructed.

Talisker!

“Look, I know you have problems, but right now I need your help, er, Spingarn.”

Marvell was one of a breed Spingarn felt he himself belonged to. Inventive, energetic, driven by the urge to bring massive scholarship and unlimited physical resources together to make the reenactments of historical events as true as possible.

“I have this twentieth-century thing going.”

“It’s a blank period.”

“You’re so right! The way they treated that planet! What did they burn it with!”

“So how make a Frame?”

Almost against his will, Spingarn recognized a flicker of professional interest. Only minutes after he had run from his office in sheer terror, he was listening to a former colleague with a yen for one of the Nuclear Ages. And that in spite of the near-impossibility of recreating an acceptable Frame of those ancient days.

“Land transport! It’s a sure thing for maximum ratings—we’ll get all the short-stay business in a dozen star-systems!”

“Those things! Not those!”

Spingarn stared at the mammoth engines. Brass and iron shone back at him. The great chimneys of the steam engines flooded the laconic pilots with black, gritty smoke.

“Yes! We work it out that they used these things as personal flivvers—everyone had a thing like this. Great little goers, aren’t they?”

“Personal transport?”

“Sure! Comp says they were a sort of fetish in the twentieth century.”

“No!”

“Yes! Look at this.”

Marvell waved and a robot was at his elbow with a charred piece of paper and an ancient medallion.

“We got evidence—all we could find on the planet Earth.”

Spingarn fingered the charred bronze disc. The inscription was barely decipherable: “Presented to Albert George Ross in Commemoration of Fifty Years’ Service at the Old Warwick Steam Traction Plant, 1937.”

It was the picture, not the words that had Marvell excited.

“We worked out most of the mechanical details from this!”

Spingarn nodded. A simple steam engine, probably archaic even for the twentieth century. The machine shown would be a more or less formal representation of the most noteworthy achievement of the engineering of the period.

“You built it from this!”

“Sure! We knew it ran on fossil fuel. Wood, maybe, in an emergency, but probably coal. Isn’t it beautiful!”

The engraving had its own weird and antique charm.

Spingarn found himself almost amused at the way he had been diverted from his earlier terror. Marvell had touched a chord that had rung out in the Time-Out blip. He knew himself to be an obsessive about the subtleties of Plot engineering. He found unremembered skills flexing at his call, and the years of training began to flood back through his body, so that, as in the blip, he became an inert figure which exerted only a passive control over the man who called himself Spingarn.

“And the paper?”

Marvell began to talk about Probability Functions and the customs of the Mechanical Dynasty of the Twentieth Century, but Spingarn didn’t listen. He was fascinated by the touch of the fragment of history in his hands.

It was a part of what had obviously been an ancient form of persuasive advertising: a forerunner of the insistent mind beamers which kept the population of the Galaxy aware of what was happening in the Frames between visits. The frail material had survived the destruction of the planetary surface. How?

Marvell brought him back to the present.

“Well? Isn’t it obvious? See—‘Barker’s Bumper Cars—the thrill of a lifetime! Bump your neighbor! Hours of fun!’ ”

“And comp says they used the traction engines like this?”

“Sure! The engines in the picture don’t correspond exactly with the traction engine which they gave to Albert George Ross, but that may be just the artist’s license!”

“And you have these machines running into one another?”

“Sure! We had to fit a couple of smallish force-shields to save them from excessive damage, but I don’t think that’s too much of a liberty to take. Not at this experimental stage. The thing is to find out how fast they can go at one another, then we’ll progressively diminish the force shields.

“So all you have is this engraving and the bit of paper?”

“You tell me where I can get more evidence of the period.”

“It’s wrong.”

“It may be, but isn’t it terrific? Like to see?”

“You’re using this in the Early Nuclear Age Frames?”

“This is the last bit of Plotting for them.”

“It won’t do.”

“Watch!”

Marvell snapped commands and the two monstrous traction engines screamed into life. The pilots adjusted their personal survival suits. Four hundred yards apart, the brightly painted metal flanks of each machine quivered under the stress of the violently pounding steam engines. Black smoke roared and belched, spark-ridden from the brass funnels. Yellow trailers full of glistening coal pulsated under the thrust of the thumping machines. A combined mass of metal of some forty or fifty tons ground forward on the road, iron wheels gouging deep ruts in the surface.

“Never,” said Spingarn.

“We dug all over Terra!”

“Not like this,” Spingarn said, as the pilots stared at Marvell. “Not like this at all!”

“And didn’t I run the vehicles on Terra itself just to get the mass-weight ratios right!”

“It’s crazy!”

“Go!” bawled Marvell. “Go go go!”

The pilots liked this part.

“We’ll feed it to a thousand networks!” bellowed Marvell. “Watch this!”

The traction engines set up such an insistent howling and mechanical clamoring that Spingarn had to move into the protective shell of Marvell’s staging bubble. Then the monstrous engines flew along the road, oscillating wildly about the painted patterns, each test pilot concentrating with fierce intent on the gyrations of his craft. In and out of complex squares they hauled the immense machines, controlling them like some elemental demons directing the forces of thunder and lightning about the contours of the sky. The red, blue, and yellow machines laid a pall of thick, greasy smoke over the vast Plot set; coal showered brilliantly over the smooth, white runway, to be ground into shimmering dust as vast wheels cut again and again into the rutted surface. And, above the chaotic scene, the mind beamers hammered out their message: “Bump your neighbor! Hours of fun! Bump your neighbor! Hours of fun!”

“Great—isn’t it great!”

“Wrong!”

“Watch this—they’ve lost the line—they’ll crash!”

The pilots could not keep up the insane dance any longer; closer and closer their vast machines had veered together as they struggled with systems never designed for the speeds they had built up; and then Spingarn saw the two pilots exchange the greetings of their kind. A grim exchange of nods; a slight smile; and then resignation and the hope that the survival units were adequate.

The two machines met at something over four hundred miles an hour. Metal fused. Boilers burst with a sudden flowering of white steam and red flame. The noise was the meeting of elemental forces.

“So it’s wrong!” said the huge man. “So I didn’t do a first-class reenactment on it—but wasn’t it great!”

One man staggered from the wreckage. A rescue crew was already dousing the fires and burrowing into the heap of rent metals. The surviving pilot looked once at the debris, shrugged, and turned away. Marvell watched him go. Then he turned to Spingarn:

“I like it—the Director likes it—we’ve got the comps to say the probability function has a high value so far as the evidence goes—so you tell me, Spingarn!”

Spingarn waited for the familiar onrush of certainty, the sudden blazing clarity of vision which would enable him to say, “Here! That’s where it’s wrong—try doing—what?” Nothing came. He knew with a tremendous confidence that Marvell was absolutely wrong, but how he could not say.

“I think you’re getting two functions mixed,” he began. “Transportation’s one thing. These crazy runs with steam locomotives building up speeds like that, though. That’s another.”

“I was relying on you. When I heard you’d left your quarters—Ethel must have told you you’d be sent back?”

“She did.”

“Always mixed up, that kid!”

“Yes.”

“I was saying—when I heard you’d tried to skip again, I knew you’d head for here—first thing you’d have thought of, to make for your old stomping grounds.”

“Mine?”

“You certainly have had a blackout! Complete erasure! Oh, yes, this was your set! Best on the planet! I was saying, Spingarn—couldn’t you put the old intuitive digit on the traffic bit?”

“No. But comp’s got it wrong. You’ll never get a convincing set if you’re combining vehicles like that with a sort of collision contest.”

Marvell was undismayed. “It was worth a try.” He made a slight gesture to a group of men who had that indefinable air that spoke of authority. “Well, Spingarn, old buddy, I wish you luck on Talisker—take my advice, though, when you get the parting briefing from the Director. This time, make sure you take Ethel with you!”

There was nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide.

And, monstrously, Talisker beckoned with an insistent and insidious attractiveness, like the sheen on a snake’s skin, like the sweetness of death, like the glutinous stench of the underground galleries beneath the walls of Tournai, like the strange glamour of the office he had returned to from the archaic battle. And, Take Ethel?

“Make it easy for yourself!” bawled the huge man. His bejeweled navel winked like a great eye. “Listen to the Director—he needs you for Talisker!”

“This way, Spingarn.”

Pleasant enough, these men. Four of them. None particularly big. Spingarn felt the brutish accession of rage which was a legacy of the memory-cassette of Private Spingarn, and, perhaps, of a dozen shadowy and desperate men before him. But there was an air of quiet competence about the four guards: a suggestion of ruthless efficiency that told Spingarn he would be subdued with a minimum of damage should he attempt to escape; but subdued he would be.

A messenger robot scuttled after the party:

“Director Marvell has a message for Spingarn!” it bubbled importantly. The guards walked on stolidly. The robot kept up with them, repeating the formula. It gave up and called from a distance: “You were wrong about the Frenchman in medieval armor, Spingarn! Director Marvell said it wasn’t outside the acceptable probabilities for the period.”

“Wrong again,” said Spingarn.

One of the guards regarded him with an almost human look:

“I heard about you. Talisker?”

“Yes.”

“Sorry.”

“Yes.”

They marched on.
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The terrain was unfamiliar but not novel.

They had passed through a network of tunnels, each one wider and more luxurious as the four guards and their bewildered prisoner neared the center of the colossal installation which controlled the unbelievably vast apparatus of the Frames. The tunnels ejected them smoothly into an anteroom.

“Sit down, Spingarn,” ordered the guard who had spoken to him. It was the second time words had been addressed to him since leaving Marvell’s Plot. Then the guard advanced stolidly to a desk where a thin wraith of a man stared ahead at nothing in particular.

Spingarn had the curious sensation that he was taking leave of the whole of humanity as he waited; he felt an almost agreeable emptiness of emotion. The flicker of curiosity that had been aroused by the surely wrong Plot he had just observed had quite gone; the hints concerning the unhappy Ethel and the rest of the life he had once lived now left him unmoved. He waited as guard and attendant exchanged information about him. And he watched the glittering show about him, just as did the other guards. This was something he had never become accustomed to: the ceaseless chatter of the compound of sensory impressions put out by the mind beamers. LIVE!!! they screamed. LIVE IN ANY ONE OF A THOUSAND DISTANT ERAS!!! And they showed you how. FUTURES FOR YOU!!!

Spingarn saw the wonder in the guards’ eyes as they took in the incredible spectacle of million upon million of cosmic-dust riders soaring between the planets in vast waves like summer swarms of swallows. TAKE GOSSAMER WINGS AND GAZE FACE TO FACE UPON THE SUPERNOVA OF TWENTY-THREE EIGHTY-ONE!!!! THE MOST COLOSSAL SPECTACLE OF STELLAR HISTORY JUST AS IT HAPPENED IN THOSE FAR-OFF DAYS!!! Ride with the horsemen of the Seventh Asiatic Confederation; slide into the delicate world of nineteenth-century vicarage life in an England where zippy diseases like tuberculosis and gout spiced the lives of so many; fight man to man in the sanded arenas of one of the great classical empires; dig underground like a mole and see whole cities sacked by fire and rapine. BE THERE!!!

Spingarn caught a glimpse of one of the wars in which he himself had participated. Fine if you chose the winning side! He thought of the French miners hanging briefly in the red mud outlined against a pink sky; and then Sergeant Hawk’s merry, grim smile.

“You ever been in the Frames?” Spingarn asked the guards.

Two ignored him but a third nodded:

“Secret police. Early Nuclear Age. Fun! Oh, that Lubianka place! But the comps said I’d had enough to restore my psyche and back I came!”

“Comp. Yes.”

Spingarn wondered whether it was worth the effort of searching his memories when, unbidden, the functions of the biggest comps blazed out in his mind. They investigated historical evidence: they suggested the framework for the reenactments of those historical events which could just conceivably have taken place. Then they allocated you a part. With complete certainty, they measured your mind, your skills, your potential. Then they fed you into the Frames. Spingarn fingered a point at the base of his skull where a vague haziness impinged, rather like an unidentifiable humming noise, among the short hairs of his neck. The memory-cassettes.

Before you were channeled into the Frame comp had selected for you, you were injected with the infinitesimally small memory cells. They grew among the brain’s own complex of memory banks. Spingarn looked at the self-satisfied face of the guard who had taken part in some nameless horror in a recreation of the twentieth-century police state. It came to him that he himself had done worse. How, he couldn’t remember. But the sense of enormous guilt and a toadlike squeamishness gripped him.

“And now, my dear ex-Director?”

The wisp of a man had taken charge. He was staring at Spingarn with unconcealed curiosity. He knew! Spingarn could see in the pale blue eyes that the man knew what Talisker was, what Spingarn had done to that curious museum-piece, even what his connection with that other enigmatic piece of information Marvell had passed on was about—fusion plants. The guards motioned him to go forward; the thin man ushered him to the vast bronze door; and, for a moment, the mind beamers ceased their insistent whining.

“Before you go in, Spingarn,” the thin man said, “I want you to remember that this is a total security establishment. I don’t go in. The guards don’t. But we’re very, very secure. Will you believe me?”

“Yes.”

Spingarn had decided by now that he wouldn’t make any move that could be construed as an attempt to evade his fate; in a way, he had accepted the rightness of the proceedings, baffling as they were. And now it was all to be explained.

The doors swung inward to reveal a hole in space.

Total darkness. Unrelieved emptiness.

It was as though a hole had opened in the fabric of the Universe.

The wisp of a man gently urged him forward, an arm about his shoulders. Spingarn glanced sideways. The thin man was sweating profusely. Fear. And a delicious sense of danger: the man would report to his colleagues that he had touched—yes, actually touched!—the most dangerous man in the Galaxy.

Doors clanged behind him.

Light came slowly.

It was a room, huge, low, black-edged, bare, stone-floored, reaching out like the vast lower decks of the big interstellar ships; but, recognizably, a room.

In the middle, radiant yellow mud.

The light increased in intensity, but it was the violence of the glaring mud that held Spingarn’s attention in a shock of pure horror. He held back memories. He took a step backward. He looked about wildly for a place to hide.

Something stared at him from the mud.

“Oh, yes, Spingarn,” a struggling, gurgling more croaked than spoken, “Oh, I see you now, Spingarn, and you see me, don’t you, and you remember, don’t you, Spingarn, and it’s coming back from among the overlaid memories, and you begin to realize what you’ve done to me and to others like me, and you think ‘It’s all a big mistake and I’ll accept what they say and I’ll clear it up, because, after all, I’m Spingarn, Spingarn who can call for a Time-Out when things get too rough, Spingarn who took a fancy to the extremities of the probability function and did a little bit of adjusting here and a touch of fractional selecting there and found a way to do a complete recycling of people and then of himself and then of parts of people and then of cells—’ Oh, yes, you’re certain a touch of your particular kind of genius can work it all out and then that you’ll be able to come back and receive a batch of kudos and who knows even my job—me! This!”

The thing in the mud began to raise its snake’s head with the barely human mouth and the iridescent steel-like hair; it waved skeletal arms at Spingarn and gibbered furiously; it spat gobbets of yellow mud toward him, showering him with the stinking detritus. Spingarn instinctively cowered away. Fascinated, filled with vast and undying horror at the dreadful apparition, as well as with a strange pity for the thing, he still retained some measure of self-control. Still he wished to know why—why he, Spingarn, should be the focus of such dire animosity, why everything the ghastly thing had said should only confirm the hints and shreds of hints that robots and humans had given him since his call to the Time-Out Umpire.

“Me!” the thing said again, human mouth wide open in frenzy.

“Me!”

And yet it had an aura of authority! Pitiable, horrific, possessed by a cosmic hate, it still radiated an air of command that was undeniable!

“Me—the Director of the Frames!”

“Cell fusion,” whispered Spingarn. “I didn’t—” The words meant something to him. Plant fusion. Fusion plants. Cell fusion. “Cell fusion!”

“Oh, yes!” croaked the thing from the slime. “Now you see it, don’t you, Spingarn! And I went to the Frames of Talisker to see how you were using them—and I was processed just as the rest of the poor devils you sent down were! Me! The man—man!—who first gave you an assignment of the best Plot we ever had from comp! Oh, Spingarn, you’ll suffer! I promise you, you’ll suffer!”

Spingarn had become accustomed to the noxious stench; the yellow radiance from the mud troubled him; but his sense of horror had turned almost completely to pity by now. It was the thing in the mud that was the victim. He, Spingarn, had been the perpetrator of wrong.

“Tell me what I can do.”

“Do!!” screamed the frightful thing. “Do?”

“Yes! Why am I here? Why not give me back my memories—can’t you work out a way of restoring me to what I was?”

No. Spingarn knew that. Too much had altered in the complex cell structures of his brain. Twenty-ninth century cell surgery was a delicate and powerful instrument; but it was, nevertheless, surgery. Cutting. Replacing. Growing new cell-cultures in the brain—excising old cells and allowing favorable conditions for the new memory-bearing cells; and, once cut out, the old cells were quite destroyed.

“If only I could have that done!” sighed the monster.

It stared at him unwinkingly, head weaving malignantly from side to side. Beneath the mud, Spingarn sensed rather than saw the rest of what had once been the all-powerful Director of the Frames, perhaps the most powerful man in the Galaxy. It was this man who finally decided the fates of billions of billions of human beings on thousands of settled worlds; this snakelike creature still ruled the Frames. And, in the mud, churning it slightly, was the rest of its reptilian body. Poised. Ready to lash out in a scrofulous rage at him, Spingarn.

“If only I could bring you back, Spingarn!”

The chill of death was in the fetid room. Its low ceiling breathed the stench of the grave. The glistening human mouth promised evil. Spingarn strove against the horror of the moment. It passed.

“But we can’t, Spingarn. No, there’s nothing of you left—nothing of the consciousness that reactivated the cursed Frames of Talisker—nothing of the man who toyed with cell fusion—nothing of the dilettante hobbyist who accepted the post of Curator of the Frames of Talisker so that he could gratify a devil’s impulse to use humans as things!” The voice rose higher. The snake’s head waved from side to side and now the yellow mud was churned by the creature’s writhings. “So we can’t have you destroyed for the devil you were, Spingarn! You were cunning—too cunning for all of us—you, you hellbane, you thing from outer darkness!”

Me?

Private Spingarn?

Spingarn reeled away from the ultimate hatred.

And the thing controlled itself by a supreme effort.

“Comp says—I’ve checked, doublechecked, I’ve called in every last Probability expert in the Galaxy, don’t you fear, Spingarn—oh, yes, I’ve checked! If there were any way of working this thing out on Talisker that human ingenuity or mechanical skills could contrive, we’d use it—anything in preference to letting you live for one moment, Spingarn! Anything!”

Commuted. He was safe. As he knew without being told that he was so. Safe, but for what? Talisker took on new, realized, forms of horror. Talisker was what the Director had become. For what had been a man had been fused—by cell fusion?—into an exquisite horror. By him?

“Oh, Spingarn, if we could bring you back! But it’s not humanly possible. You’ve gone, Spingarn, just as you expected. Shall I tell you how?”

“Yes.”

“Bravely spoken. I hope you suffer, since you’re my old Director in form if not in mind. I’ll tell you. Then you go out into the void, Spingarn. And may you rot out there! For go you must, Spingarn—I’ve a duty to the rest of the human race! We can’t let the canker on Talisker spread, and, do you know, Spingarn—oh, you’ve guessed, I can tell that—all your old intuitive cunning is still there—you’re cerebrating—the mind’s still revolving possibilities and uncertainties and the statistical functions of chance, Spingarn!—so, do you not see, I can’t flay you—I can’t turn your own cell plants on you—I can’t for instance make a living thing as I am out of you—I’ve no revenge, Spingarn—comp says so. No way out for any of us. Compulsion. I have to let you go! I have to let you go! FREE!!! Unharmed! And with the companions you choose! Loose on Talisker! Comp says that only you—you of the entire human race, Spingarn, think of that, now!—only you, YOU!!! can reverse the procedures you’ve begun on Talisker!”

The reptilian head shook with impotent human rage.

It swayed, and Spingarn saw bright tears of frustration dripping from lidless eyes. And then he glimpsed the security circuits set in the low roof. Beamers. Needle darts. Instant oblivion if he attempted attack or escape.

But he had conquered fear.

“You said you’d tell me how I contrived to escape.”

It might bring the thing that had been the Director out of his spell of impotent rage. Referring him back to his promised revelation of how Spingarn’s old self had contrived to escape retribution for what he had done on Talisker might just force a return to sanity. There were more important considerations, of course. It shook Spingarn when he told off the catalogue of the crimes he had committed, even though their nature was not nearly explicit enough for him to understand them properly. As the coils beneath the yellow mud gradually writhed into stillness, he reviewed momentarily what he had learned so far: Talisker was becoming clearer. He—he, the Plot Director—had reactivated an ancient museum-piece. And this was against the rules. But the enormity lay in how. It wasn’t that he had sent in human beings—though this was in itself bad enough, for Talisker was obsolete, for hundreds of years a silent planet, a place of ruins and dust; no. It was what he had done to those human beings.

He had done to them—to some of them—a fearful enormity of the kind that had produced a snake man.

Other memories jostled for attention. They had to wait.

“I’ll tell you, Spingarn,” the thing said. “It’s so simple we never found it. We had to wait till you called Time-Out’—and not just that. You had to call ‘Time-Out’ and then you had to master the blip. All of this, against all reason, before we could pull you back. Yes, I’ll tell you, devil.”

And Spingarn gathered in the sibilants and grew more and more afraid of the man he had been. Who was—what was—the man responsible for the sickening horror in the yellow mud? What brain had conceived the use of chromosome interference to produce mixtures of man and reptile like the one before him? And what eerie horrors faced him on the planet circling a solitary orbit around a lost sun on the rim of the Galaxy?

Talisker!

Then Spingarn heard how he had contrived his escape from the justice of the twenty-ninth century after Blow-Up.

“I said it was the simplicity that defeated us all,” breathed the monster. “It was. You lost us all, Spingarn! You used the complexity of the comps against them. Against us all!! You became, Spingarn, a random variable guiding the probability function! Easy—easy, Spingarn! Ineradicable! Ineluctable, in a word, Spingarn! You—spawn of a nameless hellthing!—you, Spingarn, became a part of the fabric of every Frame ever conceived by the comps! You wrote yourself into every Plot—every Frame—every last detail of the whole structure of the Frames of the Galaxy! You were the Probability Man! Always there was a position for Spingarn—always there was a hole for you to crawl into when you called for a Time-Out! Always other men were shunted from Plot to Plot and from Frame to Frame to accommodate you! Brilliant—so simple! You directed the comps to make you an integral part of the total structure of the Frames.”

There was a kind of helpless admiration in the thing’s voice. Snake head weaved; long coils shuddered in an ecstasy of hate and regret; trailing steely hairs shook and trembled in despair. Then Spingarn summoned up a hazy fractional memory of other beasts like this: inventions of his own! Things from a series of eerie nightmares! Talisker, they pointed to—Talisker, home of the realized horror of a million suppressed phantasmagorical shapes! Talisker, a place where battles echoed and rolled among icy hills, and a thousand thousand monsters reeled and struggled for possession of the machines which might release them!

“No!”

The snake’s head moved closer.

It brought with it the blast of a fearful halitosis and the face of death once more; but it was not threatening. A smile of satisfaction disfigured the glistening skin. Human teeth, blackened and broken, ground together with malicious glee.

“Afraid, Spingarn—fear, Spingarn! Fear! Dread, Spingarn—feel the fear of what I am, Spingarn—please, Spingarn—fear the power of the cells you implanted in the memory-cassettes you designed for Talisker—do, Spingarn!”

The wretched, hostile creature implored him again and again to savor the impact of the truth about himself and the coming quintessence of horror. It shrieked and howled, begging him to crawl and abase himself at the thought of the monstrosities to come, to shake with the ultimate despair, so that it might feel some kind of peace.

It became calm at last. And then it explained, lucidly and with barely a tremor of emotion, how Spingarn’s former persona had ensured the survival of the body of Spingarn.

“You see, Spingarn, the Frames aren’t completely a human manufacture any more. I doubt if they ever were, even in the days of experimentation on the earliest Frames—on Talisker. We use the comps, don’t we, Spingarn. But you won’t remember. No. You can use the comps—and how exquisitely you handled the Time-Out blip, Spingarn!—but your former excellent knowledge is erased. So I’ll tell you. The comps find the material and suggest how a Frame could be set up. What planets we’ll need—what star systems we’ll have to investigate to find new territory. Whether or not we’re able to squeeze another Frame into the existing settled areas. And our Plot Directors—you were the best, of course!—fill in the details. Human conduct. So, the Frames are largely worked out in their overall scope by elegant and extremely powerful computers. They tell us what it’s possible to do.”

Steel hairs clashed as the thing once more became violently excited.

“WE COULD DO NOTHING ABOUT YOU!!!”

Spingarn stood his ground, even though the thing slashed toward him with one swift movement. It veered away.

“No, Spingarn,” it resumed, in the same lucid way, “no, you see, you’d incorporated a Spingarn Random Principle into every Plot of every Frame! So simple! Take that little excursion of yours to the Siege of Tournai, for instance. You slipped into that one because your neck was under the foot of a gladiator. You and he were the last of a batch of mutineers from one of the Gallic provinces of the Later Classical Frame. Now. If he’d killed you—it was his duty, mind you!—the complete fabric of that particular Frame would have collapsed. Just how, we don’t know. We’ve never had a Disaster of those dimensions. But comp suggested that we’d have had to do a complete Write-Off. A complete Write-Off! And how could we ever have justified Writing-Off a couple of hundred thousand people? So, the Random Principle you’d built in took care of the gladiator. Can you see how?”

“Oh, yes,” said Spingarn. “Oh, yes!”

“Your Principle meant that comp could do anything—anything, no matter how unlikely—to let you slide out of the Frame and into another Frame where a vacancy had occurred.”

“And?”

The emptiness that Spingarn had felt before the dreadful interview was completely dispelled; so was his bewilderment at the strangeness of the sights and scenes which had greeted his return to his own day. He was no longer afraid of the frightful product of cell fusion before him. He casually accepted that the Frames ruled the destinies of every human being in a settled Galaxy. And he began to feel wonder. It was not the kind of horrified expectancy of personal doom, however, which had gripped him from time to time as faint echoes of a lost past sang out in his mind; nor was it an intellectual curiosity. For the first time since he had emerged from the reenactment of the Siege of Tournai, he felt at one with his surroundings. He sensed an excitement foreign to the Plot Director he had once been. Growing rapidly in the corners of his brain and spreading to the tiniest nerve centers was an awareness of a new, composite personality. One that desired urgently to go to this horrific Talisker! One that felt a tense and almost happy expectancy at the prospect!

“And,” said the snake man. “And, you ask. Oh, yes. Comp had an answer. Your head under a heel. A sword at your throat and one slight thrust—three inches of steel, Spingarn!—and you were dead. And down would come the Frame. And the next Frame, where you were already Written-In. And the next! and the next! AND ALL OF THEM!!! TUMBLING LIKE A SET OF CHILD’S BRICKS!!! All because you insisted on the simple little Principle. And? Easy. Darkness, Spingarn! Darkness!”

Spingarn checked a hated memory. He recalled now, with an extraordinary sensuous agony, the pressure of that hard-skinned blackened heel in the big muscles of his throat. He saw, winking brightly in the brilliant sunlight, the silvery sword. And, as the Director had hissed, darkness. The sun, high in a clear blue sky, suddenly blotted out! With no prior warning, the sunshine was obliterated and the whole arena was in deepest blackness.

“Yes, Spingarn! Can you imagine the work that had to be done? And on the instant? Comp had to build a total eclipse in thirty seconds! They had to summon up the biggest dimensional engines available and project a kink in space with sufficient verisimilitude to ensure its acceptance as a complete eclipse by the astronomers of the Frame! For one man, Spingarn!”

“Yes,” said Spingarn. “That’s how it worked.”

He wasn’t thinking of the eclipse. He had already dismissed the clammy memory of death. Math had suddenly become meaningful. He was moving on from a consideration of the Random Probability Function to a vague and confusing memory of the problem on Talisker.

“Cerebrating, Spingarn?” the thing asked.

“Talisker.”

“Oh, yes. Yes, Spingarn—there’s no evading Talisker! Into the sausage machine you go—in you go, with your cassette and the companions you choose—comp’s instructions, Spingarn: we’re to give you a free hand!—in you go, processed and conditioned. And with a bunch of your own cell-fusion procedures rattling away inside your chromosomes, Spingarn!”

“Tell me about the random variable factor. Why am I the Probability Man?”

The mud spattered him once more. Spingarn watched as coil after coil of thick, patterned reptilian skin emerged from the yellow radiance. The thing towered above him, a column of glistening hatred, its steely hair jangling furiously.

“I’LL TELL YOU NO MORE, SPINGARN!!! I’ve told you enough—and more than I was advised to tell you! No, Spingarn, go out to Talisker without knowing the worst—go out to your welded men and your ice wolves—let the thyroid giants tear you apart, Spingarn—die where you sent me without knowing more, you hell-maggot, Spingarn!”

It lunged at him.

Spingarn screamed. High, loud, and long. The coils flashed in the radiance of the mud; the wide, flat head jerked once and thrust with the speed of an arrow. Lidless eyes blazed with the wildness of eternal hate.

Spingarn saw the thing coming closer and though the thing moved at a colossal speed he had an impression of time slowing as it came, so that he could take in every last detail of the inhuman head. He saw a forked tongue, but red lips; snake’s eyes, but human lashes; reptilian skin, but steely hair jangling about the carapace.

He tried to move, but he could only watch helpless.

“Talisker!” he yelled in an inspired moment of self-preservation.

Something hit him softly with a whumping noise.

A blow took him simultaneously back and front, head and torso, arms and legs. Then he was conscious of movement.

Briefly.
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He found himself placed without gentleness on a firm floor. Then someone screamed in his ear.

“Darling!”

Ethel was with the wraith of a man.

“Oh dear,” said the attendant. “You needn’t do that. I told you he’d be safe.”

Spingarn was still in a daze of shock and terror.

The enormous body still writhed before him. The slow approach of the head continued, in his frenzied imagination.

“Darling!” Ethel yelled again.

“I told you it was a total security establishment,” the wraith whimpered pettishly. “Do be quiet, dear!”

The thin man looked at the yellow mud that clung to Spingarn’s body. He half-turned away. Then he noticed Spingarn’s confusion. He seemed to enjoy it.

“Oh! Oh! Ah, I see! Oh, no, it wasn’t our security we were worried about—it was yours. The Director can be a little gruesome when he gets worked up, can’t he?”

Ethel tried to absorb herself around Spingarn. He felt as trapped by her clinging softness as earlier he had been fearful of the snake man’s coils. But he breathed naturally now.

“All right, Spingarn?” asked the attendant.

Spingarn noticed that the attendants had gone.

“The guards?”

“Oh, we won’t be needing those any more, will we? I mean, comp said once you’d met our dear Director—that reminds me, it’s time for his meal! The things he has to eat! But I’ll not shock you any more, not just now—I mean to say, once you’d met him you’d be hooked on the idea of sorting out that dreary Talisker.”

“And I’m coming, aren’t I, darling!”

“Now then,” said the attendant, “can you look after him, duckie? An hour, the comps said. ‘Give him an hour once he’s made the decision.’ Then it’s hey-ho! for frightfulness! Do excuse me!”

LIVE!!! screamed the beamers. SWELL INTO TIME AMONG THE GAPS IN THE UNIVERSE LEFT BY THE AGE-OLD CRYSTALLINE WORLDS’ MAKERS!! Do you want to be liberated in the fullest sense? Do you want to travel down the eras until you arrive at the beginnings of Universal Life? AND HAVE YOU THOUGHT OF THE EXQUISITE JOYS OF PLANET HOPPING IN A ROCKET POWERED BY CHEMICALS? WHAT THRILLS OUR ASTRONAUTS ENJOYED BEFORE THE INVENTION OF THE WARP-SHIFT!!! Built-in accidents guaranteed! A life expectancy of not more than seven years! And that’s just one of the additional attractions of the Later Nuclear Age Frames!! Don’t miss this for your next——

Spingarn contrived to disentangle himself from Ethel’s embrace. He dismissed the girl from his mind as he had earlier dismissed his premonitions of doom. Ethel and her particular part in his life could wait. He wished to put a question to the mind beamers which were waiting, poised to hand out information, as he punched a demand into their circuits.

“Give me a run-down on the Frames of Talisker,” he ordered.

The delicate tendrils that were the only visible manifestation of the mind beamers became still. Somewhere, in a remote and aseptic corner of the caverns that housed the memory circuits of the beamers, a small crisis occurred. The beamers, Spingarn saw, were at a loss. The slender pattern of phosphorescent pinpoints of light died away. He realized there was no answer for him. Talisker had been deleted from their catalogue. Like Spingarn himself, they had been erased.

“They said I could tell you,” murmured Ethel. “They said you could have an hour and in that time I could say what I liked.”

Spingarn regarded the clinging woman with more interest. He examined her face and figure: why hadn’t she gone to the bodybuilders? And yet she had her own disfigured attractiveness, especially to one accustomed to eighteenth-century women. Spingarn recalled a peasant woman he had known, a Flanders woman who had suffered badly from the lesser pox.

This twenty-ninth century woman had something of the same asymmetrical ugliness. She had wide blue eyes, hair the color of bleached grain, and a body that might be interesting if she could only remove the surplus weight. She waited under his scrutiny.

“An hour,” said Spingarn.

“Less now.”

And then, Talisker!

He was still puzzled by the girl’s haunted subservience, by her abject manner, but he could not put together her present air with his earlier vague memories of that other life. She had been important then: why?

“Tell me what you think I should know,” he tried. What she had been in his past could be of interest.

“I gave you away,” she said.

Her big eyes followed him, and Spingarn understood: she was terrified of what he would do.

But he could find no reason in his memories for her fears. Whatever she had done was quite lost.

“You don’t know!” she said wonderingly. “You don’t know, do you!”

“No. And whatever it was, it doesn’t matter. Tell me only if you want to.”

“I betrayed you,” she said. “Accidentally I keyed the readings of the Talisker sets into the Frame you were working on—the awful Early Nuclear Age thing that Marvell’s just finishing off now!—if I hadn’t got the material mixed up, no one would have known that you had reactivated Talisker! I was such a fool! And you only had a few minutes warning!”

Spingarn allowed memory to hold back the door, but nothing emerged. A suddenly blaze of hectic excitement? No. A cold determination to remain alive in one form or another? Nothing. And yet the man he had been must have felt something when his dabbling in forbidden areas had been discovered. And what about the funk holes the Plot Director had set up? Had they already been established, even before Ethel revealed his secrets? Had the resourceful and subtle master of the Frames already woven his Random Principle into their fabric? Or had it been a lightning calculation of the laws of computer programming?

The girl answered for him:

“I didn’t have much time to work on the Frames for you, but we managed it between us——”

“You!”

The girl! This woman who had greeted him with misery and rapture? Ethel!!

“It was the only thing I could think of—you were heading for the Early Classical Frames and you said you’d take me, but I had to wait for a while so that you’d be safe—I tried to work myself into the Random thing, but comp wouldn’t accept it. Things were complex enough with one perpetual recycling of a character throughout the whole of the Frames.”

“You thought of the Random Principle—you keyed me into the Frames—into every one of them!”

“It was all I could think of—and how you suffered, you poor darling!”

“I didn’t do it. You did!”

Of all the shocks he had received, this was the most stunning. Spingarn had been building up an image of himself—or, rather, of the man who had created Spingarn—as an utterly resourceful and masterly figure, one who toyed with the apparatus of the Frames as a child used the unsophisticated circuits of the mind beamers. It was the girl who was the master! She had made the Frames a haven for him!

“I know I might have thought of something better, but there was no time!”

“Marvell!” said Spingarn.

“Marvell?”

“He said I should take you—does he know it was you who fixed the Frames?”

“Well—I’m not sure. He suspects, but he isn’t positive. He doesn’t like the idea of your going into Talisker again.”

“Who does!”

“And he said you’re to make your own terms with comp about going in—and is there anything else you have to know, because there isn’t much time!”

“The Director—that thing!—he doesn’t know.”

“No.”

“Comp?”

“Oh, no! It would spoil everything!”

“So,” said Spingarn. “So. We have this. Talisker’s in a mess. I’ve to sort it out. Disaster Control failed—presumably I can succeed. And comp says I have a chance of clearing things up largely because of my previous skill with the coefficients of the probability generating function. Comp believes I’ve demonstrated my abilities by fixing it!”

“Yes.”

“But you did the fixing.”

“It was all I could think of!”

“So you’re the one who could fix Talisker?”

“Oh, no! I’m just a third-rate assistant—I’m poor ugly Ethel who fell for the big Plot Director—I did, darling!”

“It’s a mess,” announced Spingarn.

It was. He, Spingarn, had been declared a factor in an equation. It ran like this: Spingarn fixed the comps. So Spingarn, who had made an as yet unknown and unholy mess of the Frames of Talisker, could somehow come up with a solution. The very obvious flaw was that he was not the factor comp believed him to be.

“How else can I help?”

For the first time, Spingarn grinned. “I wish I knew. But Marvell’s right—you come, my dear!”

The girl beamed her gratitude. “And the others?”

“You’d better tell me.”

“You can choose to take whomever you wish. It’s all part of the recommendation. But you have to make the choice—it’s all tied in with your original conception for the Frames of Talisker.”

Boxes within boxes. An hour to understand the whole complex edifice he had been responsible for. Spingarn was sure that more unpleasant surprises were ready to spring from the girl’s full red lips. “Go on.”

“You should have heard this first, I suppose. It must all sound a bit bewildering, especially as you’ve still got the remnants of those overlaid personae.”

“Make it easy for me.”

“I’ll try.”

She did, and the huge, crazed conception gradually took on meaning.

“You were our best Plot Director,” she said simply. “You were working on the Early Nuclear Frames. We hadn’t tried to do that period before because there’s so little information. There was a holdup while a few parties went to what’s left of Old Terra—they thought they might dig something up, or at least get the scale right for the big continental battles of the period. So you waited around. Bored, I suppose. And you took on the job of Curator of the Frames of Talisker—you remember this, don’t you?”

“Parts of it.”

Not all. The clash of bronze on iron. Gallipots of boiling oil flung from towering basalt battlements; men no bigger than dogs emerging from the soil and seizing the thyroid giants in packs; the things that bred in trees—

“You remember anything about Plotting? I don’t mean the bit you did instinctively in the Time-Out blip. I mean the details of things. Like the bit Marvell’s working on. Those furnace vehicles he has bumping one another around the set at 2 or 3G.”

“No.”

“And nothing of what the raw material looks like when we get it from comp—the Frames?”

“Nothing.”

“But you remember your own experiments with randomness?”

Spingarn felt confused now. “Your experiments, surely?”

The girl registered bewilderment. Then her face cleared.

“Oh! You mean the business with your being tied into the Frames? Oh, that was mine, I suppose. But it was only a logical, local extension of what you’d been doing on a planetary scale. You made yourself into the Probability Man.”

“Ah.”

Spingarn wondered about it for a few moments. The girl let him absorb the new information, then she went on:

“Yes. You got the old Frames working again. At random.”

Reenactments of old reality. That was what the Frames were. All right, thought Spingarn. So we reenact the past. We get comp to develop the framework of the period and tell us what we need to establish it; then we fill it with Plots. With people, too. He said aloud:

“We send people into the Frames. We put them through a process that evaluates the kind of life they’d be suitable for, we allow for the little idiosyncrasies of the human psyche, we get the comps to send them where they’ve a reasonable chance of working out a viable life for themselves. There’s nothing random about it!”

“You found how.”

Spingarn was still readjusting to the new aspect of the relationship between himself and Ethel that was being shown to him; he had assumed that she was the violently brilliant creator of the Spingarn Random Principle which the snake-man Director had admired through his loathing. But no. It seemed that the man whose body he used had created the math of the probability function after all.

“I had this feeling that I know how to manipulate the laws of chance in human affairs,” Spingarn said slowly. “First I half-recalled a knowledge of how events functioned—then I thought you were the prime mover in the business—but now I feel nothing at all.”

Ethel was fascinated by the renaissance of the human being she obviously had worshiped. She stared at him as if she would penetrate into his skull and writhe into his brain in an ecstasy of understanding. Spingarn gestured to her. She went on:

“You found how to change the comp selective processes. You sent people into the Frames of Talisker completely at random.”

“The Frames were just a museum piece.” And the answer came pat. “That’s why I used them.”

“You diverted thousands of people from other Frames. You used those who should have been Written-Off. No one suspected you. They’d have been killed anyway, those you sent in. You put a simple overrider into the major Frames, so that where there was a chance of personal survival, the subject was shot off into Talisker.”

“Yes.”

In fact there were hazy memories of a godlike feeling. The sense of intervening as an arbiter of life and death in human affairs: nothing more than the lost echoes of a feeling of such swelling and majestic importance that Spingarn was shocked afresh by the sheer impudence of the other man. No man should be God.

“You miscalculated, though,” said Ethel.

“How?”

Spingarn was still under the spell of the moment of insight into the character of the Plot Director who had made his own rules of the Universe.

“Cell fusion. You forgot about the despecialized cells.”

It took Spingarn a minute or two to understand. But the girl’s concise explanation left him in no doubt as to the cosmic frightfulness of what had happened on Talisker. At last he understood the nature of the helpless hate which had blasted at him in the weird mud-filled cavern!

“You wanted a Frame where there was a random growth of life,” said Ethel quietly. She understood that the other man had not deliberately cultivated things like the snake man. Spingarn shivered at what was to come. “You didn’t properly understand what random chromosome fusion meant.”

“No!!”

“I’m afraid, yes,” Ethel said. “Talisker is a number of Frames which themselves intermix at random. Time levels impinging on one another in a way that no math could follow—the various cultures don’t keep to their own boundaries.”

“Bad.”

“And their equipment, their way of life, their levels of civilization. That’s all in a state of flux.”

“I did this?”

“And the people themselves. They were processed at random. And they developed fused cells at random. You put in a total possibility variable—you left everything to blind chance. So comp left memory-cassettes in their skulls which weren’t even human!”

“The snake man!”

Ethel nodded. “The Director of the Frames. He wondered what you were up to. He put himself through your processing. He was brought back the way you saw him.”

“And there’s a planetful of creatures like that!”

Ethel was very serious.

“No one knows. Disaster Control lost six. They wouldn’t send in any more.”

“Me?”

“You.”

Spingarn remembered something. “Not you. Not you, Ethel! You don’t come!”

“I do.”

But among unthinkable things like the writhing monstrosity which had called so eloquently for Spingarn’s death—things like that appalling snake man! Take this girl into that!

“No!!”

“It’s one of the conditions. Made by the comps. If you go, I go.”

“But why!”

The girl smiled. “I’m part of the Random Principle too.”

“Comp says so?”

“Yes. I wrote myself in when I recycled you into the Frames. There’s no what or who or why for you that doesn’t include me.”

“And there’s no alternative?”

“Where else could we go?”

“But into Talisker!”

Into that!

“You want to go.” The girl was quite sure about that. “You’re still the devious man you always were.” She looked closer. “But you’ve changed. You are hard now. Hard and cunning—and still with that rage to tinker with events!”

Spingarn was stirred by the dancing lights in the girl’s eyes; he knew then that she was a match for him. Whatever the coming adventure would be, it would certainly provide that sharing of an exquisite sense of realized mythology that had driven him into the experiments on Talisker.

“I think you made yourself,” Ethel said, again staring as if she were seeing the whole Spingarn for the first time. “I think you’re probably as much your own creation as the Frames of Talisker!”

“I wonder,” said Spingarn slowly. He knew he would never properly understand the motives of the man whose body he inhabited. “I wonder if that’s what he did!”

“Comp made it clear that your chances are only marginal,” the girl went on. “It’s important that you know, they said. It could be worse than what you recall of it—we had nothing at all from the Disaster Control people. They went in and they lost contact at once.”

“They would,” Spingarn said with sureness. In that wildness, nothing could be safe, nothing could take its customary form. Where, in conventional Frames, a Disaster Control expert would have a series of Time-Out blips set up at strategic points, so that he could withdraw when things got hot, or through which he could summon help, on Talisker there was nothing. Just the man and the tools he took in with him.

Spingarn thought about what he had heard. The picture was incomplete, but the outlines were clear enough. He had been selected to do a job which he would have elected to do anyway. Someone had to do the job of putting the Frames to rights; he knew that the comps were right about his suitability for the task. And there was a basic and inherent justice about that too. He thought about the strange Random Principle which his other self had injected into the age-old Frame’s selection procedures.

Cell fusion? Toying with chromosome patterns?

The production of creatures like the Director of the Frames?

Spingarn dismissed the train of thought. There was nothing he could do in the short time left to him; it was clear enough that he had committed a wild folly on a vast scale. Whatever fearful results had come of his dabbling with the modal numbers of the powerful links of the human genetic chain, whatever things had been produced by altering the cell-selection procedures which conditioned the people who were sent into the Frames, nothing could be done now and here.

The girl was waiting for him to come to a decision. When she saw that he was lost in thought, she prompted him:

“There was this thing about choosing help. Comp said you and me and anyone else you chose.”

“Take someone else? Who could I take?”

“Marvell?”

“Not Marvell.”

“He was your friend. He’s a superb Plot Director.”

“Not Marvell. I don’t trust his judgment. That twentieth-century Plot was wrong!”

“You’ve been wrong.”

“Me?”

“You. Marvell told me about the Siege of Tournai Plot. You asked for Time-Out.”

“I was wrong?”

“The suit of armor—we were highly scientific about it. You thought it was an anachronism. It wasn’t. Marvell put it through a statistical test of significance. They could have used an ancient suit of armor specifically for the purpose of fighting at close quarters in that particular context. It was right for close combat conditions. And it worked, didn’t it?”

Spingarn was momentarily reloading the cumbersome weapon: black-gray powder rammed firmly into its wide barrel; the advance of that blood-streaked figure in the flickering torchlight; the stench and the taste of bile; Hawk’s bellowed warning echoing and reechoing through the underground galleries.

“It worked. And I can be wrong. But Marvell hasn’t begun to understand the Frames as they’ve been put out!”

“We go alone?”

Spingarn sensed the girl’s excitement. How could he have been so wrong about her when he had met her? He had mistaken her sexual disappointment for a disagreeable sullenness; and he had thought her a miserable bitch when she was waiting for this moment with a blazing wonder!

They were interrupted. No one had troubled them as they talked to one another in the anteroom where the guards had brought him; the delicate attendant had not returned; even the beamers had wilted into silence. But now a self-important robot yelped at them. It was Marvell’s messenger robot. Bubbling with eagerness, it gabbled its message:

“Plot Director Marvell says you were right and he was wrong and he’s put in a correction to the Plot and he thinks he’ll try giving the engines a rudimentary device to make them airborne and he’s trying to get enough power to make them fly and what do you think about that?”

Both the girl and Spingarn stared at the robot for a moment. Then Spingarn caught the wry grin on her face and he began to smile too.

“Not Marvell,” she said. “Not flying steam traction engines!”

“Not Marvell.”

“Then who?”

It was ineluctable, as the snake-bodied Director had said already. Almost ordained to come to pass. Spingarn caught his breath at the insidious and ironic worm of a thought that came and went almost unidentified for what it was. For a moment he had caught the ghost of a glimpse of a plan in the weird and chance-filled series of encounters. He put it down firmly. No. There was no plan. None.

“Who goes with us?”

Spingarn said firmly:

“Two old friends.”

“Who?”

“We’ll meet them on Talisker.”

“You always were uncommunicative! You’re a baffling bastard at times, Spingarn!”

“Now the memory-cassettes.”

The girl held her breath:

“Yes. This is the part I don’t like.”
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The hour was almost gone, and they had returned to Spingarn’s office; it seemed to both of them an appropriate starting point for the adventure. Now, they were looking at the gray, shapeless entry to the conveyor—the swirling entrance to the complex of tunnels, chambers, and laboratories which the Director of the Frames had called the sausage machine. It was not an inapt comparison. Physically, a new entrant to the Frames emerged after the process unchanged: mentally, he had been analyzed, graded, and treated with various injections of memory cells so that he would be acclimatized to the new worlds he had to face. His old memories ground into shreds, he would have grafted onto the old personality those skills and abilities which would enable him to survive and play his designed part. Both Spingarn and Ethel stared uncertainly at the grayness.

They were afraid.

More to divert her own thoughts from the coming encounters with the subtle machines beyond the gray mist than to learn more, the girl said,

“These others, Spingarn—who are they?”

“Old friends,” he told her. “They join us on Talisker.”

“What’s this machine going to do to us!”

Now she voiced her fears.

“It’s going to rip our chromosomes apart—we’ll turn into monsters—look what it did to the Director!”

Spingarn had allowed a patina of fatalism to obscure the future. There was no way into Talisker but through the coffinlike conveyor. And to Talisker he was committed. He tried to comfort her:

“This process we’re going through. I don’t expect they’ll allow the random kind of cell fusion that changed the others.”

“But what if they do! And why shouldn’t comp keep to your instructions!”

Spingarn reached for her. It was almost time. She looked from shocked blue eyes into his stonelike face. Holding her seemed to restore her determination. Then Spingarn said:

“Cell fusion may not be so appalling. And I don’t believe it’s such a hit-and-miss affair as the Director said. What I think I wanted—the other man wanted, the one you knew—was to have developed in each new persona only those latent characteristics which would make him most successful in a fragmented temporal situation like that on Talisker. Each man and woman rebuilt in the way that best suited their psyche.”

“Oh, I know that! But suppose I’m assessed as a latent werewolf—suppose you’re to turn into something like the Director! Where do we go from there!”

“Yes.” Spingarn had refused to think about it. “Where?”

“And these others you’re bringing into the Frames of Talisker—what will they turn into!”

“I wonder.”

“But you don’t care!!”

“I care.”

“I can’t face it!”

“You don’t have to.”

“She does,” said a somber voice that rang hollowly about the office. “And now.”

“I’ll go first,” said Spingarn.

For a moment he thought that she would make a run for it. But she walked over to the grayness and through it without a backward glance. Spingarn adjusted the controls with an assured professional flick. He wanted to remain conscious for as long as possible; although he was firmly resolved to undergo the worst that comp could devise, he would not willingly allow any kind of cell-fusion abomination to be perpetrated on the girl. Almost certainly there was nothing whatsoever that he could do to help her, should the frightful instructions still hold good; but he refused to abandon her completely. He wondered if that other man would have done the same. No answer came when he put the question: the other man was gone.

They went, as the somber robotic voice had ordered.
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Ethel had said this was the part she didn’t like. Spingarn had been through the business of memory-cassette injection so many times that the first part of the faintly disgusting procedure did not disturb him; but the jangling, head-bursting sensation of brain expansion was another thing altogether. He could control himself sufficiently to evade the hypnotherapy which was designed to lull the new entrant into an acquiescent semiconsciousness. As Spingarn’s body was gently shunted from one battery of analyzers to another, he tried to remain alert. He was successful until he was lifted on a vacuum cushion into the glittering operating-theater where the cassettes were injected. He had seen such places before.

They were simple enough: a tracery of skeletal limbs depending from the directing machine. There was enough light from the banks of luminescent cassettes to illuminate the big operating machine and Spingarn could see beyond, into the recesses of the theater: he was aware of a subdued interest in the dimness, as of spectators, though the thought was fanciful. Humans never penetrated into the remote fastnesses of the comps. Silently and with absolute competence, the big machines took control of a human being and managed the whole apparatus of redesigning him. And yet there were presences behind in the dimness. Spingarn watched the shimmering limbs waving uncertainly among the banks of cassettes: was there to be, at last, robotic inefficiency? And those metallic forms—what were they? Observers?

Spingarn called loudly to them:

“Identify yourselves! Spingarn orders it!”

The only answer was the controlled and muted breathing of the air vents. In absolute silence the machines—robotic figures, Spingarn saw—hovered just too far for him to be able to discover precisely what kind of automata they were. The thin, delicate limbs had at last selected a memory-cassette. If he was to change the coding of the comps, it had to be here and now:

“I am a function of the Frames! I am an integral part of each and every Frame—I cannot be the subject of cell mutation! Nor can any member of my party! You must keep me in complete human condition! I order you to suspend random cell fusion, as of now!”

The terror of the head-bursting injection gripped him. He tried to gain his feet, but the soft, clinging suckers in the coffinlike container made his efforts futile.

“Time-Out!”

This threw the machine.

In the act of jerking Spingarn’s head forward so that the one single cell could be spun into the soft base of the skull immediately above the spinal column, it stopped.

“Time-Out doesn’t apply,” suggested a robotic voice from the shadows. “We had instructions about that from the Director.”

Yet the operation had been halted. Spingarn fought for time.

“You’re not part of the memory-banks comp!” he called. “Who are you!”

They came out of the shadows then: four independent robots of the highest of all grades. Higher even than the Time-Out Umpire. Troubleshooters! The comps’ own guardians. Spingarn sensed that he had encountered them before, in another life.

“Aides of the Director,” one said. “The Guardians.”

They were the robots’ equivalent of God.

It stared at him from almost-human eyes with an expression of quizzical sympathy. Humanoid, but without the rococo extravagances of the furred creature which had maintained the Time-Out blip at the Siege of Tournai. It went on:

“Forget about the Frames, Spingarn. We’ve managed to extract the Random Principle you had inserted—you don’t have any control now over your own destiny.”

Spingarn’s mind raced. He had no lever now—but, then, why were they here! Why not, unless he had some continuing power over the entire structure of the Frames? He had to know more! And, in gaining information, he had to give away nothing—most of all the precious moments of this encounter!

“Then the cell fusion Random Principle is gone too?”

Another of the robots spoke:

“That was a different matter. You see, you’re going into a series of fragmented Frames. And you’ll encounter people who’ve been processed at random. Now, if you’re to go in without first undergoing the process of cell selection at random, we have a different situation from that obtaining at present.”

It seemed to be enjoying itself in a detached and pedantic way: it was patronizing him! Spingarn estimated the distance between himself and the skeletal arm of the robotic surgeon. He flexed the big muscles in his back.

“I don’t think so,” said the robot which had first spoken. “I don’t think so, Spingarn.”

It was right. The suckers gripped him with a massive insistence, making light of the flexion of the deltoids. He was committed. Anyway, what could result from wrecking the machine, supposing the coffinlike container did relax its grip? And yet the robots were hesitating over something! Why couldn’t they allow the operation to go forward? Why shouldn’t the necessary chemical engineering proceed? What did they want? Some last message, perhaps? Some explanation of what had motivated that devious other man?

Then the first robot spoke again:

“We thought you should be warned.”

“Against Talisker? Against the things I sent there?”

“No.”

What else could there be on that remote and hostile planet? What impelled these guardian robots to assemble here with their unwinking eyepieces and their granite carapaces? A warning?

Spingarn’s returning confidence was shredding away.

“Spingarn,” the automaton said formally, “we’re guessing about you and about Talisker. We’re guessing about the man whose body you inhabit and who is now eroded away under the gene mutations.”

Spingarn stared at the tiny cassette in the glittering claw. In it was a genetic time-bomb which would soon explode appalling violence among the chemical chains of his brain.

“Well?”

“The Director assumed he acted maliciously.”

Spingarn choked down a laugh. “Yes.”

“We put his actions through all the usual Probability runs.”

There was something here if he had the wit to find it! But, as so many times before in the brief life he had emerged into, Spingarn had the sensation of wandering deeper and deeper into a profound maze of events, a feeling that the truth about Talisker and its Curator was just beyond his vision; and yet that he could tear the veils aside if he could slow down and work it out!

“Go on,” said Spingarn from the operating table.

“One of my colleagues tried an unusual Possibility Space—we can’t explain how it came into the math. Maybe he had an original idea, though I can hardly see how robotic brains like ours can perform in this way.”

The robot almost came to an instant of amusement.

“And?”

“Maybe the man you were wasn’t working alone.”

“Who! Who helped him!”

It was easy to see how it had happened. This was it! This was how the Frames of Talisker had sprung into existence! The former Plot Director had had assistance—possibly other Directors were in on it. Rebels, people like Marvell. Say two or three of them, pooling resources, leaking off people who were Written-Out. Trying some new form of reenactment as a change from the utterly predictable Frames they had become tired of. Ignoring the advice of the comps, setting out their own ideas in huge sweeping disorganized Frames! Marvell?

“Not who.”

Spingarn missed the inflection. His mind was busy working out the scheme which the strange man whose body he wore had projected. Then he caught the faint emphasis. Not who.

Who was people. Humans.

If the robots said no human had helped the Plot Director, then none had. Not humans.

Boxes opening and slamming shut: an emptiness contained in oblivion. It was like looking down a long tunnel into blank and unborn space. Spingarn was suddenly lost and afraid.

“Then he had robotic help,” he said. Unsurely. “He built the Frames of Talisker with your help.”

“No.”

“No?”

“No.” Quite positive. It was said with no attempt at dramatizing the unexpected and necessary conclusion. The robot thought an explanation necessary, and he produced a familiar formula. Spingarn mastered his dismay and stared at the truth.

“We couldn’t give illegal assistance for that kind of project,” said the Guardian. “We serve humanity. We can contribute no ideas. We can only interpret your own ideas and put them into the form of a Frame. And only then if by doing so we serve humanity through the Disinvention of Work.”

“Yes,” said Spingarn.

“We machines release humanity from work. We give you leisure. We fill your leisure time.” It was said with a depth of conviction that left no room for doubt. “We manufacture the Frames at your command. But we could not make the Frames of Talisker.”

“No.” They had not assisted in the reactivation of the ancient Frames on that lonely planet. If not them, then who? Not people. Not robots.

“Well? What?”

“I see you understand, Spingarn,” said the robot. “You have to be told before you go. We plotted the most extreme of probability variables from the information sent back by the Disaster Control agents. It wasn’t much. And almost certainly it gives a wrong conclusion.”

“Tell me.”

“Extra-humans. Extra-Universals. An extra-Universal agency at work in the Frames of Talisker.”

Spingarn rocked on the smooth couch.

He was overcome by the vastness of the Guardians’ statement. Shadowy and vague thoughts, long overgrown by the thick cluster of personalities he had swum through in so many Frames, began to take shape.

Alien!

On that eerie planet from some distant galaxy, there could be some strange, inhuman questing intelligence! In the mad Frames of Talisker, some Alien force strolled through the fragmented Plots, surveying the derelicts who were imprisoned there and working out what terrible scheme!

“Alien?” whispered Spingarn.

They showed him the probability variables then, but it meant little. A whirlwind of cosmic events so inextricably interwoven with planetary motions and chains of human growth—and with that strange man he had once been—that it would take months to begin to follow its convolutions. Through it, the Planet which housed the Frames of Talisker swam like a black beacon. And, always, a random progression of events, tortuous, eerie, spasmodic, with endings and beginnings snaking into one another in a maelstrom of fantastic Plots.

“You think I worked with this thing on Talisker?”

Another of the Guardians spoke:

“I repeat, it’s an extreme possibility. What we had before we lost contact with the Disaster Control agents might fit into the areas of possibility open to our math.”

Spingarn knew that the robots pitied him. In a weird way, they had reversed the roles of human and humanoid. Now, it was the robots who were sending a human into the extremes of danger. They were telling him that he alone could begin to resolve the problem.

Another one spoke:

“We worked on the assumption that you would be recovered from the Siege of Tournai. Before we lost touch finally with the agents still in the Talisker Frames, we set up emergency procedures. We still have agents there, but they had to submerge.”

“Submerge?”

“They had to accept random cell-conditioning. Like the Director.”

Spingarn shuddered, but he still asked:

“And that means?”

“They may not be in human form.”

The robots watched him, stone-faced.

Spingarn realized something else, now that the warped future had been spelled out.

“The girl—don’t allow her in! It’s not too late! She doesn’t have to go through random cell fusion, does she?”

He knew it was too late.

“She is a part of the probabilities in your future now. It’s not possible to Write her Out. And she has her part to play, Spingarn. You’ll find that she is an integral thread in the various futures that are open to you.”

“You arranged for the others?”

“As you requested.”

The fourth Guardian interrupted:

“The robotic help you asked for, Spingarn.”

“Well?”

“You’re sure you want that particular robot?”

Spingarn hesitated. It had been a difficult choice, but he was sure that he had made the right decision.

“Why?”

“The robot has to be limited. We accept the Director’s instructions that you may take in what companions you wish; but the robot can’t be allowed to alter the probabilities in the Frames of Talisker. So we’ve had to build certain strategies into him. He can’t go beyond them.”

It was only to be expected, thought Spingarn. They couldn’t allow an enormous potential like the robot’s in, not unless it were controlled.

He felt a powerful sense of excitement surging through his whole being. Why delay longer?

“Get on with it,” he ordered.

The messy part. The insidious injection of one single cell that gobbled up old memories and supplanted them by others. The lightning flash that could change physical characteristics in so many frightful ways!

How much of a semblance of human shape would they all retain? The girl?

“And myself?” he said aloud as the glittering arm lifted his head.

But he didn’t care.

It was enough that the waiting was at an end.

All the personae which had gone into him seemed to give a shout of acclaim. The endless descents into reenactments were at an end. No more escapes, no more contrived rescues! Nothing now but the incredible vortex of Frames and cosmic events that made up Talisker!

And the other thing.

The Alien!

Four robots raised grim claws in salute.

The cell smashed through the tissues of the base of Spingarn’s skull, racing with lightning speed to the vital areas of control, speeding with the powerful knowledge of a sperm, that if it lingered it died but if it drove home it would renew itself a million million million times!

Spingarn shook and shivered. The blast of agony began.

He was thrown, roaring and bellowing in pain and terror, into the conveyors, through the winding tunnels far below the sunlit offices of Frames Control, into the shuttle that linked with the enormous interstellar ship looming like a cliff in the harsh surface glare, and then into the clinging, comforting gray ooze with the other members of his party.

The great vessel shimmered, paused, and vanished.

It blasted its way through blossoming suns, plunged in and out of mad vortices of warped space and time, guided by robots who knew that this was as desperate a mission as had ever been undertaken in the history of the race.

Spingarn knew nothing of the journey.

He didn’t see the blank and terrifying reaches of the outer Gulf, where tiny shards of new matter occasionally spilled over through a gap in the Galaxy. The robots expertly spun the ship around the areas of danger, preserving their human cargo for the frightfulness beyond.

They set the little party down at the preordained spot: where the math of the big comps had forecast the conjunction of violent events.

The ship shimmered into another series of dimensions as the four visitors took stock of the planet beyond the Gulf.
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The four of them stared at the road that rose sheer into the black sky. It dominated the terrain, though in the far distance a chain of pyramidal structures competed for attention. The road appeared to live. It oscillated gently in the heavy wind, dripping a somehow living wetness onto the shale and rock all about them. One dim sun hung inconclusively behind them, its light throwing no shadows. The planet was neither hostile nor accommodating, neither frightening nor inviting; it was quite deserted, or at least the portion they had been ejected onto was. But the road! A highway held up by nothing more than a few swirling mists. A great structure of heavy materials—Spingarn recognized rock and steel—that had been heaped up in the insubstantial winds and mists, to pose an immediate problem in the difficult matter of orientation.

“It must lead somewhere,” said one of the group.

A woman. Ethel, Spingarn registered. Ethel, who relates to me as a mistress and admirer. Ugly Ethel, one of the events of another life. He looked at her.

She looked at him.

Both froze in shock. Then they turned to the other two members of the silent group who had stared in awe at the immense dominating structure that was wholly and eerily wrong. It still worried them all, for they glanced back at its towering menace even as they jumped or quivered in incredulous amazement at the sight of one another.

“Ethel?” said Spingarn to the diaphanous creature.

“Spingarn!!” shrieked the girl.

“Private Spingarn?” growled another voice.

“What have they done to you, Spingarn!”

“You’re Ethel?” Spingarn repeated stupidly.

“Make your report, Private Spingarn!” ordered the Sergeant of Pioneers.

Spingarn tried to reach out for the girl that had only those brilliant eyes which had been Ethel’s. The rest was changed. Then he took in the fact that Hawk’s long, lanky body had changed too. The Sergeant was reaching behind him for the familiar clay pipe, but he was having trouble with the straps of his knapsack. The robot was unchanged: its red-gold fur was shining dully in the cold sunlight.

Ethel shivered not with cold, but with disgust.

Why! Spingarn searched for a reason.

I’m myself, he thought with satisfaction. The girl’s distraught. It’s Hawk that’s troubling her. Or maybe the Time-Out Umpire. But as for myself, why, I’ve been lucky—

“God’s bloody boots!” roared the Sergeant distractedly. “God’s bloody boots, Spingarn, why d’ye dress like that! I’ll have you flogged, man! Why ye’re a mountebank! You’re a damned—a damned Italian! You’re in a strolling player’s suit—where’s your uniform, Spingarn!”

“Me?” Spingarn said. “Me?”

He was still dazedly taking in the effects of the cell mutation processes. The Sergeant rocked on a solid metal base; where his feet had been, there was—against all that was sane—a great, grotesque whorled chunk of metal. And Ethel was almost unrecognizable.

She was exquisite. Slim, big-breasted, those wide blue eyes now set in a face of brilliant beauty. Ethel, who had refused to undergo body-restructuring, had undergone a magical transformation. The surplus weight had gone into the production of the elegant, well-muscled curves, into the swelling, ripe breasts; and, some of it into—into—a thin tracery of membrane at her back!

“Wings?” said Spingarn in confusion.

Hawk bellowed:

“D’ye hear, Private Spingarn?”

Spingarn almost laughed at Hawk’s dismay. There was a lunatic rightness about the Sergeant of Pioneers. But Ethel—transformed into a winged thing of ethereal beauty! And himself, Spingarn, the sole more or less orthodox human shape!

The furred robot waved claws, ready with suggestions and explanations. But Spingarn saw the road again, and once more his mind somersaulted. It was that the planet represented not a fragmented series of time and place discrepancies, but a grim and impossible highway into nowhere. He began to lose his grip on the situation. He laughed again.

“Sir—sir—Spingarn, sir—if I might point out—I know it’s presumptuous, sir, but I think you should know that your companions have a point—sir.”

“Look!” shouted Ethel, pointing to the ground below Spingarn.

“What d’ye mean, bawling with laughter?” said Hawk. “You’ve had an order, and it’s your duty to—”

He stopped and looked down. He began to realize the unutterable strangeness of what had occurred.

“Iron? A screw? Is this some of the Frenchies’ doings? I’ve been in the Spital—it was the mine, Spingarn! They’ve blown an old soldier’s pins away!”

“If you yourself looked down, sir,” suggested the robot.

With an acute feeling of dread, Spingarn did so.

Hawk tried to find his bearings. He mopped his brow and reached for the canteen in his knapsack. “I was shouting a Huzzah——”

Between his feet, neatly coiled on the shale, was a whiplike tail. Spingarn jumped away from it, for the slender black thing was the sinuous shape of a reptile.

It followed him. And when he stood still, it coiled itself without any conscious action on his part; but Spingarn felt the subtle movements of the base of his spine and knew what it was. It was barbed too.

“And if you felt your head—sir!”

“Ugghhh!” shivered the girl.

She seemed to sense, for the first time, the appendages at her back; without effort, she was hovering a few feet above the place she had lately stood on. Spingarn caught sight of her face. The great straining nasal prominence had vanished; in its place was a perfectly formed and regular-shaped little nose. But wings! Beating slowly and with swanlike grace to Ethel’s astonishment. She was staring at them from those wide-set and haunting eyes, as if she were emerging from a dream.

“Wings!” she whispered.

They beat faster and she dipped and swayed as a stray gust of wind took her a few yards from the silent group.

“It’s the wine,” announced Sergeant Hawk. “I should have stuck to ale. Spingarn—back to your duties. And you, madame, curse you for a French witch. I’ll say no more.”

He glanced at the splendidly accoutred robot and turned his back on it unbelievingly. Spingarn put his hands to his head, knowing by now what he would find.

“I can see how it happened, sir—those random chromosomes act through the specialized cells—they form a highly efficient culture medium—and when they’re projected against the psyche—well, they’re affected by the subconscious images of what a man believes to be his true nature—sir!”

“I can fly,” announced Ethel. “Spingarn, you bastard, what have you let us in for! I’m a bloody fairy, Spingarn. And you—”

She choked down hysterical laughter.

They were about three inches long. Cartilaginous, probably. They would grow from buds and ossify by maturity. Certainly the tips were hard and sharp, quite hard enough, for instance, to penetrate flesh. There was a slight curve away from the base, backward. They would protrude from the mass of dense black curls for about a third of their length.

“It’s a joke,” said Spingarn. “It’s some form of genetic joke they’ve played on us—those robots—they’ve done it to me!”

Horns.

A slender, whiplike tail.

Spingarn flashed the sharp tip of the tail upward and outward with a slight motion of his spine. It lashed out terribly.

“Mind that thing!” called Ethel. She rose gracefully perhaps twenty feet into the air, where an air current caught her. Somewhat clumsily she brought herself to face the wind and the others.

“No,” said Spingarn, watching as the tail seemed to coil itself. “No,” he said again, as Ethel, out of breath and apparently enjoying herself, glided down beside him. “No,” he murmured, as Sergeant Hawk spun away on iron claws, found a patch of soft rock, and began experimenting.

“I’m afraid so, sir,” said the furred robot. Hawk turned slowly, his metallic base biting into the rock. “You see, no one could predict what would happen to your bodily structure with cell fusion working at random.”

Was it preening itself on its humanoid appearance? Was it demonstrating its elegant shape, still more or less that of a man? Spingarn stared at it with hatred.

It noticed, and resumed its former humble tones:

“Oh, no sir! We couldn’t change. After all, sir, I’m only a collection of parts. A mere robot, sir!”

“I think I like it, Spingarn,” said Ethel. She was investigating the other bodily changes that had turned her into a creature of strange beauty. “Look at me, Spingarn! I’d never have gone in for restructuring—but now it’s happened! It’s a terrible thing to say, but I think it’s an improvement!”

She spread her wings against the sullen radiance of the dying sun. Then Spingarn took stock of his own transmogrification.

His lower limbs were covered with mossy black fur. His feet were more or less those he was accustomed to. Ethel waited for him to approve of her.

“Oh, yes,” he said. “It’s an improvement.”

“But you’re hideous,” she shuddered. “How could you turn yourself into a devil? To think I wanted to be a function of you!”

Latent memories stirred again.

Spingarn remembered the strange things that had been thrust into the fragmented Frames of Talisker.

“It could be worse,” he said. “But now what do we do?”

“Yes, sir, what are your instructions?”

Spingarn saw that Hawk was neatly burrowing a tunnel into the ground. Rock fragments spewed upward from his busy iron feet.

“Hawk!”

“Sergeant Hawk, to you, lad!”

Spingarn realized that Hawk was still in the grip of his conditioning more relevant to the eighteenth century than to this lonely and eerie place.

“Come out, Hawk—we’re comrades, aren’t we?”

“Comrades! Vagabonds and Frenchies! Leave poor old Hawk alone—he wants none of your madcap ways!”

“Where do you think it leads?”

Ethel was staring at the mammoth structure in the black sky.

“What instructions, sir?”

“We’ll mine the Frenchies’ redoubts,” announced Hawk; whose shoulders were slowly disappearing. “Spingarn—I’ll hold you responsible for the safety of the gallery. Get your fusil and attend me here!”

Hawk had taken refuge in his old persona. He was still fighting for his sanity and trying to find it in the customs of an ancient reenactment.

Spingarn tried to control his own jangled thoughts. He attempted to accept the frightful transition which had made him into a caricature of a human being—into something from the earliest nightmares of mankind; he tried to relate Ethel and Hawk to this present reality; and he looked in desperation at the robot for help. It cocked its head on one side learnedly and said, “I wonder if my little anecdote about the Steam Age would amuse you, sir? I began to tell you about it during your wonderful handling of the Time-Out blip. Masterly! Well, sir, I said that there were two contending tribes, the French and the Britons. It appeared that, owing to the emergence of a primitive but extremely powerful form of explosive weapon, one of these tribes could, given the right geopolitical strategies, gain control of a large area of the continent they inhabited. Now, sir, we were in a crisis. Not a Disaster, of course, but a crisis of some magnitude. I saw, for example, that should the right genius in warfare emerge, there would be a severe imbalance in the Frame. I was right! There was a high degree of probability that such a man would not be a native of the Briton’s tribes. And again I was right! So, sir, what do you think I—”

Spingarn saw Ethel floating upward again. She was performing simple aerobatics. On droned the robot. Hawk’s head remained above the surface.

“Now that’s odd,” said Ethel.

“What?” asked Spingarn.

Ethel pointed, but he could see nothing. Sergeant Hawk, hearing the note of alarm in Ethel’s voice, had paused. The robot too became silent.

“Coming this way,” Ethel said. “It looks like—”

Then, from a distance, the others heard a thin, lonely screaming, a high-pitched noise of terror and warning.

“Well?” Spingarn said to the robot.

“Human, sir.”

“It’s being chased!” Ethel gasped. Her wings dipped and she swayed into the wind to gain a vantage point. “It’s a wolf—no, a man. But it’s on all fours!”

“Gawd!” said Hawk.

“Definitely human, sir,” said the robot.

Ethel sailed higher.

The screaming yell echoed again and again around the bare ground, a noise which was pure terror now. Then the noise was repeated, closer.

Spingarn heard Ethel join in the appalling and horrific screaming.

“Well?” he demanded. “Ethel!”

She sank slowly to the ground and would have collapsed in a heap of trembling flesh and delicate membrane, had not Hawk spun himself neatly from the pit he was making and caught her in his lean arms.

“Chasing the wolfman,” she whispered, blue eyes wide open in pure horror.

“What, Ethel?”

“Ghosts!”

Spingarn felt the ancient, stored memories of other lives walk with alien feet across his disturbed mind. Ghosts! Insubstantial wraiths, more mist than bone and blood! He caught a whisper of night and infinite space from the memories that had almost been eroded from his brain.

Alien!

“Ghosts?” demanded the Sergeant “Ghosts, d’ye say, missy? Boggarts? Jack-o’-lanterns?”

“You saw ghosts?” Spingarn demanded.

“Coming this way,” shuddered the girl. “Like a wall of nightmares. Like death itself!”

Spingarn looked from the girl to Hawk; and then to the robot. “What are they!” he snapped.

“This is my first trip, sir. You should know more about it than I.”

“What should we do!”

The robot shrugged red-gold furred shoulders.

“Come along, Private Spingarn!” bellowed Hawk. “Retreat!”

“Where!”

“If I might suggest it, sir,” put in the robot, “there.”

It pointed to the road.

Another shriek rang out in the distance; and something else. A quiet and subdued grunting, as of rooting animals which have found a delicacy. One last howl rang out, clear and loud:

“The barrier!”

Then the noises ceased.

“The road?” Spingarn whispered, taking in, like the others, the meaning of that ghastly cessation of noise. “Why?”

“To me, the Pioneers!” roared Hawk.

“I believe they won’t follow, sir.”

Hawk propelled the half-flying girl along in his peculiar gyrating movement.

The strange road loomed nearer as the sun went down.

And then they broke into a run as the vague grunting recommenced, a satisfied and hideous noise. The little party raced through the broken rocks, knowing that something of nightmarish danger was close.

Spingarn looked back and saw a wall of savage horror.

In a clouded outline, there was what might have been a vast mouth.

The incorporeal thing bayed, nearing.

Spingarn realized what had happened to the wolfman.
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The broken ground suddenly gave way to the wide black road. Its surface was heavy blocks of a basaltlike stone; already, as Spingarn felt its heavy coldness beneath his bare feet, he sensed the aura of mystery which had gripped him in another, lost, existence.

The road that could not be a road, since it hung so impossibly in space; the strange and frightful things that had swept close to the road and then had veered away as if they had suddenly lost the scent of their quarry; the sense of fragments of existence poised to fling themselves into the space-time the four found themselves in; and the lunatic transformations which the three humans had undergone. All added up to the kind of Possibility Space where no laws of probability could function.

And yet they were here, in the Frames of Talisker.

And they had survived the first, deadly danger!

“They’re gone, Spingarn,” sighed Ethel. “Look, they’ve turned away.”

“I thought such would be the case, sir,” said the robot.

“God’s bloody boots, you scarlet ape, why didn’t you say so before!” roared Hawk. “If ye’d known the boggarts wouldn’t follow, you could have told us!”

“Not really, sir,” said the robot. “I am programmed to avoid distorting the laws of probability.”

Hawk shook his head. “Clockwork monkey! Frog trickery, I’ll be bound! What a place you’ve brought us to, Private Spingarn! I should have stuck to English ale and left your bedamned Frenchie stuff alone. See, the boggarts are yelling at us!” he looked uneasily around him. “What place can this be?”

In the dim light of a pair of tiny moons that had suddenly flashed over the horizon and then remained fixed and still as if at some command, Spingarn could see below them the insubstantial things that had struck dread through them all.

“They won’t follow, will they, Spingarn?” said Ethel, in a hushed whisper.

Spingarn could still see the remains of the wolfman on the dreadful orifice of the nightmarish things.

“They won’t follow us,” said Spingarn, as if repeating a lesson. “Why not?”

He was talking to the robot, but Hawk answered.

“Satan’s legions know His Majesty’s domains, Private Spingarn.” Spingarn knew that Hawk must be trying to work out his personal dilemma of orientation. The Sergeant reached for the bottle in his pack, shook his head, and said, “No! No more o’ that! No more booze!”

“What are they?” shuddered Ethel. “What do they want?”

Spingarn snapped at the robot:

“Well? Monitor them!”

“Use modern equipment on Talisker, sir?” the robot said doubtfully. “As Time-Out Umpire I have to rule such a procedure inadmissible. I can’t justify the use of——”

“This isn’t a Time-Out, blast you!” snarled Spingarn.

“Ah, sir, well. A pleasure!”

The muted baying of the things below grew less. The eerie grunting died away.

The three humans watched the stiff and still figure of the red-gold robot; its fur shone eerily in the light of the twin moons. A wind got up, and Ethel’s wings stirred. Finally, the robot spoke.

“As for the things down there, sir, I haven’t enough data for a satisfactory answer. They’re mindless. They’re not the product of any human experiment in cell engineering.”

“Then why did the boggarts chase us!” demanded Hawk.

“Why?” repeated Ethel.

Spingarn knew.

“They need something in the human cranium,” said the robot pedantically. “Curious, sir. They prey on the humans here.” It shook its humanoid head chidingly.

Ethel fainted.

“And the wolfman?” said Spingarn, though he had already guessed the answer to that question too.

“I can apply the probability laws here, sir. It was your contact, the Disaster Control agent. He was warning you to keep away from the road.”

“But the ghosts saw him,” said Spingarn.

“Yes, sir.”

“They got what they wanted,” said Spingarn slowly.

Ethel stirred into life.

“Those things!” she whispered.

“Gone,” said Spingarn. “They won’t come near the road.”

“Why?”

“Why?” said the robot. “Why, it’s a fragment, madam! It’s a part of the Frame-Shift factor! The ghosts, as you call them, won’t get mixed up in one of the old Frame barriers! That’s what the Disaster Control agent was trying to tell you, sir,” he said to Spingarn.

“But now we’re on it, what do we do?” said the girl.

As if in answer, the road began to move beneath them.

“Slay me with bodkins!” The Sergeant was bawling in amazement. “Pickle me body and send me to lie in the Spital! God’s bloody boots, Spingarn, what place is this? And what’s the Queen’s highway a-doing, shaking like a gut-bellied Spanish whore?”

Even in the midst of the weird events that were beginning to turn Talisker of dream into an eerie reality, Spingarn could feel pity for the totally disoriented Sergeant.

“Some of the Frenchies’ work, Sergeant,” he called. “Hold firm the Pioneers and we’ll fight clear of them!” To the robot he snapped, “Plot this, damn you—put it through a Probability Function and tell me what’s happening!”

The robot began to protest:

“I wouldn’t dare attempt to indicate what course of action you should take, Director Spingarn—I’m only too well aware of your exceptional qualities——”

“The road’s rolling!”

Ethel alone kept a more or less upright position. The others were pitched sharply backward. Hawk performed a slow somersault; Spingarn fell heavily onto the coil of his tail; and the robot allowed powerful stabilizers to maintain its equilibrium. Far below them, unseen things bayed and yelled.

“It’s taking us with it!”

Ethel was the only one to speak for a moment or two. Then Hawk ordered Spingarn to fetch a batch of grenades so that he could pitch them down into the blackness where a few amorphous shapes clustered obscenely. Spingarn ignored Hawk; the Sergeant was a problem which could be dealt with later. The immediate thing was to find some starting point of reference on this mad planet.

“Do it!” rapped Spingarn. “What do you think I brought you for, you damned piece of machinery! What’s this—this road we’re on! Why does it move? And where the devil’s it taking us!”

“You should know that, Spingarn,” murmured Ethel.

Spingarn growled meaninglessly at her; Hawk fumed in annoyance. The road began to undulate like a vast concrete and steel wave. They felt its movement, though how it produced motion and where it was taking them they could not say. The robot reluctantly allowed its circuits to perform the task of evaluation while Spingarn waited with impatience. At last it said:

“Probability doesn’t really work the way it should here, sir. I can do a best guess? Very well, sir. We’re at the junction of two old Frames. The road divides them. It’s a very early and primitive form of molecular barrier. On one side would be one reenactment of reality, and on the other, quite a different one. Originally there would have been a complete physical separation between each Frame—with this barrier as a cordon sanitaire. But now, sir, the Frames aren’t static. They’re subject to change at any moment. To Frame-Shift, sir.”

“Frogs?” growled Hawk again. “Monkey-Frogs? Is he a Frenchie, Spingarn? Shoot him—a spy, I’ve no doubts! Someone betrayed us—it was gold that told the Frenchies where to tunnel to find our gallery—push him off this blasted watch-tower, Spingarn—do it now!”

“In good time, Sergeant,” Spingarn said. He wondered if he had been wrong to select the man as one of his little team; still there could be a use for a man of his dedicated animosities. And he was a reliable man in a crisis. It would soon be time, though for all their sakes, to begin the difficult task of sinking the eighteenth-century persona that dominated Hawk’s every thought “We’re in troubled times, Sergeant,” he explained. “Will you trust me for now?”

“I’ll do that,” said Hawk, glaring at the red-furred robot. “But you’ll regret you didn’t put a bullet into him!”

Spingarn thought of a bullet tearing into the delicate machines within the robot; he shuddered. The robot was his link with the twenty-ninth century.

“The Sergeant?” asked Ethel, her tone putting the rest of the question together.

Spingarn looked at her. The wings were neatly folded. Why hadn’t Hawk reacted to her?

“Try to put him in the picture,” he told her. Maybe she would be able to bring Hawk into an awareness of the present situation.

“Yes,” was all she said. She stared at his tail in disgust.

Spingarn turned back to the robot:

“Outline what you think you have. I brought you along because you meta-robots have a reputation for efficiency. Prove you’re worthy of it!”

The easy flattery was effective. The automaton preened itself and dusted a few grains of sand from its red-gold fur.

“Yes, sir!”

“The road—it isn’t a road?”

“No, sir. Though a road’s been built along the top of the primitive barrier. And it does function in a way. It flows along the lines of the old fencing.”

“And where’s it taking us?”

“Best guess, sir?”

“Your best.”

“We’re intruders. It will pitch us off into what would have been the old interrogation center—if Talisker’s Frames had been working properly.”

“But they’re not.”

“No, sir. They’re subject to Shift.”

No. The Frames of Talisker were working at random.

“The ghosts?”

“Very uncertain, sir—maybe a local invention. I don’t think they’d have got in through Center. No amount of cell-fusion technology could have invented them.” The robot hesitated. “I don’t think they’re human at all, sir, and never have been.”

Spingarn felt a shadow of deadly fear trickle across the back of his spine. Alien!

The four super-robots had warned him already.

Were these the first manifestations of the Alien?

For perhaps five minutes, Spingarn watched tiny clouds flicker past as the strange road raced through the night. He saw a city blaze with light and then pass by as if snuffed out. Once a vast airship lumbered near to the road. It veered away with a burst of power from antique engines.

There was organized life on this planet.

But who, or what, organized it?

And what would this ancient barrier do with them when it slowed down? What would this black road, with its primeval blocks of paving stone, lead them to?

Ethel had calmed Hawk.

Spingarn looked at her, and then at the Sergeant of Pioneers.

“Sergeant,” he called. “I have a job of work for you.”

“By the devil’s bones, Spingarn, it’s an odd service you’ve called an old man to! Gawd, Spingarn, you with your tail and your fancy French piece in her shift—and me with a pair of iron legs, Spingarn! It’s a fearful thing you’ve done to an old soldier, lad!” But Hawk was showing every sign of enjoyment. “How can we serve the King of Darkness, lad?”

Even Spingarn was confused. But Ethel winked at him. He could see the bright moonlight reflected in her clear eyes, so he knew what was implied.

“The King? Yes, Sergeant!”

“No need to tell me more, lad! I knew an old reprobate like me would go to Hell, and I can’t say as I’m surprised now I’m here!” The Sergeant shook with laughter. “Ah, girl, I wish I’d know you down on English soil! A fine wench you must have been—though how you come to get a pair of wings I’ll not inquire!”

Spingarn recalled his own assumption on first emerging from the reenactment of the Siege of Tournai; he, like Hawk, had assumed that he was dead and in the mythological afterworlds which the primitives had believed in. It was a credit to the girl that she had encouraged Hawk’s picture of his surroundings. Then Spingarn saw Hawk grinning at him.

“You’re the Captain now, Spingarn, lad! You’re a greater devil here than I am, lad! Now, Captain, Captain Devil Spingarn, what devilment—saving your grace, lad!—are you planning?”

Hawk’s shining bottle-nosed face expressed extreme pleasure. He had looked like this, Spingarn remembered, when the steel-cased Frenchman had swum slowly through the air above the fields of Tournai, a glittering cartwheeling sliver of metal on the top of a holocaust. Hawk was the man for him. But the egocentric robot first. Spingarn needed to know just how far the robot would go in aiding him in this strange tangle of Frames.

“I can’t call you ‘Time-Out Umpire.’ It’s pretentious and it’s too long.”

“And it ain’t a Frog name,” pointed out Hawk.

The robot began to smooth its sleek red fur. “I quite understand your dilemma,” it said, making a tiny gesture at the Sergeant. “So skillful, if I may say so, sir! What a touch you have with the Primitives! We all admired so much your Chinese excursion.”

“A name,” Spingarn said firmly.

“Of course, sir! It would be quite wrong of me to think of myself as Umpire here.” It looked out at the blackness only slightly relieved by the two pinpoints of light high above. “We—er, we—meta-robots, sir, do in fact have a fancy for the Golden Age.”

“Spingarn, can’t you get it to stop talking?”

Ethel was impatient.

“Horace.”

“’Orris?” demanded Hawk.

“Horace,” repeated the robot coyly.

“Right, Horace,” said Spingarn. “Tell me the limits of your involvement. What can’t you do, first.” He suspected that the robot had been through roughly an equivalent of the gene restructuring which had so altered Hawk, Ethel, and himself; in the robot’s case, it would be a matter of rearranging circuits and imprinting cutoffs in the powerful weapons capacities. For instance, the automaton would not be able to provide fire power from the conventional phaser beams it should carry; it would also refuse to function as a launching pad for wave bombs.

“Yes, sir. My circuits don’t allow aggressive action of any kind.”

“Any kind?”

It was Ethel who had spoken.

“Ah, yes, madame. That is, no, madame. I should have said against humans.”

“So you can use phasers and wave bombs against non-humans?”

The robot hesitated, as if it were examining a list of rules.

“In extreme cases, sir.” It gave the robotic equivalent of a giggle, a kind of scratched snort that terminated in a series of electronic hiccups. “With your kind of reasoning, sir, I think you may take it that my powers are available to you.”

“But not against humans.”

“Directly or indirectly,” the robot agreed.

“Keep to your fusil,” said Hawk. “Treble-shotted and with good Woolwich powder. There’s nothing better for hot work, except a grenade.”

“I’ll think about it, Sergeant.” To the robot, Spingarn said, “Tell me what you are permitted to do.”

It was a mixed offering.

Although the robot could at various crises offer some weapons support, it wasn’t permitted to intervene in such a way that it altered the statistical possibilities in the Frames. What it meant was that only when Spingarn had found a way to resolve a problem could it be called on for help.

Until such a time, he had to rely on himself. On his own skills and his ability to act so as to manipulate the probabilities of a situation.

“So you can help me weigh up how to manipulate events, but not intervene, Horace?”

“Exactly, sir.”

“Begin scanning,” he ordered.

“And me?” asked Ethel.

“Rest”

Marvell, comp, and the Guardians had said that she would be needed too. How and where was as yet only a shadow in a far future. Ethel composedly relaxed.

“You’ve not forgotten me?” said Hawk. “Captain Devil, you’ve employment for an old soldier what’s glad to serve Old Nick?”

“Oh yes,” said Spingarn. “Never fear, Sergeant. Your talents are just what I need now.”

“An ambuscado for the boggarts? Shall we lay a mine for them? Surely they’ve a crypt or a boneyard to lie in what we can explode?”

“Maybe so. But not just now. You see this highway we’re on?”

“A marvel,” agreed Hawk, taking out a clay pipe and stuffing it with a honey-scented tobacco. “But what can you expect in Hades?” He struck flint with steel and the pipe glowed in the gloom.

“Finish your pipe, Sergeant, and then mine me a tunnel through the road.”

“We’re to go into its bowels and demolish it?”

“Just that, Sergeant.”

The robot turned from its slow quartering of the rolling horizons. “Orders?” it asked.

“Nothing for the moment, Horace.”

“It’s me and the Captain,” said Hawk. “Keep to your post, Froggie. This is work for the Pioneers.”

“You’ll wreck the road?” called Ethel, who was calmly watching them.

“We’ll wreck the road,” agreed Spingarn.

“How?” she asked.

“I kept a few grenades,” said the Sergeant, unlimbering a pack from his burly shoulders. “Ever heard of a Sergeant of Pioneers without the tools of his trade?”

“But what happens to us!”

“The road stops.” Spingarn wondered what mad world awaited them. “And we leave it, Ethel.”

“Let’s stay on it!”

“And be thrown into an obsolete interrogation center? We’d die there!”

She watched in strained fascination as Hawk gyrated. Soon the sound of stone blocks cracking filled the air. A human drill, Hawk roared out an obscene eighteenth-century chorus while he penetrated the black surface. Shards of stone splashed into the wet margins of the road; fragments of rock sprang up into the moonlight, to twist and turn and fly off into the emptiness below. Three or four bats, attracted by the activity, wheeled overhead until Ethel fluttered above the busy Sergeant to watch his spinning head; then the bats were off with shrill calls. Spingarn paused for the first time on the eerie planet. It began to dawn on him that he had accepted completely the zany predicament in which he had found himself.

He saw Ethel watching him a few moments later.

“What’s going to happen to us?” she asked.

“I wondered that too.”

“Best guess?” asked the robot.

Spingarn considered the question. “Go on.”

“We’ll upset the balance of existence here. We’re not a random element in the situation.”

“Balance of life!! Here! How can there be?”

“Well, sir, everything here fits in.”

The road swam through the night beneath them. They had traveled many hundreds of miles. The terrain had changed. There were towering mountains, their icecaps cold and severe in the moonlight; beyond them, a distant volcano belched abruptly, its thunder echoing through the vast peaks dragging deeper growling reverberations from their heights and depths. They listened in awe until there was silence.

“But what’s going to happen when the Sergeant blows up the road?” demanded Ethel. “It’s all very well to talk about upsetting the Frames of Talisker—I want to know what happens when we land in one of them!”

Sergeant Hawk’s voice roared out:

“Prepare the saucisse, lad! Captain Devil, sir, we’re through to the foundations! There’s a sort of sewer beneath the road—d’ye hear, lad!”

“Aye, Sergeant!”

“Then listen! I’ve implanted the grenades in the deep conduit—precious lot of stuff I don’t see a use for down here—looks like a gunsmith’s shop! But we’ll put a stop to the Froggies’ engines, won’t we, Captain?”

Spingarn extracted a long fuse from the Sergeant’s capacious knapsack. Momentarily he was thrown back to that archaic time of underground battles and an armored man whose sword was brilliant with the blood of the Pioneers. Ethel clung to him, overcoming her disgust.

“Spingarn—do you know what you’re doing!”

His tail whipped past her long, shapely legs.

“Mind that damned object!” she complained.

Spingarn saw the Sergeant smile grimly:

“Sorry. I’ll get used to it.” He saw the wicked barb wink at him. It would be a handy weapon in close combat. He tried a few controlled passes; it was a matter of letting the lower part of the spine relax, and then applying a sideways motion beginning at the ankles.

“Spingarn! You’ve torn my dress, you bastard!”

“The saucisse?”

Sergeant Hawk was losing patience.

It was soon fitted. The long curving tube of gunpowder reached deep into the hole which Hawk had drilled; its farther end stretched a yard or two across the debris of the broken road. Hawk hauled himself out heavily.

“Strikes me I could use me iron legs as a propeller?” he muttered. “Who’d have thought it for an old soldier of the Good Queen? What would the corporal say—but he’s dead like us, is Corporal Tillyard! Rest him,” he added piously. A frown came on his forehead, but Spingarn was spared an eschatological discussion by the robot’s interruption. He didn’t think he could have explained Tillyard’s absence for the Sergeant. It was fortunate that Horace thought fit to utter another of his vague warnings:

“There’s a high probability that we’re coming to the end of the road, sir,” Horace announced. “There’s a distinct near-certainty that the mountain chain serves as another link in this primitive barrier, sir.”

“Then fire the fuse, Sergeant!” called Spingarn.

“Right gladly!” called back Hawk. “Stand away!”

Spingarn thought of the violent anachronistic device below the strange, shifting road; then, like the others, he was caught up in the excitement of the moment. Nerves strung up, the three humans and the red-furred robot watched the bright, sputtering fuse travel along the saucisse leaving behind a trail of sulphurous smoke; Hawk in particular expressed his excited expectation by bawling imprecations upon the enemies he had left behind a Galaxy away:

“Be damned to you, you subtle rogues—ye conniving audacious Frogs—be damned and may you burn in the mine and be blown to the veriest atoms!”

Spingarn called to the others to lie face down, head shielded, at a distance from the gouged pit; but Hawk could not be prevailed upon to take this simple precaution.

“Get down!” yelled Spingarn.

“A coward’s part!” answered the delighted Sergeant.

He was hurled at that instant fifty yards along the black road; a huge plume of red flame shot from the pit; tongues of yellow flames followed, and a pall of black smoke erased the light of the two tiny moons.

Sergeant Hawk bawled his Huzzahs from a cracked throat.

The force of the blast jerked Ethel from Spingarn’s tight grip, and it was only Horace’s telescoping claws that saved her from being swept over the edge of the ruined road and out into the blackness beyond.

The road jerked, writhed like a living thing, and crumbled away beneath them. Spingarn glimpsed a sinister building set into the fabric of the eroded way as the smoke cleared: the interrogation center. It lay like some grim relic of surly authority, dead and yet eagerly waiting; disused but still functioning; a silent sentinel from a long-dead past.

The four figures tumbled softly through the night air as the road fell away. Spingarn saw Ethel’s wings spread out instinctively.

“Private Devil! Captain Spingarn! Capt——tain!!”

It was Hawk yelling into the black night.

“Horace!” roared Spingarn from the depths of his broad chest. “Horace, you bag of inhibitions—do something!”

He could still see Ethel, though Hawk’s glinting iron base had vanished in the gloom; the girl was soaring upward on a chance column of air. But where was the robot! Spingarn saw the moonlight reflected below him in a trailing vapor cloud; what lay beneath?

“Cap——tain!” bawled Hawk again. “ ’Orris! You French heathen—help!”

“Spingarn?”

Ethel was plummeting downward, her gossamer wings almost closed. She plunged below Spingarn, who, for a moment, had believed that she might check his own headlong descent. Chill air blasted his bare chest. His tail entangled itself about one ankle. Then a cold and clammy mist enveloped him, so that Hawk’s bawlings came as though from outside this existence altogether.

“ ’Orris!” Hawk implored. “You clockwork monkey—do summat!”

“Horace!” yelled Spingarn again. “This is your function, you buffoon—we’ll all be killed on the rocks!”

“Coming, sir!”

And then Spingarn found himself caught in an invisible network of force-fields as the robot splurged energy into the force-emitters it carried.

He and Sergeant Hawk were held by huge energies, staring at one another in the dim, gray light, two distraught and terrified men.

They swayed downward in a series of smooth cycles.

The girl found them, and then the four visitors to the remote planet were together. The black-red shape of the robot was the center of a display of pyrotechnics as it altered the fields.

“Soon be down, sir!” it reported.

The mist cleared suddenly, and the gray blackness that had hidden the ground below was gone. They all saw the fires in the same instant.

“Gawd!” said Hawk.

“Most interesting!” the robot announced.

“Spingarn!” shrieked the girl. “What are they?”

By the light of the great fires stood a company of vast misshapen creatures, towering figures. Their eyes were turned upward.

They had seen the unlikely group of visitors, but they did no more than stare. There was no greeting, no gesture of invitation; nor of hostility. In fact, there was no acknowledgment, other than that cold stare, that they had been noticed. But in the silent acceptance of the fact of their arrival, Spingarn detected a threat that was almost as bad as the eerie baying of the insubstantial creatures which had caught the Disaster Control agent.

“Thryoid giants,” he said.

He could see them now.

The robot coughed deferentially.

“If you’ll excuse me, sir?”
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“They be huge!” Hawk said in an awed voice. “Hugeous, Captain! They’ll murder us—they can’t, we’re dead! What’ll they do!”

“Horace?”

“A most interesting chromosome transmogrification, sir!”

“Get us away! Damn it, they’ll slaughter us!”

“It’s a possibility, sir,” said the robot, unmoved. “It’s definitely within the Possibility Space comp predicted. But there it is, sir. I’m not allowed to intervene.”

The monsters stared upward, heads sent in a delighted and implacable deadliness. Teeth glistened redly in the firelight.

“Spingarn!” the girl shuddered. “Get us away!”

They were nearing the heat of the fires and all strength seemed to have gone from her. Her gossamer wings dipped. “Spingarn!”

“You can’t leave us!”

“I’m sorry, yes, sir. I have to withdraw my services now.”

“You can’t set us down here!”

“Where else, my dear Director! This is a conjunction of Frame-Shift factors, sir. I’ve always admired your dexterity, sir, and I’m so looking forward to your handling of the situation!”

Sergeant Hawk put his own personal interpretation on the scene below and Horace’s announcement:

“The King of Darkness wouldn’t do it? His Satanic Majesty wouldn’t leave us to the giants?”

“Yes,” said Spingarn. “He would.”

They were waiting with a calm and unholy expectancy.

First Ethel slumped to a central space among the giants.

Then Spingarn and Hawk were dumped unceremoniously beside her.

“Goodbye, sir! I’ve every confidence in you!”

A slow sigh of satisfaction broke out from the misshapen creatures. It lasted for some seconds and then a low booming roaring began to reverberate among the caves and valleys around the central space, where Spingarn, Ethel and Hawk lay trying to regain their senses. The awful roaring of the giants took on a life of its own as echoes rolled back through the night.

Spingarn realized that it was too late to phrase those powerful and utterly convincing arguments which would have kept the robot’s twenty-ninth century tools to hand. But Horace had gone in a flicker of luminescence, to the brief astonishment of the giants.

But they seemed satisfied at what had been laid before them.

To Spingarn, this seemed the worst part.

The giants had expected them!

Faces twisted and ballooned as the prominences regarded them with sinister satisfaction. Still there was no movement from the ring of giants. Spingarn took in more of the scene, quietly horrified by its import. That functional-looking contrivance over there, for instance: branches roped neatly around a wickerwork arrangement of baskets. The rough platform of stones at the center of a natural amphitheater: they had been moved recently. And the giants had the look of men who had labored and found the work agreeable. Their enormous hands held torches, some of them; others grasped implements of bronze—something between a lance and a lash. Deadly, dull-gleaming weapons.

Fires crackled with more than the heat and stench of burning wood. There was a thick, sulphurous stench in the air, together with the sweet and sickening odor of burning flesh. The place stank of ritual, sacrifice, and death. From a discarded memory thousands of years away in time and a universe away in space came a vaguely similar scene: one of the mid-third millennium Frames, the time of the sense-wizards. They had indulged in human sacrifice too. Spingarn caught himself, realizing that he could be reading too much into that errant memory. It was possible that the giants had no thought of the particularly disgusting procedures of another kind of reenactment of reality; they could be a benign race, Spingarn told himself. A gentle people. Anxious to welcome chance travelers.

“Captain, sir,” said Hawk, removing the clay pipe which had somehow remained in position during the descent from the eerie road. “Captain Devil, sir—are these friends of yourn?”

The giants regarded Hawk with interest.

“I wish I knew, Sergeant.”

Ethel’s wings were sheathed about her whole body; the tendrils and filaments of the translucent membranes had stretched so that she appeared sheathed in some gorgeous pod like an insect before the beginnings of its aerial life. She trembled and shook, and if Spingarn had not put an arm about the delicate wings she would have fallen.

“Spingarn, what will they do to us!”

Her teeth chattered and her big eyes were wide with fear.

“Nothing,” said Spingarn, knowing he was wrong as he spoke, for the ring was closing and bulbous feet carried grotesque bodies nearer, inch by inch; he knew it was a foolish fancy to take refuge in equating size with placidity, in thinking that because the giants were physically so overwhelming they would have a tender regard for creatures so vulnerable as themselves: no. The giants expected them. They had prepared for them. They were the object of that sinister stage.

The giants inched forward again, a terrible eagerness overcoming them. Younger and slimmer males moved out from the ring till they were pulled back by their hairy, fatter elders. The ground shook. Spingarn noticed that it was bitterly cold, in spite of the heat from the many fires. The giants stank. Sweat rolled from greasy chests. Runnels of perspiration dripped to the stamped earth of the amphitheater. Beneath his feet, Spingarn felt the creeping tread of the monsters. And still they had not spoken.

“Permission to retire, Captain, sir?” squawked Hawk through fear-choked tubes. “Thought—put it to you, sir—we’d be better out of this?”

“Go if you can, Hawk,” said Spingarn quietly.

The giants noted the exchange. A muted whisper was heaved from pendulous lips. Eyes mad with eagerness glared redly at them. Then Hawk made his move. He upended himself with a shove of powerful arms and immediately began the crazy gyration that served to turn him into a human excavating machine; soil flew. Bits of rock spurted. The giants took one breath and roared in unison.

“Baaaaa——loooooo——aaaaaaaa——dddd!!!”

They repeated the incantation, feet stamping forward, closing the ring, rocking the world, creating their own local air disturbances with the power of their lungs, forcing Spingarn to cling to the girl in case she hurtled away into the ranks behind him, making Hawk’s actions those of a drunken gyroscope, threatening and promising vileness: Hawk only increased his efforts.

Then the giants were only yards away.

A big-bellied ancient, one bellowing more loudly than his bawling neighbors, shot out a huge hand toward the girl and Spingarn.

“Follow!” called Hawk above the roaring. “I’ll make a gallery—follow, Captain!”

Already his chest was deep in the pit he was digging.

“Spingarn!” shrieked Ethel, who saw the menacing hand.

Spingarn acted intuitively. Still with both hands about the girl, he oscillated the base of his spine and swept the long powerful tail through a short arc to tear the arm of the giant. Blood sprang out in a fountain. A terrible long wound showed ripped arteries and white bone; the blood jetted over the ancient’s neighbors. All bellowings ceased. Only the sound of Hawk’s busy whirling and the snapping of twigs in the fires came to the two transformed humans. Spingarn allowed the slender coils of the deadly, barbed tail to remain in view of the crazed eyes.

“Aaaaaaarughhhh!” screamed the monster, holding up the jetting arm.

“AAAAAAAAARUGHHHHHH!!!!” answered the others, increasing the noise by a huge factor. “Baaaaa——looooo——aaa——ddd!!”

Spingarn saw the next actions in a terrible cycle of slow events: Ethel shrieking and trying to spread wide wings. Himself, weaponless except for the strange appendage which had slashed the leader’s arm, lashing out again and again as he dodged slow-moving bodies. And Hawk dragged bawling and yellow with rage by his head from the tunnel. Himself caught at last and held up by his tail. The screaming agony of the pull on his spine as he swung over a fire, held by a vengeful giant. Ethel picked up and pushed into one part of the wickerwork frame. Hawk similarly seized. Himself, fur burning and hair completely singed away, thrown into a rough cage of branches. Hawk slung like so much offal into another.

And more action. More slow-dreaming violence.

Impatience from the thyroid monsters. That was a part of the pattern of events which he could only see dimly through the oceans of pain zittering through his skull, through the cosmic universes of agony radiating from the torn ligaments of his spine. The giants were disputing among themselves. They had left the incautious older giant to die slowly on the hard ground; he watched his life ebb away, still in shock, with no assistance from his frightful comrades. They were too busy roaring at one another, gesturing toward the three trapped beings on the raised platform of stones, to go to his aid.

“Spingarn!!” came to him through his agony. “Spingarn—what are they going to do?”

Spingarn knew. The gestures were unmistakable.

Hawk had a good idea, for, when the giants were busy in argument, Spingarn saw him launch himself at the thick boughs at the far side of his cage. Within seconds, he was through and attacking the soft earth beneath. But the giants had seen him. Spingarn clawed his way to an upright position in spite of the unending flow of pain which made time pass in jerky clouds, each cloud a rhythmic pattern of pure, distilled torture; he saw Hawk again picked up by his grizzled head and then the frightful thing they did to him.

Two giants regarded the erstwhile Sergeant of Pioneers with malice. One grinned, its huge blackened teeth an insult in the red firelight. The other humped a block of iron onto the platform. Both called in savage happiness to the others; Spingarn saw through his personal universe of torment what they intended. Hawk knew by this time too.

“Don’t let them, Spingarn—Spingarn!”

Ethel was wailing and sobbing hysterically.

“Spingarn—get up—stop them!”

It was too late.

The Sergeant’s eyes sought Spingarn’s. Spingarn could not hold that mute look that showed an agony beyond his own. Then the two giants placed the Sergeant’s iron base in the hottest part of the fire.

Hawk screamed. High, loud, and long.

He screamed through the babble of disputes, the roarings of encouragement from the watchers, and through Ethel’s shrill pleas for mercy. As his strange appendages began to glow with the heat of the fire, the giants thrust the heavy mass of iron from the platform and into the same roaring flames. Spingarn identified it in a casual, dreamlike way, as a mass of meteorite metal, probably the tribe’s thunder-fetish.

The rough mass of iron began to glow.

Hawk’s iron base was dull red.

The giants watched. Then they moved.

Grunting with exertion, they pushed the red-hot meteorite from the flames. They dragged Hawk, thinly shrieking, from the fire.

They raised Hawk up and placed him on the meteorite.
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Spingarn watched in horror as Hawk was fused to the metal.

Hawk looked back, still conscious. The Sergeant’s bottle-nosed face was black in the evil light of the fires. Soundlessly the man writhed in the grip of the grinning giants. His body strained in a tortured mass of screaming nerves which passed the undiluted agony of the glowing metal through his trunk and to all parts of his body.

Spingarn thought Hawk would die of shock.

Then the man gave in to the pain, and he collapsed in an untidy heap of corded muscle. Hawk sagged from the cooling meteorite pedestal like some dying sea creature stranded on a rock. For the moment he would have some relief.

There was none for Spingarn and the girl.

“B——llloooooooo——aaaaaa ddd!” bellowed the tribe.

Even the dying thyroid giant tried to join in the deep baying. Then, like Spingarn, he sagged and lay back, eyes open to the black night sky. Spingarn began to explore the wickerwork cage, knowing instinctively that the ceremony was coming to its unknown but frightful climax.

“Baaa——looooooooo——ddd!” screamed the giants.

“No!!!”

At first Spingarn thought it was his own voice. He wondered if he had lost control of his speech organs, and if he were babbling in fear. It wasn’t Ethel. She was petrified with shock—perhaps she was unconscious—because of what the giants had made of Sergeant Hawk. Then Spingarn caught a hint of movement in the filth and rubbish at the far side of his rough cage. In the stench something stirred. It groaned. The giants increased their bellowing. Some pointed the slender lances toward the three captives, flickering diamond points of sharpness. There was something in the cage. Another captive.

Spingarn crawled in a haze of pain over the slimy floor of the cage. He saw a hand. Broken, black, and limp. Then the rest of a body. He saw a head projecting from a thin body. Whatever it was had something to tell him:

“Disaster Control! When they—” the man, for a man it was, cowered back from a lance point thrust through the latticework. A bawled order and the eager young giant outside was pushed back by ponderous elbows. The rest of the giants became quiet. Spingarn tried to understand what he was seeing and hearing.

Disaster Control?

An agent here, in this evil place?

This whispering and gravely wounded wreck, lying in the rubbish of the cage, one of those dynamic agents from Disaster Control? Then Spingarn remembered the words of the Guardian robots, and the warning shrieks of the wolfman at the road. Somehow, this man had managed to remain alive at this critical juncture of events in the Frames of Talisker. And he had a message.

“Time,” whispered the man. “It’s time. They know a Frame-Shift factor is building up. They come—soon!”

Blood seeped from his mouth. He let Spingarn see the blood so that they should both know that he was dying.

“What happens—what do they want us for?”

But the giants had radiated the answer to his question; everything they had done so far spoke of one inevitable conclusion. In the level eyes of the wrecked agent he read a confirmation. Primitive cultures produced the same pattern of action. Always, at moments of crisis, there was the urge to propitiate.

To satisfy the local gods.

“They know there’s a Frame-Shift due.” Spingarn was horrified at the ice in the agent’s dying voice. It was like a message from the coldness of the grave. “I go first”

He let blood dribble from his mouth, and the watching giants exulted.

“You know?” asked the man.

“Yes,” said Spingarn. “They look for the future in our entrails.”

“Spingarn!” breathed Ethel. “What is it!”

The giants watched them.

They were waiting for the moment, and it was not yet.

They watched in silent glee as Ethel’s diaphanous cloak trembled in pure horror. They saw her peering into the depths of the amphitheater at the masses of human bones. They watched her take in the significance of the raised dais, of the fabric of the gallowslike structure behind the cages, and of the cold promise in their own grotesque faces

When she began to scream they grinned at Spingarn.

“Soon,” whispered the torn wreck beside Spingarn “The Frames change soon. When the two moons go down—they know!”

Spingarn watched the girl slide over the edge of sanity He could do nothing for her.

“Yes?” The dying man in the cage knew enough “You said when they came!”

“They gut prisoners just before the Frames move on”

“The Frames change?”

“An irregular cycle of change. But they know it’s coming—they have implanted racial memories.” The dying man spat more blood into the filth of the cage’s floor. There was so much to ask him and so little time to learn what he knew. Spingarn let the man speak without burdening him with questions. The only important matter now was to escape from the frightful menace of the gallows which was also an altar, and on which blood would flow when the twin moons sank over the peaks of the far mountains.

The Disaster Control man talked again under the screen of the giants’ delight in Ethel’s shrieking.

“The bastard who fixed these Frames put in a random Frame-Shift factor. Soon the giants move on. They try to beat the other tribes to it—” There was a sudden rush of blood.

Spingarn’s mind raced. Didn’t the agent know he was talking to the man who had reactivated the Frames? He looked closer. The man was in a delirium of pain, but his eyes burned with life and intelligence.

“—so get to the Key first! Anything, but keep the ghosts away from the Key!”

Spingarn knew he had missed something. The man had spluttered through his wrecked chest, but the words had been lost.

“What Key?” Spingarn snapped. “What Key is this?”

“The bastard that put in the gene-mutation factor!” the man said slowly, enunciating each word with care. His eyes still burned, but it was clear that he was dying. “The bastard that fixed the Frames! He made sure that no one would ever find the Genekey!”

“Genekey?”

More echoes from the past sounded in the caves of memory. Genekey! The Key to the random flow of cells! The word came easily to his lips “I put in the Genekey?”

No! Surely that was wrong?

Spingarn had no more time to search his eroded memories, for the dying man was trying to reach him. He moved closer, sure that the agent was trying to help him in this crazed and horrifying predicament.

The dying man tried to clutch at his throat.

“You!” he muttered. “You! You did this to Talisker—you’re the bastard who wrecked our lives!”

The agent writhed in fury, striving to summon up his strength for an assault. His hands were dead claws, but they tried to reach Spingarn’s eyes. When he saw that he was finished, he glared at Spingarn and spat out a last message.

“They’ll gut you!” he croaked. “They’ll look into your belly when they’ve torn you open with lances! They’ll tear your lights out to see the future! They’ll throw your carcass on the heap, bastard!” Blood gushed, but he continued. “I’m not the last agent—we put up a network at all the Shift points—but I’ll not tell you how to reach—you’ll die here!”

He was almost happy as his life ebbed away. The claws sank back.

Spingarn shuddered. The agent had turned against his own loyalties. The thought of this Key—Genekey?—had obsessed the dying man. Why!

The two bright moons still twinkled through the sulphurous smoke of the fires. Spingarn looked away from the dead man and saw that the giants were still waiting with increasing impatience; nothing had changed. There was no escape for them.

“Horace!” he bellowed into the night. “Horace!”

“Horace?” called back a young giant. “Horace?”

The others hurriedly pushed him away. The sense of a great religious occasion returned to the fear-filled night.

Horace wouldn’t come.

There was the matter of the Frame-Shift factor.

It had to be altered.

Spingarn contemplated the corpse.

Genekey?

The man had had a mission.

He had known what the giants waited for.

He had come to this place with a knowledge of the workings of the Frames of Talisker.

With knowledge.

Forearmed.

Armed.

Ethel saw the corpse. She was beyond shrieking. She looked from poor Hawk to the dead man, from Spingarn to the twin moons. Then back to the ring of vast grotesques.

“Armed?” said Spingarn aloud.

He reached for the corpse.
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Disappointment welled up in Spingarn’s mind as he ripped aside the Disaster Control man’s rags. The Frames were a deadly maze of confused events, a frightful cycle of unknown mysteries. For a moment, he had been given a glimpse of the functioning of one small part of the strange planetary puzzle: the man had spoken of a Genekey; and there had been that half-explanation of an irregular, but still a cycle, of events. The giants were waiting for an expected something to begin to happen—and when it did, they would try to foretell the immediate future in the most primitive of all ways, by looking for portents in the torn body of a sacrificial victim. But how did the giants know! What was the racial memory with which they were implanted! All this spun through Spingarn’s mind as he looked for what must be somewhere among the poor corpse’s rags. A weapon? A piece of Disaster Control equipment—Spingarn dredged memories from a dozen pasts, memories of times when he had himself taken the powerful tools of the twenty-ninth century into one or another of the Frames.

He felt the eyes of the giants on him. They were a massive blanket of expectant hostility. Soon, the dead man had said. Spingarn’s hands trembled. The corpse was exposed in the red light of the fires: scarred, flayed in parts, with one leg crooked as if it had been set badly after a break. And no weapon. No sign of twenty-ninth century technology. No phaser beam cunningly disguised as a primitive ornament; no warp bomb concealed in the fabric of the rags; no communicator to summon up the little blips available at Disaster Control on normal missions. But there wouldn’t be any here. Not on this terrifying place. Spingarn saw the dead man’s eyes on him still. Hate filled them even in death. The man must have suffered most terribly before he found a last peace in the filthy cage. But he had been preparing a plan—he had something in mind—

The broken leg. The angle was wrong! Spingarn heaved at what he had to do. The next two minutes were the worst he had ever spent, but the socket at last gave up its secret. The little container lay in the palm of his hand. It must have been the man’s last hope, that before he was murdered by the giants he could saturate the area with a temporary molecular-dispersal field. A forlorn hope, for the man must have known he was near death. The field would last for perhaps ten minutes, however much power had been packed into the little container.

The giants shuffled ponderous bare feet. Sweat stank appallingly as they radiated a mass excitement; the moons had burst into a display of pyrotechnics as if they too shared in the celebrations. The whole planet seemed agog with tense expectancy, though Spingarn saw that it was the swaying movements of the giants that made the ground heave. He noticed the cold once more. Before he threw the little container into the faces of the giants, he took one last look at his two companions. Ethel was staring at him; Hawk groaned in a dream of torture. The fires roared into new life as a keen wind whipped across the amphitheater, rattling the heaps of bones and freezing the sweat on the enormous bodies of the thryoid giants.

The container spread its load of time-bending seeds.

The nearer giants reacted with a heavy speed. They flung huge arms into the air to try to catch the unseen missiles; they began to summon up the first roar of astonishment; and then they were in the grip of the zany dance of the particles. Spingarn watched as the violet haze spread in a ring around the blood-blackened altar. It enveloped the giants, one by one; and, as it did so, they bayed once and succumbed in falling mountains of brawn and bone. The ground shook with their fall. The fires winked out. Then the twin moons showered the scene again with a cartwheeling of thin light, and there was total and absolute darkness. Only the hint of that bursting of violet radiance remained on Spingarn’s retinas, an afterglow of light and pain.

The giants were unconscious for as long as the field lasted: ten minutes, maybe less, if the gravitational field of the planet could rip the temporary dislocation of energies aside with its slow, enormous power. But for a while the monsters lay in bondage to the field, their nervous systems keyed to the subtle harmonies of the trick of twenty-ninth century technology.

Spingarn heaved at the wickerwork of the cage. He trod on the dead man’s chest and heard the whistling of air from coagulating lungs. Gnarled branches creaked but they held. Ethel called out:

“Spingarn! What are you doing—what happened!”

“Dispersal field—temporary! Can you do anything with your cage?”

“I can’t see—it’s pitch black! The giants——”

“Out of it for now—Ethel! Can’t you break the branches?”

“That thing—that man in the cage! He said we’d all die!”

“Not if we can get away!”

“How!”

“I don’t know! But there’s a new set of events coming along—the Frames change here! If we can get out, away from the giants, we have a chance!”

“The Frame-Shift factor?”

“Yes!” snarled Spingarn. “Change the constants and Horace is allowed to help us in this crazy Frame!”

Spingarn again trod on the body of the Disaster Control man. Again the corpse wheezed.

“What’s that!” squealed Ethel.

“Don’t worry about him! Try to find a weak spot so one of us can get out!”

Spingarn tried branch after branch, searching with torn fingers in the unrelieved blackness. There was no sound from the giants, but Hawk was returning to consciousness.

“To me, lads!” the Sergeant groaned. “They’ve done me at last, boys! Poor Hawk’s a goner!”

“That man!” called Ethel. “What you did to him!”

“Get busy! We haven’t time to worry over a dead man.” Spingarn caught himself becoming near-hysterical. He tried to calm the girl. “He was dying, and now he’s dead. And if we can’t get away, the giants will rip us open to try to forecast the future. Now, will you try to get out of that cage?”

“Yes,” the girl said. “But what about Hawk?”

“What about Sergeant Hawk!” affirmed Hawk. “Spingarn! I hear you—we’re in the blackness of the Pit and your master’s burned me arse, Spingarn! Help an old soldier, lad! Don’t let the other devils near with their forks and their tails——”

“Tails!” roared Spingarn. “Tails!”

He lashed about the cage in an ecstasy of relief, the long hard tail whipping through the air powerfully; the pain was excruciating, but Spingarn accepted it, almost rejoiced in it as he set the barb to work on the frailer branches. Razor-edged, the barb seemed to have a will of its own as it sought the ropes holding the clumsy framework together.

“You won’t leave me, lad!”

“No!” answered Spingarn, wrenching aside the loosened branches.

“I can’t see, Spingarn!” called Ethel.

“We need light!”

“Hawk can do it!”

Hawk revealed his own predicament in the flash of flint and steel. He nursed a patch of tinder and then illuminated the strange scene with a flaring piece of fuse from his pack.

“Gawd!” said Hawk. “Gawd, Spingarn, you’re a master devil! And see—I’m an iron monument, strike me if I ain’t! Gawd’s bloody boots, saving the blasphemy in His Majesty’s Domains!” Hawk found the flask he kept in reserve and gurgled at it, still with his eyes on the fallen mountains of flesh. Spingarn dragged Ethel from her cage, careful to seize her by the arms and not by the delicate fabric of her wings. She soon recovered from her cramp and terror.

“Now what, Spingarn?”

Spingarn faced the two strange companions of his adventures.

“You—go,” he told Ethel. “Now.”

At least she could escape.

“Now!”

“No!”

“You must!”

“Aye, go lass! Captain Spingarn knows his mind—leave us and get the Frog monkey to help us!”

“But those—those monsters—they’ll be back in a few minutes!”

“No!” The girl launched herself into the air above Spingarn and he was left in impotent fury gesticulating and imploring her to go. He turned to the Sergeant and placed his arms about the massive metal mass.

He could move it. A little. By rocking it in his thick arms and cradling its ragged bulk against the big muscles of his chest, he could disturb its equilibrium, allowing Hawk to move through a small arc. Hawk watched and then passed him the black bottle.

“Drink, lad. Then leave me. Is it true the beasts arise again soon?” Seeing the confirmation in Spingarn’s groaning activity, he said: “You have to go, lad. Don’t worry about old Hawk. He’ll demolish a few of them—there’s a grenade or two in my pack, lad!”

“Horace!” groaned Spingarn. “Horace, you useless bastard—where are you!”

“The Frame-Shift factor!” called the girl. “How do we change it!”

“Go, lad!” said Hawk again. He was calmly snipping a fuse into shape. “Drink and go, Spingarn—leave the monsters to me!” he regarded his fire-scarred iron base and the jagged metal onto which it had been fused. “A sad end, to be a living trunnion, lad! But no matter! Ah, no, miss, d’you see, it’s too heavy!”

He had turned upward to see Ethel, who was frantically hauling at his shoulders, wings rhythmically lashing the air. But she could not move the fused man. Spingarn watched her, hoping for seconds that she would be able to pit her frail elegance against the squat bulk of the meteorite; but it had taken two of the monsters to carry the fetish to the place of sacrifice, and no amount of straining on either his part or Ethel’s would move it. There were a couple of minutes left. Two minutes or so in which to devise a way of saving the Sergeant of Pioneers from the gruesome scrutiny of the maniacal giants!

Hawk was trembling, but his hands held the grenade firmly. He glanced at Spingarn and grinned. Though Hawk was struggling with the overlaid persona of a Primitive, he was alert and happy.

“You’ve no choice, Captain!” he said. “God’s boots, move!”

“No!” shrieked Ethel. “Look!”

Frame-Shift occurred.

The Frames of Talisker passed through the uncanny redistribution of physical events that the giants had waited so patiently for. The whole planetary crust wrinkled and cracked as immense engines chopped the ancient Frames into new patterns. The light of an old sun began to creep into the amphitheater. From the icecaps of the mountains glinted a rose-red burst of glory.

Frame-Shift!

The monumental barrier that lay under the chain of mountains shook itself and heaved aside the strata above. Spingarn had eyes only for the incredible majesty of the manipulation of the Frames—he drank in the stupendous sight of glaciers suddenly rearing themselves up like drunken beasts, of precipices shattering and smashing themselves into shale, of the needle tips of mountains throwing red morning sunlight a thousand miles away as they toppled and fell!

Then Spingarn realized that it was not the vast physical reshaping of the Frames that Ethel was pointing out.

Now it was Hawk’s turn to gape in awe:

“Gawd!”

There was too much happening. As a new creation ripped mountains and valleys into fragments, and as the giants began to jerk epileptically as they emerged from the sense-blinding molecular-dispersal field that held them, the morning sun illuminated a new and utterly strange sight.

“Balloons!” Ethel said, seeing a way of escape. “Spingarn—there’s a flotilla of balloons coming here!”

Eerily silent, unmanned and like vast multicolored wraiths, the balloons swayed downward, brought on a faint but steady wind.

Spingarn clutched at what was left of his ability to adapt to new circumstances. Hot-air balloons?

“Frenchies!” snarled Hawk.

He raised a grenade.

Spingarn leaped to stop him.
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“No!” roared Spingarn, his voice booming among the heaped bones and the groaning giants. “No, Hawk! Don’t grenade them! We can use them, man!”

Ethel was fluttering down to Spingarn, shaking him and babbling in fright and incredulity:

“They’re empty—it must be a part of the Frame-Shift Factor! The Disaster Control agent said it would be random—anything could happen! It’s a new Plot! We could use them to get over the barrier! But the giants!”

Spingarn had convinced Hawk by this time; the old Sergeant of Pioneers still had the glazed look of half-madness that came over him before he destroyed his enemies in a tower of mud and red flame. But he was obedient to Spingarn’s orders, and the grenade’s fuse was doused.

The vast argosies sailed closer, revealing intricate webbing for retaining the enormous silken bags that held the hot air; Spingarn could see every last detail of the bright geometrical patterns on the nearest balloon; he could see too the wooden gondola slung below, a capacious painted basket. With half his mind he was busy calculating the math of the fields necessary to bring about the physical manipulations to the planetary surface: he ran through lightning calculations of the forces necessary to disperse in a few morning seconds the accretions of eons of layered strata. And without knowing why, he was sure it was terribly wrong! Once more the Frames of Talisker had produced that terrible stench of an Alien presence, for no human had installed machines of such dimensions!

But the practical half of Spingarn’s mind was already working on a plan to use the balloons.

A giant at the edge of the short-lived field began to scratch at his dank beard.

“Spingarn!” screamed Ethel, when she saw it. “They’ll kill us!”

“There’s that, lad,” said Hawk.

Spingarn saw that he had lost a few precious seconds.

“Can you bring it down?” he asked Ethel.

The nearest balloon was still, bobbing gently in a fixed position a dozen or two feet above them. It might as well have been on the far side of the planet. Ethel! If they could release some air, bring it down, then they might escape!

Ethel launched herself into the crisp air on wings of gossamer. She rose smoothly and with a powerful elegance that made her seem instantly desirable to Spingarn. Hawk began to raise a Huzzah! as she climbed into the gaudy wooden gondola, but Spingarn’s intent face stopped him.

If they could bring it down!

“What shall I do, Spingarn?” called the girl. Her slight weight caused the large gondola to tilt slightly, but the ponderous air-filled silken balloon above came no nearer to the ground; it swayed obstinately steady about forty feet above the amphitheater.

“They’re coming!” screamed Ethel.

But Spingarn had already sensed that the field had all but exhausted itself. The monsters were shaking puzzled heads and freeing their limbs from beneath the bodies of their fellows. They were cold, stiff, and astonished to find themselves on the ground; it was only slowly that they took in the presence of the armada of brightly-painted balloons. And still they scratched at themselves and grunted at one another.

“Release some air!” yelled Spingarn, and, mercifully, Ethel was quick to free the knobs that controlled the flow of hot air into the billowing canopy. The balloon dropped abruptly, the wooden gondola almost on top of the fused Sergeant of Pioneers. Ethel fell onto Spingarn, and it was only Hawk’s presence of mind in seizing hold of the brass rail which ran around the edge of the gondola that prevented the balloon from billowing away from them in a slight wind. The giants watched Hawk’s sinewy frame creak with the effort of holding down the airship. Their minds were clearing, and they knew now that they had missed the first beginnings of a new Frame of existence; they began to know who was their enemy.

“The giants,” said Ethel. “Quick, Spingarn!”

He disentangled himself from her and leaped to Hawk’s aid. But it was Ethel’s nimble fingers that found the opening in the side of the gondola, and it was her silent urging that coordinated the efforts of the three of them in half-pushing, half-heaving the heavy meteorite into the cage of the gondola. The giants clawed at the cobwebs in their brains; they lumbered to their feet and looked for a lead from anyone whose mind was in tune with this latest turn of events. Then a shambling mountain of brawn investigated the wickerwork cages; another pointed stupidly to the billowing armada in the amphitheater; still another began to roar out a question at the sight of Hawk’s painful movements as the Sergeant of Pioneers was manhandled into the gondola.

“Baaa—l—oooo—aaa—dd?” one roared.

The awful roaring began again, but there was still no rush to seize the escaping trio. Spingarn had hoped that the field which had momentarily distorted the electromagnetic impulses of their brains might have this kind of stupefying after-effect; but this period of helpless inability to grasp the situation which the giants were exhibiting was more than he had dared to consider. If only the antique vessel could be persuaded to take to the air!

“I can’t do it!” Ethel sobbed. “I don’t know how it works!”

Spingarn leaped into the gondola while Ethel wrenched at brass levers. Smoke issued in a black cloud from a primitive heat engine. Carboniferous vapors vomited from the gleaming iron stove. But how to manipulate the levers! How to increase the heat of the air in the canopy now sagging above them! And for how long would the giants stare in rapt awe at the fleet of balloons!

“Stand aside, Captain Devil!” commanded Hawk. “These contraptions are meat and drink for the Pioneers! Why, the Great Duke himself saw an exhibition when one of those Frog monkeys made the very spit of this engine! Here, my Captain, throw this at the monsters—” He snorted and passed Spingarn the grenade which he had been nursing. “—and be ready, miss, the balloon’s about to go up!”

The giants realized the purpose of what they were seeing just as the engine coughed into active life; Hawk bent to open a wide flue in the bottom of the furnace. Air roared into the dying coals. At once, the black clouds turned gray, then almost white, and the silk of the vast geometrically patterned canopy began to inflate.

“Grenade them, Spingarn—give them a taste of Woolwich powder, lad!”

Spingarn took the bomb. He waited until the short length of fuse on the grenade began to splutter and fizz; then he yelled to the girl to take cover. The giants were moving in a solid phalanx of frightfulness toward the airship. The black round grenade spun three times in the crisp morning air. The nearer giants, recalling the eerie time-distorting molecular-dispersal bomb of the night before, pushed back, halting momentarily. Then the grenade bounced toward them, just as the ropes of the airship began to creak with the strain of Hawk and the meteorite to which he was bonded.

“Away we go, lad!” Sergeant Hawk roared. “Huzzah! Huzzah! Confound the enemies of Good Queen Anne! Huzzah!”

The blast of the grenade exploding concussed the three balloonists. It flung the airship a score of feet above the ground. Fragments of metal whistled past them, though none hit the envelope of gas. One chunk of metal clanged into the meteorite, causing Hawk to bellow again. To the shrieks and howls of the giants, the airship swam slowly upward, the gondola rocking from side to side unbalanced by the mass of the iron fetish.

Spingarn was stunned still, but he could see that he was out of the dream of pain. What he saw was not a hallucination.

Horace was back.

The furred robot was negligently regarding him, its head peering over the side of the gondola. It clung to the brass rail with one hand, its humanoid limbs dangling down.

“Good morning, sir!”

“Gawd!” said Spingarn. “Where were you!”

Ethel looked too. She was talking, not realizing that they had all been deafened by the grenade blast.

Spingarn could make out that she was as surprised to see Horace as he was. Then Hawk began to join in the pantomime. All three of them spoke to one another, and none of them heard a word.

“I heard you,” said Spingarn. “Not the others.”

“Er—sort of ultrasonics, sir. Don’t worry. You’ll all recover soon.”

“Then where were you when we needed you!” snarled Spingarn. “You—you useless bag of electronics—you red monkey! Why didn’t you come along when we were about to be gutted by the giants!”

“Oh, no, sir! Not in the rules—the contract, sir. The arrangements, sir. Not until you altered the probabilities of the situation, sir.”

“What do you mean—we altered them by escaping?”

“No, sir.”

“By taking the balloon?”

Spingarn watched the humanoid’s features. The robot was enjoying the situation. There was admiration too on its face.

“Not that either, sir, though it’s entirely in character, sir! How well you all worked—what an admirable choice to bring the young lady and your splendid Sergeant!”

Spingarn knew again the familiar feeling of frustrated rage at the vacuity of the robot; it could no more talk in a straightforward way then the airship could be persuaded to fly a predetermined course. Horace had the worst features of its kind—an egocentric pedanticism, a schoolmasterly fondness for the roundabout phrasing, a refusal to be brief and to the point.

“You tell me now,” grated Spingarn. “You tell me now. Now! Or I’ll have you recalled as defective!”

“Very well, sir! Immediately, sir! Don’t do that, sir! It’s the meteorite, sir!” Hawk mouthed vivid obscenities about the iron mass. “You took the thunder stone, sir! Now the giants have to follow!”

Spingarn shook his head. He was beginning to hear again.

He thought over what the robot had told him, then he realized that the girl was shouting at the top of her voice; he could just begin to make out what she called.

“Spingarn—the giants—balloons—they’re coming!”

He looked below.

Red, yellow, green, blue, black, orange, flowered and tasseled, ornamented with brassware, a whole fleet of air-born argosies dipped and swayed under the bulk of the giants. Smoke gushed from furnaces. The enormous canopies swelled and billowed. Rope groaned with the effort of supporting the packed gondolas. Below the ground was littered with the dying and the dead.

The giants knew they were finished with one Frame, and that Frame-Shift beckoned them to another series of reenactments.

Spingarn shook the robot.

“Well, what does it mean!”

“A new Frame, sir. A battle,” the robot went on. “This Frame calls for a reenactment of a Seventh Asiatic Confederation skirmish—not really a battle, I suppose, sir. More of a skirmish.”
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“Seventh Asiatic Confederation!”

Spingarn found himself choking down a burst of zany laughter. “Seventh Asiatic Confederation! A reenactment of a what!”

“A battle, sir. A deep-space encounter between one ship and a detachment of cruisers.”

“We’re going to reenact a battle!” groaned Spingarn.

“Huzzah!” bawled Hawk. “Pioneers ready, sir!”

“Not—?” said Spingarn helplessly.

He could not credit the truth of what the robot was trying to point out. Horace helped:

“Captain Spingarn, sir, this is a random series of Frames now. You’ve altered the probabilities by taking the thunder stone.”

“And that’s why we’re going to have a battle?”

Horace considered the question carefully.

“Well, yes, sir. And no.”

“Shall I look to the arms, sir?” Hawk put in. He glowed with delight as he surveyed the familiar fusils, the little cask of powder, the array of implements for charging and priming the weapons, and, best of all, a net of cylindrical black shapes. Grenades.

Hawk trembled like an old war horse at the sound of trumpets.

“Do that!” exclaimed Spingarn. “You do that, Sergeant!”

“We’re going to have a battle Plot?” Ethel said.

She had been listening to the exchange, and she was as puzzled as Spingarn.

“But the Seventh Asiatic Confederation used sunguns—they had warp-shift destroyers! Molecular bombs! And where are—”

She stopped, and both she and Spingarn choked down laughter.

“Yes and no?” Spingarn said to the robot.

“Yes, we’ll have a battle,” said Horace. “No, the reason for it isn’t that you changed the probabilities. It was already in the Frame-Shift sequences, sir.”

“Now you lose me,” Spingarn said.

“It isn’t simple,” the robot agreed.

“But we do battle?”

“We reenact, sir.”

“Not with the balloons!” giggled Ethel. “Not with the balloons!”

She began to laugh, and, in his exhausted condition, Spingarn found her hysteria infectious. To his horror he heard falsetto noises coming from his own throat. Hawk stared at them in astonishment.

The robot waited politely. At last it said, “Yes, sir. With balloons.”

“We’d best look to the arms, then. Here, monkey,” he said to the robot. “Can you use your mountebanks’ wiles on this?”

Horace shied away from the question, but Hawk insisted.

“You cursed monkey—I addressed myself to you! Now, you French bastard, can you free me of me pedestal?”

“Can you?” asked Spingarn, who had accepted the new situation.

“Well, no, sir.”

“It’s against your instructions,” said Spingarn. “Isn’t it?”

“Well, sir, it affects the uncertainties too much. You see, sir, it isn’t just a meteorite.”

“Fusils!” roared Hawk.

He had listened to the exchange between Spingarn and Horace, but his was a practical mind. Though he was troubled by the inconvenience of the mound of metal fused to his iron base, he could take in the demands of the situation at the same time. And he had seen that the gondola was equipped as an offensive craft.

“Dammit, Spingarn, we’re in danger from the monsters—see we’ve half a dozen fusils here—and balls and powder!”

Spingarn glared from the robot to Hawk’s excited face. Then he looked again at the mass of scarred iron that kept the gondola swaying slightly in the freshening wind.

“Then if it’s more than a meteorite, what is it!”

“You should load the fusils, sir. And I don’t know.”

Spingarn reached for the familiar but almost forgotten weapon which Ethel was proffering. He found that the skill had not left his hands, for he broke the tube of powder and spat the ball into the wide aperture with no thought and with complete accuracy. More than a meteorite. He regarded the robot intently. Then he remembered that Horace would bend his own rules, given sufficient incentive:

“You’re holding out on me, Horace,” he said. Far below the terrain was quite different from what it had seemed only twelve hours before. Gone were the mighty promontories. Now, there was a vast and endless desert, a great plain of sand.

“They’re shooting!” yelled Ethel. A spent ball hummed nearby. Another plumped into the gondola.

“Oh, no, sir!”

“Best guess?”

“About the meteorite?”

“Just that,” said Spingarn. “To an automaton of your accomplishments, an insightful guess should be easy.”

And, thought Spingarn, you might come up with an answer to the other score of questions that I could ask. About two score of balloons silently drifting into the grotesque scene; about twin moons that kicked over the traces and spun dizzily to herald a change in the physical structure of the Frames; about a dying man who could give up the ghost with a grin at the thought of me, gutted; about giants who knew in their massive bones that whoever decided the fate of the Frames had given the wheel of existence a turn. About all those things. But most of all about the meteorite, because its grim shape had meaning.

“Ah, sir,” said the robot, carefully picking up the spent bullet and letting it drop into the desert below, “well, sir.” Horace stopped and patted the meteorite. “Yes, I think I can tell you now.” It seemed to be scanning its memory banks and interpreting a particularly difficult rule. “It’s a message, sir.”

Hawk interrupted:

“Captain, if we don’t do something, the buggers will have us! Give fire, Spingarn, sir! Stand to your weapon, Froggie! And you, miss, do but throw some more coals on the fire or we’re all taken!”

Already the hot stove had lost its redness; the smoke that issued from the black vent was thin and dull; the canopy under which they rocked was losing its swollen rotundity, and the thryoid giants redoubled their efforts to shoot from long range with their cumbersome fusils. In two or three gondolas, they had even begun to use wide sweeps to give a further impetus to their craft. Spingarn took in this new development and seized a weapon. At the moment, they had a considerable lead over the giants: they were perhaps the height of a low hill above the swaying and ungainly fleet. Again, they could shoot down at the giants’ balloons while they would receive almost unaimed fire in return; the giants could fire only when a gondola swung to the limit of its pendulum arc, and then it was a risky business, for they could easily puncture the silken canopies of their own ships. But the winds were vagrant and unstable. And the escaping ship was steadily losing its advantage as the hot air cooled.

Ethel deftly followed Hawk’s bawled orders; she flicked a few grains of gunpowder into the heart of the dying fire and it soon burst into fresh life. Spingarn glared at the red-furred robot and thrust a fusil into its hands.

“I don’t think, sir——”

“Fire it!”

“Only at the canopy, sir.”

“Fire away, then!”

Three shots rang out, and the balls from each of the ancient weapons tore through the thin fabric. They could see the gashes in the nearer balloons; then Hawk yelled:

“The nearest again, men! Then make your bullets count twice and thrice! Aim at two of the contraptions and send the monsters back to their Master!”

“Horace?” demanded Spingarn as he reloaded.

“Yes, sir.” They both glanced at Hawk’s massy pedestal. “The Alien, sir. If you could reach it——”

“Fire!” bawled Hawk, and three more loads of bullets tore through and through the fabric.

Already two of the balloons were losing height rapidly, and the howls and screams of the giants told them that some at least of their number had been shot.

“Yes?”

“I received contact from the Alien, sir.”

Spingarn was paralyzed. He had known that there must be some presence on the planet, something inexplicable even in the terms of the utterly sophisticated knowledge of the twenty-ninth century. There was too much that was wrong about the Frames of Talisker for it to be the work of human hands. Alien!

Ever since they had been pitched onto its eerie surface, the planet had stunk of an extra-Galactic agency.

“Ah, for a tube to cast Greek Fire!” lamented Hawk. “That, or a rocket! How they’d burn, the devils!” He was hugely excited, and he was enjoying himself thoroughly for the first time since he had come to the planet. “Give me a Serpentine and a mixture of sulfur vivum and pitch and rosin and we’d explode every last one of ’em! God’s bloody boots, Spingarn, take to your fusil!”

Spingarn felt the discipline of a long-dead war take command of him and mechanically he loaded and discharged the weapon again and again. Alien!

The smoke from the rough gunpowder caused its own form of hell, while the pitching of the gondola was increased by the shock of the multiple discharges. Below them they heard the screams, threats, and groans of the giants as ship after ship began the lazy descent to the desert below.

“Alien!” said Spingarn aloud, as he sighted through a dense black cloud at a splendid pink flower on the side of one ship: “A message?”

“It’s in the meteorite, sir.” The robot hefted the weapon in one hand while it loaded another fusil with two of its extra limbs, extended for the purpose.

“In the meteorite! Then how do we get to it!”

“Yes, sir,” agreed the robot.

It was then that a chance shot ignited the balloon over their heads. Ethel saw it first. Maybe a wad from a tube of gunpowder had been blown back and lodged in the elaborate ropework of the balloon’s equipment; possibly a lucky shot had found a place in an already heated piece of silk. It was possible too that the furnace itself was to blame, for it was roaring merrily in the crisp rosy dawn. There was no question about the effect, however; as Ethel screamed a warning, the whole of the fabric on one side of the balloon suddenly flowered into a fierce gust of flame.

The gondola hung for a second, unsupported but still in a state of equilibrium; the rate of its upward ascent had been such that, to the shocked nerves of Spingarn and the others, the fiery contraption seemed to hover as if undecided whether or not to continue rising. It was only a short relief. The huge meteorite tipped the gondola first to one side and then in a complete revolution.

“Gawd!” groaned Hawk. “ ’Orris!”

The desert was a series of yellow pinwheels to the occupants of the spinning ship.
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Spingarn’s mind was utterly clear as the gondola dropped.

For the first time since he had been ejected onto the planet he began to sense a plan in the crazed maze of events. It was as though the madly whirling ground below answered a corresponding series of lunatic questions he had not been able to phrase.

As he fell, he noted that the air was hot. He was aware of shattered balloons in the distance. He saw a stark white building which turned end over end every second-and-a-half as the only prominent feature of the desert. He heard Ethel yelling that despite his tail she loved him still, and he wondered briefly why she didn’t take to those incredibly beautiful translucent wings instead of clinging in love and despair to his furry legs. He heard Hawk roaring at Horace. And he heard Horace begin a lucid exposition of the Frame-Shift factors involved. Spingarn was busy with his own startling thoughts.

But he sensed—felt rather than knew—the why of the strange events on Talisker. He was inextricably bound into them.

“Oh, yes!” Spingarn said. The ground spun. “Now I know the why of the Probability Man!”

As he said it, they plunged with a sudden soft violence into the great dreaming canopy of the last remaining inflated balloon.

Their descent ceased and pandemonium broke out. Hawk howled with pain as the meteorite jerked at his torso; Ethel was thrown against the robot; Spingarn found himself shouting in relief that he knew what the Genekey was and why he had to remain on the planet; and, below them, a huge and echoing screaming told them that the giants who had been the crew of the ship had suffered disaster.

And so it was. The force of the gondola’s descent had tipped the balloon to one side; the last two of the fearful band to remain airborne had been cheering at the sight of their enemies’ confusion, they had been leaning out so that they could look upward. What had happened to them was not difficult to assess.

“They’re done for!” bellowed Hawk. “Goners! Down they go! Huzzah! Huzzah! Huzzah!”

Ethel launched herself from the top of the desperately unbalanced balloon. “Yes!” she called. “The gondola’s empty—the giants have fallen!”

A last thin howling confirmed the report; it was followed by two closely related dull thumps.

“Not what one would have guessed,” said the robot to Spingarn.

Spingarn knew exactly what he meant; all kinds of unrelated incidents took on fresh meaning.

“No,” he said. “We’ve destroyed the whole fleet. There’s another little bit of the Frame-Shift factor to adjust!”

The robot eyed him with something like awe:

“You’ve guessed, sir! What a sense of the laws of Probability! What a mastery of the functions of Uncertainty! What a privilege it is to——”

“What a fall we’ll have if this balloon tips over,” put in Sergeant Hawk. “Now, monkey, help us down into the craft below—and quickly, or we’ll be through the silk and then we’ll fall like the monsters!”

Ethel returned at that moment. She saw that Spingarn was grinning with something more than triumph:

“Spingarn! You’re on to something—can you work out what we’re doing in these mad, mad Frames?”

“Oh, yes,” said Spingarn. He pointed to the meteorite fused to Hawk. “That’s our next clue.”

The robot paused in its preparations for lifting Hawk and his bizarre appendage into the safety of the gondola below; it smiled in affirmation.

“Brilliant deduction, sir!”

“And you really know what this is all about?” said Ethel, her wings almost still as she took advantage of the rising hot air from the furnace below. “Really, this time, Spingarn?”

“Oh, yes,” said Spingarn. “The Alien has sent us a riddle.”

“Steady!” bawled Hawk. “Steady with me pedestal!”

The robot shimmered with power as it projected an anti-gravity screen. Ethel watched the operation until Hawk was lifted into the gondola.

“Can’t you just lower him to the ground?” she said. “Why use the balloon at all?”

Spingarn, who was hauling himself hand over hand, with occasional assistance from his tail, down the rigging of the vast canopy, answered her almost gaily:

“Now that, Ethel, is what it’s all about. He can’t, can you, Horace? It affects the probabilities—you see, Ethel,” Spingarn panted, “it’s us that the Alien watches.”

They had all accepted the presence of the unknown entity, Spingarn noted. Ethel waited.

“It wants to know what we’d do in a totally random situation.”

“Aye,” said Hawk. “You’d best finish off the meat and drink in my pack. And think where our next meal’s to come from, Captain Devil!”

A gust of wind freed the extra gondola from the balloon, and it resumed its interrupted descent to the ground, scattering glowing coals and showers of equipment. They watched it go, and then Ethel folded her wings and began to stoke the fire. Hawk passed the food.

The balloon rose and the air became chill once more. But for the three humans there was a feeling of relief and peace. The sun was higher, and they were entering a thin haze of mist. The planet lost much of its grimness as they munched through the stale bread and the under-cooked beef. There was watered wine in Hawk’s flask too. The feeling of mutual contentment suffused the whole gondola; it seemed that they floated in a silent world of their own making.
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“Spingarn, do you know what we’re here for? Really?”

Though they were all tired, they wished to share in the new-found certainty of survival; and Spingarn’s calm acceptance of the bizarre situation had produced a quite new sense of purpose about the reason for their being in the Frames of Talisker. Hawk sucked at his pipe, looking over the side of the balloon from time to time at the odd little blockhouse, which was the only feature in an otherwise empty desert. Ethel composed herself with some elegance among the gondola’s supply of cushions and coverings. Even the robot was relaxed. It was sitting in an orthodox position on the brass rail of the gondola, negligently flexing itself against the empty air.

“Aye, Captain.” Hawk was trying to resolve a personal problem of identification. “We’re not deaders, are we? Missy here just told me that to keep me happy, didn’t she?”

“She did,” said Spingarn. He flicked the whiplike tail cautiously. “Think of it as sorcery, Hawk. It’s a devil’s game right enough, but you’re right. We’re not dead. But we’re in the kingdom of a greater devil than any you could think of!”

“And it’s all about this?” said Hawk, pointing to the meteorite. “Is this part of the devil’s game?”

“It is.”

Hawk shivered. “Aye, lad. Aye.”

“So absorbing,” put in the robot. “I’m fascinated to know when you put things together.”

Spingarn wondered how the robot would react if he told him that it was the end-over-end whirling of the falling gondola that had shaken his brain into the right receptive patterns. Instead he said:

“Let’s start with me.” Hawk was examining his own body, checking that he had the normal complement of organs and limbs now that he realized he was still alive. “I was in one of the normal Frames. A Primitive Frame.”

“Yes, sir,” agreed the robot.

“I was on the run. I couldn’t be caught until I called for Time-Out, and even then I could slide into another Frame so long as there was a replacement for me. I was safe so long as I was a function of the Frames. I’d taken the precaution of writing myself in as an element of all the Frames.”

“What’s that got to do with Talisker?” asked Ethel.

“What I did for all the other Frames, I believe the Alien has done for me here.”

“Marvelous!” breathed the robot. “So sure! So direct!”

They ignored Horace.

“Aye,” said Hawk. “I don’t follow it, Captain, but it looks as though you’re the man of the moment.”

“You always wanted to try out your random experiments,” said Ethel. “I remember you getting excited when you found you could take over this deserted series of Frames! You were like a boy who thinks he can play with armies.”

“I felt I was God,” said Spingarn.

That submerged and almost totally eroded personality seemed to give the ghost of a wry grin deep within Spingarn’s brain; it fled as Spingarn went on:

“It was always me and the Frames. Me, the Frames, and the Alien.” Spingarn turned to Horace. “You’re programmed to pass on the comps’ assessment at various points?”

“Exactly, sir.”

“Spingarn—has Horace known all the time that there was an Alien here on the planet!”

“Another Frog?” said Hawk.

“He’s guessed,” agreed Spingarn. “Comps guessed for him. And it’s not the sort of alien you’re thinking of, Sergeant. You see, the Director alone had access to the findings of the forecasters. He told me that I was the one element in the Talisker situation which could begin to right matters—the Director wouldn’t allow more than a hint of the Alien’s part in Talisker to reach me. When the Guardians tried to let me in on the forecast, they were inhibited by their own conditioning.”

“But Horace knew?”

“He was given a Probability circuit,” Spingarn told her. “If I could work my way into a position where I could contact the Alien, he was allowed to help us. I had to change the probabilities, somehow.”

“This!”

Ethel shuddered as she looked at the iron pedestal.

“This thing!”

Spingarn shrugged.

“The giants knew it was a magical thing. It was their fetish—they placed Hawk on it as a grim joke. A kind of double sacrifice to their gods. First they’d use him as an ornament, then they’d rip him apart—and us!—to try to foretell the future.”

“And they could tell the future!”

“Certainly!” put in Horace. “And with a high degree of probability too! No doubt, sir, you’d like to know that my conjecture is that the Alien has given them an inbuilt facility for adjusting to Frame-Shifts—they would know when a change was coming. And their victims would be keyed in to Frame changes too. My guess is that there’d be a sympathetic chemical reaction in the entrails——”

“No!” shuddered Ethel.

“Leave it,” said Spingarn. “It’s over, Ethel,” he told her “We know what we want to find.”

“How exquisitely wonderful!” said Horace.

“Well, tell us what it is,” said Hawk. “Be damned if it isn’t all double-Dutch to an old soldier, but tell me anyway. And don’t take on so, miss,” he told Ethel. “Worse happens in war!”

“I do apologize!” Horace said. “I lack the nuances of polite conversation! Ah, sir,” the robot said to Spingarn, “if you knew how I’d studied the proper ways of speech——”

“Forget it,” Spingarn ordered. He could be amused now at the robot’s earnestness. “Clear one thing up, if you can.”

“Anything, sir.” It paused. “That is, if my circuits allow.”

“Comp evaded the Talisker problem—right?”

“Like the plague, sir!”

“Plague, Captain?” said Sergeant Hawk, struggling to catch up with the flood of new information. “Burn it out, sir!”

“We may do that,” said Spingarn. Hawk was not far off the mark. “Why?”

Horace was not anxious to please any more. His voice reflected a bitter dilemma, one that the machines which worked out the destinies of almost the total population of the Galaxy had refused to face. One that they had passed over to Spingarn.

“If Talisker, sir,” said Horace, “if Talisker operates in a random way, the Alien may want to try to increase the scope of the experiment.”

Ethel gasped. She knew now what threatened the entire structure of the Frames.

“Experiment! This is an experiment—these mad Frames! Here! You mean it wasn’t just your idea, Spingarn, to reactivate the Frames of Talisker—it isn’t your experiment!”

“Not mine alone,” said Spingarn.

“And Horace is saying that—the Alien!—might want to try the same thing out on another planet!”

“A strong probability,” agreed Horace. “Isn’t it, sir?”

“Yes,” said Spingarn. He pointed upward into the bright blue sky. “The Alien might want to use the entire structure of the Frames.”

“But what for?”

“That,” said Spingarn, “we don’t know yet.”

“But you—you said you were the one who wanted to try out your Random Principle on Talisker!” Ethel regarded Spingarn with horror. “And now you say it was the Alien’s idea!”

Spingarn had tried to solve this one himself. Nothing had come to the surface from that eroded personality which had grinned sourly through the mists of his mind. It was a problem that he had almost driven himself to distraction over before he had finally given it up.

“My idea. Yes. And the Alien’s, too.”

Now Ethel understood completely.

“You found the Alien—here!”

“I must have done.”

“And together you planned this!”

Spingarn wondered why there was no sudden burden of guilt; he could feel none. It was as though he were washed clean of that errant and brilliant man’s crimes.

“Yes,” he said. “I must have found the Alien and worked with it. From the Alien, the idea. From me, the facilities of the Frames.”

“And there’s nothing we can do?”

“I didn’t say that,” said Spingarn.

Hawk stared at him. The Sergeant was in a limbo of disbelief. He was neither a man of the twenty-ninth century, nor a competent Sergeant of Pioneers from the eighteenth. He had no mechanism to bridge the two opposing poles of simplicity and utter sophistication.

“Well, Captain—it’s this, isn’t it? This lump of metal?”

“That,” said Spingarn. “And the Genekey.”

Ethel was lost in confusion and horror:

“The Genekey? Didn’t that dying man say something about a Genekey?”

“Wonderful!” exclaimed Horace. “How incredibly bright of you to get into the same cage as that poor man!”

“The wretch we saw in the cage?” declared Hawk. “What did he tell you?”

Spingarn’s eyes focused on the aberrant appendages of his companions; he was trying to estimate the reasoning behind the unknown entity’s actions. “I think,” he said at last, “that the Alien can reverse these physical changes. That’s what the Disaster Control agent meant. There has to be a goal for the various tribes in the Frames here. They have to have something to strive for. So, the Genekey. The key to unlock the chains of chromosomes. The way back.”

“Legs,” said Hawk. “I’ll be a whole Pioneer again!”

“No,” said Ethel. “I’ll keep what I’ve got.”

Spingarn shrugged. “It may not affect us. But we have to go through the motions. The Alien wants us to chase the Genekey.”

“And this?”

Hawk tapped the meteorite.

“Open it,” said Spingarn.

Ethel caught his arm:

“Before you do, tell me one more thing.”

“If I can.”

“Why us? You, I understand. You’re the start of all this—you found the Alien. I can believe it, now that you tell me, even though I don’t know what it really means. I can see why you’re needed here on Talisker. And, in a way, I know I’m part of your involvement. But Hawk—and Horace?”

Hawk grumbled as he relit his pipe:

“Needed an old soldier, eh, Spingarn! Wanted Hawk to do your mining and help you fight the Frog!”

“In a way, Sergeant,” said Spingarn. To Ethel, he said, “I’d guess you’re needed because you too were in it at the beginning—you helped me escape. You helped set up Talisker as it is now. But Hawk? And Horace?” Spingarn looked from the bottle-nosed face and then to the robot’s bland features. “I needed someone I could trust. There’s no one more resolute than the Sergeant. And Horace is utterly trustworthy when it comes to evaluating a situation. But why choose them?” Spingarn grinned. “Call it my flair for adapting. They’ve succeeded, haven’t they?”

“Aye,” said Hawk. “And when you’ve finished talking me over, maybe you’d look to me pedestal. D’you see, Captain Devil or Private Spingarn or whoever you are, there’s a crack running along this side. Now, do I take my chisel and try to find what’s in the thing?”

“Do that,” said Spingarn.

They were acclimatized to the gentle swaying of the gondola; the sun was high and they had taken off most of their ragged clothes; the red-furred robot had thoughtfully begun to emit a cooling blast of air from one of its multiple engines. It was the heat-scarred meteorite that made the three humans feel cold. Sergeant Hawk bent to look at the blackened mass.

“You see, Captain?”

He was right. The action of heat had found a slight flaw in the metal. There was a bright gash of clean iron to where a fragment of a grenade had smashed against Hawk’s pedestal.

“No,” said Hawk, gasping. “I can’t get to it. You use the tools,” he told Spingarn.

Spingarn hefted the steel chisel and the small, heavy hammer which were part of the contents of Hawk’s capacious knapsack. His hand trembled for a moment, but when he swung the hammer it was steady enough.

“Steady!” bellowed Hawk, the shock sending a memory of pure pain through his strange body. “Ah, go on, Captain!”

He gritted his teeth and Spingarn swung again. Hard and true. The chisel bit and the meteorite was in two.

The day grew black.
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Three blobs of the quintessence of blackness hovered in the space around the gondola, blotting out the daylight and destroying sight and sound. They were three pits of emptiness in the unclouded sky, swallowing it up and discharging a raging hollow toward the terrified occupants of the airship. Spingarn was aware that the Frames were wheeling about him once more, that there was a need for instant action, that there was desperate and horrible danger in the immediate future; but like the others he could do no more than try to ward off the huge blast of alien that surrounded him. It was worse than anything he had ever known. Comparisons with the distilled terror of the cell-fusion operation were meaningless, for they were a part of chemical and electrical changes; this thing that raged for understanding was a screaming attack on the soul. The others were gasping for breath to scream and bawl their undying horror.

Spingarn’s hands covered his eyes, like a child in torment.

The hovering blobs raged on.

They became a clamorous universe of insistent demands.

Spingarn acknowledged the things, the thing, the entity, the Alien. It bit into his mind.

Spingarn recognized his own identity in the thing’s grinding demands. He knew that a piece of himself—of the man he had once been—had been absorbed, intact, within the structure of this alien intelligence. There was a twisted irony in the shape that swam through and through the blankness; the other man’s ghost seemed to shout a warning and a jeering yell, and then the flicker of identity was whirled away and only the intolerable nightmare of alien was left!

“What do you want?”

“What!!”

Spingarn breathed, then cried the question, and the words themselves floated in the emptiness, stark chunks of symbolism in a cosmos of bewildered—the Alien bewildered!!—rage to know.

“I don’t know you!!” Spingarn tried to yell at the heaving thing that screamed around the corners of his skull. “I’m not the one who was here before! NO!!!”

He felt the delicate threads of nerves in lobe after lobe of his brain ripped apart by the searing cold of the Alien; each chain of molecules was splintered and shattered as it sought for the man who had helped to reactivate the Frames of Talisker.

“How do I talk to you!!” Spingarn said, his head a block of torn pain. “How!!”

The words again hung in that blankness which had sealed the voyagers off from the brightness of day. And then the words became minor universes in themselves, each one shading off into everything that the word could possibly relate to: “I” was a universe of Spingarns, a whole panoramic spectacle of Spingarns tossing and swaying in a tiny ship on a vast ocean; Spingarns—trails of them—burrowing into the ground below Tournai—Spingarns watching vast steam engines roll forward at one another like embattled lobsters; Spingarns making love and awash in a cosmos of sexuality; and other, stranger men who might have related to this earlier Spingarn. Excitable men who delved into the fastness of the Frames of Talisker on the trail of an ancient hint of Alien. Spingarns who stared popeyed in wonder at the core of the planet, where a tendril of life still glowed after scores of millions of years had passed since it took refuge—or was imprisoned—or hid!—from other implacable creatures of its own kind!

And “Talk.” Talk was another violent blaze of semantic contortions. It was mouths a hundred miles across agape with one word said slowly a million times until the long, huge message was engraved onto the lips; it was a flash of forked lightning scouring some cosmic brain with a shock of insight. It was a score of the normal representations of communication.

“Talk!” swam before Spingarn’s mind. “Talk, if you want to.”

Message.

The thing had a message.

For him.

For Spingarn.

“Listen first,” pleaded Spingarn, ignoring the torment in his brain, ignoring too the terrors that lay just below the level of consciousness in his mind. He fought down the wild surges of panic which told him to run, physically or mentally, from the presence of the pits of emptiness in which the Alien raged. “Listen?”

Again the word was a symbol. A chunk of living chains of ideas. The Alien was still.

“I am not the one you knew!”

Spingarn found he could project the idea against the backcloth of the Alien’s curiosity. The words hovered and wound themselves into one another. A mile-high Spingarn swam in the blackness of an emptiness that was emptier than space before the act of creation; it was so terrifyingly alone that Spingarn gasped at the remoteness of it.

The Alien deleted that Spingarn and substituted another.

It was the earlier persona, that of the brilliant Plot Director. A slimmer version of Spingarn, less muscular, more astute. A mocking and eager man.

“That’s him,” said Spingarn, recognizing himself.

The process grew familiar as he began the low slow job of communicating with the fearful thing from the iron fetish. It stayed, an immensely patient presence, one which had stayed somnolent but alive throughout millions of years in the recesses of the ancient planet. It stayed and it listened. Slowly, it brought responses.

The emptiness took on fresh images.

There was that Plot Director and a sudden plunge through a long-hidden fault in the crust of the planet. A fault so old that vast layers of strata had sealed it from the observation of the humans who had come centuries before Spingarn’s time to build the first of the Frames. A fault which had been revealed through an almost insignificant shifting of those layers. One that the other Spingarn had become aware of casually through the monitors of the old barriers which separated the Frames from one another.

“He found you,” said Spingarn.

The meeting blazed in the emptiness.

That other man, the one who had plunged into the secrecy and safety of the Frames rather than admit his faults and face the consequences of his crimes, met the Alien. Still with that wry, amused smile. Still poised lightly on the balls of his feet, ready with a photon-bomb projector in one hand and a mind beamer in the other. Ready to talk or fight.

It seemed that the Alien had talked.

Yes, they had matters to discuss. The young Spingarn was interested in whatever the Alien touched on. The difficulty was that the Alien was so totally confused as to its own role that its thoughts blistered the mind beamer with their powerful but completely fragmented nature.

They would have killed the incautious human if the beamer had not shattered in his hand.

So, the other man had come back later with a massive array of sophisticated hardware; he had gouged banks of communicators from the old Frames of Talisker and recircuited them so that they could reach through to the Alien and his searing mind. That was the way it had happened.

“That’s how it happened,” Spingarn said.

The Alien expressed a howl of agreement that rang around the emptiness, sweeping Spingarn’s mind into another burst of confused bewilderment. It passed.

“You needed one another,” Spingarn enunciated.

The Alien and that fiendish intellect!

Two products, of different Universes, both cunning, shrewd, dominant, and malicious! Two totally diverse things somehow come together to a mutual devilment!

Whirlpools of deities from a score of backgrounds writhed in the emptiness. Ten thousand Names of God hung like vast globules of holiness in that black space; they each solemnly dissolved into the constituent semantic patterns of association which had so shocked Spingarn before. They were symbols of gods and every last one of their own followers; they were bellowing, striding, bowing, grinning, blessing, cursing, blasting, creating and destroying deities who smiled at their own temples and chewed on the souls of their followers.

“No,” said Spingarn, and the scene was washed clean.

He understood now.

You let the word slide out, and the Alien battened on to it and scanned it with the love of a maniacal lexicographer; it ripped the total meaning of the word and showed what it could do. Spingarn braced himself for the chorus of negation that would follow his breathing of the word “No.” It came.

The semantic nightmare sprang into being, and the Alien waited for Spingarn to supply the next chunk of knowledge for it to translate into its own peculiar life. Spingarn found himself holding his breath, suppressing the expletives that almost forced themselves into his mind and then through his lips; he held down curses and queries. He attempted desperately to form the one vital question into the least number of words. He wanted the one single burst of insight that could make final sense of the incredible maelstrom of fragments that were the Frames of Talisker.

“You and him,” began Spingarn, his whole body contorted with the efforts of restraining the unnecessary words, “you made the Random Principle? You made the Frame-Shift factors?”

Answer.

Pride, delight, a gouging shock of self-doubt.

The Alien was a conscious creator. It had experienced a welter of pride in its own abilities; it had watched the deserted Frames become reactivated. And, yes, it had worked hand in hand with the Plot Director who had released it from a bondage of eons. But it wasn’t too happy with the results. They hadn’t led anywhere!

The thing raged at Spingarn.

You!!!!

You said it would find the way!

The pit of blackness was suffused with fire and rage; Spingarn found himself shuddering at the violence of the Alien’s childlike hatred. He crept around the gondola over the senseless bodies of his companions, looking for human warmth and comfort. A place to hide! To get away from the shock and the rage—to escape if only for a few seconds from that frightful questioning.

“Not me!” roared back Spingarn, summoning the last of his strength. “It was the other persona!”

And the words conquered the flow of hate and terror, of pain, disappointment and loss. They soared up like so many explosions into the pit which the Alien used as his outer self; the words burst and flowered into life.

Spingarn reared up and was deleted.

The other man appeared, a brief ghost of a man, a subdued suppressed and almost totally dissipated thing in two dimensions and with blurred edges. “You have to deal with me!” bawled Spingarn into the pit. “With me!!!”

Spingarn?

The Alien considered it.

“SPINGARN!!” bawled Spingarn again and again.

The Alien accepted it.

The thing from another universe recognized him.

“You are the Probability Man,” it offered.

“Yes!”

Another message hung in the strange emptiness: a proposition. The Alien wanted an agreement.

Work in the Random Principle; adjust yourself to Frame-Shift factors; operate in a random sequence of events!

“Yes,” said Spingarn. “Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!!” he bawled. “Agreed!”
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The blackness was clearing and Spingarn heard the animal noises of his distraught companions. He shook his head clear of the fearful communication from the thing that belonged to no part of the Universe. He felt the shock and the pain swilling away through his body, and a cold, clear determination hardening inside him. He was ready to act.

Ethel was clutching him by the shoulder, her ample breasts thrust hard against his chest; Hawk had gripped the robot’s arms in his distress; and Horace was repeating over and over the fragments of the words that had been on Spingarn’s lips as he came free of the nightmare:

“Time-Out! Time-Out! Time-Out! Hold back the Frames—get me out!!!!”

Spingarn heard Horace’s hysterical tones; he realized they reflected his own. And he knew now that he and the Alien had suffered the same kind of experience.

When he had yelled in exquisite despair from the red mud of Tournai—when the sputtering fuse was upon him and the bright, blood-reeking sword was nearing—when he had screamed to be released from the Primitive Frame—how long ago?—he had been through the same kind of experience as the Alien; for the Alien too had been trying to call Time-Out!

“Out! I want out!” bellowed Hawk in Spingarn’s ear.

He also had heard the Alien and was echoing its terrified call! The Sergeant of Pioneers saw Spingarn and Ethel and bellowed the demand again. Then he realized that it was not his own request that he was calling.

Would he be able to understand how Spingarn was required to help the Alien, though!

Would any of the others realize just what sort of a pact the Alien had dictated?

It had given Spingarn a task. And it had promised their own release in return.

Spingarn found huge echoes of that insistent booming still ringing around his brain:

“Get me out! I want out! Stop the—the Frames!”

The Alien was screaming with despair that it wanted release from its own version of the Frames of Talisker!

“Spingarn!” shuddered Ethel. “Did you hear it too!”

“Yes,” said Spingarn. “The Alien was here. Here, out of the iron meteorite—it was here, out of the block—it wanted to see Spingarn, that other Spingarn! It wants to stop the Frames of Talisker!”

“Aye,” said Hawk, his broad face pale and sweating, “you’re right, lad, about the nature of the Devil here—that was His Satanic Majesty, all right, or I’m a Dutchman, and I’m no blasted stiff-necked Hollander! Not Hawk of the Pioneers! Why, it roared out of this iron casing like some fiend from the Pit! And did you see its face!”

Spingarn then realized that they would all have seen a different form of the Alien; its vast invisible presence was a thing of mental projection; it gobbled up the internal psychic mechanisms of a human mind and turned them into its own form of mind beamer. What Ethel must have seen—briefly, before she relapsed into the relief of unconsciousness—and what Hawk swore so vehemently he had witnessed, would have borne only a surface relationship to the semantic patterns which had been Spingarn’s interpretation of the Alien’s own psyche. But they all knew what the Alien required. The girl repeated its urgings:

“Spingarn! It wants us to help it! The Alien wants us to help it out of—of the Frames!”

She stopped and the four of them looked at one another in mutual wonder. They had all been through as strange an experience as any mind could conceive; and they had all reached approximately an equal understanding of that experience. Spingarn spoke for them all.

“Yes. The Alien and my early self made the Frames. But always the Alien had its own special purpose. It needed to see a succession of random events so that it could orient itself.”

“You—the Plot Director that you were,” said Ethel, “—you were acting out of impulse. But the Alien needed the Frames of Talisker?”

“Yes,” said Spingarn. “We all saw that.”

“Did we, Captain?”

“You too, Hawk.”

“That I did! The Devil of Devils had to work its way out of a Pit, so it called up this place to exercise in.”

“Yes,” said Spingarn. “That’s as near to it as we can get. The Alien had to have a set of random principles at work around it so that it could picture itself in an equal situation.”

It fell into place quietly.

They listened as Spingarn built up the picture of events that had occurred outside the framework of the Galaxy; events which must have been ancient when the first world of all was shrouded in rain forests and hot mists; events which had taken place, perhaps, in a Universe that bore no relation whatsoever to the time and space quotients they knew.

“The way I see it is this.” The gondola rose, sailed on, over the wide, hot desert, still swaying slightly in a gentle arc; below, the little white blockhouse was a geometric point of reference, a hypnotic center of attention which one or another of the voyagers referred to as the strange story built itself up. “The planet housed the Alien for millions of years. I don’t know where the planet came from, but our records show that it’s extra-Galactic. My guess is that it isn’t a part of Universal matter at all. I believe it was thrust through some hole in the continuums—that it was a sort of burial of the Alien.” Spingarn paused. “Urn burial.”

The sense of circumnavigating a mausoleum overwhelmed him.

It seemed that they sailed, in this stout gondola, with its taut silken balloon, above a graveyard. A planetary graveyard.

“I think the Alien was buried alive in the planet.”

“And thrown out of its own Universe!” whispered Ethel.

“Yes,” said Spingarn. “Disposed of.”

Hawk coughed and grunted. “The Devil not dead? Why, Captain, and you, miss, it was active enough a short while ago! You say the King of Darkness was buried! He’s not the sort you can kill off, His Majesty! He’s more lives than a cat!”

Spingarn went on:

“I don’t think he was buried as dead. I believe he was buried alive. Deliberately.”

“They—” and Ethel paused as the thought of what she meant by that quiet they, “—they threw him out? Undead?”

“And left him to be found.”

Horace roused himself from his own electronic nightmare.

“And you found him—that is, you in another persona, sir?”

“I did. Found and awakened him.” Spingarn grinned. “I wonder how I did it!” Then the images came flooding back. “Yes. I think I know.” He wouldn’t burden the others with those sense-blinding scenes. They had been spared the ferocious impact of the Alien, it was clear. All they had discerned, in their state of unconscious awareness, was that the Alien needed them to help it out of its own personal jail. “Leave it,” he told them. “We’ll concentrate on the problems we have.”

“Aye, lad,” agreed Hawk. His bottle-nosed face was healthy again. He had sensed the call to arms in Spingarn’s tones. “What are we to do?”

“Just a minute, Sergeant,” said Ethel. “Tell me, Spingarn, why the Frames of Talisker! Why this crazy series of Frames that change at random! Why a mob of giants—and the ghosts! And the balloons which were supposed to be spaceships! Why the road that leads into the sky! Why all those other wretched tribes you’ve told us about!” She edged away from Spingarn’s tail. “Why that!” She kicked out a fragment of the meteorite. “And this!”

“Oh, madam, surely it’s obvious!”

The robot was about to launch itself into another half-explanation, but Spingarn silenced it with a wave of his hand.

“It’s a reenactment,” he said.

“A reenactment,” said Ethel. “Of what?”

“Of what the Alien feels.”

Something of the Alien’s own struggles with the total disorientation had slipped into the others’ minds. They had shared in the profound and chaotic feeling of loss which it had suffered. Ethel began to understand at last:

“The Alien wakes in a strange Universe.”

“Yes,” Spingarn agreed. “Completely new. Terrifyingly unfamiliar.”

“It meets other minds.”

“Ah, madam,” said Horace, “you have this wonderful ability to follow the Captain’s thoughts—you two have a symbiotic relationship! You should mate! What a product of fission you would produce!”

“Quiet!” growled Hawk. “Aye, Captain, I’m with you! It would be like hearing the Frogs for the first time! All that noise and nothing of it to put your mind to—talking through their noses and whining so it’s not a Christian tongue at all!”

“Worse,” said Spingarn, remembering the agonizing bewilderment of the Time-Out blip. “Complete and utter fragmentation of all it had once known. New stars. Fresh galaxies. Different temporal structures. Gravitational and electromagnetic fields that couldn’t operate in its own Universe. And then creatures—me!—with minds like mad mazes!”

“So when it was released from its coffin,” said Ethel, shuddering, “it knew it had been thrown into a new Universe!”

Spingarn said, “It knew.”

“And you—the man who was you—worked with it!”

“Yes. They built the Frames of Talisker.” Memories evaded Spingarn, but the sum of their imprinted and faded ghosts was a feeling of wild and sardonic amusement. “The Alien wanted a completely random situation built up around the only intelligent life-form it found in our Galaxy. It wanted people and events to move totally at random. It found the one man, of all the billions of people it might have met, who could construct such a situation.”

Hawk contemplated Spingarn for a moment or two; he sucked on his empty clay pipe and gave his opinion:

“I’d a notion or two about you when we served Queen Anne,” he said. “You had the look of a rogue, Captain. Likable, you might say, but always it seemed you were hanging fire, waiting to explode, lad. So you put this place in motion, eh?”

“Yes.”

“And what now?”

“Shortly, Sergeant,” said Spingarn. “Understand first what the Alien is. What it needs.”

“Go on,” urged Ethel. “It needed to be oriented.”

“That’s it. Oriented. It needed to see how other intelligent beings adapted themselves against a fragmented situation. Then it could begin to decide its own strategies for action. Before it could begin to act, it had to learn its own capabilities.”

“Through assessing ours,” added Ethel. “Yes. It watched the things thrown into the Frames of Talisker so that it could decide how it should act!”

“It asked for Time-Out,” put in Horace, who had shown what was for it a remarkable restraint.

“Time-Out?” asked Ethel.

“Yes,” said Spingarn. “Haven’t you understood yet?”

Ethel was coming to an understanding of the whole strange chain of cosmic events which had led to their adventures on the planet; Spingarn watched as her keen, subtle mind analyzed the elements. The sudden bursting through of the Alien into the Universe they knew; its slow life through the millennia; the planet, swimming gradually into the orbit of the Galaxy; and then life in the Galaxy slowly reaching out, star system by star system until the lonely planet was charted and used. And then the experimental Frames, built on the planet in secret, so that there should be no sudden, overwhelming demand for them on the part of a bored and sensation-deadened population. All of this, and then Ethel’s glint of acknowledgment. But it was Hawk who spoke first:

“Your Alien, Captain. I know what he wants! He wants to get back to the Pit he sprang from!”

Horace sighed in admiration.

“Sergeant, how right! How incisive is the military mind, sir,” it added to Spingarn. “To estimate with such facility the high Probability Quotient in the events—to show such awareness of the pattern in the stream of events! He is correct, isn’t he sir?”

“Oh yes,” said Spingarn. “That’s what it wants. But how do we tell it that it’s about a hundred million years too late?”
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There was little time to answer Spingarn’s unanswerable question, for Horace was humming with electronic anxiety; the red-furred robot’s antennae were twitching and its sensitive scanners were alert to the eerie pressure changes that heralded another alteration in the Frames of Talisker.

“There’s a new cycle of events impending, sir,” it reported. “The barriers are alive with power! Anything could happen, sir! It’s chaotic down there!”

The extraordinary thing was that the level desert was unchanged. Still the only feature in an otherwise empty, yellow landscape was the squat shape of what looked like a blockhouse. The litter of fallen balloons and struggling giants was far in the distance, and, except for that lonely white shape, the planet contained no evidence of occupation, whether human or Alien. Spingarn knew otherwise.

“This was one of the Alien’s conditions,” he told the others. “I’ll tell it quickly.”

They accepted the incredible logic of the tale almost calmly; after the horrors of the night before, and then the emptiness of the Alien’s own locally created universe, what Spingarn told them was only a simple extension of their adventures.

“The Genekey is our way out,” said Spingarn. “It’s the way we return to an appearance of humanity. It’s what the giants were trying to get hold of—and what a score of poor transmogrified tribes are trying to reach.” He was trying to hold back his own incredulous wonder at the strangeness of his story and the desperate conclusion he had reached. “The Disaster Control agent learned about it, god alone knows how. The giants were given an implanted consciousness of its existence—and I’d guess that all the occupants of these mad Frames were given the same racial memory.”

“We have to find it?” said Ethel.

“Yes,” said Spingarn.

“The Frames are dissolving,” announced Horace. “The barriers are being stripped away! There’s to be a total random situation—every one of the Frames will interact with every other!”

“That’s another of the Alien’s conditions,” agreed Spingarn. “Total, blind chance.”

“Why!” exclaimed Ethel.

“The Genekey,” said Spingarn. “It’s the prize.”

“This—Genekey,” said Sergeant Hawk. “It’s prize of war? If we find it, do we keep it?”

“No,” said Spingarn. “We destroy it.”

“What!!!”

Even Horace joined in the chorus of amazement and sheer anger. Ethel knew what the Genekey meant: return to the normalcy of twenty-ninth century life. It meant that she would lose the radiant beauty of her new form, and the flowing translucent grace of her wings. But it meant freedom too from the deadly presence of the Alien, from the constant threat of an insane series of events; and, more important, a chance to be a woman again. She yelled her anger at Spingarn.

“The Genekey is the chromosome transformer, isn’t it? Didn’t the Alien construct it to turn us back to human beings again, instead of something from nightmares! Once we find it, don’t we leave this place and the Alien?”

“Any moment now,” announced Horace, his thin voice tinged with awe. “All the Frames thrown together—all the peoples in it too! It’s Gotterdammerung, Spingarn! It’s the end of the Frames of Talisker!”

“Well, well,” said Hawk, rubbing his hands and taking his familiar knapsack from his back. “Something to be blown up, eh, Captain? We’ll be needing the last of my grenades! If there’s to be some little engagement, don’t leave Sergeant Hawk out of it!”

“But why, Spingarn!” yelled Ethel. “Why destroy the Genekey?” She was hurling curses at the Alien and Spingarn impartially. “Why, when all I want out of life is to get out of this place and be with you!”

Spingarn responded to the despairing cry. He took her diaphanous shape and held it for a moment. Then he told her why they had to destroy the only means of escape from the day of judgment on the Frames of Talisker.

“We have to reach the Genekey first. And we have to destroy it! We have to sacrifice our own chances of return and those of every last poor bastard whom I’ve ever sent to this planet, Ethel! If we don’t reach the Genekey first, then the ghosts get it!”

“Boggarts?” said Hawk, beginning to understand. “The ghosts what chased us onto the moving highway?”

“I was right,” said Horace proudly. “After all, I was right! There was such a high Probability Quotient that they weren’t human! They had to be——”

“What?” said Ethel quietly. “What are they?”

“An experiment of the Alien’s,” said Spingarn. “Not mine. The Alien’s alone.”

The blockhouse began to expand, like some desert plant that had suddenly tapped an underground source of water. It stretched thin fingers of stone into the yellow sand.

“It’s begun,” said Horace.

“Tell me,” said Ethel. “What are the ghosts?”

Spingarn held on to the sudden glimpse of frightfulness that he had seen when the Alien had made its conditions for cooperating with him. There had been an uncanny sense of evil about the formless creatures: a mindless wish to harm.

“The Alien found a piece of waste material trapped in its urn. Inside its grave. A chunk of tissue. Alive. Not sentient. But alive. So it grafted what it found onto a human cortex. The ghosts aren’t dead, Ethel. They’re alive. They want to get out of their Frame. They want other human brains! They want to feed on human brains!” The horror of the things overwhelmed them all, Spingarn included. Horace trembled, his antennae shaking like so much grass in the wind. Hawk’s pipe cracked as his stained teeth gritted together. Ethel shrank into Spingarn’s arms.

“If they reach the Genekey,” he said, “they can give themselves human shape. Human intellect. Human abilities. And what will happen to the Galaxy when they get loose?”

Ethel struggled to accept what she had already understood.

“So the Alien wants us to stop them?”

“Yes,” said Spingarn, answering the unasked question that Hawk and Horace too were ready with. “It wouldn’t know how to cope with the physical tasks of destruction,” he told them. “All it can do is create.” It seemed inconsequential, for the Frame below them was heaving like some imprisoned monster struggling to escape, but he added: “It’s not in the nature of the Alien to destroy. I suppose it must come from an artistic Universe.”

“I suggest we descend,” said Horace. “The physical nature of the terrain—” He needed to say no more, for a violent wind tore the gondola almost free from its supporting balloon, hurling the voyagers about like so many leaves.

Spingarn roared, above the noise:

“Get us down, Horace! Are you permitted to act?”

“Yes,” Horace answered primly. “All my resources are entirely at your disposal now, sir.”

Spingarn laughed aloud, the wind whipping aside his shirt and revealing his wide bare chest. He held Ethel with one hand as the robot maneuvered the unsteady craft from one column of air to another.

“Bombs fused!” Hawk reported.

“Good for you, Sergeant,” said Spingarn. “You’ll have more than black powder to play with!”

A hole appeared in the floor of the gondola. Hawk looked down to see a winged creature advancing with a small arbalest in its arms. The quarrel which had made the hole appeared to have done no damage, but Hawk roared his anger.

“Fusils!” he bawled.

He took a weapon and threatened the flying creature with it, causing it to bank and wheel away into the oncoming storm.

“How’s that, Captain?” he yelled. “No bombs?”

“Oh yes,” Spingarn roared back at him. “Bigger and better bombs than any you know of, Sergeant! Steady! The ship’s nearly down!”

The earth rushed to meet them, though it was not the yellow sand they had swayed over for so long.
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The surface of the planet was a maniacal patchwork of fragmented Frames. The gondola had come to rest high on a cliff, with the silken balloon gradually shredding away as it tore itself into pieces against spikelike projections on the cliff-face; at the base of the cliff was a section of metaled road with five or six lumbering horse-drawn vehicles still noisily grating along; above them, Spingarn saw, was a mosaic of dead trees and monolithic stone structures, which threatened to free themselves from their rock and scree of the cliff and hurtle down upon the stranded voyagers; the storm which had begun to build up was now beginning to break. Yellow lightning sprang across a violet sky, illuminating more of the crazed landscape-builder’s nightmare. Below, the horses were the first to see that the road ended abruptly: they neighed their uneasiness, while drivers shook their heads and almost fell to the road. The desert quite suddenly poured back into the terrain. Like a blanket of fog, it slid around the edges of the metaled road and, grain by grain, silted up the many fetid streams which had been there before. Spingarn and his companions cowered into the seeming safety of the gondola. Thunder shook the cliff, and the fragile basket shook in its turn. A shower of rock fragments splattered over Hawk.

“The imps are upon us!” bellowed the Sergeant. “The flying devils with the quarrels!”

Another bolt smashed into the rock, and Spingarn saw that the Sergeant was right; a flight of winged dwarfs was hovering in the swirling rain, seemingly impervious to the stinging power of the storm; Ethel yelled and launched herself forward as the strange creatures ranged themselves in arrowhead formation and swam through the thick air.

“Horace!” bawled Spingarn.

“Sir!”

Spingarn pushed the surprisingly light frame of the automaton in front of Hawk and himself, and the impact of half a dozen well-aimed bolts, fired from small but powerful crossbows, hurled both robot and the humans against the rear of the gondola; it began to slither as a violent blast of thunder spoiled the aim of a further flight of transmogrified humans. Far below, the horses shrieked their amazement, while their masters fled across the wet sands. Then Spingarn and Hawk felt the gondola moving down the cliff-face.

“Horace!” called Spingarn. “Stop us!”

The craft stopped almost on the instant. Horace had reached out with two long, telescoped appendages, and anchored the falling and now wrecked gondola to the cliff-face. Rain smashed into their upturned faces as Hawk and Spingarn tried to see what was happening in the shattered Frames around them; events were happening at such a fantastic rate that neither had properly recovered his wits. It seemed that the robot too was in some form of electronic trance as it hung between the remains of the airship and the cliff.

“Horace, what do we do!” bawled Spingarn. “Probabilities here, you befurred automaton! What’s happening!”

A vast bawling from below told him that another group of the warped creatures had arrived on the scene; the booming noises could only come from the frightful thyroid giants which they had left spread over the wide yellow desert in their broken airships. Spingarn took in the information that there was another planetary upheaval too: without any warning whatsoever, a black and gold structure had reared itself up in the storm. He saw a glint of crystalline movement and realized that here, in the Frames of Talisker, was a recreation of the civilization which had taken the Crystalline Worlds of Sector Wu 992 as its model. He was sure that he had not come across this particular Frame before. He wondered briefly how its incredible structure had been contrived; how the men who had built these first, experimental Frames had known how to put together the delicate and elaborate tracery of forces which—so theory ran—keyed the minds of inhabitants into the very fabric of the Frame’s constituent matter, so that men and suns, women and stars, their children and planets, were at one. The building of such an elaborate Frame, even though it was only a miniature model of the original, must have absorbed the early Frame-makers for generations. And it was here, on this planet, along with the Stone Age Frame, the grotesque culture of the thyroid giants who worshiped an iron fetish, the flying creatures which ranged the skies armed with deadly crossbows, the men who drove heavy draft horses across well-metaled roads, and the other fragments of reenacted lives which Spingarn sensed rather than saw in this totally broken scene. Only the ultimate enemy was missing.

The Alien’s failed experiment had not shown up yet.

As Horace burbled in that particularly infuriating way of robots of almost the highest grade, Spingarn saw that his companions were watching for the appearance of the ghosts too. They had accepted the overwhelming strangeness of the amazing scenes around them. It was the manufactured alien horrors they feared.

The giants were howling at the eerie fabric of the Crystalline Worlds fragment; they bayed with panic as the tiny universe of people and planets spun before them. One flung a lance straight into the heart of a miniature sunburst; it was a flickering of radiance for a moment, and then a tongue of fire spat back at the giant; he dispersed, incinerated. The gobbet of white fire returned, to wheel and spin in a dance that was old when the Galaxy was spawned from cosmic matter. Then the archers spotted the giants. It seemed they were old enemies, for a furious contest began, with the arrowhead formations of malevolent dwarfs hurtling across the black sky to the echoing roars of thunder and a violent back cloth of sheet lightning. More creatures emerged from stranger Frames, though only Horace was aware of them. It was a strain on his equipment to plot the terrifyingly complex spatial situation. More Frames ground together, and more groups of transformed human beings moved into the boiling arena which the Alien had called into being. Horace had to begin again and again from scratch as fresh ingredients were flung into the tempestuous living brew. And he had to keep before him his chief aim: the eradication of the ghastly things which had met them on their arrival in the Frames of Talisker.

“Horace!” said Spingarn impatiently. “Get on with it! What’s happening down there!”

“The blockhouse!” exclaimed Ethel. “It’s broken free from the ground!”

“I’ll be damned,” agreed Hawk. “It has!”

“You wanted the best guess, sir,” Horace said. “All factors point to one conclusion.”

Spingarn was ahead of Horace’s electronic calculations; he had been aware of a hint of a memory from that earlier life that the full horrific flowering of the dismembered Frames would be centered on such a matrix.

“The Genekey, sir!”

“Yes, Horace?”

“That is the Genekey installation, sir.”

The tribes below were pouring forward, some winging in on bright yellow gliders, some smashing through the remnants of equatorial jungle which had housed them in the Frames, some burrowing upward through the crust of the ancient planet: all thrusting forward toward the monstrous blockhouse, which was their goal.

“Yes, sir. The Alien has activated their racial memories, those which were implanted into them when they were sent into Talisker. They know where the Genekey is. And they know what it can do.”

“It isn’t a guess any longer, is it, Spingarn?” said Ethel.

“No,” said Hawk. “Captain, is it?”

“That’s where we have to be,” Spingarn said. “But where are the Alien’s creatures? Where are the—the ghosts!”

Hawk looked about him, his purple face uneasy. “Not far away, Captain.”

“Then look to the arms, Sergeant!”

Spingarn turned to Horace:

“Get us down there! Quick!”

“Sir!”

Within seconds, the robot had fashioned one of those curious basketwork affairs that had swayed them down to the surface of the planet from the strange road. Horace spread unseen wings of force-fields and lowered them down. Ethel followed warily, watching the bitter fight between the thyroid giants and the winged archers.

“Drop us at the base of the Crystalline fragment,” ordered Spingarn. “Look—between the outer wall of the blockhouse and that piece of road!”

As they were winched downward, things pointed to this new threat joining the incredible turmoil. But most of the hundreds of variegated beings were totally absorbed in trying to rip apart the monumental structure of white stone which had shaken free of the ground. They reached upward holding bronze picks, bone-tipped spears, bare chunks of rock, thermic lances, and zittering force-guns; the white stone quivered and shattered under the multiple shock. But the central structure, which had somehow grown to ten times its original size, remained untouched. It seemed to grow upward faster than its extremities were broken into rubble.

Spingarn leaped aside as Hawk called a warning; he was in time to see two muddied heads disappearing into a pool of stagnant water. There were frightful things—creatures like the Director—which snapped with wide jaws as they emerged from black mud and slimy earth.

Something spun from the vast shimmering structure near them, a sunburst of radiance. It launched itself against the blockhouse, blistering and boiling into the flank of that enigmatic structure, a sentient and furious living star. The blockhouse began to sway. The fighting among the tribes appeared to have ceased, for the giants were battering at the white fort with an unsurpassable energy; the dwarfs tore at the big blocks of stone, hovering in the howling gale like so many demons from the Pit in some elemental task of destruction. Creatures slunk from fetid jungles which impinged on the strange area, and, seeing the building housing the Genekey, leaped out with screams of fulfillment. Ethel cowered beside the robust form of Sergeant Hawk, appalled at the uncanny violence of the scene.

“What do we do!” she shuddered. “What can we do! It’s all so—so mad! It’s not real, Spingarn—not all this noise and rage! And those things, Spingarn! How could they live at all! How could anything like this be!”

Hawk was phlegmatic. He had accepted his part in the zany and horrific situation; he trusted Spingarn, and he was anxious to come to the part which he enjoyed. He grunted apologetically and took Spingarn’s arm:

“Begging your pardon, Captain—it’s me legs. If the Frog here could work on them?”

“Do it,” Spingarn said. “And arm the Sergeant.”

Ethel watched as Horace became a swift cyclone of robotic efficiency. The automaton drew from its capacious recesses the fire power on which Spingarn had been counting. It was an impressive sight. And, as Hawk fondled the unfamiliar contours of a phaser’s functional controls, Horace directed a series of squirts of energy at the remains of Hawk’s iron appendage. A rough outline of what could only be a traction motor took place. Soon afterward, the robot expressed its satisfaction.

“I couldn’t make it perfect in the time, sir, but the Sergeant will be able to direct his own motions through a series of directional beamers implanted in his skin. Is that comfortable, Sergeant?”

Hawk was already wheeling about the sheltered place which was the only calm retreat in the frenzy of the Frames. He hefted the weapon and found it to his liking.

“A well-balanced piece, Captain—not bad for the Frogs,” he admitted. “You’re a handy monkey,” he told Horace.

“Wave bombs, too,” said Spingarn to the robot.

“Wave bombs, sir?”

Spingarn shrugged. He knew, along with Ethel and the robot, that the effects of uncontrolled wave bomb blasts were grim. It was a weapon which only the most extreme emergencies could justify.

“We’ll need them. Prepare to launch.”

Ethel put up an objection:

“You’re going to use them against the tribes?” she asked.

“No,” said Horace at once. “There are limitations, as you know. I can’t operate against humans.”

“No,” Spingarn said. “You won’t be asked to, Horace.”

“The ghosts?” said Ethel. “Not them?”

“They’ll come,” Spingarn said quietly. “They’ll come.”

A thin howling broke out at the perimeter of the strange jumble of fragmented Frames. It keened and shrieked both a warning and a threat. The voyagers looked at one another, recognizing in one another’s eyes the same fear that had made them leap for the hanging road only a few hours before. Ethel licked her lips and turned her mouth to the sweeping rain; Spingarn reached for his phaser; Hawk was sighting the lacy weapon in his gnarled, reddened hands toward the source of the noise. Horace was in a trance of calculation.

It was at that moment that another fragment of pure incandescence from the tiny living cosmos of the Crystalline Worlds Frame shattered the structure of the blockhouse.

The white building sprang apart.

Molten rock flooded over a screaming crowd of snake-headed things. A score of winged dwarfs shot iron bolts into the sky as they burned. Hundreds of yelling things that had once been men and women were flung to the ground, limbs broken by flying rocks. But more pressed over their bodies to catch a glimpse of the mysterious key.

Spingarn saw it just after the ghosts manifested themselves.

He, the transmogrified creatures of the Frames of Talisker, and the strange Alien experiment—the ghosts—saw what the Genekey was.

A living machine.

A glittering tracery of creation, power, and life.

It was what the Alien had built, with that other Spingarn.

It was what the Alien had promised Spingarn and his two human companions if they kept to the pact.

The vast design radiated a hypnotic presence. Within its center, a design for transmuting matter writhed and whorled in a delicate and utterly powerful radiance. Spingarn and the other watchers gasped in wonder at the subtlety of that fantastic splendor.

They saw how genes were built up into chains.

They watched human lives flower and burst, to be recast in a dozen forms. They watched the strange dance of molecules as they flailed themselves into patterns of life.

For seconds, all the watchers knew what the Genekey could do for them. Then lightning showered again across the sky, picking off, here and there, a tree or an outcrop of rock or a man with his eyes frozen by the majesty of the Genekey.

Still held by that sight, Spingarn wondered again at the other man he had been and how that other Spingarn had made his pact with the Alien. Together, human and Alien intelligence had forged the Genekey: designer, architect, creator—both of them! The Genekey reeked of Alien, but it was for humans to use. Spingarn could see how a more or less human frame could slot into there; how the genes could be transmuted there; how a new pattern could emerge; how a former shape could be built into the harmonies of the genes. Then he saw that the ghosts were calculating too.

A wall of bulbous grotesques bubbled in awe and ecstasy. Grotesque mouths keened softly, dripping slime and slavering over the sight of the majestic Genekey.

A thunderclap boomed hollowly among the tribes.

It was enough to bring the watchers back to a sense of the present. As its sullen echoes flung themselves from rock to rock, the ghosts shrieked their intention: the Genekey was theirs!

The tribes turned to face what they knew to be the ultimate enemy. Some vague but bitter sense of dread moved them. An echo of early racial encounters with other fearful monsters stirred in their bones. Spingarn felt it too. Hawk’s bottle-nosed face was drawn and dangerous. Ethel’s wide-set eyes stared in grim rage at the ghosts.

Intuitively, the humans—whatever fearful form they had taken—recognized the presence of the last and worst of all antagonists. The ghosts.

That sullen burst of thunder still shook their limbs, stirring a million years of inherited danger signals. It coalesced the warring tribes. The battles of Talisker were forgotten.

There was only one enemy left.

Spingarn drew strength from the human grotesques around him. With their pitiful weapons they were ready to face the awesome things the Alien had cast off in a moment of experiment. Things of nightmare, gruesome sense-eating monsters from ancient myth, they stank of the charnel house and the grave.

Horace moved as Spingarn found the strength to whisper.

“The trigger mechanisms, Horace.”

“Sir,” Horace answered in a strangulated whine. “Sir.”

He passed the firing mechanisms without further comment.

Spingarn caught Ethel’s eye. She was looking with a face set in granite lines at the wall of shaking Alien horror. He recalled the words of the Guardians. Ethel would find her function in his probability future.

Now, she had.

Only she could release the wave bombs at the one single instant of time when the ghosts moved forward.

He passed the trigger mechanism to her.

“Ethel. You have to take them.” He looked up into the black sky. Lightning flashed back at him, searing his eyeballs. “You have to do this, Ethel. Get above them and range Horace in. When they bunch, fire.”

Gray-white bulbous shapes flooded down the cliff-face.

They swam toward the fearful but determined human beings like the approach of doom. Spingarn was shivering uncontrollably, and Hawk put a hand to his shoulder.

“You see, Hawk! They like this! They know they’ll use us! They’ll rip our brains out and go through the Genekey!” He was shouting, but the thunder drowned his voice; the ghosts—the things quarried from human brain-lobes and Alien detritus—screamed their rage and joy. “We’re not able to stop them, Hawk—no!!”

Hawk pointed to either side of them, where the relics of an act of criminal folly waited. Snake heads were still; evil yellow eyes glowering from devil faces waited with deadly patience; the survivors of the contest between the thyroid giants and the winged dwarfs were gripping antique weapons; the canopies of the wagons which had ground along the road were hauled back, and Spingarn saw, to his amazement, a battery of breech-loading cannon. Ethel hovered above, a diaphanous thing wavering about in the huge gusts of air. Rain spewed down on them all.

“Have patience, Captain,” said Hawk. “We won’t fear for long.”

Mindless matter rushed to the frail human barrier.

Spingarn found that he could hold the weapon without trembling. Ethel had waved to him, and he could face the enemy now.

He waved back as the indescribably malevolent mass poured glistening and foul down the cliff-face.

“Now!” he bawled to Ethel.

Behind him, he heard four slight coughs from within Horace’s body. Needle darts of light hovered.

The cliff-face blossomed into fury.
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Sergeant Hawk himself let out a single but utterly sincere expletive:

“God’s bloody boots!”

The wave bombs began their weird, particle-jangling series of implosions. Cold gray matter spun round and round, describing a whirlpool of concentric circles, each one smaller than the last, and then vanished in a tiny red flowering of light; jagged heads swam out of the serried shocks. Wide, alien mouths gibbered rage and terror as the successive waves of shocks ate into the wall of gray gelatinous matter which had at one time seemed to be no more substantial than morning mist, and which now had the appearance of flowing metal. The ghosts—the strange admixture of extra-Universal matter and human brain—flung out a combined message of hatred that shook the ranks of semihumans; it built into a grim and eternal threat, a clear, stark message of the end of human life and the triumph of the enemy. And the frightful warning had some effect.

A pair of wolf-headed humans put back their heads and bayed in stark terror at the thunderous storm; all the horses which had drawn the heavy carts and which were now unharnessed, took in the import of the ghosts’ call and broke into a gallop toward the vast shimmering structure of the Crystalline Worlds fragment; a young thyroid giant began to scream while two dwarfs took to their wings and fled to the jeers of their fellows. Sergeant Hawk began to shout with joy.

“Huzzah!” he bawled. “Huzzah! Give fire! Present your fusils and give fire!”

Even the immense uproar of the howling gale and the ferocious screams of the ghosts could not drown Hawk’s bellows; from leathery lungs, his commands rang out with a sharp clarity that instantly affected the assembled bands. As the amorphous blobs of metallic jelly spurted with the shock of the wave bombs, the air was filled with flying missiles. Arrows arced fleetingly through the rain; their explosive heads burst snappingly among the alien mess. Cannon roared sullenly as the contingent of Primitives discharged their pieces; Hawk and Spingarn added the uncanny glow of their phaser beams to the colossal assault, while from the strange splinter of the Crystalline Worlds came two or three slow gobbets of incandescence which rolled with the majesty of sunrise toward the enemy.

“Huzzah! Huzzah and be damned to you! Back to your master, Satan!” yelled Hawk. “What a piece this is, Captain!”

The cliff-face vanished into a welter of molten rock and dissolving alien matter, taking the bulk of that astonishing amalgam of terrifying things with it. But a sharp death-call told the jubilant semihumans that the enemy was still among them! Hawk bellowed his orders.

“They’re in our right flank! Face them!” he bawled. “Form line and face them! Give fire from the center! Advance the red monkey and use the Greek Fire!”

“Horace!” called Spingarn, and the robot waved a skeletal arm in acknowledgment. It had understood Hawk’s confused but urgent instructions. The launching platform moved and Spingarn roared to Ethel.

They were too late to save a tribe of squat toadlike semihumans which had tried to hold back the flanking assault with a combination of tridents and sponges soaked in some liquid which smoked and reeked of powerful acids; though portions of the jibbering things dissolved into shrieking fragments, the tribe was overrun. The ghosts revealed gruesome fangs, and it was their insatiable appetite for their life-giving food taken from the depths of the human skull that gave the defenders a chance to reform; as the frightful alien creatures snapped through bone and into the heavy skulls of the toadmen, Ethel directed a fresh cargo of wave bombs into the carnage. Again the eerie scene was disturbed by the fury of the shock waves; the gobbets of inhuman jelly tried to escape, but the waves held them. Circles of fire pursued them, billowing and snaking them into deadly pools of particle-stripping fury; and Spingarn saw that the lesser armament was brought into play. Here and there a zittering piece of alien burst into fragments as the dwarfs’ arrows took it cleanly; the brass mouths of the cannon belched their own sullen accompaniment, flinging heavy iron balls at stray groups of jelly.

“Huzzah!” bawled Hawk again, taking a still-resolute wraith into oblivion with the powerful weapon in his hands. “Work for the Pioneers, by god, Spingarn! Fire away, Captain!”

“Carry on, Sergeant! Finish them off!”

And then Spingarn motioned the robot to his side.

There was one last task to perform.

While the assembled tribes moved in to eradicate the last trace of the fearful enemy, burning every last fragment of the long-dreaded ghosts’ presence with fire, Spingarn scrambled around corpses, rocks, jungle detritus, pools of molten metal, over unlikely weapons and dying semihumans, through strange growths which were the outlying markers of the fragmented Frames, and among a whole grove of fetishes brought by some unknown band of tribesmen; the Alien had made conditions.

He showed Horace where to place the last flight of wave bombs so that they would take out every sign that the silently moving Genekey had ever existed. And, as the groups of semihumans began to shout their astonishment at the strangeness of their fellow inhabitants of the Frames of Talisker, the wave bombs began their eerie dance about the Genekey.

Grim waves of fury boiled with appalling violence.

The living radiance of the Genekey writhed.

It squirmed in the grip of the particle-wrenching upheaval of force, gradually losing shape and becoming one with the undulations of the implosions about it.

The triumphant and noisy tribes were still, suddenly aware of this new happening. Gargantuan mouths opened wide in protest; shrill screams echoed from the dwarfs, who had taken to the air in a victory roll; semihumans of all kinds watched in silent horror as the Genekey became a random collection of particles. From the strange fragment that was a reenactment of life in the Crystalline Worlds came a blaze of passionate starlight: it described patterns of rage and regret, outlining to the watching tribesmen its own surge of grief and loss.

“Aye,” said Hawk, as the grief-stricken watchers searched for the cause of the disaster. “We’d best be moving, Captain?”

“It would seem the moment for a strategic withdrawal,” agreed the robot.

Sharp eyes pierced the blackening rainstorm. As a final crash of thunder echoed and reechoed around the battleground, one of the thyroid giants recognized Spingarn. The giant pointed, speechless. And then a sheet of lightning flashed down into the strange arena, illuminating the robot, still with his red fur shimmering brightly; Sergeant Hawk, ragged and indomitable as he moved to a natural shelter in the broken ground; Ethel, her long hair gleaming with rain and her translucent wings swimming, it seemed, through the rain; and Spingarn, who stared back at the tribesmen and wondered if the final demand which the Alien had put upon him could be satisfied.

“No,” said Spingarn, as Horace prepared to hoist the two men out of danger. “We stay.”

Mouths which had been stopped by exhaustion or shock began to give voice. The assembled tribes of near-humanity shrieked and raved their enormous rage. The battleground, still shuddering under the continuing dispersal of the effects of the wave bombs and the end of the Genekey, was filled with a bitter anger. The dream which had sustained the inhabitants of the planet had been smashed—deliberately and coldly smashed.

The only way back to a dimly felt but prized normalcy had been stopped by the three insignificant figures who now waited, frozen into immobility by the utter savagery of the sound of raging disappointment.

“Stay, Captain? Stay here! Look, they’re turning on us—we’ll be annihilated!”

“I hope not, Sergeant,” said Spingarn. His voice was dry. “Ethel!” he called.

She dropped out of the storm and into his arms.

“Is this the end?”

“Not if the Alien can be trusted.”

There had to be trust, he thought. Out in that emptiness where the Alien had set out its hopes and fears, they had made a pact. He was to ensure that the ghosts would be destroyed; the Alien would reveal the location of the Genekey. So much had been done. There was more, of course, much more. But that depended upon the Alien’s sense of honor. Spingarn caught himself choking down a burst of laughter: honor! He was thinking, of the Alien as a human, attributing to it the morals arrived at during ten thousand years of civilization on a planet at the edges of the Galaxy. No! It would not be a sense of honor, or trust, that would save them, if they were to be saved. Self-interest alone would compel the Alien to carry out its side of the bargain.

Hawk sighted along the slim length of the phaser.

“Time-Out!” shouted Spingarn. “Time-Out!”

The tribesmen acted on this first show of what appeared to be defiance. With a frightening display of unanimity, they advanced toward the four. As they moved, they dropped the weapons which they had used against the ghosts. Axes, slings, muskets, lances, thermic guns, arbalests, odd-looking contrivances of steel and leather which Hawk had been curious about: all were discarded. Spingarn found himself clutching the phaser beamer tightly. The monsters that had been men wanted blood on their hands. And in their teeth and claws, in spidery limbs and hooked appendages. The blood of the destroyers of the Genekey. Spingarn called aloud, despairing:

“Time-Out!”

The other three called out too, incoherent shouts for anything that would remove them from this dreadful menacing approach.

Again Spingarn called.

“Time-Out!!!!”

The words splayed across a gaping pit around him.

The night of cold emptiness was here.

He knew nothing, felt nothing, was unaware, of the flashing voyage back to Frames Control.

Time passed, but Spingarn and the others were outside it.
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Again Spingarn waited in the anteroom. The same smiling wraith of a man regarded him with an indulgent air. Sergeant Hawk was drinking in the peepshow of the mind beamers, chuckling to himself as he recognized this or that historical reenactment. He had become accustomed gradually to the notion that he was no longer a Sergeant of Pioneers, but the mannerisms and attitudes of the eighteenth century would be his forever. No amount of conditioning, declared the comps, could eradicate that powerful persona from his mind; with some psyches, you had to give up. Ethel, like the other two humans, had not responded to the comps’ suggestive treatment of their physical deformities. She was hovering abstractedly above the thin aide, while he pretended that he daily received callers on wings. Horace was still in a state of robotic shock after the tension of the final encounter with the Alien, though he had been passed fit for light duties. It was Spingarn who was afraid. The others had looked away as he trembled when the aide announced that the Director of the Frames would see them almost immediately. He was recalling that earlier meeting with the coiled thing in the thick yellow mud. Apart from the weird results of his intervention on the planet which housed the now-dismembered Frames of Talisker, how could he face that snake’s head with the information that he had destroyed the Genekey?

“God’s bloody boots!” called Hawk to Ethel. “Look, my dear—there’s a Frame of the ancient Romans! See the ranks of them charging the Persians! A very moving crocodile, they are! And you say I could go into this play?” he said to the aide.

“Hardly, sir. Not with that encumbrance on your legs. It wouldn’t fit in now, would it? We don’t call them plays, by the way, sir.”

“Sergeant!” Hawk snapped. “Aye. I’d forgotten my legs. Now, monkey,” he said to Horace, “can you do anything for me?”

The thin man smiled superciliously. “Like the Director, sir, you’re one of those unfortunates who’ll have to live with some slight alterations to the normal type of physique.” He took a swift look at Ethel’s elegant shape and at Spingarn’s coiled tail. “I wonder what the Director’s going to make of this!”

Horace repeated what they all knew; the mysteries of the Genekey had vanished in that series of eerie waves of force. Comp was working on the random despecialized cells, yes, but the math of the thing was beyond them. Without actually saying it, they had referred Spingarn’s party back to the Alien for treatment. Horace was inclined to be dispirited now that he had been interviewed, if that is the expression for it, by the somber automatons who had attended Spingarn’s departure for the Frames of Talisker; he had been subjected to a ripping process of analysis which had left him trembling in a state of electronic epilepsy. It was a feeling that had affected the human members of the party; Sergeant Hawk, naturally an ebullient man, had been the first to regain his normal composure, and Ethel had followed. As Hawk murmured encouragement to the figures who reeled in the smoke of Battle in a slice of a reenactment of an antique war, Ethel flitted from one batch of mind beamers to another. It was obvious to Spingarn, from the way she lingered before a tranquil and pastoral twenty-third century Frame, that she had taken his proposal of marriage seriously. When, in utter relief at having survived the terrors of Talisker, he had suggested that they mate and marry, she had been skeptical. She pointed out that their union might well be objected to by the Breeding Selection Directory, if only on the grounds of their aberrant physiques. A physical assault had convinced her that she was wrong.

Spingarn wondered if they would be able to live relatively normal lives in the world of the twenty-ninth century. As Ethel swept across at the insistence of a mind beamer which had tuned itself to her erotic thoughts, he found himself looking uneasily over his shoulder as if the calm anteroom were full of submerged dangers. It had all been too easy.

“So they’re Frames, my little man, are they?” Hawk said to the aide. “Speak up, dammit!”

“Yes, sir, they’re called Frames. Frames,” the wraith of a man repeated. “Reenacted scenes from the whole range of human history.”

Hawk absorbed the information and continued his inspection of the battle he was watching; he grunted critically as a regiment of horsemen swept up a steep escarpment which had been mined. The tiny horizon blossomed. Hawk spat approvingly and was only restrained from cheering by Spingarn’s surly glare.

“Now, Captain!” Hawk bawled. “What ails you! We’re out of the realms of His Satanic Majesty, and we’re to meet your General! Dammit, Spingarn, Ethel’s sweating for you—never seen a wench so taken with a man! The future’s yours, Captain, though I mustn’t call you that now, I suppose. What will you do with yourself now you’re back in your own day and age?” Hawk peered at the clearing battle scene. “Rummy sort of day, if you ask me. Odd sort of age.”

Spingarn spoke to Horace rather than to Sergeant Hawk.

“It was all too easy!”

For the past three or four hours—ever since they had been flung from the planet at the edge of the Galaxy and through the wild interstices of time and space in one of the huge starships—he had been as acutely puzzled as when he had emerged from the underground caverns of Tournai; there was the same sense of unreality. Then, it had been justified, for the Frames were only a shadow of a shell of reality, though the soldiers who fought and died in the red soil of that new Tournai believed in it. But that early feeling of disconnectedness had cleared. It had given way to the realization that he, Private Spingarn, was ex-Private Spingarn; and that he had been a man on the run from those frightful Frames of Talisker. And here he was, Spingarn who had recovered enough of his identity to travel to the planet; Spingarn who had been there, encountered the Alien and, finally, made a bargain with it. Terms had been agreed. Contracts exchanged.

On both sides, the agreement had been fulfilled.

Here he was, back in the twenty-ninth century.

There was the Alien, oriented to a sufficient degree to begin the task of returning to its own Universe.

No more could be asked on either side.

“Too easy, Captain? I wouldn’t have called it easy.” Hawk eyed his Captain with some alarm. “You always were a hard soldier, Captain. What they called a rough man. Even so, I don’t think you’d be right in calling the last bit of bother easy, sir!”

Horace stirred.

“I’ve no contribution to make, sir,” it told Spingarn in a wheeze of self-pitying static. “I know what you mean, sir, but I’ve been through so much that my faculties are permanently impaired. I doubt if I’m up to Umpiring, sir. I think I’ll ask for a transfer to domestic duties. Could you use a willing valet, sir?”

The aide interrupted:

“If you don’t mind, my happy wanderers? Good. The Director will see you now. And you, madame. If you could get down. Please?”

Spingarn was prepared for the sight of the transmogrified Frames Director; he had explained to the others the horrific nature of the thing in the yellow mud. Even so, he asked the smirking aide whether the safety precautions were in operation.

“Oh, yes! We can’t let the Director loose on the customers, can we!”

The others watched apprehensively as the doors slid open. The same hot fetid stench assailed them. Spingarn felt Ethel’s shudder under his hand. Horace let out a dismal groan as the blackness cleared and the vast chamber began to glow with light.

Hawk muttered imprecations as movements could be made out: slithery, slapping noises came to them. Wet, clinging sounds; coiling slow motions.

Something began to giggle.

“No,” whispered Ethel. Spingarn held her more closely; her heart pounded under his rough hand. “It can’t be! Not here—we left things like this on Talisker!”

“Hee-hee!” fluted the thing that slithered.

They saw the evil shape in the semidarkness. It rose from the yellow, radiant mud. “Welcome back, my dear Spingarn! What a transformation for you!”

The light increased and the thing reared up.

The terrible thing was that it smiled.
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Spingarn saw the metallic sheen of hairlike tendrils. He heard his companions call out in horror. Then he looked closely at the inhuman face on the snake’s head.

He remembered something the aide had said. The frightful thing in the mud had just been fed. Almost paralyzed by the implications of that errant thought, he stared at the monster’s mouth.

Fresh blood glistened.

There was a runnel of bright red blood from its mouth.

“So good to see you back safely, Spingarn! What a little band of heroes you’ve all been—don’t be modest now! I’ve had the reports from comp and you’ve been wonderful! Such an enterprising Sergeant of Pioneers!”

Hawk grimaced and cleared his throat. He would have spoken if he could have produced sounds from a throat dry in absolute fright.

“Such a resourceful and loyal lady assistant!”

Ethel had closed her eyes tightly against the thing that leered at her. She opened them to see the Director beginning to unwind its coils and rear up out of the stinking yellow mud.

“And how well our ex-Umpire served you! What a clever automaton it was! So correct—so well-adjusted!”

Horace withdrew into the robotic equivalent of a catatonic trance. It said nothing, for its faculties were blanked off.

“And now you want your various rewards!” smiled the human mouth. “Galactic Orders of Merit for all! Now!”

Overhead, robotic attendants beamed the glowing insignia down and each one of the party was invested with the gaudy decoration.

“The Freedom of the Frames for you all! Not you, of course, robot! You get the usual overhaul.” The head bent closer to the shrinking and appalled party. “You’ve succeeded where the best of my Disaster Control agents either died or disappeared! That deserves the highest rewards! Doesn’t it?”

Spingarn sensed the underlying hostility in the Director’s sibilant words; the apparent joviality concealed the secret and undying hatred of Spingarn and what he had done.

“It does,” he said firmly. “My woman and I wish to resume our lives in the context of the twenty-ninth century. The Sergeant accepts the Freedom of the Frames.”

“Aye, Captain,” said Hawk unsurely. He looked straight at the smiling snake’s head. “To be sure, sir. A war or two. It’s not too much to ask for an old soldier?”

“Not at all, Sergeant!” the evil head whispered. “Yours it shall be! Attend to it!” the soft voice said. There was a hint of chilled iron in its murmurings. “Now.”

Again there was a slight flurry of movement in the roof of the strange vault.

“I don’t believe it,” said Ethel into Spingarn’s ear. “You’re right! It’s too easy!”

“Then that’s all?” asked Spingarn uneasily.

The thing in the mud stared at him for a few seconds.

“Not quite, Spingarn.” It looked from one to another of the three humans. “Tell me why you destroyed the Genekey.” There was so much deadly loathing in the evil voice that Spingarn found himself attempting to move back a step or two to escape its violence. Hawk backed into Horace, confused. “Yes, Spingarn. Explain.”

And then Spingarn knew what had made him suspicious of the ease with which events had worked themselves out; there had been such a flood of relief at the escape from the grim planet that none of them had asked with the Director now demanded. Why should the Genekey have to be destroyed!

“It was a pact,” Spingarn began, his own doubts enabling him to withstand the blast of hostility from the thing before him. “The Alien empowered me to destroy his own creation in return for making the planet—and our Galaxy—safe from the ghosts.” There was a flaw, and they all saw it now.

“With these ghosts obliterated, Spingarn,” said the Director, “why destroy the Genekey?”

“Yes,” said Ethel, speaking for the first time. “Why?”

The Director unwound more coils, displaying a patterned green and brown body. “Yes, Spingarn?”

The answer was inevitable. Horace provided it.

“The Alien wishes to continue his observations, sir,” Horace said in a small, respectful voice. “In a random situation. In the Frames of Talisker.”

“Yes,” said Spingarn. “It didn’t want to be left alone.”

“It won’t,” said the Director. “No, Spingarn, it won’t!”

Spingarn recalled the encounter with the Alien.

He remembered that it belonged to an era so ancient that whole stellar organisms had bloomed and burst while it lay in its urn.

“Why should it be left alone, Spingarn?” hissed the Director. “Its own time is that of a hundred million years ago!”

“Approximately,” put in Horace. Spingarn saw that the robot was recovering its wits.

The Director continued to hold Spingarn and Ethel in its unwinking stare. “You didn’t consider that with the Genekey you could have had the random despecialized cells transforms reversed? You didn’t think of returning with the Genekey?” There was an air of barely restrained rage in the hissing tones that made Spingarn search the roof for the presence of robotic wardens. The Director’s wavering head came closer still, the penetrating gaze still holding them. “You didn’t consider, Spingarn, that comp had worked out that there were Alien factors in the Probability Functions of the Frames of Talisker even before I let you proceed? You weren’t aware of comp’s assessment that there might be such a structure as the Genekey as an Uncertainty Factor on the planet?”

Spingarn eyed the thing before him dispassionately.

He had not considered this, no. “I didn’t know.” But it was obvious now, just as it was obvious why he had been sent into the frightful Frames with all the cooperation he could desire.

“You didn’t know what was your primary task, then, Spingarn?”

“Not then.”

“And now?”

“The Genekey, if it existed. For you.”

“Yes!!!” screamed the Director. “For me!!!”

It screamed and raged at the cowering humans. Then it lunged suddenly, not at them, but at its own coiled body; black blood spurted.

“For me!!!!” it howled. “For me!!!! The Director of all the Frames!!!! To get me out of this stinking mess I live in! Me!!!!”

It lunged for Spingarn. The wide flat head rang with metallic janglings as its steely hair flattened against the snake head.

Hawk threw the heavy blade he had been hefting.

It flicked the steel aside.

Again, Spingarn had the sensation of watching an event artificially slowed down. He saw a forked tongue which had flickered at lightning speed before but which now slowly moved up and down in the wide jaws.

“Spingarn!!!” screamed Ethel.

“Guards!” Horace called.

Bright arcs flashed downward and powerful force-shields guided the Director’s thrust away from Spingarn. As a soft thump took him at all points of his body simultaneously, he saw that the snake man was gibbering with frustrated rage and everlasting enmity. Spingarn heard the echoes of its last threat as he hurtled away from the weird vault.

“You’ve upset him!” the aide cried when they were ejected into the anteroom. “He was in such a good humor until you went in—what have you said?”

Hawk wheeled himself up to the thin man, leaned over his desk, and grabbed him by his shoulder.

“Don’t shout at us again, will you, little man?”

His fingers bit into the slender muscles.

“Will you?”

“Oh, no, sir! No!”

Spingarn recalled the supercilious smile with which the man had greeted them; he knew more than he had so far revealed. His whole bearing had been that of a man who smugly nursed a nugget of information which he wasn’t going to release.

“Keep hold of him, Sergeant,” ordered Spingarn.

“Please! He’s hurting!”

“Aye, Captain?”

“He knows,” said Spingarn. “He knows why we’ve had it so easy.”

“I don’t! I’m just an assistant—they don’t tell me anything! NO!!”

Hawk grinned at him and allowed his great gnarled hands to close with a slow and massive tension.

“No need for that, Spingarn!” called a voice behind them. “Let the poor little man alone—Marvell’s here to fill you in!”

Ethel fluttered down.

“Gawd!” exclaimed Hawk, releasing the wraith, who collapsed into a moaning heap behind his desk. Three mind beamers, seizing this unusual opportunity, at once set to work on him; Marvell waved them away and their clamor ceased like that of birds who see a wildcat. “What is it, Captain!”

Marvell’s appearance would have aroused comment in any of the Frames; he combined the opalescent swathings of the twenty-third century priest-kings of Venus with a recreation of the bone structure of Java Man. The effect was appalling.

“Well done, my sincerest congratulations—Orders and Freedoms! Kudos and riches! Fame and fortune! And what an epic it all was—you know, we’re wondering if we can do a full reenactment of the whole mad adventure, balloons, Alien, giants, ghosts, dwarfs and your splendid selves! Care to advise, Spingarn? Come in as co-Director? I’m offering you your old job back, man!” Ethel tried to interrupt, but Marvell was irrepressible, hopping from subject to subject in a bull’s bellow that left even Hawk’s ears ringing. “You’ll want to know about the traction engines—great, great idea, Spingarn! We set it up just as you said! Only lost three pilots and then we had the twentieth-century traffic things completely reestablished! But how do you think they managed the pollution thing? These flying traction engines of theirs must have burned a couple of dozen tons of coal each time they did an extended flight! You know how we tackled it? We did air to air refueling! Imagine it! There’s a whole circus of the things flying out on Sector UV 23-zero—we had thousands of applicants! Just great!”

In the pause for breath, Spingarn tried to stop the flow.

“Hold it, Marvell! Hold it!”

“You wanted something—you did!” Marvell did something to his garments and a cloud of smoke encompassed them all. When it cleared, Marvell was his familiar self, bejeweled codpiece and all. “I can’t think in all this gear—distracting to have the strings of meton-souls screaming in one’s inner ear. Those priest-kings! Way-out!”

“Marvell!” Spingarn urged coldly. “I said hold it!”

“Held! Veritably held!”

“You watched it all?”

“So help me, how could I not watch? You know when you got into the balloons? How did you know it was a spaceship reenactment? And when the tribes lined up around the Genekey——”

“Listen!”

“Aye,” added Hawk. “Listen.”

“I listen!”

“It was too easy, Marvell,” said Spingarn. “We got out too easily. This runt’s holding out on us. And the Director was just working up to something when he lost control.”

“He can,” agreed Marvell more soberly. “He can lose control. You have something there. You’ve reached what and where in the uncertainties?”

“The what was the Genekey. I don’t know the where.”

Ethel looked from Marvell to Spingarn and back again.

“He’s worried about the bargain,” she told Marvell. “We got out before the job was finished.”

“Well?” asked Marvell.

Spingarn realized now what the wraith of a man was grinning about as he nursed his bruised shoulder; he knew why the Director had worn that ghastly smile.

“Well, Spingarn?” asked Marvell unsurely. “The where in the Probability Curve isn’t here!”

“No,” put in Horace. “The Director was saving it as a last unpleasant surprise.”

Ethel and Hawk were watching Spingarn, conscious of his stiffly stretched pose.

“I should have known,” said Spingarn.

“I’m surprised you didn’t,” Marvell said. “Wasn’t it obvious at the time?”

Spingarn shook his head.

“There was too much happening. We were all confused, and we were sure the problem of the Frames of Talisker was settled.”

“Isn’t it?” asked Ethel. “Isn’t it!”

“No!” said Marvell. “Not at all.”

Ethel stared at Spingarn, who avoided her gaze. She turned to Horace. “You tell me.”

“Yes, madame.”

The red-furred automaton coughed and said:

“The Alien lied.”
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Spingarn barely noticed the arrival of the four Guardians. They glided in, massive and dully-gleaming, four quiet and subservient figures that still held their own insidious form of menace.

“Lied!” exclaimed Spingarn. “Lied! It couldn’t!”

“There was a formal treaty,” put in Hawk. “Negotiations under a flag of truce—clauses and conditions, with a meeting between plenipotentiaries of the contending parties! Captain, there was an unconditional cessation of hostilities!”

“No,” murmured Ethel. “Not again. Not when I had you to myself, you bastard, Spingarn! Don’t say you spoiled it all again! You didn’t, did you, darling! Don’t say we have to go—not back, not back there!”

“You see, you thought you called ‘Time-Out’ to the Alien,” one of the blank-faced robots said. “It wasn’t so.”

Another said:

“You averted the threat, Spingarn.”

“You served all of humanity,” the fourth added.

“It was your Time-Out blip!” Spingarn said suddenly, cutting across the quiet, sincere and determined words of the robots. “You had a blip on the planet all the time! You arranged for us to be taken out!”

“We couldn’t be sure the agents would survive. But they did, yes.” The Guardian who had spoken first pointed to Horace. “This automaton was programmed to withhold the information that they maintained a Time-Out blip. You could find its location only by meeting one of the Disaster Control agents at a moment of maximum uncertainty in the Frames of Talisker.”

Spingarn thought of the giants slowly shaking free of their torpor; and of the dying agent in the filthy wicker-work cage. He saw that Ethel was thinking of that terrible encounter too.

“We met the agent,” Ethel whispered. “We met him!”

The four Guardians conferred.

“Our math is confirmed then,” one said. “The Probability Curve is established. If you met that agent, the whole sequence of events fits the Possibility Space we told you could occur before you entered the Frames.”

Spingarn had the feeling that events were once more shaping themselves into patterns that included him: that his future was again being decided in a slow and inevitable way.

“The two agents who held the Time-Out blip?” asked Ethel while Spingarn tried to see into his future.

The Guardians were stone-faced.

“They died. They were in the front ranks of the tribes at the end, according to our monitors. We got an automatic report of their deaths shortly before the Time-Out blip processed you.”

“I didn’t see them,” said Spingarn, feeling how inconsequential were his own words.

“Aye,” said Hawk. The Sergeant understood what the two agents had done. “Aye, Captain. They must have been in the path of the boggarts.”

“It wasn’t the Alien who brought us out?” Ethel said slowly. “It was our own Time-Out mechanism.”

Spingarn saw that she too was coming around to the insidious idea that had been at the back of his mind ever since he had returned to Frames Control. There were unresolved equations, endings too neatly tied up.

The red-furred automaton coughed discreetly.

“Yes, Miss Ethel,” it said. “The Alien failed to keep to its agreement.”

The sense of impending doom began to find old, uncanny echoes of that eerie encounter with the Alien: Spingarn’s mind rang with the huge impatience of the extra-Universal intelligence so lately released from its hundred-million-year-old mausoleum.

The four Guardians were again regarding him with that look compounded of pity and resolve, the almost inert stare of robots who find it necessary to send humans into dangers which only humans could brave. They let him work the situation out for himself.

“We made an agreement,” said Spingarn.

“You had assurances!” agreed Sergeant Hawk. “The Devil of Devils said we should be released from Hades if we fought his battles! Destroy the boggarts and you have your passport! That was the pact, Captain!”

“Wasn’t it?” Ethel appealed to him. “That was it, Spingarn?”

He knew why it had been so easy.

“It wasn’t the Alien who called Time-Out for us,” Spingarn said slowly. “We cleared up the ghost experiment. We destroyed the Genekey. We showed the Alien how we could operate in a totally random situation. We and the other human beings on Talisker showed the Alien how the human mind can plan and act.”

“That’s what you promised—and you fulfilled the promise!” Ethel protested. “You’ve done what it asked!”

Spingarn shrugged:

“It was too easy.” He tried to explain to Ethel, who wouldn’t listen; to Hawk, who was too angry to care; and to the Guardian robots, who knew anyway.

“I thought the Alien would have my own sense of confusion—I thought it could become oriented, just as I did when I came out of the Siege of Tournai. I found the scanners—I used Horace here to help me. And, gradually, I knew what I was. The Probability Man. In the Frames of Talisker I hoped the Alien would follow the same path. When it saw order emerging from chaos, I hoped it would use us as scanners! Use our minds to see how we puzzle out the when and the how and why of a probability situation.”

“We did that!” Ethel called.

“We tried,” Spingarn corrected.

“No man could have done more,” said the first of the Guardians.

“Then why all this talk of the Alien lying!” yelled Ethel. “Why do you say it isn’t keeping to an agreement, Horace?”

“The Alien wants us back,” said Spingarn.

Ethel glared from Horace to Spingarn, and then to the Guardians.

She saw the answer in their curiously pitying metal faces.
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“Why!”

Ethel’s wild call rang in Spingarn’s ears.

It was the most sublime of all ironical occurrences, he thought. The robots were ready to explain, with all sympathy to Ethel; but he knew in his bones that there was a cosmic, crazy irony in what he had to do.

The Alien had done to him, Spingarn, what he had done in another, earlier life.

“I have to go back to the Frames of Talisker,” he told her. “In a sequence of totally random situations. Always, there’s to be Frame-Shift Factors. It all has to be a random series of events, until the Frames themselves run down.”

He smiled grimly as he thought of that subtle, deadly man he must once have been. Did he live still in the most secret resources of the brain he was using?

Was there still the faintest shadow of that devious man’s persona to chuckle over this last and grimmest joke?

“Captain?” Hawk said. “Captain, sir. You lose me, with respect, Captain. It’s not the monkeys here that trouble me, but your talk of going back. D’ye see, I’m a bit fuddled when you say you have to return, when the Devil of Devils has signed your passport, so to speak. Would you tell an old soldier just what you mean?”

Ethel was still quivering before him, her wide blue eyes filled with ice and fire. The delicate membranes of her wings were shot through with a tracery of pulsating blue blood; the sight caused a rush of complete tenderness in Spingarn’s heart.

He tried to be gentle.

“There can’t be any ending for us here, Ethel. And, Sergeant, the Alien doesn’t begin to know what armistices, nor pacts, treaties, contending parties, and plenipotentiaries are for.”

“Not stay here?”

“You say, Captain?”

“The Alien didn’t make an agreement. It asked for help.”

The Guardians were ready to speak.

“That would be our reading of the math of the Possibility Space,” one said. “The Alien can’t make agreements, since it doesn’t know what they are.”

“It appealed for help, yes,” said another.

“It wants me back,” Spingarn said, holding Ethel’s eyes. “It knew me when I was the Plot Director. It knew only me when I released it from its urn. And it recognized something of me in Talisker.”

“But it could get to know other men—what about the people of Talisker! Can’t they help it?”

“They will,” said Spingarn. “I have to show the way.”

“Captain,” put in Hawk. Then he was silent. He reached for a long clay pipe and began to fill it.

Horace watched interestedly.

“But why!” said Ethel again.

“Don’t forget that when I returned to Talisker, I was the Probability Man. The random variable in all the Frames.”

“No!” said Ethel. “You’d been deleted by then!”

Spingarn shrugged again. He was traveling between overgrown and incredibly complex mazes of uncertainties and possibilities, and the answers he found were themselves shot through with doubts. But one thing was glaringly sure. He told the girl and the soldier.

“The Alien learned from me what a random variable was. What it means to us. It recognizes itself for just such a variable. It knew that it too was a thing operating in a complete maze of uncertainties.”

He could recall now that vast and hopeless hunger for identification: the Alien’s desperate search for orientation in a completely new Universe.

It had emerged into the Frames of Talisker with a problem of personal identification which no human mind could conceive of!

What was it?

How had it come to this mysterious conjunction of time and space!

“It recognized in me a similar experience. It knew me as the Probability Man.”

“And?” whispered Ethel.

“It wrote me into the Frames of Talisker. It made me a function of the Frames. Somehow, it learned from me the techniques of throwing me as a random variable into the Frames of Talisker.”

The thousands of millennia seemed to swim into the space around them, making the walls white and translucent, as if they looked down into that other universe. There was a feeling of cosmic forces at work that made the Guardians’ antennae tremble delicately and Horace withdraw into complete immobility.

There was a scent of Alien in Frames Control.

“So you have to go back,” said Ethel.

“It’s the only way the Alien can begin to learn how to call for his form of ‘Time-Out.’ ”

Marvell, who had been listening breathlessly, was unable to restrain himself any longer:

“Time-Out? Time-Out for something that’s been buried alive for a hundred million years! You’re going back to Talisker to show the Alien how it can get out of—of what!—a hundred million years late!”

Spingarn nodded.

“That’s my task. I go back to the planet, so that the Alien can plot me at work in a random situation.”

Hawk spat tobacco juice.

“Ah, Captain. Ah. So we’re going back?”

“Me.”

“I’m not letting you leave me now, you bastard, Spingarn!” said Ethel. “Not when I’ve followed you into Talisker—I’m in it too!”

Sergeant Hawk regarded her with satisfaction.

“Tell him, missie! Yes, Captain! You’ll need an old soldier.”

“It’s forever,” said Spingarn, trying to tell the girl that she was free to remain in Frames Control, but willing her to commit herself to Talisker.

“Maybe not,” the first Guardian put in.

Another of the stone-faced Guardians explained.

“It might not go on forever. We plotted the Probability Curve and the coefficients give a convergent series. There’s a slight bunching in an indeterminate future.”

“There is?” said Spingarn, feeling excited once more. The Guardians’ predictions had been right so far. Was it possible that the Alien’s problem of identification could be solved?

“You have me there, Captain,” said Hawk respectfully. “If you’d tell me what the Frog monkeys mean?”

“They mean there could be an ending of the Frames of Talisker,” said Spingarn.

They were all transfixed by the thought of normalcy in that unutterably complex maze of Frames.

“Sir?”

Horace was interrupting.

Spingarn barely heard him. He was thinking about Ethel and Sergeant Hawk in the Alien’s planet. When all came to all, he thought, they had all got more or less what they wanted, and quite possibly what they deserved.

Hawk would be able to fight his battles in a world that would forever be posing fresh challenges to his martial abilities. Ethel would have what she had always wanted—which was to accompany her man; Spingarn refused to analyze her reasons. Women were forever a complete and impenetrable mystery. As for himself, he would be able to satisfy that worm of excited curiosity about the mysterious planet which had possessed him from the first.

“Sir?” Horace again interrupted. He babbled on: “I thought you’d care to hear about that little Probability Quotient I was telling you about some time ago!” He did. He explained how the tribes of English and French who had warred; and how he had stopped an incipient Disaster by arranging for an island called Corsica to be transferred by treaty to the English. “It worked, of course!” Horace giggled. The others were barely listening. Clearly, Horace was approaching electronic breakdown; all the symptoms were showing. His antennae whirled; his voice rang up and down the sonic register; patches of his fur glowed with escaping power from overworking engines; and he was boastful. “There was a military man named Napoleon—a man highly skilled in projectile warfare! Shortly before he was due to become a military cadet, I put in a little probability loop which ensured that he would become a member of the tribes of the English! So simple! It restored the balance of power for the next forty years!”

The robot looked proudly about him. Then Horace said:

“Of course, you’ll need me in the Frames of Talisker, sir!”

“What!”

Spingarn could scarcely believe what the robot was saying. Then he realized what had caused it such stress. It was doing something against its conditioning: volunteering to engage in a human situation.

“You monkey!” Hawk growled fondly. “You bedamned Frog monkey!”

“Return to Talisker?” asked Spingarn. “Would it disturb the Possibility Space?”

“Oh no,” one of the Guardians said. “Not at all.”

“So we all go?” Ethel said.

“When?” asked Sergeant Hawk. His hands strayed to his pack. “I’ll need some tobacco. And a flask. Well find the rest in Hades, won’t we, Captain?”

“You may be sure of it,” Spingarn said. To the Guardians he said, “When?”

“Immediately,” the first robot said.

“An hour to refurbish and recircuit—Horace,” the second said. “New stabilizers. New weapons. We can permit only primitive armaments, of course. But they’ll be effective, we promise.”

And Spingarn grinned, feeling, against all his hopes, quite unreasonably happy. It seemed that a speech was required of him, so he put an arm around Ethel and said:

“We go to Talisker. We know why.”

There was again the sense of Alien in the room.

They could all understand Spingarn’s why. The Alien would watch with that slow and haunting desperation as the voyagers resumed their intervention in the Frames of Talisker.

“So what do we do there? You, Sergeant Hawk, Ethel, Horace? We know, I suppose. We try to restore a fragment of order—we try to show the tribes how to adapt to Frame-Shift. We try to create a small unit of continuity in a series of random situations—because we won’t be in any one Frame for any length of time! Not with me, the Probability Man at the center of things! Probability Man! No! If anything, I’ll be the Uncertainty Man in the Frames! But this is what we do,” he said, speaking with a low and fierce determination. “We show the Alien how we can bring logic and order in a random situation. We show the Alien how probability works! And we try to help the people—the things—at the same time. If we do this, we may be able to show the Alien that we need the Genekey too. We may even be able to show it what a pact is.”

“A new Genekey isn’t outside the Possibility Space,” said the third Guardian. “It’s an extreme conjecture, but it’s a possible factor.”

“So,” said Spingarn. “We show the Alien how to operate in our Universe. And, if we do that, it might be able to call for a Time-Out.”

“Time-Out?” Marvell said. “It calls Time-Out?”

“It might be able to return to its own Universe.”

“But a hundred million years late?”

“Yes!” Spingarn said. “How do we know what a hundred million years is to the Alien? How do we know what a hundred million years in the Universe is?”

“Aye,” said Sergeant Hawk. “I don’t quite follow your drift, Captain, but I’m with you.” He kicked out at Horace. “God’s bloody boots, Froggie! Get on with your repairs, you mechanical ape!”

Horace sped away, smiling ecstatically.

An hour later, Marvell saw the four companions leave for the waiting starship.

“A hundred million years?” he muttered. “A hundred million years!”

He began to follow them, but he felt ashamed of the impulse. Some things should be private. Like this walk.

The four grim robots raised steel claws in salute.

“We walk alone to the ship,” Spingarn had said.

Then Marvell remembered, like a good Director, that he could flip through the tunnels and watch them while remaining unseen himself.

He saw them enter the vessel with its patina of galactic dust and cosmic radiance. The vast ship was already impatient to begin the whirlwind ride among the starways of the dimensions. Marvell watched the ports close on the four, and the ship shivering in an unreal and eerie balance between electromagnetic and gravitational forces.

It shimmered uncannily and vanished.

Fragmented molecules hung in the air, ringing and sighing with imploding violence.

Marvell stared at the empty space where the ship had stood.

“Could he do it?” he said unsurely. “But a hundred million years!” Then he grinned at the memory of Spingarn’s tail. “He was always a determined bastard!”

Another thought struck him.

“What a Plot it would make if he pulled it off!”
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