file:///F|/rah/Roger%20Z el azny/The%20L ast%20D ef ender%6200f%620Camel ot.txt
| NTRODUCTI ON

Though it is contrary to ny general practice to intro-
duce nmy own works, | decided to say a few words to go
before this collection and some before each story itself
because | have put this one together out of materials
drawn fromthe beginning, mddle and recent sections of
the ei ghteen-year period | have been witing. | have
changed during that tine, a condition | share with the
worl d around ne, and | redden now or blanche (as the
case ny be) to read over nuch that | once considered
adequate. For this reason, there are dozens of stories that
| prefer keeping interred beneath bright covers in yel-

| owi ng sheets, stories that 1 will never willingly see re-
printed. | feel some affection for the ones | have gat hered
here, however, and | will say some things about themin

the proper places.

The nature of ny work and ny working habits shifted
radically in the late 60's, when | went in nore heavily
for the witing of novels. | had started out as a short
story witer, and | still enjoy witing short stories
though I no longer do nearly as many as | used to in a
year's time. The reason is mainly economc. | went full-
time inthe late 60's, and it is a fact of witing life that,
word for word, novels work harder for their creators

when it conmes to providing for the necessities and joys of
exi stence. Wich woul d sound cold and cyni cal, except

that | enjoy witing novels, too.

I have no desire to explain, attenpt to justify or apol -

ogi ze for anything that | have witten. | have always felt
that a story should be able to deal with such matters
itself. My individual forepieces are intended only to place
themwi thin the context of nmy own evol vi ng experience

—whi ch nmakes this an autobi ographi cal work for nme, if

not for anyone el se.

So, to even things up and answer a nunber of re-
quests, I'1l tell you a little about nyself (purely subjec-
tive, not dust jacket material)—

If I couldn't wite worth a damm, | think 1'd like to
2 THE LAST - DEFENDER COF CAMELOT
own a hardware store. |I've |ong been fascinated by the

enornous varieties of tools used to maintain our society,
as well as the clips, hinges, pins, brads, screws, pulleys,
wi res, chains, clanps and pipes that hold it together. Not
to nention the putty, piaster, cement and paint that keep
it looking well io places. Even nore than a book store,
where | probably wouldn't get to read much anyway, |
believe that | could have been fairly happy ma good
general hardware shop

But then, | would probably open | ate and stay open
| ate because |I'ma night person- | prefer sunsets to sun-
rises. | pick up steamin the late hours. |'ve probably

done nost of ny best witing after m dnight.

There is a group of witers living within about a 100-
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mle diameter circle around here who get together once a
month for [unch. On one such occasion, Stephen Donal d-

son asked nme what book by sonmeone else | wished | had
witten. | gave hima quick answer which seened ap-
propriate at the nonent. | thought about it later, though,
and changed ny nind. Sonmething |ike War and Peace or

U ysses, while inpressive or dazzling, nmassively tragic or
comc and invested with tons of scholarly and | ay nana
woul d only be egotistical choices, not things that | could
have enjoyed witing as well as enjoyed having witten—
if | were able. | got it down to two books—ene tragic,

one com c—and | couldn't decide between them Ml -

raux's Man's Fate and Nornman Dougl as' South Wnd. |

have not hi ng deeply phil osophical to say about either of
them here, just a wistful bit of self-revelation and an
attenpt to answer Steve's question honestly in a place
where | amtal ki ng about nyself, anyway.

The nobst encouraging thing | have seen in recent years
was nothing at all. That is to say, nothing where |I had
expected to see sonething. Back m 1975, | visited Trinity
Site, which is open to the public one day a year. It had
been sone thirty years since the first atom ¢ bonb was

det onated over that hot, dusty, windy plain. Along line
of cars was nmet by a mlitary escort at a shopping center
north of Al anpbgordo and taken some seventy mles out

into the White Sands M ssile Range. W finally parked,

di senbar ked and wal ked to G ound Zero. There was

realty nothing to see. | had read how that first blast had
left a crater of fused alum numsilicates twenty-five feet
deep and a quarter-mle across. It was gone. The desert
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winds had filled it in, the desert plants (unnutated) had
taken root above it. The radiation |level was only slightly
above normal background. The place | ooked pretty much

like parts of ny backyard. After a nonent's di sappoint-
ment at the absence of a spectacle follow ng the |ong
drive, | suddenly felt elated as | realized how conpletely
the earth had recovered in the span of a single genera-
tion, Life's resilience.

Sone years ago, a scientist who was planning on

beami ng sone tel evision pictures outward, in an attenpt
to comuni cate somet hi ng concerning us and our ways to
what ever m ght be watching the | ate show, asked me

to suggest sone of the content for the program Al ong
with a lot of predictable technical and social stuff, | re-
call suggesting a synphony orchestra with cl oseups of the
i ndi vi dual instrunents being played, sail boats and—+ be-
lieve—a flight of hot air ball oons—as these seemed three
sorts of objects where form has been so perfectly and
uniquely married to function that our tools have becone
wor ks of art—which | suppose puts even ny esthetic
thinking into a kind of Platonic hardware store.

I enjoy being a witer and | even |ike the paperwork.
That's enough about the author. Here are the stories.

PASSI ON PLAY
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This was ny first published story, as it states below. A
whi | e back, Jonathan Ostrowsky-Lantz, the editor of
Uneart h: The Magazi ne of Science Fiction Discoveries—

a nobl e publication dedicated to the encouragenent of

new science fiction witers—began a policy of reprinting
first stories by professionals in the area, along with

i ntroductory essays by the authors telling how the stories
cane to be witten and including some advice to begin-
ning witers.

For whatever such a preface may be worth in this
pl ace, 1*11 cause it to occur between here and the story

itsel f—

| NTRODUCTI ON

I had wanted to wite for nmany years, but did not
have an opportunity until | had conpleted ny master's
thesis and taken a job with the governnment. | was

assigned to an office in Dayton, Ghio for training, and
reported there on February 26, 1962. As | had deci ded

to try witing science fiction, | spent a week reading all
the current science fiction nmagazi nes and sonme random
paper backs. | then sat down and began witing, every
eveni ng, turning out several stories a week and sending
them off to the nagazines. | drew a number of rejection
slips, and then in March | received a note fromCel e
Goldsnith at Ziff-Davis, saying that she was buying this
story, "Passion Play." It appeared in the August, 1962

i ssue of Amazing Stories.

VWhet her it actually was or was not, it seened to ne

an al nost cl assic case of applied insight, because | had
done something right before | wote it which I had not
done before. | had gathered together all of ny rejected
stories and spent an evening readi ng through themto see
whet her | could determ ne what | was doi ng wong. One
thing struck ne about all of them |1 was overexpl ai ni ng.
I was describing settings, events and character notiva-
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tions in too nuch detail. | decided, in view ng these
stories now that they had grown cold, that | would find it
insulting to have anyone explain anything to nme at that
length. | resolved thereafter to treat the reader as | would
be treated nyself, to avoid the unnecessarily explicit, to
use nore indirection with respect to character and noti -
vation, to draw nyself up short whenever | felt the

tendency to go on tal king once a thing had been shown.

Fine. That was ny resolution. | still had to find a story
idea to do it with, as | was between stories just then.
Now, | do not know how ot her people do it, but there is

a certain receptive state of mind that | switch on when

I am | ooking for a short story notion. This faculty is
dull ed when I am working on a novel, as | Usually am
these days, so that if | want it nowit generally takes me
a full day to set up the proper nental climate. It cones
faster if | am between books. Whatever, in those days

kept it turned on alnost all the tinme.
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The governnment wanted everyone in ny class to have

a physical exam nation. They gave ne the fornms and

drove up to Euclid over a weekend to see the cl osest

thing we had to a fanmily doctor, to have him conplete

them Wen | sat down in his waiting room | picked

up a copy of Life and began | ooking through it. Partway

al ong, | cane upon a photospread dealing with the death

of the racing driver Wl fgang von Tripps. Sonething

clicked as soon as | sawit, and just then the doctor called
me in for the checkup. Wiile | was breathing for him

and coughi ng and faking knee jerks and so forth, | saw

the entire incident that was to be this short short. | could
have witten it right then. My typewiter was in Dayton,
though, and 1'd the long drive ahead of ne. The story

just boiled somewhere at the back of nmy mind on the

way down, and when | reached ny apartnent | headed

straight for the typewiter and wote it through. | even

wal ked three bl ocks to a nmailbox in the nmiddle of the

night, to get it sent right away.

Cele's letter of acceptance was dated March 28, al nost

a month after I'd begun witing. Strangely, the day that
it arrived | had gotten the idea for what was to be ny
next sale ("Horseman!", Fantastic Stories, August, 1962).
I returned the contracts on "Passion Play" and foll owed
themw th "Horseman!" 1 sold fifteen other stories that
year. | was on ny way.
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I cannot really say whether | owe it to that resolution

I made on reviewing ny rejects, but it felt as if | did and
I have always tried to keep the pronise | nade that day
about not insulting the reader's intelligence.

Anot her factor did cone into operation after | sold

this story. It is a subtle phenonenon which can only be
experienced. | suddenly felt like a witer. "Confidence"

is a cheap word for it, but I can't think of a better one.
That seenms the next phase in toughening one's witing—

a kind of cockiness, an "I've done it before" attitude. This
feeling seens to feed sonething back into the act of conpo-
sition itself, providing nore than sinple assurance. Actua
changes in approach, structure, style, tone, began to occur
for me almost of their own accord. Noting this, | began

to do it intentionally. | made a list of all the things
wanted to know how to handl e and began witing them

into nmy stories. This is because | felt that when you
reach a certain point as a witer, there are two ways you
can go. Having achi eved an acceptabl e | evel of conpe-

tence you can keep producing at that level for the rest

of your life, quite possibly doing sone very good worKk.

O you can keep trying to identify your weaknesses, and
then do somet hing about them Either way, you should

grow as a witer—but I he second way is a bit nore
difficult, because it is always easier to wite around a
weakness than to work with it, work fromit, work through
it. It takes longer, if nothing else. And you may fall on
your face. But you might |earn something you would not

have known ot herwi se and be better as a result.
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These are the things | learned, or fancy | |earned, from
"Passion Play" and its aftereffects. | do have one ot her
thing to say, though, which came to ne slowy, much
| ater, though its roots are tangled sonewhere here:

Cccasionally, there arises a witing situation where you
see an alternative to what you are doing, a mad, wld
ganbl e of a way for handling sonething, which may

| eave you | ooking stupid, ridiculous or brilliant—you just
don't know which. You can play it safe there, too, and
proceed along .the route you'd mapped out for yourself.

O you can trust your personal denon who delivered that
crazy idea in the first place

Trust your denon.
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At the end of the season of sorrows conmes the tinme of
rejoicing. Spring, like a well-oiled clock, noiselessly indi-
cates this time. The average days of di mess and noi sture
decrease steadily in nunmber, and those of brilliance and

cool air begin to enter the cal endar again. And it is good
that the wet times are behind us, for they rust and corrode
our machinery; they require the nost intense standards of
hygi ene.

Wth all the bright baggage of spring, the days of the
Festival arrive. After the season of Lanmentations cone

the sacred stations of the Passion, then the bright Festiva
of Resurrection, with its tinkle and clatter, its exhaust
fumes, sorched rubber, clouds of dust, and its great prom

i se of happi ness.

We cone here each year, to the place, to replicate a
classic. W see with our own | enses the functioning prom
ise of our creation. The tinme is today, and | have been

chosen.

Here on the sacred grounds of Le Mans | will perform
every action of the classic which has been sel ected. Be-
fore the finale | will have duplicated every novenent

and every position which we know occurred. How fortu-
nat e! How hi gh the honor!

Last year many were chosen, .but it was not the sane.

Their |l evel of participation was lower. Still, | had wanted
so badly to be chosen! | had wi shed so strongly that I,

too, might stand beside the track and await the flam ng

Mer cedes.

But | was saved for this greater thing, and all |enses
are upon me as we await the start. This year there is
only one Car to watch—aunber 4, the Ferrari-anal og.

The sign has been given, and the rubber screans; the
snoke balloons like a giant cluster of white grapes, and
we are noving. Another car gives way, so that | can drop
into the proper position. There are many cars, but only
one Car.

We scream about the turn, in this great Italian classic
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of two centuries ago. W run themall here, at the place,
regardl ess of where they were held originally.

"Ch gone nasters of creation," | pray, "let me do it
properly. Let nmy timng be accurate. Let no random var -
iable arise to destroy a perfect replication."”

The dull gray netal of nmy arns, ny delicate gyro-
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

scopes, ny special gripping-hands, all hold the wheel in
preci sely the proper position as we roar into the straight-
awnay.

How wi se the ancient nasters were! Wen they knew

they nust destroy thenselves in a conbat too nystical
and holy for us to understand, they left us these cere-
nmoni es, in comenoration of the G eat Mchine. All

the data was there: the books, the films, all; for us to
find, study, learn, to know the scared Action.

As we round another turn, | think of our growing cities,
our vast assenbly lines, our iube-bars, and our bel oved
executive conmputer. How great all things are! Wat a
wel | -ordered day! How fine to have been chosen!

The tires, little brothers, cry out, and the pinging of
smal | stones comes from beneath. Three-tenths of a sec-
ond, and | shall depress the accel erator an eighth of an
inch further.

R-7091 waves to nme as | enter the second | ap, but |
cannot wave back. My finest functioning is called for at
this tinme. All the special instrunentation which has been
added to ne will be required in a matter of seconds.

The other cars give way at precisely the right instant.

I turn, | slide. | crash through the guard rail.
"Turn over now, please!" | pray, twi sting the wheel,
"and bum"

Suddenly we are rolling, skidding, upside-down. Snopke
fills the Car.

To the crashing noise that roars within ny receptors,
the crackle and lick of flames is now added.

My steel skel eton—ol |l apsed beneath the inpact-
stresses. My lubricants—burning. My lenses, all but for a
tiny area-shattered.

My hearing-nmechanismstill functions weakly.

Now there is a great hom soundi ng, and netal bodies
rush across the fields.

Now. Now is the tine for me to turn off all ny func-
tions and cease.

But I will wait. Just a nonent |onger. | nust hear
themsay it
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Metal arnms drag nme fromthe pyre. | amlaid aside
Fire extinguishers play white rivers upon the Car.

Dmy, in the distance, through ny smashed receptors,
| hear the speaker runbl e:
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"Von Tripps has smashed! The Car is dead!**

A great sound of lanmenting rises fromthe rows of
unnovi ng spectators. The giant fireproof van arrives on
the field, just as the attendants gain control of the flanes.

Four tenders |eap out and raise the Car fromthe
ground. A fifth collects every snoul dering fragment.

And | see it all

"Ch, let this not be bl aspheny, pleasel” | pray. "One
i nstant nore'"

Tenderly, the Car is set within the van. The great doors
cl ose.

The van noves, slowy, bearing off the dead warrior
out through the gates, up the great avenue and past the
eager crowds.

To the great snelter. The Melting Pot!

To the place where it will be nelted down, then sent
out, a piece used to grace the making of each new per-
son.

A cry of unaninous rejoicing arises on the avenue.
It is enough, that | have seen all thisi

Happily, | turn nyself off.

HORSEMAN!

Hor seman! was ny second published story. As with the
previous one (and within a few weeks of that sale), it
was purchased by a lady | net only once—€el e Gol d-

smth, a charm ng person, whose taste | considered im
peccabl e. She bought stories froma great nunber of

now wel | -known writers at the beginnings of their
careers—trsula K. Le Quin, Piers Anthony, Thonas

Disch . . . Amazing Stories and Fantastic Adventures
canme into an autunm bloomin those final Z ff-Davis days.

This story was suggested to nme while driving south on
Route 71 in Chio, by a pre-stormcloud formati on which
resenbl ed a group of horsenen.

n VWhen he was thunder in the hills the villagers |ay
dreani ng harvest behind shutters. Wen he was an ava-

j| lanche of steel the cattle began to | ow, mournfully,
Il deeply, and children cried out in their sleep

10 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT
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He was an earthquake of hooves, his arnmor a dark

tabl etop of silver coins stolen fromthe night sky, when
the villagers awakened with fragnents of strange dreans
in their heads. They rushed to the wi ndows and flung their
shutters wide

And he entered the narrow streets, and no nan saw
the eyes behind his visor

When he stopped so did tine. There was no novenent
anywher e.

—Nei t her was there sleep, nor yet full wakeful ness
fromthe | ast strange dreanms of stars, of blood

Doors creaked on | eather hinges. G| |anps shivered,
pul sated, then settled to a steady gl ow ng.

The mayor wore his nightshirt and a baggy, tossled
cap. He held the | anp dangerously near his snowy whi sk-
ers, rotating a knuckle in his right eye.

The stranger did not dismount. He faced the doorway,
hol ding a foreign instrunment in one hand.

"Who are you, that conmes at this hour?"

"I come at any hour—+ want directions, | seek mny
conpani ons. "

The mayor eyed the beast he rode, whiter than his
beard, whiter than snow, than a feather

"What manner of animal is that?"

"He is a horse, he is the wind, he is the steady pound-
ing of surf that wears away rocks. \Were are ny com
pani ons?"

"What is that tool you carry?”

"It is a sword. It eats flesh and drinks blood. It frees
soul s and cl eaves bodi es. Wiere are ny conpani ons?"

"That netal suit you wear, that nmask . .. ?"

"Armor and conceal nent, steel and anonymty—pro-
tection! Where are ny conpani ons?"

"Who are they that you seek, and where are you

frone"

"l have ridden an inconceivabl e distance, past nebul ae
that are waterspouts in rivers of stars. | seek the others,
I'ike mysel f, who conme this way. W have an appoi nt -

ment . "

"l have never seen another |ike yourself, but there are
many villages in the world. Another lies over those hills,"
he gestured in the direction of a distant range, "but it is
two days travel."

THE LAST DEFENDER COF CAMELOT 11

file:/lIF|/rah/Roger%20Zelazny/The%20Last%20Defender%200f%20Camelot.txt (8 of 300) [8/27/03 11:38:32 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Roger%20Z el azny/The%20L ast%20D ef ender%6200f%620Camel ot.txt
"Thank you, man, | will be there shortly."

The horse reared and nade a sound terrible to hear. A
wave of heat, greater than the lanp's, envel oped the
mayor, and a burst of wind raced by, bow ng the gol den
bl ades of grass which had not al ready been tranpl ed.

In the distance, thunder peal ed on the slopes of the
hills.

The horsenman was gone, but his |last words hung upon
the w nd:

"Look to the skies tonight!"

The next village was already lighted, like a cluster of
awakened fireflies, when the hooves and steel grew si-
| ent before the door of its largest dwelling.

Heads appear ed behi nd wi ndows, and curious eyes
apprai sed the giant astride his white beast.

This mayor, thin as the gatepost he | eaned upon, blew
hi s nose and held his lantern high.

"Who are you?"

"l have already already wasted too nuch tinme with
questions! Have others such as nyself passed this way?"

"Yes. They said they would wait atop the highest hill,

overl ooking that plain." He pointed down a gentle slope

whi ch ran through mles of fields? stopping abruptly at the
base of a black massif. It rose |ike a handless arm turned
to stone, gesturing anywhere.

"There were two," he said. "One bore strange tools,

as you do. The other," he shuddered, "said, 'Look to the
ski es, and sharpen your scythes. There will be signs, won-
ders, a call—-and tonight the sky will fall." "

The horsenman had al ready becone an after-imge, ha-
loed in the sparks thrown from struck cobbl est ones.

He drew rein atop the highest hill overl ooking the
plain, and turned to the rider of the black horse.

"Where i s he?" he asked.

"He has not yet arrived."

He regarded the skies and a star fell.
"He will be late."

"Never."

The falling star did not burn out. It grew to the size
of a dinner plate, a house, and bung in the air, exhaling
soul s of suns. It dropped toward the plain.

A lightning-run of green crossed the noonl ess heavens,

12 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT
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and the rider of the pale green horse, whose hooves make
no sound, drew up beside them

"You are on tine."

"Al ways," he laughed, and it was the sound of a scythe
mow hg wheat .

The ship fromEarth settled upon the plain, and the
wondering vill agers wat ched.

Who or what did it bear? Wiy shoul d they sharpen
their scythes?

The four horsenen waited upon the billtop
THE STAI NLESS STEEL LEECH

There canme a point when | was turning out |lots of short
stories, so many that Cel e suggested running two per

i ssue to use up ny backlog, with a pen nane on the
second tale. She suggested Harrison Denmark as the

nomde typewiter. | agreed and this, ny first effort at
sonet hing slightly hunorous, appeared under that by-
line. It never occurred to nme that Harry Harrison, living

at the tine in Snekkerson, Dennmark and author of The
Stainless Steel Rat m ght sonehow be assuned to be the
author. It occurred to Harry, however, and he pub-

lished a letter disclaimng authorship. « | was not certain
he was convinced when | later told himthat it had

never occurred to me. But it had never occurred to ne.

They're really afraid of this place.

During the day they'll clank around the headstones,

if they're ordered to, but even Central can't nake them
search at night, despite the ultras and the infras—and
they' Il never enter a mausol eum

Wi ch nakes things nice for ne.

They' re superstitious; it's a part of the circuitry. They
were designed to serve man, and during his brief time on
earth, awe and devotion, as well as dread, were auto-
matic things. Even the |ast man, dead Kenni ngton, com
manded every robot in existence while he lived. H's
person was a thing of veneration, and all his orders were
obeyed.

And a man is a man, alive or dead—which is why the
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT 13

graveyards are a conbination of hell, heaven, and strange
feedback, and will remain apart fromthe cities so |ong
as the earth endures.

But even as | mock themthey are | ooking behind the
stones and peering into the gullies. They are searching
for—and afraid they mght find—e.

I, the unjunked, amlegend. Once out of a mllion as-
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senblies a defective such as | night appear and go un-
detected, until too |late.

At will, | could cut the circuit that connected nme with
Central Control, and be a free 'bot, and master of ny
own nmovenents. | liked to visit the ceneteries, because

they were quiet and different fromthe maddeni ng stanp-
stanp of the presses and the clanking of the crowds; |
liked to look at the green and red and yell ow and bl ue
things that grew about the graves. And | did not fear these
pl aces, for that circuit, too, was defective. So when | was
di scovered they renoved ny vite-box and threw ne on

the junk heap,

But the next day | was gone, and their fear was great.

I no | onger possess a self-contai ned power unit, but

the freak coils within nmy chest act as storage batteries.
They require frequent rechargi ng, however, and there

is only one way to do that.

The werebot is the nost frightful |egend whispered

anong the gl eam ng steel towers, when the night w nd

sighs with its burden of fears out of the past, from days
when non-netal beings wal ked the earth. The half-1lifes,

the preyers upon order, still cry darkness within the vite-
box of every 'bot.

I, the discontent, the unjunked, live here in Rosewood
Par k, anong the dogwood and nyrtle, the headstones

and broken angels, with Fritz—another |egend—n our
deep and peaceful nausol eum

Fritz is a vanpire, which is a terrible and tragic thing.
He is so undernourished that he can no | onger nove

about, but he cannot die either, so he lies in his casket
and dreans of times gone by. One day, he will ask ne

to carry himoutside into the sunlight, and | will watch
hi m shrivel and diminto peace and not hi ngness and dust.

| hope he does not ask ne soon

We tal k. At night, when the nmoon is full and he feels
strong enough, he tells me of his better days, in places

14 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

called Austria and Hungary, where he, too, was feared
and hunt ed.

But only a stainless steel |eech can get bl ood out

of a stone—er a robot," he said last night. "It is a proud
and lonely thing to be a stainless steel |eech—you are
possi bly the only one of your kind in existence. Live up
to your reputation! Hound them Drain them Leave your
mark on a thousand steel throatsl"

And he was right. He is always right. And he knows
nmore about these things than |

"Kenningtoni" his thin, bloodless lips sniled. "Onh,

what a duel we fought! He was the |ast nman on earth,

and | the last vanpire. For ten years | tried to drain him
I got at himtw ce, but he was fromthe A d Country and
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knew what precautions to take. Once he | earned of ny

exi stence, he issued a wooden stake to every robot—but

I had forty-two graves in those days and they never found
me. They did cone close, though...

"But at night, ah, at night!" he chuckled. "Then things
were reversed! | was the hunter and he the preyl

"I remenber his frantic questing after the |ast few
sprays of garlic and wol fsbane on earth, the crucifix
assenbly lines he kept in operation around the clock—
irreligious soul that he was! | was genuinely sorry when
he died, in peace. Not so nuch because | hadn't gotten
to drain himproperly, but because he was a worthy op-
ponent and a suitable antagonist. What a gane we

pl ayed!"

H s husky voi ce weakened.

"He sleeps a scant three hundred paces from here,

bl eaching and dry. H s is the great marble tonb by the
gate. . . . Please gather roses tonorrow and pl ace them
upon it."

| agreed that | would, for there is a closer kinship
between the two of us than between nyself and any ' hot,
despite the dictates of resemblance. And | nust keep ny
word, before this day passes into evening and alt hough
there are searchers above, for such is the |Iaw of ny na-
ture.

"Dam thenml (He taught ne that word.) Damm

them" | say. "lI'mcomng up! Beware, gentle *bots! |
shal | wal k anong you and you shall not know ne. | shal
Join in the search, and you will think | am one of you.

THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT 15

shall gather the red flowers for dead Kenni ngton, rubbing
shoul ders with you, and Fritz will smle at the joke."

I clinb the cracked and hol |l ow steps, the east already
Spilling twilight, and the sun hal f-Udded in the west

| emerge.

The roses live on the wall across the road. From great

twi sting tubes of vine, with heads brighter than any rust,
they bumlike danger lights on a control panel, but

moi stly.

One, two, three roses for Kennington. Four, five..

**\What are you doi ng, 'hot?"
"Gat hering roses."

**You are supposed to be searching for the werebot
Has somet hi ng damaged you?"

**No, I'mall right,” | say, and | fix himwhere he
stands, by bunpi ng agai nst bis shoulder. The circuit com
pleted, | drain his vile-box until | amfilled.
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"Tfou are the wereboti" he intones weakly.
He falls with a crash.

Si x, seven, eight roses for Kennington, dead
Kenni ngton, dead as the *bot at ny feet—nore dead—
for he once lived a full, organic life, nearer to Fritz's or
my own than to theirs

"What happened here, <hot?" '
"He is stopped, and | am picking roses,” | tell them

There are four *bots and an Over.

"It is time you left this place," | say. "Shortly it will
be night and the werebot will wal k. Leave, or he wll
end you."

"You stopped him" says the Over. "You are the
wer ebot i "

I bunch all the flowers against my chest with one arm
and turn to face them The Over, a |arge special -order
*bot, noves toward ne. Others are approaching from al
directions. He had sent out a call.

"You are a strange and terrible thing," he is saying,
and you rust be junked, for the sake of the conmunity."

He seizes ne and | drop Kennington's flowers.

I cannot drain him M coils are already | oaded near
their capacity, and he is specially insul ated.

There are dozens around nme now, fearing and hati ng.
They will junk me and | will lie beside Kennington

**Rust in peace," they will say. ... | am sony that
cannot keep ny promise to Fritz.

16 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CANMELOT
"Rel ease him"

No!
It is shrouded and moldering Fritz in the doorway of

t he mausol eum swaying, clutching at the stone. He al-
ways knows. ..

"Rel ease him 1, a hunan, order it"
He is ashen and gasping, and the sunlight is doing
awful things to him

—Fhe ancient circuits click and suddenly | amfree.
"Yes, nmaster," says the Over. "W did not know. ., .*'

"Seize that robotF

He points a shaking enaciated finger at him
"He is the werebot," he gasps. "Destroy biro! The one
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gathering fl owers was obeying ny orders. Leave him

here with nme."
He falls to his knees and the final darts of day pierce

his flesh.
"And got All the rest of you! Qicklyl It is ny order
that no robot ever enter another graveyard againi"

He coll apses within and I know that now there are
only bones and bits of rotted shroud on the doorstep of

our hone.
Pritz has had his final joke—a human masquer ade.

| take the roses to Kennington, as the silent *bots file
out through the gate forever, bearing the unprotesting
Overbot with them | place the roses at the foot of the
monunent —Kenni ngton's and Fritz' s—the nonunent of

the last, strange, truly living ones.

Now only | remain unjunked.

In the final light of the sun | see themdrive a stake
through the Over's vite-box and bury himat the cross-
r oads.

Then they hurry back toward their towers of steel, of

pl asti c.
| gather up what remmins of Fritz and carry hi m down

to his box. The bones are brittle and silent.

, It is a very proud and very lonely thing to be a
stai nl ess steel |eech.
A THI NG OF TERRI BLE BEAUTY

| rather liked this one when | wote it, but | don't re-
menber why or how | cane to wite it. Perhaps Ham

son Denmark had taken on a life of his own. Perhaps

he's that gentleman | see wal ki ng al ong Bi shop's Lodge
Road every day, sonetines in both directions...

How | i ke a god of the Epicureans is the audience, at a

time like this! Powerless to alter the course of events, yet
better informed than the characters, they might rise to
their feet and cry out, "Do not!"—but the blinding of

Qedi pus would still ensue, and the inevitable knot in

Jocast a*s scarlet would stop her breathing still.

But no one rises, of course. They know better. They,
too, are inevitably secured by the strange bonds of the
tragedy. The gods can only observe and know, they can-
not alter circunstance, nor westle wth ananke.

My host is already anticipating the thing he calls "ca-
tharsis." My search has carried ne far, and ny choice
was a good one. Phillip Devers lives in the theater like
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a wrmlives in an apple, a paralytic in an iron |ung.
It is his world.

And | live in Phillip Devers.

For ten years his ears and eyes have been ny ears and

eyes. For ten years | have tasted the sensitive preceptions
of a great critic of the dramm, and he has never known

it

He has come close—his nind is agile, his inmagination
vivid—but his classically trained intellect is too strong,
his famliarity with psychopat hology too intinmate to per-
mt that final leap fromlogic to intuition, and an ad-

nm ssion of ny existence. At times, before he drops off to
sl eep, he toys with the thought of attenpting conmunica-
tion, but the next norning he always rejects it—which is
wel | . What could we possibly have to say to one an-

ot her?

—Now t hat inchoate scream fromthe dawn of tine,
and Cedi pus stal ks the stage in nmurky terror!

17
18
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

How exqui site
I wish that | could know the other half. Devers says

there are two things in a conpl ete experi ence—a noving
toward, called pity, and a noving away from called
terror. It is the latter which | feel, which | have al ways
sought; | do not understand the other, even when ny

host quivers and his vision goes nmoistly dim

I should like very much to cultivate the total re-

sponse. Unfortunately, nmy time here is limted. | have
hounded beauty through a thousand stellar cells, and here
| learned mat a man nanmed Aristotle defined it. It is
unfortunate that | nust |eave without knowing the entire

experi ence.
But | amthe last. The others have gone. The stars
nove still, tine runs, and the clock will strike ..

The ovation is enormous. The resurrected Jocasta bows
besi de her red-socketted king, smiling. Hand in hand,
they di ne upon our appl ause—but even pale Tiresias

does not see what | have seen. It is very unfortunate.

And now the taxi honme. What tine is it in Thebes?

Devers is mxing us a strong drink, which he generally
does oot do. | shall appreciate these final nonments all the
nore, seen through the prismof his soaring fancy.
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H's mood is a strange one. It is alnost as if he knows
what is to occur at one o' clock—al nost as if he knows
what will happen when the atom expands its fleecy chest,
shoul dering aside an army of Titans, and the Mediter-
ranean rushes to dip its wine-dark nmuzzle into the vacant

Sahar a.

But he coul d not know, without knowing ne, and this
time he will be a character, not an observer, when the
thing of terrible beauty occurs.

We both watch the pale gray eyes on the sliding panel
He takes aspirins in advance whea he drinks, which

means he will be m xing us nore.

But his hand ... It stops short of the nedicine chest
Framed in the tile and stainless steel, we both regard

reflections of a stranger
"CGood evening."
After .ten years, those two words, and on the eve of the

| ast performancel

Activating his voice to reply would be rather silly, even
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CANMELOT 19

if I could manage it, and it woul d doubtl ess be upsetting.
| waited, and so did he.

Finally, like an organ player, | pedalled and chorded
the necessary synapses:

Good eveni ng. Please go ahead and take your aspirins.
He did. Then he picked up his drink fromthe |edge,
"l hope you enjoy Martinis."

/ do. Very nuch. Please drink nore

He smirked at us and returned to the Iiving room
"What are you? A psychosis? A dybbuk?"

Oh, no! Nothing like that—Just a nenber of the
audi ence.

"I don't recall selling you a ticket"

You did not exactly invite ne, but |I didn't think you
would mind, if | kept quiet.

"Very decent of you."

He mi xed another drink, then | ooked out at the build-
ing across the way. It had two |ighted wi ndows, on differ-
ent floors, like msplaced eyes.
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"Mnd if |I ask why?"

Not at all. Perhaps you can even help ne. | am an
itinerant esthetician. | have to borrow bodies on the
worlds | visit—preferably those of beings with simlar
i nterests. -

"l see—you're a gate-crasher.'*

Sort of, | guess. | try not to cause any trouble, though.
General ly, ny host never even | earns of ny existence.
But | have to | eave soon, and something has been trou-

bling me for the past several years. . . . Since you have
guessed at ny exi stence and managed to mai ntain your
stability, I've decided to ask you to resolve it.

"Ask away." He was suddenly bitter and very of -
fended. | saw the reason in an instant

Do not think, | told him that | have influenced any-
thing you have thought or done. | amonly an observer
My sole function is to appreciate beauty.

"How interesting!" he sneered. "How soon is it going
to happen?”

What ?
"The thing that is causing you to | eave."
Ch, that. ..

I was not certain what to tell him Wat could he do,
anyhow? Suffer a little nore, perhaps.

20 THE LAST DEFENDER COF CANMELOT
"\l | 2"
My tine is up, | told him

"l see flashes," he said. "Sand and snoke, and a flam

i ng baseball."

He was too sensitive. | thought | had covered those
t hought s.

well. . . The world is going to end at one o'cl ock,

"That's good to know. How?"

There is a substratum of fissionable naterial, which
Project Eden is going to detonate. This will produce an
enor mbus chain reaction...

"Can't you do sonmething to stop it?*'

/ don't know how. | don't know what could stop it. My
knowl edge is limted to the arts and the |ife-sciences. —
You broke your |eg when you were skiing in Vernont

last winter. You never knew. Things like that, | can
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manage.
"And the horn blows at mdnight," he observed.
One o'clock, | corrected. Eastern Standard Ti ne.

"M ght as well have another drink," he said, |ooking at
his watch. "Ifs going on twelve."

My question ... | cleared an inmaginary throat.
"Ch, yes, what did you want to know?"

—Fhe other half of the tragic response. |'ve watched
you go through it many tinmes, but | can't get at it. | feel
the terror part, but the pity—the pity always el udes ne.

"Anyone can be afraid," he said, "that part is easy. But
you have to be able to get inside peopl e—not exactly the
way you do—and feel everything they feel, just before
they go smash-so that it feels you' re going snmash

along with themand you can't do a dam thing about

it, and you wi sh you could—that's pity."

Oh? And being afraid, too?

"—and being afraid. Together, they equal the grand
catharsis of true tragedy."

He hi ccupped.

And the tragic figure, for whomyou feel these things?
He must be great and noble, nustn't he?

"True," he nodded, as though | were seated across the
roomfromhim "and in the |ast nmonent when the
unalterable jungle law is about to prevail,, he nmust stare
into the facel ess mask; of God, and bear hinself, for that

THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT 21

brief nmoment, above the pleas of his nature and the
course of events."
We both | ooked at his watch.

**What tine will you be | eaving?"
In about fifteen m nutes.

**Good. You have tine to listen to a record while
dress."

He switched on his stereo and selected an al bum
I shifted uneasily.

/1 it isn't too long...

He regarded the jacket.

"Five mnutes and ei ght seconds. |'ve always main-
tained that it is nusic for the last hour of Earth."
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He placed it on the turntable and set the arm
"If Gabriel doesn't show up, this will do."

He reached for his tie as the first notes of Mles
Davi s* Saefa |inped through the room 1|ike a wounded thing
clinmbing a hill.

He hunmed along with it as he reknotted his tie and
conmbed his hair. Davis tal ked through an Easter ny with
a tongue of brass, and the procession noved before us:

Cedi pus and blind d oucester stunbled by, |ed by

Anti gone and Edgar—Prince Haml et gave a fencer's

sal ute and plunged forward, whUe black O hello | unbered
on behi nd—Hi ppol ytus, all in white, and the Duchess of
Mal fi, sad, paraded through nenory on a thousand

st ages.

Phillip buttoned his jacket as the final notes sounded,
and shut down the player. Carefully rejacketting the rec-
ord, he placed it anobng his others.

VWhat are you going to do?

**Say good-bye. There's a party up the street | hadn*t
pl anned on attending. | believe I'Il stop in for a drink
Good- bye to you al so

"By the way," he asked, "what is your nane? |'ve

known you for a long tine, | ought to call you sonething
now. ' *
He suggested one, hal f-consciously. | had never really

had a nane before, so | took it

Adrastea, | told him

He sm rked again.

**No thought is safe fromyou, is it? CGood-bye."
Good- bye.

He closed the door behind him and | passed through
22 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CANELOT

the ceilings and floors of the apartnments overhead, then
up, and into the night above the city. One eye in the
buil ding across the street winked out; as | watched, the
other did the sane.

Bodi |l ess again, | fled upward w shing there was sone-
thing | could feel

HE WHO SHAPES

This is the original novella for which they gave ne a
Nebul a Award at that first, very formal SFWA ban-
quet at the Overseas Press C ub, and which |I expanded
at Danon Kni ght's suggestion into the book The Dream
Master. The novel contains some material which | am
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very happy to have witten, but reflecting upon things

after the passage of all this time | find that | prefer this,
the shorter version. It is nore streanmined and as such
comes closer to the quasi-C assical notions | had in

mnd, in terms of econony and directness, in describing

a great man with a flaw

Lovely as it was, with the blood and all. Render could
sense that it was about to end.

Therefore, each microsecond woul d be better off as a
m nute, he deci ded—and perhaps the tenperature should
be increased . . . Sonewhere, just at the periphery of
everything, the darkness halted its constriction

Sonet hing, like a crescendo of sublininal thunders,
was arrested at one raging note. That note was a distillate
of shane and pain and fear

The Forum was stifling.

Caesar cowered outside the frantic circle. H's fore-
arm covered his eyes but it could not stop the seeing, not
this tine.

The senators had no faces and their garnments were
spattered with blood. Al their voices were like the cries
of birds. Wth an inhunan frenzy they plunged their dag-
gers into the fallen figure.

All, that is, but Render.
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT 23

The pool of blood in which he stood continued to w den
H s arm seenmed to be rising and falling with a nechan-
ical regularity and his throat m ght have been shaping
bird-cries, but he was sinultaneously apart fromand a
part of the scene.

For he was Render, the Shaper.

Crouched, angui shed and envi ous, Caesar wailed his
protests.

"You have slain him You have nurdered Marcus
Ant oni us—a bl anel ess, useless fellow"

Render turned to him and the dagger in his hand
was quite enornous and quite gory.

"Aye," said he.

The bl ade noved fromside to side. Caesar, fascin-
ated by the sharpened steel, swayed to the same rhythm

"Why?" he cried. "Why?"

"Because," answered Render, "he was a far nobler
Roman then yoursel f.**

"You lie* It is not sol

Render shrugged and returned to the stabbing.
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"It is not true!" screaned Caesar. "Not truel"

Render turned to him again and waved the dagger
Puppet | i ke, Caesar m nmcked the pendul um of the bl ade.

"Not true?" smiled Render. "And who are you to
question an assassi hation such as this? You are no one!
You detract fromthe dignity of this occasion! Begone!"

Jerkily, the pink-faced nan rose to his feet, his hair
hal f-wi spy, half-wetplastered, a disarray of cotton. He
turned, noved away; and as he wal ked, he | ooked back
over his shoul der.

He had noved far fromthe circle of assassins, but

the scene did not dimnish in size. It retained an el ec-
tric clarity. It made himfeel even further renpved, ever
nore al one and apart.

Render rounded a previously unnoticed corner and
stood before him a blind beggar

Caesar grasped the front of his garnent.

"Have you an ill onen for ne this day?"
"Beware!" jeered Render
"Yest Yes!" cried Caesar. "'Bewarel' That is good!

Bewar e what ?"

"The i des—
"Yes? The ides—=2-

"—of Cctenber."”

24 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CANELOT

He rel eased the garnent.

"What is that you say? What is Cctenber?”
"A nmonth."

"You liel There is no nonth of Cctenberi”

"And that is the date noble Caesar need fear-the
"non-exi stent tinme, the never-to-be-cal endared occasion."

Render vani shed around anot her sudden corner.
"Wait! Cone backl™

Render | aughed, and the Forum | aughed w th him
The bird-cries became a chorus of inhunan jeers.

"You nock ne!" wept Caesar.

The Forum was an oven, and the perspiration forned
like a glassy mask over Caesar's narrow forehead, sharp
nose and chinl ess jaw.

"l want to be assassinated tool" he sobbed. "It isn't
fairl™
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And Render tore the Forum and the senators and the
grinning corpse of Antony to pieces and stuffed them
into a black sack-—with the unseen novenent of a single
finger—and |l ast of all went Caesar.

Charl es Render sat before the ninety white buttons and

the two red ones, not really |ooking at any of them His
right armnoved in its soundl ess sling, across the |ap-I|eve
surface of the consol e—pushing some of the buttons, skip-
pi ng over others, noving on, retracing its path to press the
next in the order of the Recall Series.

Sensations throttled, enotions reduced to nothing,
Representative Eri kson knew the oblivion of the wonb.

There was a soft click.

Render's hand had glided to the end of the bottom
row of buttons. An act of conscious intent—will, if you
i ke—was required to push the red button

Render freed his armand lifted off his crown of M-
dusa-hair leads and mcronmniature circuitry. He slid
from behind his desk-couch and rai sed the hood. He

wal ked to the window and transpared it, fingering forth

a cigarette.

One mnute in the ro-wonb, he decided. No npre.
This is a crucial one. . . . Hope it doesn't snowtill later—
t hose cl ouds | ook nean. ..

It was snooth yellow trellises and high towers, glassy
and gray, all snouldering into evening under a shal e-
colored sky; the city was squared vol canic islands, glow
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ing in the end-of-day light, runbling deep down under
the earth; it was fat, incessant rivers of traffic, rushing.

Render turned away fromthe wi ndow and approached
the great egg that lay beside his desk, smooth and glit-
tering. It threw back a reflection that smashed all ag-
uilinity fromhis nose, turned his eyes to gray saucers,
transformed his hair into a |light-streaked skyline; his
reddi sh necktie became the wi de tongue of a ghoul

He smiled, reached across the desk. He pressed the
second red button.

Wth a sigh, the egg lost its dazzling opacity and a

hori zontal crack appeared about its mddle. Through the
nowtransparent shell. Render could see Erikson grim

aci ng, squeezing his eyes tight, fighting against a return
to consciousness and the thing it would contain. The

upper half of the egg rose vertical to the base, exposing
hi m knobby and pi nk on hal f-shell Wen his eyes

opened he did not | ook at Render. He rose to his feet

and began dressing. Render used this tinme to check the

ro- wonb.
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He | eaned back across his desk and pressed the but-

tons: tenperature control, full range, check; exotic
sounds—he rai sed t he earphone—heck, on bells, on

buzzes, on violin notes and whistles, on squeals and
moans, on traffic noises and the sound of surf; check, on
the feedback circuit—holding the patient's own voice,
trapped earlier in analysis; check, on the sound bl anket,
the moi sture spray, the odor banks; check, on the couch
agitator and the colored lights, the taste stimulants

Render closed the egg and shut off its power. He pushed
the unit into the closet, palned shut the door. The tapes
had regi stered a valid sequence.

"Sit down," he directed Erikson

The man did so, fidgeting with his collar.

"You have full recall,"” said Render, "so there is no
need for nme to summari ze what occurred. Nothing can
be hidden fromnme. | was there."

Eri kson nodded.

"The significance of the episode should be apparent to
you. "

Eri kson nodded again, finally finding his voice. "But
was it valid?" he asked. "I nean, you constructed the
dream and you controlled it, all the way. | didn't really
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dreamit—n the way | would normally dream Your
ability to make things happen stacks the deck for what-
ever you're going to say—doesn't it?"

Render shook his head slowy, flicked an ash into the
sout hern hem sphere of his gl obe-nmade-ashtray, and net
Eri kson's eyes.

"It is true that | supplied the format and nodified the
forms. You, however, filled themw th an enotional sig-
ni ficance, promoted themto the status of synbols corre-
sponding to your problem I|f the dreamwas not a valid
anal ogue it woul d not have provoked the reactions it did.
It woul d have been devoid of the anxiety-patterns which
were registered on the tapes.

"You have been in analysis for many nmonths now, " he
continued, "and everything | have |learned thus far serves
to convince me that your fears of assassination are with-
out any basis in fact."

Eri kson gl ar ed.
"Then why the hell do | have then?"
"Because," said Render, "you would |like very nmuch to

be the subject of an assassination.”
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Eri kson snmiled then, his composure beginning to return

"l assure you, doctor, | have never contenpl ated
sui cide, nor have | any desire to stop living."

He produced a cigar and applied a flame to it. H s band
shook.

"When you cane to me this sumrer," said Render,

"you stated that you were in fear of an attenpt on your
life. You were quite vague as to why anyone shoul d want
to kill you—=

"My position! You can't be a Representative as |long as
| have and nmake no enemnies!"

"Yet," replied Render, "it appears that you have
managed it. Wen you pernmitted me to discuss this with
your detectives | was inforned that they could unearth
nothing to indicate that your fears night have any rea
foundation. Nothing."

"They haven't | ooked far enough—er in the right
pl aces. They'll turn up something."

"I"'mafraid not."
" \My?ll

"Because, | repeat, your feelings are w thout any ob-
jective basis. —Be honest with ne. Have you any infor-
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mat i on what soever indicating that soneone hates you
enough to want to kill you?"

"I receive many threatening letters... .**

"As do all Representatives—and all of those directed to
you during the past year have been investigated and found
to be the work of cranks. Can you offer ne one piece of
evi dence to substantiate your clainms? *

Eri kson studied the tip of his cigar.

"I canme to you on the advice of a colleague,” he said,
"came to you to have you poke around inside nmy nmind to
find me sonmething of that sort, to give ny detectives
sonething to work with. —Soneone |'ve injured severely
per haps—er some damagi ng pi ece of legislation |I've
dealt with ..."

**_And | found nothing," said Render, "nothing, that is,
but the cause of your discontent. Now, of course, you are
afraid to hear it, and you are attenpting to divert ne
from expl ai ni ng ny di aghosi s—

"I amnot!"

*Then |isten. You can comment afterward if you want,
but you've poked and dawdl ed around here for nonths,
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unwilling to accept what | presented to you in a dozen
different fornms. Now | amgoing to tell you outright what
it is, and you can do what you want about it."

"Fi ne."

"First," he said, "you would like very much to have an
eneny or eneni es—

"Ri di cul ous!"

**_Because it is the only alternative to having
friends—=

**| have lots of friends!"

**_Because nobody wants to be conpletely ignored, to

be an object for whomno one has really strong feelings.
Hatred and |l ove are the ultimte forns of human regard.
Lacki ng one, and unable to achieve it, you sought the
other. You wanted it so badly that you succeeded in con-
vincing yourself it existed. But there is always a psychic
pricetag on these things. Answering a genuine enotiona
need with a body of desire-surrogates does not produce
real satisfaction, but anxiety, disconfort—because in these
matters the psyche should be an open system You did not
seek outside yourself for human regard. You were cl osed
eff. You created that which you needed fromthe stuff of
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your own being. You are a man very much in need of
strong rel ationships with other people."

"Manure 1"

'Take it or leave it,'
it."

said Render. '*! suggest you take

"I'"ve been paying you for half a year to help find out
who wants to kill me. Now you sit there and tell ne |
made the whole thing up to satisfy a desire to have sone-
one hate ne."

"Hate you, or |love you. That's right."

"It's absurd! |I nmeet so many people that | carry a
pocket recorder and a | apel-canera, just so | can recal
themall...."

"Meeting quantities of people is hardly what | was
speaking of. —Fell ne, did that dream sequence have a
strong neaning for you?"

Eri kson was silent for several tickings of the huge wall -

cl ock.
"Yes," he finally conceded, "it did. But your interpreta-
tion of the matter is still absurd. Ganting though, just for

the sake of argunent, that what you say is correct-—what
would | do to get out of this bind?"
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Render | eaned back in his chair.

"Rechannel the energies that went into producing the
thing. Meet sone people as yourself, Joe Erikson, rather
than Representative Erikson. Take up sonething you can

do with other peopl e—sonething non-political, and per-
haps sonmewhat conpetitive—and nmake sonme real friends

or enemes, preferably the forner. |1've encouraged you to
do this all along."

"Then tell ne sonething else.”
-Gadly."

"Assuming you are right, why is it that | am neither

Ii ked nor hated, and never have been? | have a responsi -
ble position in the Legislature. | neet people all the tine.
Way am | so neutral a-thing?"

H ghly famliar now with Erikson's career. Render had

to push aside his true thoughts on the matter, as they were
of no operational value. He wanted to cite him Dante's
observations concerning the trimers—those soul s who,
deni ed heaven for their lack of virtue, were al so denied
entrance to hell for a lack of significant vices—n short,
the ones who trinmed their sails to nove themw th every

wi nd of the tines, who | acked direction, who were not
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really concerned toward whi ch ports they were pushed.
Such was Erikson's |long and col orl ess career of mgrant
| oyalties, of political reversals.

Render sai d:

"More and nore people find thenselves in such circum
stances these days. It is due largely to the increasing
complexity of society and the depersonalization of the in-
dividual into a socionetric unit. Even the act of cathect-
ing toward ot her persons has grown nore forced as a
result. There are so many of us these days."

Eri kson. nodded, and Render smled inwardly.

Sonetinmes the gruff line, and then the lecture ..

"I'"ve got the feeling you could be right," said Erikson
-Sonmetimes | do feel like what you just described—a unit,
somet hi ng depersonalized...."

Render gl anced at the cl ock.

"What you choose to do about it fromhere is, of course,
your own decision to nake. | think you' d be wasting

your time to remain in analysis any |longer. W are now
bot h aware of the cause of your conplaint. |I cant take
you by the hand and show you how to |l ead your life. |

can indicate, | can conm serate—but no nore deep prob-

i ng. Make an appoi ntment as soon as you feel a need to

di scuss your activities and relatff themto ny diagnosis."
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"I will," nodded Erikson, "and—damm that drean

It got to me. You can nmake them seem as vivid as waking
life—nore vivid. ... It may be a long while before I can
forget it."

"l hope so.**

"Ckay, doctor." He rose to his feet, extended a hand.
"I'l'l probably be back in a couple weeks. I'lIl give this
socializing a fair try." He grinned at the word he nor-
mal Iy frowned upon. "In fact, I'll start now. My | buy
you a drink around the corner, downstairs?"

Render met the noist pal mwhich seened as weary of

(he performance as a lead actor in too successful a play.
He felt alnobst sorry as he said, "Thank you, but | have an
engagenent . "

Render hel ped himon with his coat then, handed him
his hat and saw himto the door.

"Wl l, good night."

- Good ni ght™

As the door closed soundl essly behind him Render re-
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crossed the dark Astrakhan to his mahogany fortress and
flipped his cigarette into the southern hem sphere of a
gl obe ashtray. He |eaned back in his chair, hands behind
hi s head, eyes cl osed.

"Of course it was nore real than life," he informed no
one in particular, "I shaped it."

Smiling, he reviewed the dream sequence step by step,

wi shing some of his former instructors could have wit-
nessed it. It had been well-constructed and powerfully
executed, as well as being precisely appropriate for the
case at hand. But then, he was Render, the Shaper—

one of the two hundred or so special anal ysts whose own
psychi ¢ makeup permtted themto enter into neurotic
patterns without carrying away nore than an esthetic
gratification fromthe minesis of aberrance—a Sane
Hatter.

Render stirred his recollections. He had been anal yzed

hi nsel f, anal yzed and passed upon as a granite-w |l ed,

ul tra-stabl e outsider—+ough enough to weather the basilisk
gaze of a fixation, walk unscathed am dst the chimarae

of perversions, force dark Mther Medusa to cl ose her

eyes before the caduceus of his art. H s own anal ysis had
not been difficult. Nine years before (it seemed nuch

| onger) he had suffered a willing injection of novocain
into the nost painful area of bis spirit It was after the
auto weck, after the death of Ruth, and of Mranda, their
daughter, that he had begun to feel detached. Perhaps he
did not want to recover certain enpathies; perhaps his
own worl d was now based upon a certain rigidity of feel-
ing. If this was true, he was wi se enough in the ways

of the mnd to realize it, and perhaps he had deci ded t hat
such a world had its own conpensations.
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H s son Peter was now ten years old. He was at-

tending a school of quality, and he penned his father a
letter every week. The letters were becom ng progressively
literate, showi ng signs of a precoci ousness of which Ren-
der could not but approve. He would take the boy with
himto Europe in the sumrer.

As for Jill3Jill DeVille (what a luscious, ridiculous

nanel —he | oved her for it)—she was growing i f any-

thing, nore interesting to him (He wondered if this was
an indication of early mddle age.) He was vastly taken

by her unnusical nasal voice, her sudden interest in archi-
tecture, her concern with the unrenmovable nole on the
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right side of her otherw se well-designed nose. He shoul d
really call her imrediately and go in search of a new
restaurant For sone reason though, he did not feel like it.

It had been several weeks since he had visited his

club. The Partridge and Scal pel, and he felt a strong de-
sire to eat froman oaken table, alone, in the split-I|eve
dining roomwith the three fireplaces, beneath the arti-
ficial torches and the boars' heads like gin ads. So he
pushed his perforated nenbership card into the phone-
slot on his desk and there were two buzzes behind the

VOi ce-screen.

"Hel l o, Partridge and Scal peL" said the voice. "My I
hel p you?"

"Charl es Render," he said. "I'd like a table in about

hal f an hour.*'
"How many will there be?**
"Just ne."

"Very good, sir. Half an hour, then.—JFhat's 'Render'?
—R-e-n-d-er-?"

"Right."
*Thank you."'*

He broke the connection and rose fromhis desk. QCut-
side, the day had vani shed.

The nonoliths and the towers gave forth their own
Iight now. A soft snow, |ike sugar, was sifting down
through the shadows and transformng itself into beads
on the w ndowpane.

Render shrugged into his overcoat, turned off the lights,
| ocked the inner office. There was a note on Ms. Hedges
blotter.

Mss DeVille called, it said.
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He crunpled the note and tossed it into the waste-
chute. He would call her tonorrow and say he had been
working until late on his lecture.

He switched off the final light, clapped his hat onto

hi s head and passed through the outer door, locking it as
he went. The drop took himto the sub-subcellar where

his auto was parked.

It was chilly in the sub-sub, and his footsteps seened
| oud on the concrete as he passed anong the parked ve-
hicles. Beneath the glare of the naked lights, his S 7
Spi nner was a sleek gray cocoon fromwhich it seened

turbul ent wings mght at any nonent energe. The double
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row of antennae which fanned forward fromthe sl ope
of its hood added to this feeling. Render thunbed open
t he door.

He touched the ignition and there was the sound of a

| one bee awakening in a great hive. The door swung

soundl essly shut as he raised the steering wheel and

|l ocked it into place. He spun up the spiral ranp and cane
to aroiling stop before the big overhead.

As the door rattled upward he lighted his destination
screen and turned the knob that shifted {he broadcast

map. —+teft to right, top to bottom section by section he
shifted it, until he located the portion of Carnegie Ave-
nue he desired. He punched out its coordi nates and

| owered the wheel. The car switched over to nonitor and
moved out onto the highway marginal. Render lit a
cigarette

Pushing his seat back into the centerspace, he left al
the wi ndows transparent. It was pleasant to half-recline
and watch the onconming cars drift past himlike swarns of
fireflies. He pushed his hat back on his head and stared
upwar d.

He coul d renmenber a tinme when he had | oved snow,

when it had remni nded hi mof novels by Thomas Mann

and nusi ¢ by Scandanavi an conposers. In his mind

now, though, there was another elenment fromwhich it
coul d never be wholly dissociated. He could visualize so
clearly the eddies of nilk-white coldness that swirled
about his old manual -steer auto, flowing into its fire-
charred interior to rewhiten that which had been bl ack-
ened; so clearly-as though he had wal ked toward it
across a chal ky | akebottom—+t, the sunken weck, and
he, the diver—dnable to open his mouth to speak, for
fear of drowning; and he knew, whenever he | ooked upon
falling snow, that sonewhere skulls were whitening. But
ni ne years had washed away much of the pain, and he

al so knew that the night was |ovely.

He was sped along the w de, wi de roads, shot across
hi gh bridges, their surfaces slick and gl eam ng beneath
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his lights, was woven through frantic cl overieafs and

pl unged into a tunnel whose dimy glowing walls blurred
by himlike a mrage. Finally, he switched the windows to
opaque and cl osed his eyes.

He coul d not remenber whether he had dozed for a
monent or not, which meant he probably had. He felt the
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car slowi ng, and he noved the seat forward and turned

on the wi ndows again. Al nost simnultaneously, the cut-off
buzzer sounded. He raised the steering wheel and pulled
into the parking donme, stepped out onto the ranp and

left the car to the parking unit, receiving his ticket from
t hat bos- headed robot which took its sol emm revenge on
manki nd by sticking forth a cardboard tongue at every-

one it served.

As al ways, the noises were as subdued as the lighting. The
pl ace seened to absorb sound and convert it into warnth,
to lull the tongue with aromas strong enough to be

tasted, to hypnotize the ear with the vivid crackle of the
triple hearths.

Render was pleased to see that his favorite table, in
the coner off to the right of the smaller fireplace, had
been held for him He knew the nmenu from nenory,

but he studied it with zeal as he sipped a Manhattan and
worked up an order to match his appetite. Shaping ses-
sions always |eft himravenously hungry.

"Doctor Render ... ?"
"Yes?" He | ooked up

"Doctor Shallot would |ike to speak with you," said
the waiter.

"l don't know anyone named Shallot," he said. "Are
you sure he doesn't want Bender? He's a surgeon from
Metro who sonetines eats here... | **

The waiter shook his head,

*'No, sir—Render'. See here?" He extended a three-
by-five card on which Render's full nane was typed in
capital letters. "Doctor Shallot has dined here nearly
every night for the past two weeks," he expl ained, "and
on each occasion has asked to be notified if you cane
in"

"Hn?" nused Render. 'That's odd. Wy didn't he
just call me at ny office?"

The waiter sniled and nade a vague gesture.

"Well, tell himto come on over," he said, gulping his
Manhattan, "and bring roe anot her of these."

"Unfortunately, Doctor Shallot is blind," explained the
waiter. "It would be easier if you—=
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"Al'l right, sure." Render stood up, relinquishing his
favorite table with a strong prenonition that he woul d
not be returning to it that evening.
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"Lead on,"

They threaded their way anong the diners, heading up
to the next level. Afamliar face said "hello" froma
tabl e set back against the wall, and Render nodded a
greeting to a forner sem nar pupil whose nane was
Jurgens or Jirkans or sonmething like that.

He noved on, into the smaller dining roomwherein

only two tables were occupied. No, three. There was one
set in the coner at the far end of the darkened bar,
partly nmasked by an ancient suit of arnor. The waiter
was heading himin that direction

They stopped before the table and Render stared down

into the darkened glasses that had tilted upward- as they
approached. Doctor Shall ot was a wonman, somewhere in

the vicinity of her early thirties. Her |ow bronze bangs

did not fully conceal the spot of silver which she wore on
her forehead |ike a caste-mark. Render inhaled, and her

head jerked slightly as the tip of his cigarette flared. She
appeared to be staring straight up into his eyes. It was an
unconfortable feeling, even knowing that all she could

di stinguish of himwas that which her mnute photo-

electric cell transmtted to her visual cortex over the hair-
fine wire inplants attached to that oscillator converter

in short, the glow of his cigarette.

"Doctor Shallot, this is Doctor Render," the waiter was
sayi ng.

"Good evening," said Render

"Good evening," she said. "My nane is Eileen and

I'"ve wanted very badly to neet you." He thought he
detected a slight quaver in her voice. "WII you join ne
for dinner?"

"My pleasure,"” he acknow edged, and the waiter drew
out the chair.

Render sat down, noting that the wonman across from
himal ready had a drink. He rem nded the waiter of his
second Manhatt an.

"Have you ordered yet?" he inquired.
"No. "
" And two menus— he started to say, then bit
hi s tongue.

"Only one," she sniled.

"Make it none," he anended, and recited the nenu.
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They ordered. Then:
"Do you al ways do that?"
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CANMELOT 35

"What ?"
"Carry menus in your head."

**Only a few," he said, "for awkward occasi ons. Wat
was it you wanted to see—talk to ne about?"

"You're a neuroparticipant therapist," she stated, "a
Shaper . "

"And you are—=2"

**_g resident in psychiatry at State Psych. | have a

year renmining."
"You knew Sam Ri sconb then."

"Yes, he hel ped me get ny appointnment. He was mny
advi ser."

"He was a very good friend of nmine. W studied to-
get her at Menni nger."

She nodded.

"I'"d often heard hi m speak of you—that's one of the
reasons | wanted to neet you. He's responsible for en-
couraging me to go ahead with ny plans, despite ny
handi cap. "

Render stared at her. She was wearing a dark green

dress which appeared to be nmade of vel vet About three
inches to the left of the bodice was a pin which night

have been gold. It displayed a red stone which could

have been a ruby, around which the outline of a goblet

was cast. Or was it really two profiles that were outlined,
staring through the stone at one another? It seened
vaguely familiar to him but he could not place it at the
monent. It glittered expensively in the dimlight.

Render accepted his drink fromthe waiter

"I want to become a neuroparticipant therapist," she
told him

And i f she had possessed vision Render woul d have

t hought she was staring at him hoping for sone response
in his expression. He could not quite cal cul ate what she
wanted himto say.

"I commend your choice," he said, "and | respect your
anbition." He tried to put his smle into his voice. "It is
not an easy thing, of course, not all of the requirements
bei ng academnic ones."

"I know," she said, "But then, | have been blind since
birth and it was not an easy thing to come this far."
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"Since birth?" he repeated. "I thought you m ght have
| ost your sight recently. You did your undergrad work
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then, and went on through ned school without eyes.
That' s—rat her i npressive."

"Thank you," she said, "but it isn't. Not really. | heard
about the first neuroparticipants—Bartelnetz and the rest
—when | was a child, and | decided then that | wanted

to be one. My life ever since has been governed by that
desire. "

"VWhat did you do in the |abs?" be inquired. "—Not
being able to see a specinen, |ook through a mcro-
scope ... ? O all that readi ng?"

"I hired people to read ny assignnents to ne. | taped
everything. The school understood that | wanted to go
into psychiatry and they permtted a special arrangenent

for labs. |I've been guided through the dissection of ca-
davers by |l ab assistants, and |'ve had everything de-
scribed to ne. | can tell things by touch . . . and | have a

menory |ike yours with the nmenu," she smled. " 'The
qual ity of psychoparticipation phenonena can only be
gauged by the therapist hinself, at that nonent outside
of tinme and space as we nornally know it, when

he stands in the mdst of a world erected fromthe stuff
of another man's dreans, recognizes there the non-
Euclidi an architecture of aberrance, and then takes his
patient by the hand and tours the | andscape. ... If he
can |l ead himback to the comon earth, then his judg-
ments were sound, his actions valid.' "

"From Wiy No Psychonetrics in This Place," reflected
Render .

"—by Charles Render, MD."

"Qur dinner is already noving in this direction,'* he
noted, picking up his drink as the speed-cooked neal
was pushed toward themin the kitchen-buoy.

"That's one of the reasons | wanted to neet you," she
continued, raising her glass as the dishes rattled before
her. "I want you to help ne beconme a Shaper."

Her shaded eyes, as vacant as a statue's, sought him
agai n.

"Yours is a conpletely unique situation," he com
ment ed. "There has never been a congenitally blind neu-

ropartici pant—for obvious reasons. |'d have to consider
all the aspects of the situation before | could advise you
Let's eat now, though. |I'mstarved."

"Al'l right. But nmy blindness does not nean that | have
never seen."
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He did not ask her what she neant by that, because

prime ribs were standing in front of himnow and there
was a bottle of Chanbertmat bis el bow He did pause

| ong enough to notice though, as she raised her left hand
from beneath the table, that she wore no rings

"I wonder if it's still snowi ng," he commented as they
drank their coffee. "It was conm ng down pretty hard
when | pulled into the dome."

"l hope so," she said, "even though it diffuses the |light
and | can't 'see' anything at all through it. | like to fee
it falling about ne and bl owi ng agai nst ny face."

"How do you get about?"

"My dog, Signund—+ gave himthe night off," she
smled, "—he can guide nme anywhere. He's a nutie Shep-
herd. "

"Ch?" Render grew curious. "Can he tal k nuch?"
She nodded.

"That operation wasn't as successful on himas on

sonme of them though. He has a vocabul ary of about

four hundred words, but | think it causes himpain to
speak. He's quite intelligent. You'll have to nmeet him
sonetine. "

Render began specul ating i nmedi ately. He had spoken

with such aninmals at recent medical conferences, and

had been startled by their combination of reasoning abil -
ity and their devotion to their handlers. Mich chrono-
sonme tinkering, followed by delicate enbryo-surgery,

was required to give a dog a brain capacity greater than
a chi npanzee's. Several followp operations were neces-
sary to produce vocal abilities. Mdst such experinents
ended in failure, and the dozen or so puppies a year on
whi ch they succeeded were val ued in the nei ghborhood

of a hundred thousand dollars each. He realized then, as
he lit a cigarette and held the light for a noment, that
the stone in Mss Shallot's medallion was a genui ne ruby.
He began to suspect that her adm ssion to a nedi-

cal school nmight, in addition to her academi c record,
have been based upon a sizeabl e endowrent to the col -

| ege of her choice. Perhaps he was being unfair though,
he chi ded hinsel f.

*'Yes," he said, "we mght do a paper on cani ne neu-
roses. Does he ever refer to his father as 'that son of a
femal e Shepherd' ?"
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"He never met his father," she said, quite soberly. "He

was raised apart fromother dogs. His attitude could

hardly be typical. | don't think you'll ever learn the func-
tional psychol ogy of the dog froma nutie."

"I imagine you're right," he dismssed it. "Mre

cof fee?"
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"No, thanks."

Deciding it was tine to continue the discussion, he
said, "So you want to be a Shaper...."

"Yes. "

"l hate to be the one to destroy anybody's hi gh anbi -
tions," he told her. "Like poison, | hate it. Unless they
have no foundation at all in reality. Then | can be ruth-
| ess. So—honestly, frankly, and in all sincerity, | do not
see how it could ever be managed. Perhaps you're a fine
psychiatrist—but in ny opinion, it is a physical and nen-
tal inpossibility for you ever to beconme a neuropartici-
pant. As for ny reasons—

"Wait," she said. "Not here, please. Hunmor ne. |'m
tired of this stuffy place—take ne sonewhere else to talk.
I think I mght be able to convince you there is a way."

"Why not?" he shrugged. "I have plenty tine. Sure—e
you call it. Were?"
"Bl i ndspi n?"

He suppressed an unwilling chuckle at the expression,
but she | aughed al oud.

"Fine," he said, "but I"'mstill thirsty."

A bottle of chanpagne was tallied and he signed the

check despite her protests. It arrived in a colorful "Drink
VWil e You Drive" basket, and they stood then, and she

was tall, but he was taller.

Bl i ndspi n.

A single nane of a nultitude of practices centered

about the auto-driven auto. Flashing across the country
in the sure hands of an invisible chauffeur, w ndows al
opaque, night dark, sky high, tires assailing the road be-
| ow |'i ke four phantom buzzsaws—and starting from

scratch and ending in the sanme place, and never know ng
where you are going or where you have been—t is pos-
sible, for a nonment, to kindle some feeling of individu-
ality in the col dest brainpan, to produce a nonentary

awar eness of self by virtue of an apartness fromall but a
sense of nmotion. This is because novenent through dark-
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ness is the ultimate abstraction of life itself—at least that's
what one of the Vital Conedians said, and everybody in
the pl ace | aughed.

Actual Iy now, the phenonmenon known as blindspin

first becanme prevalent (as night be suspected) anopng
certain younger nmenbers of the community, when noni -
tored hi ghways deprived them of the nmeans to exercise
their autonobiles in some of the nore individualistic
ways whi ch had conme to be frowned upon by the Na-
tional Traffic Control Authority. Something had to be
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done.
It was.

The first, disastrous reaction involved the sinple en-

gi neering feat of disconnecting the broadcast control unit
after one had entered onto a nonitored highway. This
resulted in the car's vanishing fromthe ken of the noni-
tor and passing back into the control of its occupants.
Jealous as a deity, a nonitor will not tolerate that which
denies its progranmed ommi science: it will thunder and
lightning in the H ghway Control Station nearest the

poi nt of last contact, sending w nged seraphs in search of
that which has slipped from sight.

Oten, however, this was too |late in happening, for the
roads are many and wel | - paved. Escape from detection
was, at first, relatively easy to achieve

O her vehicles, though, necessarily behave as if a rebel
has no actual existence. Its presence cannot be all owed
for.

Boxed-in on a heavily-travel ed section of roadway, the

of fender is subject to i mediate annihilation in the event
of any overall speedup or shift in traffic pattern which

i nvol ves novenent through his theoretically vacant posi-
tion. This, in the early days of nonitor-controls, caused
a rapid series of collisions. Mnitoring devices |ater be-
canme far nore sophisticated, and nmechani zed cutoffs re-
duced the collision incidence subsequent to such an
action. The quality of the pul pefactions and contusions
whi ch did occur, however, remained unaltered

The next reaction was based on a thing which had

been overl ooked because it was obvious. The nmonitors

t ook peopl e where they wanted to go only because peopl e
told themthey wanted to go there. A person pressing a

random series of coordinates, without reference to any

map, woul d either be left with a stalled autonobile and
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a "RECHECK YOUR COORDI NATES" |ight, or would

suddenly be whi sked away in any direction. The latter
possesses a certain romantic appeal in that it offers

speed, unexpected sights, and free hands. Also, it is per-
fectly legal: and it is possible to navigate all over two
continents in this manner, if one is possessed of sufficient
wherewi t hal and gl uteal stani na

As is the case in all such matters, the practice diffused
upwar ds through the age brackets. School teachers who

only drove on Sundays fell into disrepute as selling points
for used autos. Such is the way a world ends, said the
entertai ner.

End or no, the car designed to nove on nonitored

hi ghways is a nobile efficiency unit, conplete with

| atrine, cupboard, refrigerator compartment and gam ng
table. It also sleeps two with ease and four with sone
crowdi ng. On occasion, three can be a real crowd*
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Render drove out of the done and into the margina
aisle. He halted the car.
"Want to jab sonme coordi nates?" he asked.
"You do it. My fingers know too nany."

Render punched random buttons. The Spi nner noved
onto the hi ghway. Render asked speed of the vehicle
then, and it noved into the high-acceleration |ane.

The Spinner's lights burnt holes in the darkness. The
city backed away fast; it was a snoul dering bonfire on
both sides of the road, stirred by sudden gusts of wi nd,
hi dden by white swirlings, obscured by the steady fall of
gray ash. Render knew his speed was only about sixty
percent of what it would have been on a clear, dry night.

He did not blank the wi ndows, but |eaned back and
stared out through them Eileen "I ooked" ahead into
what |ight there was. Neither of them said anything for
ten or fifteen mnutes.

The city shrank to sub-city as they sped on. After a
time, short sections of open road began to appear.

"Tell roe what it |ooks |ike outside,” she said.

"Why didn't you ask me to describe your dinner, or
the suit of arnor beside our table?"

"Because | tasted one and felt the other. This is dif-
ferent."

"There is snow falling outside. Take it away and what
you have left is black."
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"What el se?"

"There is slush on the road. Wien it starts to freeze,
traffic will drop to a crawl unless we outrun this storm
The slush | ooks like an old, dark syrup, just starting to
get sugary on top."

"Anyt hi ng el se?"
"That's it, lady."

"I's it snowi ng harder or less hard than when we | eft
the cl ub?"

"Harder, | should say."
"Woul d you pour me a drink?" she asked him
"Certainly."

They turned their seats inward and Render raised the
table. He fetched two gl asses fromthe cupboard.

"Your health," said Render, after be had poured.
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"Here's | ooking at you."

Render downed his drink. She sipped hers. He waited
for her next comment. He knew that two cannot play at
the Socratic gane, and he expected nore questions be-
fore she said what she wanted to say.

She said: "What is the nost beautiful thing you have
ever seen?"

Yes, he deci ded, he had guessed correctly.

He replied wthout hesitation: "The sinking of
Atlantis."

"l was serious."
"So was |."

"Wbul d you care to el aborate?"

It! sank Atlantis," he said, "personally.

"It was about three years ago. And Godi it was |ovely!

It was all ivory towers and gol den minarets and sil ver

bal conies. There were bridges of opal, and crinson
penants and a mlk-white river flow ng between | enon-

col ored banks. There were jade steeples, and trees as old
as the world tickling the bellies of clouds, and ships in
the great sea-harbor of Xanadu, as delicately constructed
as nusical instrunents, all swaying with the tides. The
twi eve princes of the realmheld court in the dozen-
pillared Colliseumof the Zodiac, to listen to a G eek
tenor sax play at sunset

"The Greek, of course, was a patient of mne—

paranoi ac. The etiology of the thing is rather conplicated,
but that's what | wandered into inside his mnd. | gave
himfree rein for awhile, and in the end | had to split
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Atlantis in half and sink it full fathomfive. He's playing
again and you' ve doubtl ess beard his sounds, if you like
such sounds at all. He's good. | still see himperiodically,
but he is no | onger the |ast descendent of the greatest
mnstrel of Atlantis. He's just a fine, late twentieth-
century saxman.

"Sonetimes though, as | | ook back on the apocal ypse

I worked within his vision of grandeur, | experience a
fleeting sense of |ost beauty-because, for a single no-
ment, his abnornmally intense feelings were ny feelings,
and he felt that his dream was the nobst beautiful thing
inthe world."

He refilled their gl asses.

"That wasn't exactly what | neant," she said.
"1 know. "

"l meant sonething real."
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"It was nore real than real, | assure you.'*
"l don't doubt it, but..."

"—But | destroyed the foundation you were |aying
for your argunent. Ckay, | apologize. I'll hand it back
to you. Here's sonething that could be real

"W are noving along the edge of a great bow of

sand," he said. "Into it, the snowis gently drifting. In
the spring the snow will nmelt, the waters will run down
into the earth, or be evaporated away by the heat of the
sun. Then only the sand will remain. Nothing grows in the
sand, except for an occasional cactus. Nothing lives here
but snakes, a few birds, insects, burrowi ng things, and a
wandering coyote or two. In the afternoon these things
will look for shade. Any place where there's an old fence
post or a rock or a skull or a cactus to bl ock out the sun,
there you will witness life cowering before the el ements.
But the colors are beyond belief, and the elenents are
more | ovely, alnobst, than the things they destroy."

"There is no such place near here," she said.
"If | say it, then there is. Isn't there? |'ve seen if
"Yes ... you're right."

"And it doesn't matter if it's a painting by a woman
naned O Keefe, or sonething right outside our w ndow,
does it? If |'ve seen it?"

"l acknow edge the truth of the diagnosis," she said.

"Do you want to speak it for nme?"

"No, go ahead."

He refilled the small gl asses once nore.
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"The damage is in ny eyes,
brain."

she told him "not ny

He Iit her cigarette.
"I can see with other eyes if | can enter other brains.”
He Iit his own cigarette.

"Neuroparticipation is based upon the fact that two
nervous systems can share the sane inpul ses, the sane
fant asi es. "

"Controlled fantasies."

"I could performtherapy and at the sanme tine ex-
peri ence genui ne visual inpressions.”

"No," said Render.
"You don't know what it's |like to be cut off froma

whol e area of stimuli! To know that a Mongol oi d i di ot
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can experience sonething you can never know-and that

he cannot appreciate it because, |ike you, he was con-
demmed before birth in a court of biological hapstance,
in a place where there is no justice—enly fortuity, pure
and sinple.”

"The universe did not invent justice. Man did. Un-
fortunately, man must reside in the universe."

"I'"mnot asking the universe to help me—'m asking
you."'*

"I"'msorry," said Render
"Wy won't you help me?"

"At this nonent you are denonstrating ny main rea-
son."

"Which is .. . T

"Emotion. This thing means far too nuch to you. Wen

the therapist is in-phase with a patient he is narco-
electrically removed fromnost of his own bodily sensa-
tions. This is necessary—because his m nd nust be

compl etely absorbed by the task at hand. It is also nec-
essary that his enotions undergo a simlar suspension
This, of course, is inpossible in the one sense that a per-
son always enpbtes to some degree. But the therapist's
enotions are sublimated into a generalized feeling of
exhilaration—er, as in my own case, into an artistic re-
verie. Wth you, however, the 'seeing' would be too nuch.
You woul d be in constant danger of |osing control of the
dream "

"l disagree with you."

"Of course you do. But the fact remains that you woul d
be dealing, and dealing constantly, with ne abnornal.
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The power of a neurosis is uninaginable to ninety-nine
poi nt etcetera percent of the popul ati on, because we can
never adequately judge the intensity of our own—et

al one those of others, when we only see themfromthe
outside. That is why no neuroparticipant will ever under-
take to treat a full-blown psychotic. The few pioneers in
that area are all thenselves in therapy today. It would
be like diving into a mael strom If the therapist |oses the
upper hand in an intense session, he becones the Shaped
rat her than the Shaper. The synapses respond like a fis-
sion reaction when nervous inpulses are artificially aug-
mented. The transference effect is al nost instantaneous.

"I did an awful lot of skiing five years ago. This is be-
cause | was a claustrophobe. | had to run and it took ne
six nonths to beat the thing—all because of one tiny

| apse that occurred in a neasureless fraction of an instant.
I had to refer the patient to another therapist. And this
was only a eminor repercussion. —+f you were to go ga-

ga over the scenery, girl, you could wind up in a rest

hone for life."
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She finished her drink and Render refilled the gl ass.

The night raced by. They had left the city far behind
them and the road was open and cl ear. The darkness
eased nore and nore of itself between the falling flakes.
The Spi nner picked up speed.

"AH right," she admtted, "nmaybe you're right. Still,
though, | think you can help ne."

"How?" he asked.

"Accustom nme to seeing, so that the imges will |ose

their novelty, the enotions wear off. Accept ne as a pa-
tient and rid me of ny sight-anxiety. Then what you have
said so far will cease to apply. | will be able to undertake
the training then, and give ny full attention to therapy.
I"l'l be able to sublinmate the sight-pleasure into sonething
el se."

Render wonder ed.

Perhaps it could be done. It would be a difficult under-
t aki ng, though.

It mght also nmake therapeutic history.

No one was really qualified to try it, because no one had
ever tried it before.

But Eileen Shallot was a rarity—Ro, a unique item—
for it was likely she was the only person in the world who
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combi ned the necessary technical background with the
uni que probl em

He drained his glass, refilled it, refilled hers.

He was still considering the problemas the "RECO

ORDI NATE" |ight came on and the car pulled into a
cutoff and stood there. He switched off the buzzer and
sat there for a long while, thinking.

It was not often that other persons heard hi m acknow -
edge his feelings regarding his skill. H s coll eagues con-
si dered hi m nodest. O fhand, though, it m ght be noted
that he was aware that the day a better neuropartici pant
began practicing would be the day that a troubled homo
sapien was to be treated by sonething but inmeasurably

| ess than angel s.

Two drinks remai ned. Then he tossed the enptied bot -
tle into the backbin.

"You know somnet hi ng?" he finally said.
**\What ?"
*1t might be worth a try."

He swi vel ed about then and | eaned forward to reco-
ordi nate, but she was there first. As he pressed the buttons
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and the S-7 swung around, she kissed him Bel ow her
dark gl asses her cheeks were noist.

The suicide bothered himnore than it should have, and
Ms. Lanbert had called the day before to cancel her

appoi ntment. So Render decided to spend the norning

bei ng pensive. Accordingly, he entered the office wearing
a cigar and a frown.

"Did you see ... ?" asked Ms. Hedges.

"Yes." He pitched his coat onto the table that stood in
the far corner of the room He crossed to the w ndow,
stared down. "Yes," he repeated, "I was driving by with
my wi ndows clear. They were still cleaning up when
passed. "

"Did you know hi n?"
"l don't even know the nane yet. How could I?"

"Priss Tully just called me—she's a receptionist for

that engineering outfit up on the eighty-sixth. She says it
was Janes Irizarry, an ad designer who had offices down
the hall fromthem—That's a long way to fall. He nust

have been unconsci ous when he hit, huh? He bounced off
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the building. If you open the wi ndow and | ean out you
can see—off to the |left there—where..."

"Never m nd, Bennie. —Your friend have any idea
why he did it?"

"Not really. His secretary came running up the hall
screami ng. Seens she went in his office to see himabout
some drawi ngs, just as he was getting up over the sill.
There was a note on his board. 'I've had everything
wanted,' it said. "Wy wait around?" Sort of funny, huh?
| don't nean funny. "

"Yeah. —Know anyt hi ng about his personal affairs?"

"Married. Coupla kids. Good professional rep. Lots of
busi ness. Sober as anybody. —He could afford an office
in this building."

"Good Lordi" Render turned. "Have you got a case
file there or sonething?"

"You know, " she shrugged her thick shoulders, *'I*ve
got friends all over this hive. W always tal k when things
go slow. Prissy's ny sister-in-law, anyhow—

"You nean that if | dived through this w ndow right
now, my current biography would make the rounds in the
next five mnutes?"

"Probably," she twisted her bright lips into a smle,
"give or take a couple. But don't do it today, huh? —You
know, it would be kind of anticlimactic, and it wouldn't
get the same coverage as a sol us.
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"Anyhow, " she continued, "you're a m nd-m xer. You
wouldn't do it."

"You're betting against statistics," he observed. "The
medi cal profession, along with attorneys, nmanages about
three tines as many as nost other work areas."

"Hey!" She | ooked worried. "Go 'way frommy w n-
dow

"I'"d have to go to work for Doctor Hanson then," she
added, "and he's a slob."

He noved to her desk

"I never know when to take you seriously," she de-

ci ded.

"l appreciate your concern,"” he nodded, "indeed | do.

As a matter of fact, | have never been statistic-prone—+
shoul d have repercussed out of the neuropy gane four
years ago."

"You'd be a headline, though," she nused. "All those

THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT 47

reporters asking ne about you . . . Hey, why do they do
it, huh?"

"Who?"

" Anybody. "

"How should I know, Bennie? I'monly a hunbl e
psyche-stirrer. If | could pinpoint a general underlying
cause—and then maybe figure a way to anticipate the
tiling—why, it mght even be better than ny jumping, for
newscopy. But | can't do it, because there is no single.
anpl e reason—+ don't think."

" d]. "

"About thirty-five years ago it was the ninth | eading
cause of death in the United States. Now it's nunmber six
for North and South Anerica. | think it's seventh in Eu-
rope. "

"And nobody will ever really know why Irizarry
pi nped?"

Reader swung a chair backward and seated hinsel f.

He knocked an ash into her petite and gleanming tray. She
enptied it into the waste-chute, hastily, and coughed a
significant cough.

"Ch, one can al ways specul ate," he said, "and one in

my profession will. The first thing to consider would be
the personality traits which m ght predi spose a man to
peri ods of depression. People who keep their enotions

file:/l/F|/rah/Roger%20Zelazny/The%20Last%20Defender%200f%20Camelot.txt (43 of 300) [8/27/03 11:38:32 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Roger%20Z el azny/The%20L ast%20D ef ender%6200f%620Camel ot.txt

under rigid control, people who are conscientious and
rat her conpul sively concerned with snall natters

He knocked another fleck of ash into her tray and

wat ched as she reached out to dunp it, then quickly drew
her hand back again. He grinned an evil grin. "In short,"
he finished, "sone of the characteristics of people in

pr of essi ons which require individual, rather than group
perf or mance—nedi cine, law, the arts."

She regarded hi m specul atively.

"Don't worry though," he chuckled, "I'm pl eased as
hell with life."

"You' re kind of down in the nouth this norning."

"Pete called me. He broke his ankle yesterday in gym
class. They ought to supervise those things nore closely.
I"' mthinking of changing his school."

" Agai n?"

"Maybe. 1'1l see. The headrmaster is going to call ne
this afternoon. | don't like to keep shuffling him but | do
want himto finish school in one piece."
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"A kid can't grow up without an accident or two. It's
—statistics."

"Statistics aren't the sane thing as destiny, Bennie.
Everybody nakes his own."

"Statistics or destiny?"
"Both, | guess."

"I think that if something' s going to happen, it's going

to happen. "

"I don't. | happen to think that the human will, backed

by a sane nind can exercise sone neasure of control over
events. If | didn't think so, | wouldn't be in the racket I'm
in."

"The worl d's a nachi ne—you know-ecause, effect. Sta-
tistics do inply the prob—

"The human mind is not a machine, and | do not know
cause and effect. Nobody does."

"You have a degree in chenmistry, as | recall. You're a
scientist. Doc."

"So I'ma Trotskyite deviationist," he smled, stretch-
ing, "and you were once a ballet teacher." He got to his
feet and picked up his coat.

"By the way. Mss DeVille called, left a message. She
said: 'How about St. Mritz? "

"Too ritzy," he decided aloud. "It's going to be Davos."
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Because the suicide bothered himnore than it shoul d
have. Render closed the door to his office and turned off
the wi ndows and turned on the phonograph. He put on

the desk light only.

How has the quality of human |ife been changed, he
w ote, since the beginnings of the industrial revolution?

He picked up the paper and reread the sentence. It was
the topic he had been asked to discuss that com ng Sat -
urday. As was typical in such cases he did not know what
to say because he had too nuch to say, and only an hour
to say it in.

He got up and began to pace the office, now filled with
Beet hoven' s Ei ght h Synphony.

"The power to hurt," he said, snapping on a | ape

m crophone and activating his recorder, "has evolved in a
direct relationship to technol ogi cal advancenent." His

i magi nary audi ence grew quiet. He smiled. "Man's po-
tential for working sinple mayhem has been nultiplied
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by mass-production; his capacity for injuring the psyche

t hrough personal contacts has expanded in an exact ratio

to inproved communication facilities. But these are all
matters of conmmon know edge, and are not the things

wi sh to consider tonight Rather, | should like to dis-

cuss what | choose to call autopsychom nesis—the self-
generated anxi ety conpl exes which on first scrutiny

appear quite simlar to classic patterns, but which actually
represent radical dispersions of psychic energy. They are
peculiar to our times... .**

He paused to di spose of his cigar and fornulate his
next words.

"Aut opsychomi nesis," he thought aloud, "a self-
perpetuated imtation conpl ex—al nost an attention-
getting affair. —A jazzman, for exanple, who acted
hopped-up half the tine, even though he had never used
an addictive narcotic and only dimy renenbered any-

one who had—because all the stinulants and tranquili zers
of today are quite benign. Like Quixote, he aspired after
a | egend when his nusic al one shoul d have been sufficient
outlet for his tensions.

"Or ny Korean War Orphan, alive today by virtue of

the Red Cross and UNI CEF and foster parents whom he

never nmet. He wanted a famly so badly that be made

one up. And what then?—He hated his imaginary father

and be loved his inmaginary nother quite dearly—for he

was a highly intelligent boy, and he too |onged after the
hal f-true conpl exes of tradition. Wy?

"Today, everyone is sophisticated enough to under-

stand the tinme-honored patterns of psychic disturbance.
Today, many of the reasons for those disturbances have
been renoved-not as radically as ny now adult war
orphan's, but with as remarkable an effect W are living
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in a neurotic past. —Again, why? Because our present
times are geared to physical health, security and well -
bei ng. W& have abolished hunger, though the backwoods
orphan would still rather receive a package of food con-
centrates froma human being who cares for himthan to
obtain a warmneal froman automat unit in the middle

of the jungle.

"Physical welfare is now every man's right in excess.
The reaction to this has occurred in the area of nenta
heal th. Thanks to technol ogy, the reasons for many of the

50 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

ol d social problens have passed, and along with them

went many of the reasons for psychic distress. But be-

tween the black of yesterday and the white of tonorrow

is the great gray of today, filled with nostal gia and fear of
the future, which cannot be expressed on a purely nate-

rial plane, is now being represented by a willful seeking
after historical anxiety-nodes...."

The phone-box buzzed briefly. Render did not hear it
over the Eighth.

"W are afraid of what we do not know, " he conti nued,

"and tonorrow is a very great unknown. My own special -

i zed area of psychiatry did not even exist thirty years ago.
Science i s capable of advancing itself so rapidly now that
there is a genuine public uneasi ness—+ m ght even say
"distress'—as to the |l ogical outconme: the total mechaniza-
tion of everything in the world. . . ."

He passed near the desk as the phone buzzed again.
He switched off his m crophone and softened the Eighth.

"Hel | 0?"

"Saint Mritz," she said.

"Davos," he replied firmy.

"Charlie, you are nost exasperatingi"

"Jill, dear—so are you."

"Shall we discuss it tonight?"

"There is nothing to discussi”

"You'll pick me up at five, though?"

He hesitated, then

"Yes, at five. How cone the screen is blank?"

"I"ve had nmy hair fixed. 1'mgoing to surprise you
again."

He suppressed an idiot chuckle, said, "Pleasantly, |
hope. kay, see you then," waited for her "good-bye,"
and broke the connection.

He transpared the wi ndows, turned off the light on his
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desk, and | ooked out si de.

Gray again overhead, and many sl ow fl akes of snow—
wanderi ng, not being bl own about much—ovi ng down-
ward and then losing thenselves in the tumult.

He al so saw, when he opened the w ndow and | eaned
out, the place off to the left where Irizarry had left his
next-to-last mark on the worl d.

He cl osed the wi ndow and listened to the rest of the
synmphony. It had been a week since he had gone blind-
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spuming with Eileen. Her appointnment was for one
o' cl ock,

He renenbered her fingertips brushing over his face,

Iike | eaves, or the bodies of insects, |earning his appear-
ance in the ancient manner of the blind. The nenory

was not al together pleasant. He wondered why.

Far bel ow, a patch of hosed pavenment was bl ank once

agai n; under a thin, fresh shroud of white, it was slippery
as glass. A building custodian hurried outside and spread
salt on it, before sonmeone slipped and hurt hinself.

Si gmund was the nmyth of Fenria cone alive. After
Render had instructed Ms. Hedges, "Show themin," the
door had begun to open, was suddenly pushed w der, and
a pair of snoky-yellow eyes stared in at him The eyes
were set in a strangely m sshapen dog-skul|.

Signmund's was not a | ow canine brow, slanting up
slightly fromthe nuzzle; it was a high, shaggy crani um
maki ng the eyes appear even nore deep-set than they
actual ly were. Render shivered slightly at the size and
aspect of that head. The nuties he had seen had all been
puppi es. Sigmund was full-grown, and his gray-black fur
had a tendency to bristle, which®nade hi m appear sone-
what |arger than a nornmal specinmen of the breed.

He stared in at Render in a very un-doglike way and
made a grow i ng noi se which sounded too rmuch I|ike,
"Hel l o, doctor,"” to have been an acci dent.

Render nodded and st ood.
"Hel l o, Signund," he said. "Cone in."

The dog turned his head, sniffing the air of the room—

as though deciding whether or not to trust his ward within
its confines. Then he returned his stare to Render, dipped
his head in an affirmative, and shoul dered the door open
Perhaps the entire encounter had taken only one di scon-
certing second.

Eileen followed him holding lightly to the doubl e-

| eashed harness. The dog padded soundl essly across the
thick rug—head | ow, as though he were stal king some-
thing. Hs eyes never |eft Render's.
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"So this is Sigmund . . . ? How are you, Eileen?"

"Fine. —Yes, he wanted very badly to conme al ong, and
I wanted you to meet him"

Render led her to a chair and seated her. She un-
52 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

snapped the doubl e guide fromthe dog's harness and
placed it on the floor. Sigm nmd sat down beside it and
continued to stare at Render.

"How is everything at State Psych?"
"Sanme as always. —May | buma cigarette, doctor?
forgot mne."

He placed it between her fingers, furnished a |ight.

She was wearing a dark blue suit and her gl asses were

flanme blue. The silver spot on her forehead reflected the
glow of his lighter; she continued to stare at that point in
space after he had w thdrawn his hand. Her shoul der-

I ength hair appeared a trifle lighter than it had seenmed on
the night they net; today it was |like a fresh-ninted cop-
per coin.

Render seated hinself on the corner of his desk, draw
ing up his world-ashtray with his toe.

"You told ne before that being blind did not nean
that you had never seen. | didn't ask you to explain it
then. But I'd Iike to ask you now. "

"l had a neuroparticipation session with Doctor Ris-
conb," she told him "before he had his accident. He
wanted to accommodate my mind to visual inpressions.
Unfortunately, there was never a second session."

"l see. What did you do in that session?"

She crossed her ankl es and Render noted they were
wel | -t urned.

"Col ors, nostly. The experience was quite overwhel m
ing."

"How wel | do you renenber thenf? How | ong ago was
it?"

"About six months ago—and | shall never forget them
I have even dreanmed in color patterns since then."
"How of t en?"

"Several times a week."

"What sort of associations do they carry?"

"Not hi ng special. They just cone into ny mnd al ong
with other stimuli now—n a pretty haphazard way."

" How?"

"Well, for instance, when you ask me a question it's a

sort of yellow sh-orangi sh pattern that | 'see'. Your greet-
ing was a kind of silvery thing- Now that you're just sitting
there listening to ne, saying nothing, | associate you with

a deep, alnmost violet, blue."
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Sigmund shifted his gaze to the desk and stared at the
si de panel

Can he hear the recorder spinning inside? wondered
Render. And if he can, can he guess what it is and what
it's doing?

If so, the dog would doubtless tell Eileen—ot that she
was unaware of what was now an accepted practice—

and she might not |ike being rem nded that he considered
her case as therapy, rather than a nere nmechani cal adap-
tation process. If he thought it would do any good (he
smled inwardly at the notion), be would talk to the dog
in private about it

I nwardly, he shrugged.

"I''"ll construct a rather elenentary fantasy world then,"
he said finally, "and introduce you to sonme basic forns
t oday. "

She sniled; and Render |ooked down at the nyth who
crouched by her side, its tongue a piece of beefsteak
hangi ng over a picket fence.

Is he smling too?
"Thank you," she said.
Si gmund wagged his tail

"Wl |l then," Render disposed of his cigarette near
Madagascar, "I'll fetch out the '"egg' now and test it. In
the meantime," he pressed an unobstrusive button, "per-
haps some nusic woul d prove rel axi ng."

She started to reply, but a Wagnerian overture snuffed
out the words. Render jamed the button again, and
there was a nonment of silence during which he said,
**Heh heh. Thought Respi ghi was next."

It took two nore pushes for himto | ocate sone Ro-
man pi nes.

"You could have |l eft himon," she observed. "I'm
quite fond of Wagner."

"No thanks," he said, opening the closet, "I'd keep
stepping in all those piles of leitnotifs."

The great egg drifted out into the office, soundl ess as
a cloud. Render heard a soft grow behind as he drewit
toward the desk. He turned quickly.

Li ke the shadow of a bird, Sigmund had gotten to his
feet, crossed the room and was already circling the ma-
chine and sniffing at it—tail taut, ears flat, teeth bared.

"Easy, Sig," said Render. "It's an Omi channel Neura
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T&RUnt. It won't bite or anything like that. It's Just a
machine, like a car, or a teevee, or a dishwasher. That's
what we're going to use today to show Ei |l een what sone
things | ook like."

"Don't like it," runbled the dog.
n \My?ll

Si gmund had no reply, so he stal ked back to EUeen
and laid his head in her I|ap.

"Don't like it," he repeated, |ooking up at her
n \My?ll
"No words," he decided. "W go hone now?"

"No," she answered him "You're going to curl up in
the corner and take a nap, and |'mgoing to curl up in
that machi ne and do the sane thing-sort of."

"No good," he said, tail drooping.

"Go on now," she pushed him "lie down and behave
yoursel f."

He acqui esced, but he whi ned when Render bl anked
the wi ndows and touched the button which transforned
his desk into the operator's seat.

He whi ned once nore—when the egg, connected now
to an outlet, broke in the nmiddle and the top slid back
and up, revealing the interior

Render seated hinself. H s chair became a contour

couch and noved in hallway beneath the console. He

sat upright and it noved back again, becom ng a chair.

He touched a part of the desk and half the ceiling dis-
engaged itself, reshaped itself, and | owered to hover over-
head |i ke a huge bell. He stood and noved around to

the side of the ro-wonb. Respighi spoke of pines and

such, and Render di sengaged an ear phone from beneath

the egg and | eaned back across his desk. Bl ocking one

ear with his shoul der and pressing the mcrophone to the
other, he played upon the buttons with his free hand.
Leagues of surf drowned the tone poem mles of traffic
overrode it; a great clanging bell sent fracture |ines run-
ning through it; and the feedback said: ". . . Now that

you are just sitting there listening to ne, saying nothing,
| associate you with a deep, alnobst violet, blue...."

He switched to the face mask and nonitored, one—
ci nnanon, two—teaf nold, three—deep reptilian nusk

and down through thirst, and the tastes of honey and
vi negar and salt, and back on up through lilacs and wet
concrete, a before-the-stormwhiff of ozone, and all the
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basic ol factory and gustatory cues for norning, afternoon
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and evening in the town.

The couch floated normally in its pool of mercury,
magnetically stabilized by the walls of the egg. He set the
t apes.

The ro-wonb was in perfect condition.
"Ckay," said Render, turning, "everything checks."

She was just placing her glasses atop her fol ded gar-
ments. She had undressed whil e Render was testing the
machi ne. He was perturbed by her narrow wai st, her

| arge, dark-pointed breasts, her long | egs. She was too
wel | -fornmed for a woman her hei ght, he deci ded.

He realized though, as he stared at her, that his main
annoyance was, of course, the fact that she was his pa-
tient.

"Ready here," she said, and he noved to her side.

He took her el bow and gui ded her to the machi ne. Her
fingers explored its interior. As he hel ped her enter the
unit, he saw that her eyes were a vivid seagreen. O this,
too, he disapproved.

"Confortabl e?"
"Yes."

"Ckay then, we're set. I'mgoing to close it now Sweet
dreans. "

The upper shell dropped slowy. Cosed, it grew
opaque, then dazzling. Render was staring down at his
own distorted reflection

He nmoved back in the direction of his desk
Si gmund was on his feet, blocking the way.

Render reached down to pat his head, but the dog
jerked it aside.

"Take ne, with," he grow ed.

"I"'mafraid that can't be done, old fellow " said
Render. "Besides, we're not really going anywhere. W'l
just be dozing, right here, in this room"

The dog did not seemnollified.
n \My?ll

Render sighed. An argunment with a dog was about
the most | udicrous thing he could i magi ne when sober.

"Sig," he said, "I'"'mtrying to help her |earn what things
| ook I'ike. You doubtless do a fine job guiding her around
in this world which she cannot see—but she needs to

know what it | ooks |like now, and |I'm going to show her."

"Then she, will not, need ne."
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"OfF course she will." Render al nost | aughed. The pa-
thetic thing was here bound so closely to the absurd thing

that he could not help it. "I can't restore her sight," he
explained. "lI'mjust going to transfer her sone sight-
abstractions—sort of lend her ny eyes for a short tine.
Savvy?"

"No," said the dog. "Take mne."
Render turned off the nusic.

The whol e nutie-master relationship mght be worth
si x volunmes, he decided, in German.

He pointed to the far corner

"Lie down, over there, like Eileen told you. This isn't
going to take long, and when it's all over you're going to
| eave the sane way you cane—you | eadi ng. Ckay?"

Si gmund did not answer, but he turned and noved off
to the corner, tail drooping again.

Render seated hinself and | owered the hood, the op-
erator's nodified version of the ro-wonb. He was al one
before the ninety white buttons and the two red ones.
The worl d ended in the bl ackness beyond the consol e.
He | oosened his necktie and unbuttoned his collar.

He renoved the helnet fromits receptacle and

checked its leads. Donning it then, he swung the halt-

mask up over his |ower face and dropped the darksheet

down to nmeet with it. He rested his right armin the

sling, and with a single tapping gesture, he elinmnated his
patient's consci ousness.

A Shaper does not press white buttons consciously. He
wills conditions. Then deeply-inplanted nuscul ar refl exes
exert an al nost inperceptible pressure against the sensi-
tive armsling, which glides into the proper position and
encourages an extended finger to nove forward. A button
is pressed. The sling noves on

Render felt a tingling at the base of his skull; he
smel l ed fresh-cut grass.

Suddenly he was nmoving up the great gray alley be-
tween the worl ds.

After what seenmed a long tinme. Render felt that he

was footed on a strange Earth. He could see nothing; it
was only a sense of presence that infornmed himhe had
arrived. It was the darkest of all the dark nights he had
ever known.

He willed that the darkness disperse. Nothing hap-
pened.
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A part of his mnd cane awake again, a part he had
not realized was sleeping; he recalled whose world be had
ent er ed.

He |istened for her presence. He heard fear and an-
ticipation.

He willed color. First, red ..
He felt a correspondence. Then there was an echo.

Everyt hi ng becane red; he inhabited the center of an
infinite ruby.

Orange- Yel |l ow .
He was caught in a piece of anber.

Green now, and he added the exhal ations of a sultry
sea. Blue, and the cool ness of evening.

He stretched his mnd then, producing all the colors at
once. They cane in great swirling plunes.

Then he tore them apart and forced a form upon
t hem

An incandescent rainbow arced across the bl ack sky.

He fought for browns and grays below him Self-
| um nescent, they appeared—n shimrering, shifting
pat ches

Somewhere, a sense of awe. There was no trace of
hysteria though, so he continued with the Shaping.

He managed a horizon, and the bl ackness drai ned

away beyond it. The sky grew faintly blue, and he ven-
tured a herd of dark clouds. There was resistance to his
efforts at creating distance and depth, so he reinforced
the tableau with a very faint sound of surf. A transfer-
ence froman auditory concept of distance came slowy
then, as he pushed the clouds about. Quickly, he threw
up a high forest to offset a rising wave of acrophobi a.

The pani ¢ vani shed.

Render focused his attention on tall trees—eoaks and

pi nes, poplars and sycanores. He hurled them about Iike
spears, in ragged arrays of greens and browns and yel -

Il ows, unrolled a thick mat of norning-noist grass,
dropped a series of gray boul ders and greenish | ogs at
irregular intervals, and tangled and twi ned the branches
over head, casting a uniform shade throughout the glen-

The effect was staggering. It seenmed as if the entire
worl d was shaken with a sob, then silent.

Through the stillness he felt her presence. He had de-
cided it would be best to lay the groundwork quickly, to
set up a tangible headquarters, to prepare a field for
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operations. He could backtrack later, be could repair and
anmend the results of the trauma in the sessions yet to
come; but this much, at |east, was necessary for a be-

gi nni ng.

Wth a start, he realized that the silence was not a

wi t hdrawal . Ei |l een had nade herself inmmnent in the

trees and the grass, the stones and the bushes; she was
personalizing their forns, relating themto tactile sensa-
tions, sounds, tenperatures, aronas.

Wth a soft breeze, he stirred the branches of the trees.
Just beyond the bounds of seeing he worked out the
spl ashi ng sounds of a brook

There was a feeling of joy. He shared it.

She was bearing it extremely well, so he decided to
extend the scope of the exercise. He let his m nd wander
anong the trees, experiencing a nonmentary doubling of
vision, during which tinme he saw an enornous hand rid-
ing in an alunminumcarriage toward a circle of white.

He was besi de the brook now and he was seeking her,
careful ly,

He drifted with the water. He had not yet taken on a
form The splashes becane a gurgling as he pushed the
brook through shall ow pl aces and over rocks. At his in-
sistence, the waters becane nore articul ate.

"Where are you?" asked the brook
Here! Here
Her e!

and here! replied the trees, the bushes, the stones,
the grass.

"Choose one," said the brook, as it w dened, rounded
a mass of rock, then bent its way down a sl ope, heading
toward a bl ue pool

/ cannot, was the answer fromthe w nd.

"You nust." The brook wi dened and poured into
the pool, swirled about the surface, then stilled itself and
refl ected branches and dark clouds. "Now "

Very well, echoed the wood, in a nmonent.

The m st rose above the | ake and drifted to the bank
of the pool

"Now, " tinkled the mst.
Here. then

She had chosen a small willow It swayed in the w nd;
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it trailed its branches in the water.
"Eileen Shallot,"” he said, "regard the |ake."
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The breezes shifted; the willow bent.

It was not difficult for himto recall her face, her body.
The tree spun as though rootless. Eileen stood in the

m dst of a quiet explosion of |eaves; she stared, fright-
ened, into the deep blue nmirror of Render's mnd, the

| ake,

She covered her face with her hands, but it could not
stop the seeing.

"Behol d yoursel f," said Render

She | owered her hands and peered downward. Then
she turned in every direction, slowy; she studied herself.
Fi nal | y:

"I feel | amquite lovely," she said. "Do | feel so be-
cause you want nme to, or is it true?"

She | ooked all about as she spoke, seeking the Shaper
"It is true," said Render, from everywhere
"Thank you."

There was a swirl of white and she was wearing a

bel ted garment of damask. The light in the distance
bri ghtened al nost i nperceptibly. A faint touch of pink
began at the base of the | owest cl oudbank

"VWhat is happening there?" she asked, facing that di-
rection.

"I amgoing to show you a sunrise," said Render, "and
I shall probably botch it a bit—but then, it's ny first
prof essi onal sunrise under these circunstances."

"Where are you?" she asked.

"Everywhere," he replied

"Pl ease take on a formso that | can see you."
"Al'l right."

"Your natural form"

He willed that he be beside her on the bank, and he
was.

Startled by a netallic flash, he | ooked downward. The
worl d receded for an instant, then grew stable once again.
He | aughed, and the laugh froze as he thought of some-

t hi ng.
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He was wearing the suit of arnor which had stood
beside their table in the Partridge and Scal pel on the
ni ght they net.

She reached out and touched it.

"The suit of arnmor by our table," she acknow edged,
running her fingertips over the plates and the junctures.
"l associated it with you that night."
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And you stuffed ne into it just now," he com
mented. "You're a strong-willed woman."

The arnor vani shed and he was wearing his gray-
brown suit and | ooseknit bl oodcl ot necktie and a profes-
si onal expression.

"Behold the real ne," he snmiled faintly. "Now, to the
sunset. I'mgoing to use all the colors. Watchi"

They seated t henmsel ves on the green park bench which
had appeared behind them and Render pointed in the
direction he had deci ded upon as east.

Slowy, the sun worked through its norning attitudes.

For the first time in this particular world it shone down
like a god, and reflected off the | ake, and broke the
clouds, and set the | andscape to snoul dering beneath the
m st that arose fromthe noist wood.

Wat ching, watching intently, staring directly into the
ascending bonfire, Eileen did not nove for a |ong while,
nor speak. Render coul d sense her fascination

She was staring at the source of all light; it reflected
back fromthe gleam ng coin on her brow, like a single
drop of bl ood.

Render said, "That is the sun, and those are clouds,"
and he cl apped his hands and the cl ouds covered the sun
and there was a soft runble overhead, "and that is

t hunder," he fini shed.

The rain fell then, shattering the |lake and tickling their
faces, making sharp striking sounds on the | eaves, then
soft tapping sounds, dripping down fromthe branches

over head, soaking their garments and plastering their

hair. running down their necks and falling into their eyes,
turni ng patches of brown earth to nud.

A splash of lightning covered the sky, and a second
| ater there was anot her peal of thunder.

And this is a summer storm" he | ectured. "You
see how the rain affects the foliage and oursel ves. Wat
you just saw in the sky before the thunderclap was |ight-
ning."

<i. . . Too nmuch," she said. "Let up on it for a nonent,
pl ease. "
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The ram stopped instantly and the sun broke through
t he cl ouds.

"l have the dammdest desire for a cigarette," she said,
"but | left mine in another world."
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As she said it one appeared, already |ighted, between
her fingers.

"It's going to taste rather flat," said Render strangely.

He watched her for a nmonment, then

"I didn't give you that cigarette,” he noted. "You
picked it fromny mnd."

The snoke | addered and spiral ed upward, was swept
away.
" Wi ch neans that, for the second tinme today,
have underestimated the pull of that vacuumin your

m nd—n the place where sight ought to be. You are
assinmlating these new i npressions very rapidly. You're
even going to the extent of groping after new ones. Be
careful. Try to contain that inpulse.”

"I't's like a hunger," she said.

"Per haps we had best conclude this session now. "
Their clothing was dry again. A bird began to sing.

"No, wait! Pleasel H be careful. | want to see nore
things."

"There is always the next visit," said Render. "But |
suppose we can manage one nore. |s there sonething
you want very badly to see?"

"Yes. Wnter. Snow. "

"Ckay," sniled the Shaper, "then wap yourself in that
fur-piece...."

The afternoon slipped by rapidly after the departure of

his patient. Render was in a good npod. He felt enptied
and filled again. He had cone through the first trial wth-
out suffering any repercussions. He decided that he was
going to succeed. Hi s satisfaction was greater than his
fear. It was with a sense of exhilaration that he returned
to working on his speech.

". . . And what is the power to hurt?" he inquired of
the m crophone.

"W live by pleasure and we live by pain," he an-

swered hinmself. "Either can frustrate and either can en-

courage. But while pleasure and pain are rooted in

bi ol ogy, they are conditioned by society: thus are val ues
to be derived. Because of the enornpus masses of hu-

mani ty, hectically changing positions in space every day
t hroughout the cities of the world, there has conme into
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n necessary being a series of totally inhuman controls upon
N these novenents. Every day they nibble their way into
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new areas—driving our cars, flying our planes, interview
i ng us, diagnosing our diseases—and 1 cannot even
venture a noral judgment upon these intrusions. They
have become necessary. Utimately, they may prove sal -
utary.

"The point | wish to make, however, is that we are

of ten unaware of our own val ues. W cannot honestly

tell what a thing nmeans to us until it is renoved from
our life-situation. If an object of val ue ceases to exist,
then the psychic energies which were bound up in it are
rel eased. W seek after new objects of value in which to
invest this—ana, if you like, or libido, if you don't
And no one thing which has vani shed during the past

three or four or five decades was, in itself, massively
significant; and no new thing which came into being dur-
ing that tinme is massively malicious toward the people it
has replaced or the people it in sonme manner controls. A
soci ety, though, is made up of many things, and when
these things are changed too rapidly the results are un-
predictable. An intense study of nental illness is often
quite revealing as to the nature of the stresses in the
soci ety where the illness was nade. |If anxiety-patterns
fall into special groups and cl asses, then sonething of
the di scontent of society can be learned fromthem Karl
Jung pointed out that when consciousness is repeatedly
frustrated in a quest for values it will turn its search to
the unconscious; failing there, it will proceed to quarry
its way into the hypothetical collective unconscious. He
noted, in the postwar anal yses of ex-Nazis, that the

| onger they searched for something to erect fromthe
ruins of their lives—having |ived through a period of

cl assical iconoclasm and then seen their new ideals
toppl e as well —+the | onger they searched, the further

back they seenmed to reach into the collective unconsci ous
of their people. Their dreans thensel ves cane to take

on patterns out of the Teutonic nythos.

"This, in a nmuch | ess dramatic sense, is happening to-

day. There are historical periods when the group ten-

dency for the mind to turn in upon itself, to turn back, is
greater than at other tinmes. W are living in such a period
of Quixotism in the original sense of the term This is
because the power to hurt, in our tinme, is the power to
ignore, to baffle—and it is no | onger the exclusive prop-
erty of human bei ngs—*
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A buzz interrupted himthen. He switched off the re-
corder. touched the phone-box.

"Charl es Render speaking," he told it.

"This is Paul Charter," lisped the box. "I am head-
master at Dilling."
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The picture cleared. Render saw a man whose eyes were
set cl ose together beneath a high forehead. The forehead
was heavily creased; the mouth twitched as it spoke.

"Well, 1 want to apol ogi ze again for what happened.
It was a faulty piece of equipnent that caused—

"Can't you afford proper facilities? Your fees are high
enough. "

"It was a new piece of equipment. It was a factory
def ect =

"Wasn't there anybody in charge of the class?"
"Yes, but—=

"Why didn't he inspect the equipnent? Wiy wasn't
he on hand to prevent the fall?"

"He was on hand, but it happened too fast for himto

do anything. As for inspecting the equipnent for factory
defects, that isn't his job. Look, I'mvery sorry. I'm
quite fond of your boy. | can assure you nothing like this
wi Il ever happen again."

"You're right, there. But that's because |I'm picking
hi m up tomorrow norning and enrolling himin a schoo
that exercises proper safety precautions."”

Render ended the conversation with a flick of his fin-
ger. After several m nutes had passed he stood and
crossed the roomto his small wall safe, which was partly
masked, though not conceal ed, by a shelf of books. It
took only a monent for himto open it and withdraw a

j ewel box containing a cheap neckl ace and a framed

phot ograph of a man resenbling hinself, though sone-

what younger, and a woman whose upswept hair was

dark and whose chin was small, and two youngsters be-
tween them-the girl holding the baby in her arms and
forcing her bright bored smle on ahead. Render al ways
stared for only a few seconds on such occasions, fondling
t he neckl ace, and then he shut the box and | ocked it

away again for many nont hs.

Whunp! Whunp! went the bass. Tchg-tchg-tchga-tchg,
t he gourds.
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The gel atins spl ayed reds, greens, blues, and godawf ul
yel | ows about the amazing nmetal dancers.

HUVAN? asked t he mar quee.
ROBOTS? (i mredi ately bel ow).

COVE SEE FOR YOURSELFI (across the bottom
cryptically).

So they did.
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Render and Jill were sitting at a microscopic table,
thankfully set back against a wall, beneath charcoal cari-
catures of personalities |argely unknown (there being so
many personalities anpbng the subcultures of a city of
fourteen mllion people). Nose crinkled with pleasure,

Jill stared at the present focal point of this particular sub-
culture, occasionally raising her shoulders to ear level to
add enphasis to a silent laugh or a small squeal, because
the performers were just too human—the way the ebon

robot ran his fingers along the silver robot's forearm as
they parted and passed...

Render alternated his attention between Jill and the
dancers and a wi cked-1 ooki ng decoction that resenbled
not hing so nuch as a small bucket of whiskey sours
strewn with seaweed (through which the Kraken

m ght at any nonent arise to drag sone hapl ess ship
down to its doom

"Charlie, | think they're really people!"

Render di sentangled his gaze from her hair and bounc-
ing earrings.

He studi ed the dancers down on the floor, somewhat
bel ow the tabl e area, surrounded by nusic.

There could be humans within those metal shells. If

so, their dance was a thing of extreme skill. Though the
manufacture of sufficiently light alloys was no problem

it would be sone trick for a dancer to cavort so freel y—
and for so long a period of tine, and with such effortless-
seem ng ease-within a head-to-toe suit of armor, wth-

out so much as a grate or a click or a clank

Sound| ess ..

They glided like two gulls; the larger, the color of
polished anthracite, and the other, |ike a noonbeamfall -
ing through a wi ndow upon a sil k-w apped nani ki n.

Even when they touched there was no sound—er if
there was, it was wholly masked by the rhythms of the
band,

VWhunp- whunp! Tchga-t chg!
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Render took another drink

Slowmy, it turned into an apache-dance. Render

checked his watch. Too long for normal entertainers, he
deci ded. They nust be robots. As he | ooked up again

the bl ack robot hurled the silver robot perhaps ten feet
and turned his back on her.

There was no sound of striking netal.

Wonder what a setup like that costs? he nused
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"Chdrlie! There was no sound! How do they do that?"
*Tve no idea," said Render.

The gel atins were yellow again, then red, then bl ue,
then green.

"You'd think it would damage their nechani sns,
woul dn't you?"

The white robot craw ed back and the other sw vel ed

his wist around and around, a lighted cigarette between
the fingers. There was |aughter as he pressed it nmechan-
ically to his lipless facel ess face. The silver robot con-
fronted him He turned away again, dropped the cigarette,
ground it out slowy, soundlessly, then suddenly turned
back to his partner. Wuld he throw her again? No ..

Slowy then. like the greatlegged birds of the East,
they recommenced their novenent, slowy, and with
many turnings away.

Sonet hi ng deep within Render was anused, but he

was too far gone to ask it what was funny. So he went
| ooking for the Kraken in the bottom of the glass in-
st ead.

Jill was clutching his biceps then, drawing his attention
back to the floor.

As the spotlight tortured the spectrum the black ro-

bot raised the silver one high above his head, slowy,
slowy, and then commenced spinning with her in that
positi on—arns outstretched, back arched, |egs scissored—
very slowy, at first. Then faster.

Suddenly they were whirling with an unbelievabl e
speed, and the gelatins rotated faster and faster.

Render shook his head to clear it.

They were noving so rapidly that they had to fall —
human or robot. But they didn't. They were a nmandal a.
They were a gray formuniformty. Render |ooked down.

Then sl owi ng, and sl ower, slower. Stopped.
The nusi c stopped.

Bl ackness foll owed. Applause filled it.
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When the lights came on again the two robots were
standi ng statue-like, facing the audi ence. Very, very
slow y, they bowed.

The appl ause increased.
Then they turned and were gone.
The nusic cane on and the light was clear again. A

babbl e of voices arose. Render slew the Kraken
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"What d'you think of that?" she asked him

Render made his face serious and said: "Am| a man
dreaning | ama robot, or a robot dreaning I ama man?"
He grinned, then added: "I don't know. "

She punched his shoulder gaily at that and he ob-
served that she was drunk.

"I amnot." she protested. "Not nuch, anyhow. Not as
much as you."

"Still, | think you ought to see a doctor about it Like
me. Like now. Let's get out of here and go for a drive."

"Not yet, Charlie. | want to see them once nore, huh?
Pl ease?"

"If | have another drink | won't be able to see that
far."

"Then order a cup of coffee."
"Yaagh! "

"Then order a beer."

“I"1l suffer without."

There were peopl e on the dance floor now, but Ren-
der's feet felt like |ead.

He it a cigarette.

"So you had a dog talk to you today?"

"Yes. Sonething very disconcerting about that. . . .**
"WAs she pretty?”

"It was a boy dog. And boy, was he uglyi"”

"Silly. | mean his mstress."

"You know | never discuss cases, Jill."

"You told nme about her being blind and about the
dog. AHI want to knowis if she's pretty."”

"Well . . .Yes and no." He bunped her under the
tabl e and gestured vaguely. "Well, you know ...

"Same thing all the way around,"” she told the waiter
who had appeared suddenly out of an adjacent pool of
dar kness, nodded, and vani shed as abruptly.

"There go ny good intentions," sighed Render. "See
how you |i ke being exam ned by a drunken sot, that's
all 1 can say."
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"You'll sober up fast, you always do. Hippocratics
and all that."
He sniffed, glanced at his watch.

"l have to be in Connecticut tonmorrow. Pulling Pete
out of that dammed school .. "

She sighed, already tired of the subject.

"I think you worry too much about him Any kid

can bust an ankle. It's part of growing up. | broke ny
wist when | was seven. It was an accident. It's not the
school's fault, those things sonetines happen."

"Like hell," said Render, accepting his dark drink
fromthe dark tray the dark man carried. "If they can't
do a good job, I'll find soneone who can."

She shrugged.

"You're the boss. Al | knowis what | read in the
papers.

"—And you're still set on Davos, even though you

know you neet a better class of people at Saint Mritz?"
she added.

"We're going there to ski, renenber? 1 like the runs
better at Davos."

"I can't score any tonight, can |?"
He squeezed her hand.
"You al ways score with nme, honey."

And they drank then- drinks and snoked their ciga-
rettes and held their hands until the people left the
dance fl oor and filed back to their nicroscopic tabl es,
and the gelatins spun round and round, tinting clouds
of snoke fromhell to sunrise and back again, and the
bass went whunpf

Tchga- t chgaf
"Ch, Charlie! Here they cone again!"

The sky was clear as crystal. The roads were clean. The
snow bad st opped.

Jill's breathing was the breathing of a sleeper. The
S-7 raced across the bridges of the city. If Render sat
very still he could convince hinmself that only his body

was drunk; but whenever he noved his head the uni-
verse began to dance about him As it did so, he inag-
ined hinself within a dream and Shaper of it all

For one instant this was true. He turned the big clock
in the sky backward, smiling as he dozed. Another in-
stant and he was awake again, and unsmling.
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The uni verse had taken revenge for his presunption

For one reknown nmonent with the hel pl essness which he
had | oved beyond hel ping, it had charged himthe price
of the | ake-bottom vision once again; and as he had
nmoved once nore toward the weck at the bottom of

the worl d—ike a swimer, as unable to speak—he

heard, from somewhere high over the Earth, and filtered
down to himthrough the waters above the Earth, the
how of the Fenris WIf as it prepared to devour the
nmoon; and as this occurred, he knew that the sound was
as like to the trunp of a judgnent as the lady by his
side was unlike the moon. Every bit. In all ways. And he
was afraid.

The plain, the direct, and the blunt. This is

W nchester Cathedral," said the guidebook. "Wth its
floor-to-ceiling shafts, like so many huge treetrunks,

it achieves a ruthless control over its spaces: the ceilings
are flat; each bay, separated by those shafts, is itself a
thing of certainty and stability. It seens, indeed, to re-
flect sonmething of the spirit of WIliamthe Conqueror

Its disdain of nere elaboration and its passionate dedi -
cation to the love of another world woul d nake it seem
too, an appropriate setting for sone tale out of Ml -
lory... ."

"(bserve the scalloped capitals,” said the guide. "In
their primtive fluting they anticipated what was later to
become a conmon motif...."

"Faugh! " said Render—softly though, because he was
in a group inside a church

"Shh'" said Jill (Fotlock—that was her real |ast
nanme) DeVille.

But Render was inpressed as well as distressed.

Hati ng Ji U s hobby though, had becone so nuch of a
reflex with himthat he would sooner have taken his

rest seated beneath an oriental device which dripped
water onto his head than to admt he occasionally en-
Joyed wal ki ng through the arcades and the galleries, the
passages and the tunnels, and getting ail out of breath
climbing up the high twi sty stairways of towers.

So he ran his eyes over everything, burned everything
down by shutting them then built the place up again out
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of the still snoul dering ashes of nenory, all so that at a
| ater date he would be able to repeat the perfornmance,
offering the vision to his one patient who could see only
in this manner. This building he disliked | ess than nost.
Yes, he would take it back to her

The canera in his mind photographi ng the surround-
i ngs, Render wal ked with the others, overcoat over his
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arm his fingers anxious to reach after a cigarette. He
kept busy ignoring his guide, realizing this to be the
nadir of all forns of human protest. As he wal ked
through Wnchester he thought of his last two sessions
with Eileen Shallot. He recalled his alnmobst unwilling
Adam attitude as he had naned all the aninals passing
before them |ed of course by the one she had wanted to
see, colored fearsone by his own unease. He had felt

pl easantly bucolic after boning up on an ol d Botany
text and then proceeding to Shape and name the flowers
of the fields.

So far they had stayed out of the cides, far away from
the machi nes. Her enotions were still too powerful at the
sight of the sinmple, carefully introduced objects to risk
pl unging her into so conplicated and chaotic a wi | derness
yet; he would build her city slowy.

Sonet hi ng passed rapidly, high above the cathedral,

uttering a sonic boom Render took Jill's hand in his for a
monent and smled as she | ooked up at him Know ng
she verged upon beauty, Jill normally took great pains to

achieve it. But today her hair was sinply drawn back and
knotted behi nd her head, and her Ups' and her eyes

were pal e; and her exposed ears were tiny and white and
somewhat poi nt ed.

"Cbserve the scalloped capitals,” he whispered. "In
their primtive fluting they anticipated what was later to
become a common notif."

"Faugh!" said she.

"Shh!" said a sunburned little woman near by, whose
face seened to crack and fall back together again as she
pursed and unpursed her lips.

Later as they strolled back toward their hotel. Render
sai d, "Okay on Wnchester?"

"Ofcay on Wnchester."

“ Happy ?"

" Happy. "

"Good, then we can |eave this afternoon.”
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"Al right."

"For Switzerland...."

She stopped and toyed with a button on his coat.

"Couldn't we just spend a day or two | ooking at sone

old chateaux first? After all, they're just across the chan-
nel, and you could be sanpling all the | ocal wi nes while
I looked . . ."

"Ckay, " he said.
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She | ooked up—a trifle surprised.

"VWhat ? No argunent?" she smiled. "Were is your
fighting spirit?—to let ne push you around |ike this?"

She took his armthen and they wal ked on as he said,
"Yesterday, while we were galloping about in the in-
nards of that oid castle, | heard a weak noan, and then
a voice cried out, 'For the |ove of God, Montresor!

I think it was ny fighting spirit, because |'mcertain it
was nmy voice. |'ve given up der geist der stets verneint.
Pax vobi scum Let us be gone to France. Alors!"

"Dear Rendy, it'll only be another day or two....'

"Amen," he said. "though ny skis that were waxed
are al ready wani ng."

So they did that, and on the norn of the third day,

when she spoke to himof castles in Spain, be reflected
al oud that while psychol ogists drink and only grow angry,
psychi atri sts have been known to drink, grow angry and
break things. Construing this as a veiled threat ained at
t he Wedgewoods she had col | ected, she acquiesced to his
desire to go skiing.

Free! Render al nbst screaned it.

Hi s heart was poundi ng inside his head. He |eaned

hard. He cut to the left. The wind strapped at his face; a
showed of ice crystals, like bullets of emery, fled by him
scraped agai nst his cheek

He was noving. Aye—the world had ended as
Wei ssflujoch, and Dorftali |ed down and away fromthis
portal.

Hs feet were two gl eaning rivers which raced across

the stark, curving plains; they could not be frozen in
their course. Downward. He flowed. Away fromall the
roons of the world. Away fromthe stifling |ack of in-
tensity, fromthe day's hundred spoon-fed wel fares, from
the killing pace of the forced amusenents that hacked

at the Hydra, |eisure; away.
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And as he fled down the run he felt a strong desire to

| ook back over his shoul der, as though to see whether the
world he had | eft behind and above had set one fear-

sonme enbodi nent of itself, |ike a shadow, to trail along
after him hunt himdown and drag himback to a warm

and well-lit coffin in the sky, there to be laid to rest with
a spi ke of alum numdriven through his will and a garl and

of alternating currents snothering his spirit.

"I hate you," he breathed between clenched teeth, and
the wind carried the words back; and he | aughed then,
for he always analyzed his enotions, as a matter of re-
flex; and he added, "Exit Orestes, mad, pursued by the
Furies .. ."

After a time the slope leveled out and he reached the
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bottom of the run and had to stop

He snoked one cigarette then and rode back up to the
top so that he could come down it again |or non-
t her apeuti c reasons.

That night he sat before a fire is the big | odge, feeling
its warnth soaking into his tired nmuscles. Jill massaged
hi s shoul ders as he played Rorschach with the flanes,

and he cane upon a bl azi ng gobl et which was snat ched

away fromhimin the sane instant by the sound of his
nane bei ng spoken sonewhere* across the Hall of the

Ni ne Hearths

"Charles Render!" said the voice (only it sounded

nmore like "Shariz Runder"), and his head instantly

jerked in that direction, but his eyes danced with too
many afterinmages for himto isolate the source of the call-

i ng.
"Maurice?" he queried after a nonent, "Bartel netz?"

"Aye," cane the reply, and then Render saw the fa-

mliar grizzled visage, set neckless and bal di ng above
the red and bl ue shag sweater that was stretched nerci-
| essly about the wine-keg rotundity of the man who now
picked his way in their direction, deftly avoiding

the strewn crutches and the stacked skis and the people
who, like Jill and Render, disdained sitting in chairs.

Render stood, stretching, and shook hands as he cane
upon t hem

"You've put on nmore weight," Render observed.

"That's unheal thy."
"Nonsense, it's alt nuscle. How have you been, and
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what are you up to these days?" He | ooked down at
Jill and she smled back at him

"This is Mss DeVille," said Render
"Jill," she acknow edged.

He bowed slightly, finally rel easing Render's aching
hand.

“. . . And this is Professor Maurice Bartel netz of

Vi enna," finished Render, "a benighted disciple of all
forns of dialectical pessimsm and a very distinguished
pi oneer in neuroparticipation—although you'd never guess
it tolook at him | had the good fortune to be his pupi
for over a year."

Bartel metz nodded and agreed with him taking in the
Schnapsfl asche Render brought forth froma snall plastic
bag. and accepting the collapsible cup which he filled to
the brim

"Ah, you are a good doctor still," he sighed. "You have
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di agnosed the case in an instant and you nmake the proper
prescription. Nozdrovial"

"Seven years in a gulp,’
ing their glasses.

Render acknow edged, refill-

"Then we shall nmake tine nore nall eable by sipping
it."

They seated themselves on the floor, and the fire roared

up rhnnigh the great brick chimey as the |ogs burned

t hensel ves back to branches, to twigs, to thin sticks, ring
by yearly ring.

Render repl enished the fire.

"I read vour |ast book." said Bartelnetz finally, casu-
ally, "about four years ago."

Render reckoned that to be correct.
"Are you doi ng any research work these days?"
Render poked lazily at the fire.

"Yes," he answered, "sort of."

He gl anced at Jili, who was dozing with her cheek

agai nst the arm of the huge | eather chair that held his
energency hag, the planes of her face all crimson and
flickering shadow.

"I"ve hit upon a rather unusual subject and started
with a piece of jobbery | eventually intend to wite
about . "

"Unusual ? I n what way?"
"Bind frombirth, for one thing."
"You' re using the ONT&R?"
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"Yes. She's going to be a Shaper."

"Verfluchteri-Are you aware of the possible reper-
cussi ons?"

"Of course.”
"You' ve heard of unlucky Pierre?"
"No. "

"Good, then it was successfully hushed. Pierre was a
phi | osophy student at the University of Paris, and was
doing a dissertation on the evol ution of consciousness.
This past sunmmer he decided it would be necessary for
himto explore the nmind of an ape, for purposes of
conparing a noins-nausee mind with his own, | suppose.
At any rate, he obtained illegal access to an ONT&R and
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to the mind of our hairy cousin. It was never ascertained
how far along he got in exposing the aninmal to the stinmuli-
"bank, but it is to be assumed that such itens as woul d not
be i mmedi ately trans-subjective between man and ape—
traffic sounds and so weiter—were what frightened the
creature. Pierre is still residing in a padded cell, and all
his responses are those of a frightened ape.

"So, while he did not conplete his own dissertation,"”
he finished, "he may provide significant material for
soneone else's."

Render shook hi s head.

"Quite a story," he said softly .-"but | have nothing that
dramatic to contend with. |'ve found an exceedingly sta-
bl e individual -a psychiatrist, in fact—ene who's already
spent time in ordinary analysis. She wants to go into
neuroparticipati on—but the fear of a sight-trauma was

what was keeping her out. |'ve been gradually exposing

her to a full range of visual phenonena. Wen |'ve fin-

i shed she should be conpletely accomobdated to sight, so
that she can give her full attention to therapy and not be
bl i nded by vision, so to speak. W've already had fou
sessions. "

" And?ll
" And it's working fine."
"You are certain about it?"

"Yes, as certain as anyone can be in these natters."

"Mmhm" said Bartelnmetz. "Tell ne, do you find her
excessively strong-willed? By that | nean, say, perhaps
an obsessi ve-compul sive pattern concerning anything to
whi ch she's been introduced so far?"
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"Has she ever succeeded in taking over control of the

fant asy?"
"Nol
"You lie," he said sinply.

Render found a cigarette. After lighting it, he smled.

"dd father, old artificer," he conceded, "age has not

wi t hered your perceptiveness. | nmay trick ne, but never

you. —Yes, as a matter of fact, she is very difficult to keep
under control. She is not satisfied just to see. She wants
to Shape things for herself already. It's quite understand-
abl e both to her and to ne—but consci ous apprehen-

sion and enotional acceptance never do seemto get

together on things. She has becone dom nant on severa
occasions, but |'ve succeeded in resum ng control al nost

i medi ately. After all. | urn nmaster of the bank."
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"Hm" nused Bartelnetz. "Are you famliar with a
Buddhi st text- -Shankara's Catechisn?"

"I"'mafraid not."

"Then 1 lecture you on it now. It posits—ebviously not
for theraputic purposes—a true ego and a fal se ego. The
true ego is that part of man which is imortal and shal

proceed on to nirvana: the soul, if you like. Very good.
Well. the false ego, on the other hand, is the nornal
m nd, bound round with the illusions—+the consci ousness

of you and ne and everyone we have ever known profes-
sionally. Good?—ood. Now, the stuff this false ego is

made up of they call skandhas. These include the feelings,
the perceptions, the aptitudes, consciousness itself, and
even the physical form Very unscientific. Yes. Now they
are not the sane thing as neuroses, or one of Mster

I bsens life-lies, or an hallucination—o, even though they
are all wong, being parts of a false thing to begin with.
Each uf the five skandhas is a part of the eccentricity that

we call identity—then on | op cone the neuroses and al
the ot her nmesses which follow after and keep us in busi-
ness. Okay?—tkay. | give you this |ecture because

need a dramatic termfor what 1 will say, because 1 w sh

to say sonething dramatic. View the skandhas as |ying at

the bottom of the pond; the neuroses, they are ripples on

the top of the water; the '"true ego,' if there is one, is buried
deep beneath the sand at the bottom So. |'he ripples fill

up the-the—zw schenwel t between the object and the

subj ect. The skaodhas are a pan of the subject, basic,
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uni que, the stuff of his being.—So far, you are with me?"
"Wth miny reservations."

"Good. Now | have defined nmy termsomewhat, | will

use it. You are fooling around wi th skandhas. not sinple
neuroses. You are attenpting to adjust this wonan's over-
all conception of herself and of the world. You are using
the ONT&R to do it. It is the same thing as fooling with
a psychotic or an ape. Al nmay seemto go well. but-at
any nonent, it is possible you nmay do sonething, show
her sonme sight, or sone way of seeing which will break

i n upon her selfhood, break a skandha—and pouf!—t

will he |like breaking through the bottom of the pond. A
whirl pool will result, pulling you—where? | do not want
you for a patient, young man, young artificer, so | coun-
sel you not to proceed with this experinment. The ONT&R
shoul d not be used in such a manner."

Render flipped his cigarette into the fire and counted
on his fingers:

"One," he said, "you are naking a nystical nountain

out of a pebble. Al | amdoing is adjusting her conscious-
ness to accept an additional area of perception. Mich of

it is sinple transference work fromthe other senses—

Two, her enptions were quite intense initially because it
did involve a trauma—but we've passed that stage al -

ready. Now it is only a novelty 1o her. Soon it will be a
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commonpl ace—Fhree. Eileen is a psychiatrist herself; she

is educated in these matters and deeply aware of the
delicate nature of what we are doing- - Four. her sense of
identity and her desires, or her skandhas, or whatever you
want to call them are as firmas the Rock of G braltar

Do you realize the intense application required for a blind
person to obtain the education she has obtained? It took

a will of ten-point steel and the enotional control of an
ascetic as wel | =

"—And if sonething that strong should break, in a
timel ess monent of anxiety." smled Barlelnetz sadly,
"may the shades of Signund Freud and Karl Jung wal k
by your side in the valley of darkness.

"—And five," he added suddenly, staring into Ren-
der's eyes. "Five," he ticked it off on one finger. "Is she
pretty?"

Render | ooked back into the fire.

"Very clever," sighed Bartelmetz. "I cannot tel
whet her you are blushing or not, with the rosy gl ow of
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the flanmes upon your face. | fear that you are, though,
whi ch woul d nmean that you are aware that you your-
self could be the source of the inciting stinulus. | shal

burn a candle tonight before a portrait of Adier and pray
that he give you the strength to conpete successfully in
your duel with your patient."

Render | ooked at Jill, who was still sleeping. He
reached out and brushed a | ock of her hair back into
pl ace.

"Still," said Bartelmetz, "if you do proceed and al

goes well, | shall look forward with great interest to
the reading of your work. Did | ever tell you that | have
treated several Buddhists and never found a 'true ego' ?"

Bot h men | aughed.

Li ke nme but not Iike ne, that one on a | eash, snelling
of fear, small, gray and unseeing. Rrowl and he'l

choke on his collar. His head is enpty as the oven till.
She pushes the button and it makes dinner. Mke talk
and t hey never understand, but they are |like ne. One
day I will kill one—why? . . . Turn here.

"Three steps. Up. G ass doors. Handle to right."

Why? Ahead, drop-shaft. Gardens under, down. Snells
nice, there. Grass, wet dirt, trees and clean air. | see.
Birds are recorded though. | see all. I.

"Dropshaft. Four steps."

Down Yes. Want to nmeke |oud noises in throat, fee

silly. Clean, snmooth, nmany of trees. God . . . She likes
sitting on bench chewing | eaves snelling snmooth air.
Can't see themlike ne. Maybe now, sone . . . ? No.
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Can't Bad Sigmund nme on grass, trees, here. Mist
hold it. Pity. Best place .,.

"Watch for steps."

Ahead. To right, to left, to right, to left, trees and
grass now. Signund sees. Walking . . . Doctor with ma-
chine gives her his eyes. Rrow and he will not choke.
No fearsnel |

Dig deep hole in ground, bury eyes. God is blind.
Sigmund to see. Her eyes now filled, and he is afraid of
teeth. WIIl make her to see and take her high up in the
sky to see, away. Leave ne here, |eave Sigmund with

none to see, alone- | will dig a deep hole in the ground ..
It was after ten in the norning when Jill awoke. She
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did not have to turn her head to know t hat Render was

al ready gone. He never slept late. She rubbed her eyes,
stretched, turned onto her side and raised herself on her
el bow. She squinted at the clock on the bedside table,

si mul t aneously reaching for a cigarette and her |ighter.

As she inhal ed, she realized there was no ashtray.
Doubt | ess Render had noved it to the dresser because

he did not approve of snoking in bed. Wth a sigh that
ended in a snort she slid out of the bed and drew on her
wap before the ash grew too | ong.

She bated getting up, but once she did she woul d per-
mt the day to begin and continue on w thout |apse
through its orderly progression of events.

"Damm him" she smled. She had wanted her break-
fast in bed, but it was too | ate now.

Bet ween t houghts as to what she woul d wear, she ob-
served an alien pair of skis standing in the corner. A
sheet of paper was inpal ed on one. She approached it.

"Join me?" asked the scraw.

She shook her head in an enphatic negative and

felt somewhat sad. She had been on skis twi ce in her

life and she was afraid of them She felt that she should
really try again, after his being a reasonably good sport
about the chateaux, but she could not even bear the mem
ory of the unseemy downward'rushi ng—which, OD two

occasi ons, had pronptly deposited her in a snowbank—

wi t hout wi ncing and feeling once again the vertigo that
had sei zed her during the attenpts.

So she showered and dressed and went downstairs for
br eakf ast .

Al nine fires were already roaring as she passed the
big hall and | ooked inside. Some red-faced skiers were
hol ding their hands up before the blaze of the centra
hearth. It was not crowded though. The racks held only
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a few pairs of dripping boots, bright caps hung on pegs,
moi st skis stood upright in their place beside the door. A
few people were seated in the chairs set further back
toward the center "of the hall, reading papers, snoking,

or talking quietly. She saw no one she knew, so she

moved on toward the dining room

As she passed the registration desk the old man who
wor ked there called out her name. She approached him
and smil ed.

"Letter," he explained, turning to a .rack. "Here it
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is," he announced, handing it to her. "Looks i npor-
tant."

It had been forwarded three tines, she noted. It was a
bul ky brown envel ope, and the return address was that
of her attorney.

"Thank you."

She noved off to a seat beside the big w ndow that

| ooked out upon a snow garden, a skating rink, and a
distant winding trail dotted with figures carrying skis
over their shoul ders. She squinted against the brightness
as she tore open the envel ope.

Yes, it was final. Her attorney's note was acconpani ed

by a copy of the divorce decree. She had only recently
decided to end her legal relationship to Mster Fotl ock,
whose nane she had stopped using five years earlier

when they had separated. Now that she had the thing she
wasn't sure exactly what she was going to do with it. It
woul d be a hell of a surprise for dear Rendy, though, she
deci ded. She woul d have to find a reasonably innocent

way of getting the information to him She withdrew her
conpact and practiced a "Well?" expression. Wll, there
woul d be tinme for that later, she mused. Not too nuch
|ater, though . . . Her thirtieth birthday, |ike a huge bl ack
cloud, filled an April but four nonths distant. Wel

She touched her quizzical lips with color, dusted nore
powder over her nole, and | ocked the expression within
her conpact for future use

In the dining roomshe saw Doctor Bartel netz, seated

bef ore an enornmous nound of scranbl ed eggs, great

chai ns of dark sausages, several heaps of yellow toast,

and a hal f-enptied flask of orange juice. A pot of coffee
steaned on the wanner at his elbow He |eaned slightly
forward as he ate, wielding his fork |ike a windnill blade.

"Good norning," she said.
He | ooked up.

"Mss Devilledill . . . Good norning." He nodded
at the chair across fromhim "Join me, please.”

She did so, and when the waiter approached she
nodded and said, "I'll have the same thing, only about
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ni nety percent |ess."
She turned back to Bartel netz.

"Have you seen Charl es today?"

"Alas, | have not," he gestured, open-handed, "and
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wanted to continue our discussion while his mnd was
still in the early stages of wakeful ness and sonewhat
mal | eabl e. Unfortunately," he took a sip of coffee, "he
who sl eeps well enters the day sonewhere in the mddle
of its second act."

"Myself, | usually conme in around internission and

ask soneone for a synopsis," she explained. "So why not
continue the discussion with me?—+' m al ways mal | eabl e,
and ny skandhas are in good shape."

Their eyes net, and he took a bite of toast.
"Aye," he said, at length, "I had guessed as nuch
Wl | —good. What do you know of Render's work?"
She adjusted herself ia the chair.

"Mm He being a special specialist in a highly special-

ized area, | find it difficult to appreciate the few things he
does say about it. I'd like to be able to | ook inside other
peopl e's m nds sonetines—to see what they're thinking

about ne, of course—but | don't think I could stand stay-

ing there very long. Especially," she gave a nock-

shudder, "the m nd of sonebody w th—problens. |'m

afraid 1'd be too synpathetic or too frightened or sone-

thing. Then, according to what |'ve read—pow —ti ke

synpathetic magic, it would be ny probl em

"Charl es never has problens though," she continued,
"at |east, none that he speaks to ne about. Lately
|'ve been wondering, though. That blind girl and her
tal king dog seemto be too nmuch with him™"

' Tal ki ng dog?"

"Yes, her seeing-eye dog is one of those surgical nu-
tants."

"How interesting.... Have you ever net her?"
"Never."
"So," he nused

"Sonetinmes a therapi st encounters a patient whose

problens are so akin to his own that the sessions becone
extremely nordant,"” he noted. "It has al ways been the

case with me when | treat a fell ow psychiatrist. Perhaps
Charles sees in this situation a parallel to sonething which
has been 'troubling himpersonally. | did not adm nister

hi s personal analysis. | do not know all the ways of his

m nd, even though he was a pupil of nmine for a | ong

whil e. He was al ways sel f-contai ned, sonmewhat reticent;

he coul d be quite authoritative on occasi on, however.
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—hat are some of the other things which occupy his
attention these days?"

"H's son Peter is a constant concern. He's changed the
boy's school five tines in five years."

Her breakfast arrived. She adjusted her napkin and
drew her chair closer to the table.

"And he has been reading case histories of suicides
recently, and tal king about them and talking about
them and tal king about them"

"To what end?"
She shrugged and began eati ng.

"He never mentioned why," she said, |ooking up again.
"Maybe he's witing sonething...."

Bartelnmetz finished his eggs and poured nore coffee,
"Are you afraid of this patient of his?" he inquired.
"No .. . Yes," she responded, "I am"

"\ 2"

"I amafraid of synpathetic magic,
slightly.

she said, flushing

"Many things could fall under that heading."

"Many indeed," she acknow edged. And, after a no-

ment, "We are united in our concern for his welfare and
in agreenent as to what represents the threat. So, may
| ask a favor?"

"You may."

"Talk to himagain," she said. "Persuade himto drop
t he case.™

He fol ded hi s napkin.

"I intend to do that after dinner," he stated, "because
| believe in the ritualistic value of rescue-nptions.
They shall be nade."

Dear Fat her-1 nage,

Yes, the school is fine, ny ankle is getting that
way, and my classmates are a congenial lot. No, |
am not short on cash, undernourished, or having

difficulty fitting into the new curriculum Okay?

The building I will not describe, as you have al -
ready seen the nacabre thing. The grounds | cannot
describe, as they are currently residing beneath cold

white sheets. Brr! | trust yourself to be enjoying the
arts wint'rish. | do not share your enthusiasm for
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sumrer' s opposite, except within picture frames or
as an enbl em on ice-cream bars.

The ankle inhibits ny nobility and ny roommate

has gone home for the weekend—both of which are
really bl essings (saitb Pangl oss), for | now have the
opportunity to catch up on sone reading. | will do

so forthwth.

Prodigal |y,
Pet er

Render reached down to pat the huge head. It accepted

the gesture stoically, then turned its gaze up to the Aus-
trian whom Render had asked for a light, as if to say,
"Must | endure this indignity?" The man | aughed at the
expressi on, snapping shut the engraved |ighter on which
Render noted the middle initial to be a small 'v.*

" Thank you," he said, and to the dog: "Wat is your
name?"

"Bismark," it grow ed.
Render sm | ed.

"You rem nd me of another of your kind," he told the
dog. "One Sigmund, by nane, a conpanion and guide to
a blind friend of mne, in America."

"My Bismark is a hunter," said the young man. 'There
is no quarry that can outthink him neither the deer nor
the big cats.”

The dog's ears pricked forward and be stared up at
Render with proud, bl azing eyes.

"W have hunted in Africa and the northern and
sout hwestern parts of Anerica. Central Anerica, too

He never loses the trail. He never gives up. He is a beau-
tiful brute, and his teeth coul d have been nmade in

Sol i ngen. "

"You are indeed fortunate to have such a bunting com

pani on. "

"I hunt," grow ed the dog. "I follow. . . Sonetinmnes,

I have, the kill.., "

"You woul d not know of the one called Sigmund then,
or the wonan he gui des—M ss Ei |l een Shal | ot ?" asked
Render .

The man shook hi s head.

"No, Bismark came to me from Massachusetts, but
was never to the Center personally. | amnot acquainted
with other nutie handlers.”
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"I see. Well, thank you for the light. Good afternoon."
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"Good afternoon ..

"CGood, after, noon .

Render strolled on up the narrow street, hands in his
pockets. He had excused hinself and not said where he
was goi ng. This was because he had had no destination

in mnd. Bartel netz* second essay at counseling had al -
nmost led himto say things he would later regret. It was
easier to take a wal k than to continue the conversation

On a sudden inpul se he entered a small shop and

bought a cuckoo cl ock which had caught his eye. He felt
certain that Bartelnetz would accept the gift in the proper
spirit. He sniled and wal ked on. And what was that |et-

ter to JU which the desk clerk had made a special trip

to their table to deliver at dinnertine? he wondered. It
had been forwarded three tines, and its return address

was that of a law firm JU had not even opened it, but

had smled, overtipped the old nan, and tucked it into

her purse. He would have to hint subtly as to its contents.
His curiosity so aroused, she would be sure to tell him
out of pity.

The icy pillars of the sky suddenly seened to sway
before himas a cold wi nd | eaped down out of the north.
Render hunched his shoul ders and drew his head further
bel ow his collar. Cutching the cuckoo clock, he hurried
back up the street.

That night the serpent which holds its tail inits nouth
bel ched, the Fenris WIf nade a pass at the noon, the
little clock said "cuckoo" and tonorrow cane on |ike
Manol ete's | ast bull, shaking the gate of horn with the
bell owed prom se to tread a river of lions to sand.

Render prom sed hinself he would lay off the gooey
f ondue.

Later, much later, when they skipped through the skies

in a kite-shaped cruiser. Render | ooked down upon the
darkened Earth dreaming its cities full of stars, |ooked
up at the sky where they were all reflected, |ooked about
himat the tape-screens watching all the people who
blinked into them and at the coffee, tea and m xed drink
di spensers who sent their fluids forth to explore the in-
sides of the people they required to push their buttons,
then | ooked across at Jill, whomthe ol d buildings had
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conmpel l ed to wal k anong their wal | s—because he knew
she felt he should be | ooking at her then- felt his seat's
demand that he convert it into a couch, did so, and sl ept.

(Y

Her office was full of flowers, and she |iked exotic
perfumes. Sonetines she burned incense.

She |iked soaking in overheated pools, walking through
falling snow, listening to too nmuch nusic, played perhaps
too loudly, drinking five or six varieties of |liqueurs (usu-
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ally reeking of anise, sonetinmes touched with wor mwod)
every evening. Her hands were soft and lightly freckl ed.
Her fingers were long and tapered. She wore no rings.

Her fingers traced and retraced the floral swellings on
the side of her chair as she spoke into the recording unit.

Patient's chief conplaints on adm ssion were
nervousness, insomia, stomach pains and a period of
depression. Patient has had a record of previous adm s-
sions for short periods of time. He had been in this hos-
pital in 1995 for a nanic depressive psychosis, depressed
type, and he returned here again, 2-3-96. He was in an-
ot her hospital, 9-20-97. Physical exam nation revealed a
BP of 170/100. He was normally devel oped and wel | -

nouri shed on the date of examination, 12-11-98- On this
date patient conpl ai ned of chronic backache, and there
was noted some noderate synptons of al cohol with-

drawal . Physical exam nation further reveal ed no pa-

thol ogy except that the patient's tendon refl exes were
exaggerated but equal. These synptons were the result

of al cohol withdrawal. Upon adm ssion he was shown to

be not psychotic, neither delusional nor hallucinated. He
was well-oriented as to place, time and person. His
psychol ogi cal condition was eval uated and he was found

to be sonewhat grandi ose and expansive and nore than
alittle hostile. He was considered a potential trouble
maker. Because of his experience as a cook, he was as- "
signed to work in the kitchen. Hi s general condition then
showed definite inprovement. He is less tense and is
cooperative. Diagnosis: Mnic depressive reaction (ex-
ternal precipitating stress unknown). The degree of psy-
chiatric inmpairment is mld. He is considered conpetent.
To be continued on therapy and hospitalization."

She turned off the recorder then and | aughed. The
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sound frightened her. Laughter is a social phenonenon
and she was al one. She played back the recording then.
chewi ng on the corner of her handkerchief while the
soft, clipped words were returned to her. She ceased to
hear them after the first dozen or so.

When the recorder stopped talking she turned it off.

She was al one. She was very al one. She was so dammed

alone that the little pool of brightness which occurred when
she stroked her forehead and faced the w ndowthat

little pool of brightness suddenly becanme the nbst im
portant thing in the world. She wanted it to be inmense.

She wanted it to be an ocean of light. O else she wanted

to grow so snmall herself that the effect would be the

sane: she wanted to drown is it.

It had been three weeks, yesterday ..

| oo | ong, she decided, | should have waited. No!

I mpossi bl el But what if he goes as Ri scomb went? Nol

He won't. He would not. Nothing can hurt him Never.

He is all strength and arnmor. But—-but we shoul d have
waited till next month to start. Three weeks . . . Sight
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wit hdrawal +that's what it is. Are she menories fading?
Are they weaker? (What does a tree look like? O a
cloud—+ can't renenber! What is red? What is green?

God! It's hysterical! I"'mwatching and | can't stop it!—
Take a pill! Apill!

Her shoul ders began to shake. She did not take a pil
t hough, but bit down harder on the handkerchief unti
her sharp teeth tore through its fabric.

"Beware," she recited a personal beatitude, "those who
hunger and thirst after justice, for we w7/ be satisfied. -

"And beware the neek," she continued, "for we shal
attenpt to inherit the Earth.

"And beware . . .'

There was a brief buzz fromthe phone-box. She put
away her handkerchi ef, conposed her face, turned the

unit on.

"Hello ... ?"

"Eil een, 1'm back. How ve you been?"

"Good, quite well in fact. How was your vacation?"

"Ch, | can't conmplain. | had it comng for a long tine.

I guess | deserve it. Listen, | brought some things back to

show you—i ke Wnchester Cathedral. You want to
cone in this week? | can make it any evening.'*
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Tonight. No. | want it too badly. It will set me back if
he sees .

"How about tonorrow ni ght?" she asked. "Or the one
after?"

"Tomorrow wi Il be fine,'
P &S, around seven?"

he said. "Meet you at the

"Yes. that woul d be pleasant. Sane table?"

"Wy not?—'Il reserve it."
"All right. 1'll see you then."
" Good- bye. "

The connecti on was broken.

Suddenly, then, at that nmoment, colors swirled again
through her head; and she saw trees—eaks and pines,

popl ars and sycanores—great, and green and brown,

and iron-col ored; and she saw wads of fleecy clouds,

di pped i n paintpots, swabbing a paste! sky; and a burn-
ing sun, and a small willowtree, and a | ake of a deep,

al nost violet, blue. She folded her torn handkerchief and
put it away.

She pushed a button beside her desk and nusic filled
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the office: Scriabin. Then she pushed another button and
repl ayed the tape she had dictated, half-listening to each.

Pierre sniffed suspiciously at the food. The attendant
moved away fromthe tray and stepped out into the hall

| ocki ng the door behind him The enornous sal ad waited
on -the floor. Pierre approached cautiously, snatched a
handful of lettuce, gulped it.

He was afraid.

/1 only the steel would stop crashing and crashing
agai nst steel, sonewhere in that dark night ... If only .

Sigmund rose to his feet, yawned, stretched. His hind

l egs trailed out behind himfor a monent, then he

snhapped to attention and shook hinsel f. She would be

com ng hone soon. Wagging his tail slowy, he glanced

up at the human-1level clock with the raised nunerals,
verified his feelings, then crossed the apartnent to the
teevee. He rose onto his hind | egs, rested one paw agai nst
the table and used the other to turn on the set.
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It was nearly tinme for the weather report and the roads
woul d be icy.

"l have driven through countryw de graveyards," wote
Render, "vast forests of stone that spread further every

day.

"Wy does man so zeal ously guard his dead? Is it be-
cause this is the nmonunentally denocratic way of im
mortalization, the ultimate affirmation of the power to
hurt—that is to say, life—and the desire that it continue
on forever? Unamuno has suggested that this is the case.
If it is, then a greater percentage of the popul ation ac-
tively sought imortality |last year than ever before in
history... .*'

Tch-tchg, tchga-tchgt
"Do you think they're really peopl e?"
"Naw, they're too good."

The evening was starglint and soda over ice. Render
wound the S-7 into the cold sub-subcellar, found his park-
ing place, nosed into it.

There was a danp chill that energed fromthe con-

crete to gnaw li ke rats* teeth at their flesh. Render guided
her toward the lift, their breath preceding themin dis-
sol vi ng cl ouds.

"A bit of achill inthe air," he noted.
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She nodded, biting her linp.

Inside the lift, he sighed, unwound his scarf, lit a ciga-
rette.

"G ve ne one, please," she requested, snelling the
t obacco.
He di d.

They rose slowy, and Render | eaned agai nst the wall,
puffing a m xture of snoke and crystallized noisture.

"I met another routie shep," he recalled, "in Swtzer-
land. Big as Sigmund. A hunter though, and as Prussian
as they cone," he grinned.

"Sigmund likes to hunt, too," she observed. "Tw ce
every year we go up to the North Whods and | turn him
| oose. He's gone for days at a tine, and he's always quite
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happy when he returns. Never says what he's done, but
he's never hungry. Back when | got him | guessed that he
woul d need vacations fromhumanity to stay stable.

think I was right."

The Iift stopped, the door opened and they wal ked
out into the hall, Render guiding her again.

Inside his office, he poked at the thernpstat and warm

air sighed through the room He hung their coats in the
inner office and brought the great egg out fromits nest
behind the wall. He connected it to an outlet and noved
to convert his desk into a control panel

"How |l ong do you think it will take?" she asked, run-
ning her fingertips over the snooth, cold curves of the
egg. "The whole thing, | nean. The entire adaptation to
seeing. "

He wonder ed.

"I have no idea," he said, "no idea whatsoever, yet.

We got off to a good start, but there's still a lot of work to
be done. | think I'lIl be able to nake a good guess in an-

ot her three nonths."

She nodded wistfully, nmoved to his desk, explored the
controls with finger strokes like ten feathers

"Careful you don't push any of those."

"I won't. How long do you think it will take ne to
| earn to operate one?" *

"Three nmonths to leamit. Six, to actually becone pro-
ficient enough to use it on anyone, and an additional six
under cl ose supervision before you can be trusted on your
own. —About a year altogether."

"Uh-huh." She chose a chair.
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Render touched the seasons to life, and the phases of

day and night, the breath of the country, the city, the
el ements that raced naked through the skies, and all the
dozens of dancing cues he used to build worlds. He
smashed the clock of time and tasted the seven or so ages
of man,

"Ckay," he turned, "everything is ready."

It came quickly, and with a m ni num of suggestion on
Render's part. One nonent there was grayness. Then a
dead-white fog. Then it broke itself apart, as though a
qui ck wi nd had risen, although he neither heard nor felt a
Wi nd.

He stood beside the willow tree beside the | ake, and
she stood hal f-hi dden ampong the branches and the | at-
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tices of shadow. The sun was slanting its way into eve-
ni ng.

"W have cone back," she said, stepping out, |eaves
in her hair. "For atime | was afraid it had never hap-
pened, but | see it all again, and | remenber now. "

"Good," he said. "Behold yourself." And she | ooked
into the | ake.

"I have not changed," she said. "I haven't
changed... .'*

"But you have," she continued, |ooking up at him
"You are taller, and there is sonething different.

"No, " he answer ed.

"I am m staken," she said quickly, "I don't under-
stand everything | see yet."

"I will, though."

"Of course.”

"VWhat are we going to do?"
"Watch," he instructed her

Along a flat, no-cotored river of road she just then

noti ced beyond the trees, cane the car. It canme fromthe
farthest quarter of the sky, skipping over the nountains,
buzzing down the hills, circling through the gl ades, and
splashing themwith the colors of its voice—the gray and
the silver of synchroni zed potency—and the | ake shivered
fromits sounds, and the car stopped a hundred feet away,
masked by the shrubberies; and it waited. It was the S-7.

"Come with me," he said, taking her hand. "W're
going for a ride."
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They wal ked anong the trees and rounded the fina

cluster of bushes. She touched the sleek cocoon, its an-
tennae, its tires, its wi ndows—and the w ndows trans-
pared as she did so. She stared through them at the

i nside of the car, and she nodded.

"I't is your Spinner."

"Yes." He held the door for her. "Get in. We'll return
to the club. The tinme is now. The nmenories are fresh
and t hey should be reasonably pleasant, or neutral."

"Pl easant," she said, getting in.

He cl osed the door, then circled the car and entered.
She wat ched as he punched i magi nary coordi nates. The
car | eaped ahead and he kept a steady stream of trees
flowing by them He could feel the rising tension, so he
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did not vary the scenery. She swi vel ed her seat and
studied the interior of the car.

"Yes," she finally said, "I can perceive what every-
thing is."

She stared out the wi ndow agai n. She | ooked at the
rushing trees. Render stared out and | ooked upon rush-
ing anxi ety patterns. He opaqued the w ndows.

"Good," she said, "thank you. Suddenly it was too
much to see—all of it, noving past like a ..."

"Of course," said Render, maintaining the sensations
of forward notion. "l'd anticipated that You' re getting
t ougher, though."

After a nmoment, "Relax," he said, "relax now, " and
somewhere a button was pushed, and she rel axed, and

they drove on, and on and on, and finally the car began

to slow, and Render said, "Just for one nice, slow glinpse
now, | ook out your w ndow. "

She did.

He drew upon every stimulus in the bank which could
pronot e sensations of pleasure and rel axati on, and he
dropped the city around the car, and the w ndows be-

came transparent, and she | ooked out upon the profiles

of towers and a block of nmonolithic apartments, and then
she saw three rapid cafeterias, an entertai nment pal ace,
a drugstore, a medical center of yellow brick with an

al um num Caduceus set above its arehway, and a gl assed-
in high school, now enptied of its pupils, a fifty-punp
gas station, another drugstore, and many nore cars,
parked or roaring by them and people, people noving in
and out of the doorways and wal ki ng before the buil dings
and getting into the cars and getting out of the cars; and it
was sunmer, and the light of late afternoon filtered down
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upon the colors of the city and the colors of the garnents
the people wore as they noved al ong the boul evard, as

they | oaf ed upon the terraces, as they crossed the bal -
coni es, |eaned on bal ustrades and wi ndowsills, energed
froma corner kiosk, entered one, stood talking to one
anot her; a worman wal ki ng a poodl e rounded a corner;

rockets went to and fro in the high sky.

The world fell apart then and Render caught the
pi eces.

He mai ntai ned an absol ute bl ackness, bl anketing
every sensation but that of their novenent forward.

After a time a dimlight occurred, and they were stil
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seated in the Spinner, w ndows blanked again, and the
air as they breathed it became a soothing unguent.

"Lord," she said, "the world is so filled. Did | really see
all of that?"

"1l wasn't going to do that tonight, but you wanted ne
to. You seened ready."

"Yes," she said, and the w ndows becane transparent
agai n. She turned away quickly.

"It's gone,"” he said. "I only wanted to give you a
glinpse.”

She | ooked, and it was dark outside now, and they

were crossing over a high bridge. They were noving

slowy. There was no other traffic. Below them were the

Fl ats, where an occasional snelter flared Iike a tiny,
drowsi ng vol cano, spitting showers of orange sparks
skyward; and there were many stars: they glistened on

the breathing water that went beneath the bridge; they

sil houetted by pinprick the skyline that hovered dinly be-
lowits surface. The slanting struts of the bridge marched
steadily by.

"You have done it," she said, "and |I thank you."
Then; "Who are you, really?" (He must have wanted
her to ask that.)

"I am Render," he |l aughed. And they wound their
way through a dark, now vacant city, coming at last to
their club and entering the great parking dome.

I nside, he scrutinized all her feelings, ready to banish
the world at a nmonent's notice. He did not feel he would
have to. though.

They left the car, noved ahead. They passed into the

cl ub. which he had deci ded woul d not be crowded to-

ni ght. They were shown to their table at the foot of the
bar in the smalt roomwith the suit of arnor, and they
sat down and ordered the sanme neal over again.
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"No," he said, |ooking down, "it bel ongs over there."

The suit of arnor appeared once again beside the
table, and he was once again inside his gray suit and
black tie and silver tie clasp shaped like a tree |inb.

They | aughed.

"I'"'mJUS! not the type to wear a tin suit, so | wsh
you' d stop seeing ne that way."

"I"'msorry," she smled. "I don't know how | did that,

or why."
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"l do, and | decline the nom nation. Also, | caution

you once again. You are conscious of the fact that this is
ail anillusion. | had to do it that way for you to get the

full benefit of the thing. For nost of ny patients though,
it isthe real itemwhile they are experiencing it. It makes
a counter-trauma or a synbolic sequence even nore pow
erful. You are aware of the paraneters of the gane,

however, and whether you want it or not this gives you

a different sort of control over it than | normally have to
deal with. Please be careful.”

"I"'msorry. | didn't nean to."

"I know. Here cones the nmeal we just had."

"Ugh! It |ooks dreadful! Did we eat all that stuff?"

"Yes," he chuckled. "That's a knife, that's a fork,

that's a spoon. That's roast beef, and those are nmashed
pot at oes, those are peas, that's butter ..."

"Goodness! | don't feel so well."

And those are the sal ads, and those are the

sal ad dressings. This is a brook trout—sm These are
French fried potatoes. This is a bottle of w ne. Hy¥m—
|l et's see—Ronmanee-Conti, since |I'mnot paying for it—
and a bottle of Yquem for the trou—Hey!"

The room was waveri ng.

He bared the table, he banisjied the restaurant. They
were back in the glade. Through the transparent fabric

of the world he watched a hand noving al ong a panel
Buttons were bei ng pushed. The world grew substanti al
again. Their enptied table was set beside the | ake now,
and it was still nighttine and sumrer, and the tablecloth
was very white under the glow of the giant nopon that

hung over head.

"That was stupid of me," he said. "AMully stupid. |
shoul d have introduced themone at a tinme. The actua
sight of basic, oral stimuli can be very distressing to a

person seeing themfor the first time. I got so wapped
up in the Shaping that | forgot the patient, which is just
dandy! | apol ogi ze. "

"I'"'mokay now. Really I am"”

He summoned a cool breeze fromthe | ake.

". . . And that is the moon," he added | anely.

She nodded, and she was wearing a tiny nmoon in the
center of her forehead; it glowed |like the one above
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them and her hair and dress were all of silver.
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The bottl e of Romanee-Conti stood on the table, and
two gl asses.

"Where did that cone fron?"

She shrugged. He poured out a gl assful

"It may taste kind of flat," he said.

"I't doesn't. Here—~ She passed it to him

As he sipped it he realized it had a taste—a fruite such
as mght be quashed fromthe grapes grown in the Isles

of the Blest, a snooth, nuscul ar charnu, and a capiteux
centrifuged fromthe fumes of a field of burning poppies.
Wth a start, he knew that his hand nust be traversing
the route of the perceptions, synphonizing the sensua
cues of a transference and a counter-transference which
had come upon himall unaware, there beside the |ake.

"So it does," he noted, "and now it is tine we
returned. "

"So soon? 1 haven't seen the cathedral yet... .**
"So soon."

He willed the world to end, and it did.

"It is cold out there," she said as she dressed, "and
dark."

"I know. I'lIl mx us something to drink while | clear
the unit."

"Fi ne."

He gl anced at the tapes and shook his head. He
crossed to his bar cabinet.

"It's not exactly Romanee-Conti," he observed, reach-

ing for a bottle.
"So what? | don't mind."

Nei ther did he, at that nonent. So he cleared the unit,
they drank their drinks, he hel ped her into her coat
and they left.

As they rode the lift down to the sub-sub he wlled
the world to end again, but it didn't.

Dad,

| hobbl ed fromschool to taxi and taxi to space-
port, for the local Air Force Exhibit—©utward, it
was called. (Okay, | exaggerated the hobble. It got
me extra attention though.) The whole bit was

ai med at seduci ng young manhood into a five-year
hitch, as | sawit. But it worked. | wanna Join up
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wanna go Qut There. Think they'll take nme when
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT (

I"'mold enuff? I mean take ne Qut—ot sone
crumy desk job. Think so?

| do.

There was this damm lite col onel ('scuse the
French) who saw this kid lurching around and
pressi ng his nose 'gainst the big w ndowpanes, and
he decided to give himthe sublimnal sell. Geati
He pushed ne through the gallery and showed ne

all the pitchers of AF triunphs, from Moonbase to
Marsport. He lectured me on the Great Traditions
of the Service, and marched nme into a flic room
where the Corps had good clean fun on tape, wes-
tling one another in null-G "where it's all skill and
no brawn," and nmaking tinted water scul pture-work
way in the nmddle of the air and doi ng di snounted
drill on the skin of a cruiser. Ch joy!

Seriously though, 1'd like to be there when they
hit the Quter Five—and On Qut. Not because of the
bogus bal onus in the throwaways, and suchlike crud,
but because | think soneone of sensibility should
be along to chronicle the thing in the proper way.
You know, raw frontier observer. Francis Parkman.
Mary Austin, like that. So | decided |I'm going.

The AF boy with the. chicken stuff on his

shoul ders wasn't in the | east way patronizing, gods

be praised. W stood on the bal cony and wat ched

ships lift off and he told ne to go forth and study rea
hard and | might be riding them soneday. | did not
bother to tell himthat I'mhardly intellectually de-
ficient and that 1'Il have nmy B.A before I'"'mold
enough to do anything with it, even join his Corps.

I just watched the ships lift off and said, "Ten years
fromnow I'Il be | ooking down, not up." Then he

told me how hard his own training had been, so

did not ask howcum he got stuck with a lousy dirt-
side assignnment like this one. Gad | didn't, now
think on it. He | ooked nore |ike one of their ads

than one of their real people. Hope | never | ook

i ke an ad.

Thank you for the nonies and the warm sox and
Mozart's String Quintets, which |I'm hearing right
now. | wanna put in ny bid for Luna instead of

Eur ope next sumer. Maybe . . . ? Possibly . . . ?
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Contingently . . . ? Huh?—f | can snash that new
test you're designing for ne . . . ? Anyhow, please
think about it.

Your son,
Pet e
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"Hello. State Psychiatric Institute."
"I"d like to make an appoi ntnment for an exam nation."

"Just a monent. |'Il connect you with the Appoint-
ment Desk."

"Hel | 0. Appoi ntnment Desk."
"I'd tike to make an appoi ntnment for an exam nation."
"Just a monent... Wat sort of exam nation."

"I want to see Doctor Shallot, Eileen Shallot. As soon
as possible."

"Just a nonent. 1*11 have to check her schedul e
Could you make it at two o' cl ock next Tuesday?"

"That would be just fine."

"What is the name, please?"

"DeVille. Jill DeVille-

"All right. Mss DeVille. That's two o' cl ock, Tuesday."
"Thank you."

The man wal ked besi de the highway. Cars passed al ong
the hi ghway. The cars in the high-acceleration | ane
bl urred by.

Traffic was |ight.
It was 10;30 in the norning, and cold.

The man's fur-lined collar was turned up, his hands
were in his pockets, and he | eaned into the wi nd. Beyond
the fence, the road was clean and dry.

The norning sun was buried in clouds. In the dirty
light, the man could see the tree a quarter m |l e ahead.

Hi s pace did not change. His eyes did not |eave the
tree. The small stones clicked and crunched beneath his
shoes.

When he reached the tree he took off his jacket and
folded it neatly.

He placed it upon the ground and clinbed the tree.

As be noved out onto the |inb which extended over
the fence, he | ooked to see that no traffic was approach-
i ng. Then he seized the branch with both hands, | owered
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hi nsel f, hung a nonent, and dropped onto the hi ghway.

It was a hundred yards wi de, the eastbound half of
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t he hi ghway.

He gl anced west, saw there was still no traffic com ng
his way, then began to wal k toward the center island. He
knew he woul d never reach it. At this time of day the
cars were nmoving at approxi mately one hundred-sixty

m |l es an hour in the high-acceleration | ane. He wal ked
on.

A car passed behind him He did not |ook back. If the

wi ndows were opaqued, as was usually the case, then the
occupants were unaware he had crossed their path. They
woul d hear of it later and exam ne the front end of their
vehicle for possible sign of such an encounter

A car passed in front of him Its w ndows were clear

A glinpse of two faces, their mouths nade into 0's, was
presented to him then torn fromhis sight. H's own face
remai ned without expression. Hs pace did not change.
Two nore care rushed by, w ndows darkened. He had
crossed perhaps twenty yards of highway.

Twenty-five. ..

Sonething in the wind, or beneath his feet, told him
it was coming. He did not I|ook

Sonething in the corner ofJiis eye assured himit was
coming. His gait did not alter

Cecil Green had the wi ndows transpared because he

liked it that way. His left hand was inside her bl ouse and
her skirt was piled up on her lap, and his right hand was
resting on the | ever which would | ower the seats. Then

she pull ed away, nmaking a noi se down inside her throat.

Hi s head snapped to the left.
He saw t he wal ki ng nman.

He saw the profile which never turned to face him
fully. He saw that the man's gait did not alter

Then he did not see the roan

There was a slight jar, and the w ndshield began cl ean-
ing itself. Cecil Geen raced on

He opaqued the wi ndows.

"How ...?'* he asked after she was in his arns again
and sobbi ng.

"The monitor didn't pick himup...."

"He must not have touched the fence...

"He nmust have been out of his mndl"

"Still, he could have picked an easier way."
96 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT
It could have been any face . . . Mne?
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Frightened, Cecil |owered the seats.

Charl es Render was witing the "Necropolis" chapter

for The Mssing Link is Man. which was to be his first

book in over four years. Since his return he had set aside
every Tuesday and Thursday afternoon to work on it,

isolating hinself in his office, filling pages with a chaotic
| onghand.

"There are many varieties of death, as opposed to
dyi ng . " he was witing, just as the intercom buzzed
briefly, then long, then briefly again.

"Yes?" he asked it, pushing down on the switch

"You have a visitor," and there was a short intake of
breath between "a" and "visitor."

He slipped a snmall aerosol into his side pocket, then
rose and crossed the office.

He opened the door and | ooked out.

"Doctor ... Help . .."

Render took three steps, then dropped to one knee.
"What's the matter?”

"Come—she is ... sick," he grow ed.

"Si ck? How? What's w ong?"

"Don't know. You cone."

Render stared into the unhuman eyes.

"What kind of sick?" he insisted.

"Don't know," repeated the dog. "Wn't talk. Sits.
I... feel, she is sick."

"How did you get here?"

"Drove. Know the co, or, din, ates . . . Left car, out-
si de. "

“I''1'l call her right now " Render turned.
"No good. Won't answer."
He was right.

Render returned to his inner office for his coat and

medkit. He gl anced out the wi ndow and saw where her

car was parked, far below, just inside the entrance to the
mar gi nal , where the nonitor had released it into nanual n
control. If no one assuned that control a car was auto- H;
matically parked in neutral. The other vehicles were

passed around it.

So sinmple even a dog can drive one, he reflected. Bet-
ter get downstairs before a cruiser comes along. It's prob-
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ably reponed itself stopped there already. Maybe not,
though. M ght still have a few m nutes grace.

He gl anced at the huge cl ock.
"Ckay, Sig," he called out. "Let's go."

They took the lift to the ground floor, |left by way of
the front entrance and hurried to the car.

Its engine was still idling.

Render opened the passengersi de door and Si gnund

| eaped in. He squeezed by himinto the driver's seat
then, but the dog was already pushing the prinmary coor-
di nates and the address tabs with his paw.

Looks like I"'min the wong seat.

He |it a cigarette as the car swept ahead into a
U-underpass. It energed on the opposite nmarginal, sat

poi sed a nonent, then joined the traffic flow. The dog di-
rected the car into the high-acceleration |ane.

"Ch," said the dog, "oh."

Render felt like patting his head at that nonent, but
he | ooked at him saw that his teeth were bared, and
deci ded against it.

"When did she start acting peculiar?" he asked.

"Cane honme fromwork. Did not eat. Wuld not an-
swer ne when | tal ked. Just sits."

"Has she ever been like this before?"
"No. "

What coul d have precipitated it?—But naybe she just
had a bad day. After all, he's only a dog—sort of. —No.
He' d hnow. But what, then?

"How was she yesterday—and when she left hone this
nmor ni ng?"

"Li ke al ways."

Render tried calling her again. There was still no an-
swer .

"You did, it," said the dog.
"What do you nean?"
"Eyes. Seeing. You. Machine. Bad."

"No," said Render, and his hand rested on the unit of
stun-spray in his pocket.

"Yes," said the dog, turning to himagain. "You wll,
make her well... ?"
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"Of course," said Render.
Si gmund st ared ahead agai n.

Render felt physically exhilarated and nentally sl ug-
gi sh. He sought the confusion factor. He had had these

98 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

feelings about the case since that first session. There was
sonet hing very unsettling about Eileen Shallot; a com

bi nati on of high intelligence and hel pl essness, of deter-

m nation and vulnerability, of sensitivity and bitterness.

Do | find that especially attractive?—No. It's just the
counter-transference, dam it!

"You snell afraid," said the dog

"Then color ne afraid,” said Render, "and turn the
page. "

they slowed for a series of turns, picked up speed

agai n, slowed again, picked up speed again. Finally, they
were traveling along a narrow section of roadway

through a senmi-residential area of town. The car turned
up a side street, proceeded about half a nile further,
clicked softly beneath its dashboard, and turned into the
parking | ot behind a high brick apartnment building. The
click nust have been a special servomech which took

over fromthe point where the nonitor released it, be-
cause the car crawl ed across the lot, headed into its
transparent parking stall, then stopped. Render turned off
the ignition.

Si gmund had al ready opened the door on his side.

Render followed himinto the building, and they rode the
elevator to the fiftieth floor. The dog dashed on ahead up
the hal lway, pressed his nose against a plate set lowin a
doorframe and waited. After a nonent, the door swung
several inches inward. He pushed it open with his shoul -
der and entered. Render followed, closing the door be-

hi nd him

The apartnent was large, its walls pretty nmuch un-

adorned, its col or conbinations unnerving. A great library
of tapes filled one corner; a nonstrous conbi nation-
broadcaster stood beside it. There was a w de bow

| egged table set in front of the wi ndow, and a | ow couch
along the right-hand wall; there was a cl osed door beside
the couch: an archway to the |left apparently led to other
roons. Eileen sat in an overstuffed chair in the far corner
by the wi ndow. Signmund stood beside the chair.

Render crossed the room and extracted a cigarette
fromhis case. Snapping open his lighter, he held
the flame until her head turned in that direction

"Cigarette?" he asked.

"Charl es?"
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"Ri ght."
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"Yes, thank you. I will."

She hel d out her hand, accepted the cigarette, put it to
her i ps.

"Thanks. —What are you doi ng here?"

"Social call. |I happened to be in the nei ghborhood."
"I didn't hear a buzz or a knock."

"You rmust have been dozing. Sig let nme in."

"Yes, | must have." She stretched. "What time is it?"
"It's close to four-thirty."

"l've been honme over two hours then. . . . Mist have
been very tired. "

"How do you feel now?"

"Fine," she declared. "Care for a cup of coffee?"
"Don't mind if | do."

"A steak to go with it?"

"No, thanks."

"Bacardi in the coffee?"

"Sounds good."

"Excuse me, then. It'Il only take a nmonent."

She went through the door beside the sofa and Render
caught a glinpse of a |arge, shiny, automatic kitchen

"Wel | ?" he whispered to the dog.
Si gnund shook hi s head.

"Not same."

Render shook his head.

He deposited his coat on the sofa, folding it carefully
about the nedkit. He sat beside it and thought.

Did | throw too big a chunk of seeing at once? Is she
suffering from depressive side-effects—say, menory re-
pressions, nervous fatigue? Did | upset her sensory-
adapt ati on syndrone sonehow? Wiy have | been pro~
ceeding so rapidly anyway? There's no real hurry. Am|
so damed eager to wite the thing up?—& am | doing

it because she wants me to? Could she be that strong,
consci ously or unconsciously? O am | that vul nerabl e—
sonmehow?

She called himto the kitchen to carry out the tray. He
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set it on the table and seated hinself across from her
"Good coffee," he said, burning his lips on the cup
"Smart machine,"” she stated, facing his voice

Si gnmund stretched out on the carpet next to the table,
| onered his head between his forepaws, sighed and cl osed
his eyes.

"I'"ve been wondering," said Render, "whether or not
100 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

there were any after effects to that |ast session—+ike in-
creased synest hesi ac experiences, or dreans involving
forns, or hallucinations or "

"Yes," she said flatly, "dreans."
"What ki nd?"
"That | ast session. |'ve dreaned it over, and over."

"Begi nning to end?"

"No, there's no special order to the events. W're riding
through the city, or over the bridge, or sitting at the table,
or wal king toward the car—ust flashes, like that. Vivid
ones. "

"What sort of feelings acconpany these—f| ashes?"
"I don't know, they're all m xed up."

"What are your feelings now, as you recall then?"
"The same, all mxed up."

"Are you afraid?"

“N-no. | don't think so."

"Do you want to take a vacation fromthe thing? Do
you feel we've been proceeding too rapidly?"

"No. That's not it at all. It's—well, it's like learning to
swim Wien you finally | earn how, why then you swim

and you swimand you swmuntil you're all exhausted.

Then you just lie there gasping in air and renenbering

what it was like, while your friends all hover and chew
you out for overexerting yourself—and it's a good feeling,

even though you do take a chill and there are pins and
needl es inside all your rnuscles. At least, that's the way I
do things. | felt that way after the first session and after
this last one. First Times are always very specia

times. . . . The pins and the needl es are gone, though, and
I'"ve caught nmy breath again. Lord, | don't want to stop

nowi | feel fine."

"Do you usually take a nap in the afternoon?”

The ten red nails of her fingers noved across the table-
top as she stretched.
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". . . Tired," she snmled, swallowing a yawmn. "Half the
staff's on vacation or sick | eave and |'ve been beating

my brains out all week. | was about ready to fall on ny
face when | left work. | feel al! right nowthat |'ve rested,
t hough. "

She picked up her coffee cup with both hands, took a
| arge swal | ow.

"Uh-huh." he said. "Good. | was a bit worried about
"you. I'mglad to see there was no reason."

THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELCT 101
She | aughed.

"Worried? You' ve read Doctor Risconb's notes on ny
anal ysi s—and on the ONT&R trial —and you think I'm

the sort to worry about? Ha! | have an operationally
benefi cent neurosis concerning nmy adequacy as a human
being. It focuses ny energies, coordinates ny efforts to-
ward achi evenent. It enhances mny sense of identity. . . ,"

"You do have one hell of a nenory," he noted "That's
al nost verbatim"

"Of course.”

"You had Signmund worried today, too."
"Sig? How?"

The dog stirred uneasily, opened one eye.

"Yes," he grow ed, glaring up at Render. "He needs, a
ride, home."

"Have you been driving the car agai n?"
"Yes."

"After | told you not to?"

"Yes."

"\ 2"

"I was a, fraid. You would, not, answer me, when
tal ked. "

"I was very tired—and if you ever take the car again,
I'"mgoing to have the door fixed so you can't come and
go as you pl ease. "

"Sorry."
"There's nothing wong with nme."
"1, see.
"You are never to do it again."
"Sorry." H's eye never left Render; it was |ike a burn-

ing |ens.
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Render | ooked away.

"Don't be too hard on the poor fellow " he said. "After

all, he thought you were ill and he went for the doctor.
Suppose he'd been right? You'd owe himthanks, not a
scol di ng. "

LIJnnol lified, Sigmund glared a nonment | onger and
closed his eye.

"He has to be told when he does wong," she finished.

"l suppose,” he said, drinking his coffee. "No haim
done. anyhow. Since I'mhere, let's talk shop. I'mwiting
something and I'd |ike an opinion."

"Great- Gve ne a footnote?"
"Two or three. —n your opinion, do the general un-
102 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELCT

derlying notivations that lead to suicide differ in different
periods of history or in different cultures?"

"My well-considered opinion is no, they don't," she

said. "Frustrations can lead to depressions or frenzies; and
if these are severe enough, they can lead to self-
destruction. You ask nme about notivations and | think

they stay pretty nuch the sane. | feel this is a cross-

cul tural, cross-tenporal aspect of the human conditi on.

don't think it could be changed without changing the basic
nature of man."

"Ckay. Check. Now, what of the inciting el enent?" he

asked- "Let man be a constant, his environnent is still a
variable. If he is placed in an overprotective life-situation,
do you feel it would take nore or less to depress hi m-er
stimulate himto frenzy—+than it would take in a not

so protective environment ?"

"Hm Being case-oriented, |I'd say it would depend on
the man. But | see what you're driving at: a nass pre-
di sposition to junp out windows at the drop of a hat—
the wi ndow even opening itself for you, because you

asked it to—the revolt of the bored masses. | don't like the
notion. | hope it's wong."
"So do I, but | was thinking of synmbolic suicides too—

functional disorders that occur for pretty flinsy reasons."

"Aha! Your lecture |ast nonth: autopsychom nesis.
have the tape. Weli-told, but | can't agree.”

"Neither can |, now. I'mrewiting that whole section—
Thanatos in C oudcuckooland,' I"'mcalling it. It's really
the death-instinct noved nearer the surface."

"I'f I get you a scal pel and a cadaver, will you cut out
the death-instinct and let nme touch it?"

"Couldn't." he put the grin into his voice, "it would be
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all used up in a cadaver. Find me a volunteer though, and
he' Il prove ny case by vol unteering."

"Your logic is unassailable,"” she smled. "Get us some
more cof fee, okay?"

Render went to the kitchen, spiked and filled the cups,
drank a glass of water and returned to the |iving room
Ei | een had not noved; neither had Si gnund.

"What do you do when you're not busy being a
Shaper ?" she asked him

"The same things nost people do—eat, drink, sleep,
talk, visit friends and not-friends, visit places, read ..

"Are you a forgiving man?"
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT 103
"Sonetimes. Why?"

"Then forgive ne. | argued with a wonman today, a
woman naned De Ville."

"What about ?"

"You—and she accused nme of such things it were bet-
ter my nother bad not born ne. Are you going to marry
her ?"

"No, marriage is like alcheny. It served an inportant
pur pose once, but | hardly feel it's here to stay."

" Good. "

"What did you say to her?"

"I gave her a clinic referral card that said, 'Di agnosis:
Bitch. Prescription: Drug therapy and a tight gag.' "
"Ch," said Render, showi ng interest.

"She tore it up and threw it in ny face."

"I wonder why?"

She shrugged, sniled, made a gridwork on the table-
cl ot h.

"Fathers and elders, | ponder,' *' sighed Render,
" 'what is hell? "

"'l maintain it is the suffering of being unable to
| ove,* " she finished. "Was Dostoevsky right?"

"I doubt it I'd put himinto group therapy nyself.
That'd be real hell for himwith all those people acting
like his characters and enjoying it so."

Render put down his cup and pushed his chair away
fromthe table.

"l suppose you must be goi ng now?"
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"I really should," said Render

"And | can't interest you in food?"
"No. "

She st ood.

"Ckay, I'lIl get ny coat."

"I could drive back nyself and just set the car to re-
turn.”

"No! I*mfrightened by the notion of enpty cars driving
around the city. I'd feel the thing was haunted for the
next two-and-a-half weeks.

"Besi des," she said, passing through the archway,
prom sed me W nchester Cathedral."”

you

"You want to do it today?"
"If you can be persuaded."

As Render stood deciding, Signund rose to his feet. He
stood directly before himand stared upward into his eyes.
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He opened his nmouth and closed it, several times, but no
sounds energed. Then he turned away and left the

room
"No," Eileen's voice came back, "you will stay here
until | return.”

Render picked up his coat and put it on, stuffing the
medkit into the far pocket.

As they wal ked up the hall toward the el evator Render
t hought he heard a very faint and very distant how ing
sound.

In this place, of all places. Render knew he was the mas-
ter of all things,

He was at hone on those alien worlds, w thout tine,

those worl ds where flowers copulate and the stars do bat -
tle in the heavens, falling at last to the ground, bl eeding,
like so many split and shattered chalices, and the seas
part to reveal stairways |eading down, and arnms energe
from caverns, waving torches that flane like liquid
faces—a mdwi nter night's nightmare, sumer go

a- beggi ng. Render know-for he had visited those worlds

on a professional basis for the better part of a decade.
Wth the crooking of a finger he could isolate the sor-
cerors, bring themto trial for treason against the realm
—aye, and he could execute them could appoint their
successors.

Fortunately, this trip was only a courtesy call . . ,

He noved forward through the gl ade, seeking her.
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He coul d feel her awakeni ng presence all about him

He pushed through the branches, stood beside the |ake.
It was cold, blue, and bottonml ess, the | ake, reflecting
that sl ender willow which 'had becone the station of her
arrival

"Eileeni"
The will ow swayed toward him swayed away,
"Eil een! Come forth!"

Leaves fell, floated upon the |lake, disturbed its nirror-
like placidity, distorted the reflections.

"Ei | een?"

Al the | eaves yell owed at once then, dropped down
into the water. The tree ceased its swaying. There was
a strange sound in the darkening sky, |ike the humm ng
of high wires on a cold day.
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Suddenly there was a double file of nbons passing
*hrough the heavens.

Render sel ected one, reached up and pressed it. The
ot hers vani shed as he did so, and the world bri ghtened;

the hunming went out of the air.

He circled the |l ake to gain a subjective respite from
the rejection-action and his counter to it. He noved up
al ong an aisle of pines toward the place where he wanted
the cathedral to occur. Birds sang nowin the trees. The
wi nd canme softly by him He felt her presence quite
strongly.

"Here, Eileen. Here."

She wal ked beside himthen, green silk, hair of bronze,
eyes of nolten enerald; she wore an enerald in her
forehead. She wal ked in green slippers over the pine
needl es, saying: "Wat happened?"

"You were afraid."
mn \My?ll

"Perhaps you fear the cathedral. Are you a witch?"
he smi | ed.

"Yes, but it's my day off."

He | aughed, and he took her arm and they rounded

an island of foliage, and there was the cathedral recon-
structed on a grassy rise, pushing its way above them

and above the trees, clinbing into the nmddle air, breath-
ing out organ notes, reflecting a stray ray of sunlight
froma plane of glass.
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"Hold tight to the world," he said. "Here cones the
gui ded tour."

They noved forward and entered.

Wth its floor-to-ceiling shafts, |ike so many
huge tree trunks, it achieves a ruthless control over its
spaces,' " he said. "—©ot that fromthe gui debook. This
is the north transept...."

' G eensl eeves, '

she said, "the organ is playing ' G een-
sl eeves.'

"So it is. You can't blame ne for that though. —-bserve
the scal | oped capital s—=

"I want to go nearer to the nusic."
"Very well. This way then."

Render felt that something was wrong. He coul d not
put his finger on it.

Everything retained its solidity...
Sonet hi ng passed rapidly then, high above the cathe-
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dral, uttering a sonic boom Render snmled at that, re-
menbering now, it was like a slip of the tongue: for a
monent he had confused EUeen with Ji Uyes, that was
what had happened.

Wiy, then ..

A burst of white was the altar. He had never seen it
before, anywhere. Al the walls were dark and cold

about them Candles nickered in corners and hi gh niches.
The organ chorded thunder under invisible hands.

Render knew that sonething was wong.

He turned to Eileen Shallot, whose hat was a green
cone towering up into the darkness, trailing w sps of
green veiling. Her throat was in shadow, but..

"That neckl ace—-\here?"
"l don't know," she sm | ed.

The gobl et she held radiated a rosy light. It was re-
flected fromher enerald. It washed himlike a draft of
cool air.

"Drink?" she asked.
"Stand still," he ordered.
He willed the walls to fall down. They swam in shadow.

"Stand still!" he repeated urgently. "Don't do any-
thing. Try not even to think
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"—Fall down!" he cried. And the wails were bl asted

in all directions and the roof was flung over the top of the
world, and they stood anid ruins |lighted by a single

taper. The night was black as pitch

"Why did you do that?" she asked, still holding the
gobl et out toward him

"Don't think. Don't think anything," he said. "Relax.

You are very tired. As that candl e nickers and wanes

so does your consciousness. You can barely keep awake.
You can hardly stay on your feet. Your eyes are- closing.
There is nothing to see here anyway."

He willed the candle to go out. It continued to burn
"I"'mnot tired. Please have a drink."

He heard organ nusic through the night. A different
tune, one he did not recognize at first.

"1 need your cooperation."
"Al'l right. Anything."
"Look! The noon!" he pointed

She | ooked upward and the noon appeared from behind
an i nky cl oud.

"... And another, and another."
THE LAST DEFBNDER OF CAMELOT
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Moons, like strung pearls, proceeded across the bl ack-
ness.

"The | ast one will be red,” he stated.
It was.

He reached out then with his right index finger, slid
his arm si deways along his field of vision, then tried to
touch the red noon.

Hi s armached, it burned. He could not nove it,
"Wake up!" he screaned.

The red nmoon vani shed, and the white ones.

"Pl ease take a drink."

He dashed the gobl et from her hand and turned away.
When he turned back she was still holding it before him

"A drink?"

He turned and fled into the night
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It was like running through a waist-high snowdrift. It
was wrong. He was conpounding the error by running-

he was minimzing his strength, nmaximnm zing hers. It was
sappi ng his energies, draining him

He stood still in the mdst of the bl ackness.

"The world around ne noves," he said. "I amits

center."

"Pl ease have a drink." she said, and he was standing

in the glade beside their table set beside the | ake. The
| ake was bl ack and the nmoon was silver, and high, and

out of his reach. A single candle flickered on the table,
maki ng her hair as silver as her dress. She wore the noon
on her brow A bottle of Romanee-Conti stood on the

white cloth beside a wide-brimred wine glass. It was
filled to overflow ng, that glass, and rosy beads clung to
its lip. He was very thirsty, and she was |ovelier than
anyone he had ever seen before, and her neckl ace
sparkl ed, and the breeze cane cool off the |ake, and
there was sonet hi ng—somet hi ng he shoul d renenber.

He took a step toward her and his arnor clinked
lightly as he noved. He reached toward the gl ass and
his right armstiffened with pain and fell back to his side.

"You are wounded!"

Slowy, he turned his head. The blood flowed fromthe
open wound in his biceps and ran down his arm and
dripped fromhis fingertips. Hi s arnor had been breached.
He forced hinmself to | ook away.

"Drink this, love. It will heal you."

She st ood.
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"I will hold the glass."

He stared at her as she raised it to his |ips.
"Who am | ?" he asked.

She did not answer him but sonething replied—aithin
a splashing of waters out over the | ake:

"You are Render, the Shaper."

"Yes, | remenber," he said; and turning his mnd to
the one He which might break the entire illusion he
forced his nouth to say: "Eileen Shallot, |I hate you."

The worl d shuddered and swam about him was shaken,
as by a huge sob.

"Charl es!" she screaned, and the bl ackness swept over
t hem

"Wake up! Wake up!" he cried, and his right arm burned
and ached and bl ed in the darkness.
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He stood alone in the mdst of a white plain. It was
silent, it was endless. It sloped away toward t he edges
of the world. It gave off its own light, and the sky was
no sky, but was not hing overhead. Nothing. He was al one.
H s own voice echoed back to himfromthe end of the
worl d: " hate you," it said, hate you."

He dropped to his knees. He was Render
He wanted to cry.

A red noon appeared above the plain, casting a ghastly
light over the entire expanse. There was a wall of noun-
tains to the left of him another to his right.

He raised his right arm He helped it with his |eft hand,
He clutched his wist, extended his index finger. He
reached for the noon.

Then there came a how from high in the nountains, a
great wailing cry—hal f-human, ali challenge, all loneli-
ness and all renorse. He saw it then, treading upon the
mountains, its tail brushing the snow fromtheir highest
peaks, the ultinmate | oupgarou of the North—ern-is, son
of Loki —+agi ng at the heavens.

It leaped into the air. It swall owed the noon

It landed near him and its great eyes bl azed yell ow.

It stal ked himon soundl ess pads, across the cold white
fields that |ay between the nountains; and he backed

away fromit, up hills and down sl opes, over crevasses

and rifts, through valleys, past stal agmtes and pinnacles
—dnder the edges of glaciers, beside frozen river beds,
and al ways downwards—dntil its hot breath bathed him

and its |laughing nouth was opened above him
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He turned then and his feet became two gl eam ng
rivers carrying himaway.

The worl d junped backward. He glided over the sl opes,
Downwar d. Speedi ng—

Anay. . .
He | ooked back over his shoul der.
In the distance, the gray shape | oped after him

He felt that it could narrowthe gap if it chose. He had
to nove faster.

The worl d reel ed about him Snow began to fallL
He raced on

Ahead, a blur, a broken outline.
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He tore through the veils of snow which now seened
to be falling upward from off the ground—i ke strings
of bubbl es.

He approached the shattered form

Li ke a swi mrer he approached—unable to open his
mouth to speak for fear of drowni ng—ef drowning and
not know ng, of never knowi ng.

He coul d not check his forward notion; he was swept
tide-like toward the weck. He canme to a stop, at |ast,
before it.

Sone things never change. They are things which have

| ong ceased to exist as objects and stand solely as never-to-
be- cal endared occasi ons outside that sequence of el enents
called Tine.

Render stood there and did not care if Fenris | eaped

upon his back and ate his brains. He had covered his
eyes, but he could not stop the seeing. Not this tinme. He
did not care about anything. Mst of hinself |ay dead

at his feet.

There was a howl . A gray shape swept past him

The bal eful eyes and bl oody muzzle rooted within the
wr ecked car, chonping through the steel, the glass, grop-
ing inside for

"Nol Brute! Chewer of corpses!" he cried. "The dead
are sacred! My dead are sacred!"

He had a scal pel in his hand then, and he sl ashed
expertly at the tendons, the bunches of nuscle on the
straining shoul ders, the soft belly, the ropes of the arteries.

Weepi ng, he di smenbered the nonster, linb by Iinb,
and it bled and it bled, fouling the vehicle and the re-
mains within it with its infernal animal juices, dripping
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and running until the whole plain was reddened and
writhing about them

Render fell across the pulverized hood, and it was
soft and warm and dry. He wept upon it.
"Don't cry," she said.

He was hangi ng onto her shoul der then, hol ding her
tightly, there beside the black | ake beneath the noon that
was Wedgewood. A single candle flickered upon their ta-
ble, She held the glass to his I|ips.

"Please drink it."

"Yes, give it to nel"

He gul ped the wine that was all softness and |ightness.
It burned within him He felt his strength returning.
"I am..."

"—Render, the Shaper," splashed the | ake.
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"No! "

He turned and ran again, |ooking for the weck. He
had to go back, to return ..
"You can't."

"I can!" he cried. "I can, if | try.
Yel |l ow fl anes coiled through the thick air. Yellow ser-
pents. They coiled, glow ng, about bis ankles. Then through
the murk, two-headed and towering, approached his
Adversary.

Smal | stones rattled past him An overpowering odor
corkscrewed up his nose and into his head.

"Shaperi" came the bell ow from one head.

"You have returned for the reckoning!" called the other
Render stared, renenbering.

"No reckoning, Thaum el,"” he said. "I beat you and

chai ned you for—Rothman, yes, it was Rothman—the
cabalist." He traced a pentagramin the air. "Return to
Qi photh. 1 banish you."

"This place be Qiphoth.”

By Khammel, the angel of blood by the hosts of
Seraphim in the Nanme of El ohim Gebor, | bid you
vani sh!"

"Not this time," |aughed both heads.
It advanced.

Render backed slowy away, his feet bound by the

yel l ow serpents. He could feel the chasm opening be-
hind him The world was a jigsaw puzzle coning apart. He
coul d see the pieces separating.

"Vani sh!"
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The giant roared out its doubl e-1augh.

Render st unbl ed.

"This way, |ovel"

She stood within a small cave to his right.

He shook his head and backed toward the chasm
Thauni el reached out toward him

Render toppl ed back over the edge.

"Charl es!" she screaned, and the world shook itself
apart with her wailing.

"Then Vem chtung," he answered as he fell. "I join you
i n darkness."

Everything came to an end.
"I want to see Doctor Charl es Render.**

"I"'msorry, that is inmpossible."
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"But | skip-jetted all the way here. just to thank him
I"ma new nman! He changed ny life!"

"I"'msorry. Mster Erikson. Wen you called this nom
ing, | told you it was inpossible."

"Sir, I'm Representative Eri kson—and Render once
did ne a great service."

*Then you can do hi mone now. Go home."
"You can't talk to ne that way!"

"I just did. Please | eave. Maybe next year sonetine ...
"But a few words can do wonders...."
"Save them "

"I-1"msorry..

Lovely as it was. pinked over with the norni ng—the sl op-
pi ng, steanmi ng bow of the sea—he knew that it had
to end. Therefore ..

He descended the high tower stairway and he entered
the courtyard. He crossed to the bower of roses and he
| ooked down upon the pallet set inits mdst.

"CGood norrow, mlord," he said

"To you the sane," said the knight, his bl ood m n-

gling with the earth, the flowers, the grasses, flowed from
hi s wound, sparkling over his armor, dripping fromhis
fingertips.

"Naught hath heal ed?"
The kni ght shook his head.

"I enpty. | wait."
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"Your waiting is near ended."
"VWhat nean you?" He sat upright.
"The ship. It approacheth harbor."

The kni ght stood. He | eaned his back agai nst a nossy
tree trunk. He stared at the huge, bearded servitor who
continued to speak, words harsh with barbaric accents:

"It cometh |ike a dark swan before the w nd—
returning."

"Dark, say you? Dark?"

"The sails be black, Lord Tristram*'
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"You lie!"
"Do you wish to see? To see for yoursel f—ook then!"
He gest ured,

The earth quaked, the wall toppled. The dust swirled
and settled. From where they stood they could see the
ship moving into the harbor on the wings of the night.

"No! You |ied! —See! They are white!"

The dawn danced upon the waters. The shadows fl ed
fromthe ship's sails

"No, you fool! Black! They nust be!"

"VWhite!l White! —<+solde! You have kept faith. You have
returned!"

He began running toward the harbor

"Come back—Your wound! You are ill—-Stop ...

The sails were white beneath a sun that was a red
button which the servitor reached quickly to touch.

Ni ght fell.
COVES NOW THE POVER

I wote this story on one of the blackest days in ny
menory, a day of extrene w etchedness acconpani ed by

an unusual burst of witing activity—which | encour-
aged, to keep fromthinking about what was bot hering

me. | sat down and did three short stories, one after
the other without |leaving the typewiter. They were

"Di vine Madness," this one and "But Not the Herald."

| later put the other two into ny collection The Doors
of His Face. The Lanps of Hi s Mouth, and Ot her Stories
(Donhteday's title—ot nmine; | had suggested Hearts &
Flov/ers) and I would have included this one there, too,
save that | could not locate a copy at the tine | assem
bl ed the manuscript. | cannot be certain whether Peter
De Vries' The Blood of the Lanmb was on ny mnd then,
just alittle though I know I'd read it before that tine.

It was into the second year now, and it was nmaddeni ng.
Everyt hi ng whi ch had worked before failed this tinme,

Each day he tried to break it, and it resisted his every
effort. N

He snarled at his students, drove recklessly, blooded
hi s knuckl es agai nst many walls. Nights, he |ay awake
cur si ng.

But there was no one to whom he could turn for help.

H s probl em woul d have been non-existent to a psychi a-
trist. who doubtless would have attenpted to treat him
for sonething else.

So he went 'away that summer, spent a nonth at a re-
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sort: nothing. He experinmented with several hall ucino-
genic drugs; again, nothing. He tried free-associating into
a tape recorder, but all he got when he played it back

was a headache

To whom does the hol der of a bl ocked power turn,
within a society of normal people?

To another of his own kind, if he can |ocate one.
M1t Rand had known four other persons |ike hinself:
his cousin Gary, now deceased; Wal ker Jackson, a Negro
113
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preacher who had retired to sonewhere down Sout h;

Tatya Stefanovich, a dancer, currently somewhere be-

hind the Iron Curtain; and Curtis Legge, who, unfortu-
nately, was suffering a schizoid reaction, paranoid type,
in a state institution for the crimnally insane. Qhers
he had brushed against in the night, but had never net
and coul d not | ocate now.

There had been bl ockages before, but MIt had al ways

wor ked his way through theminside of a nonth. This

time was di fferent and special, though. Upsets, disconforts,
di sturbances, can damup a talent, block a power. As

event which seals it off conpletely for over a year, how
ever, is nore than a nmere disturbance, disconfort or up-
set.

The di vorce had beaten hell out of him

It is bad enough to know t hat sonmewhere soneone is

hati ng you; but to have known the very form of that
hatred and to have proven ineffectual against it, to have
known it as the hater held it for you, to have lived with
it growing around you, this is nore than distastefu
circunstance. \Wether you are offender or offended,

when you are hated and you live within the circle of

that hate, it takes a thing fromyou: it tears a piece of
spirit fromyour soul, or, if you prefer, a way of think-
ing fromyour mnd; it cuts and does not cauteri ze.

M It Rand dragged his bl eedi ng psyche around the
countly and returned hone.

He woul d sit and watch the woods from his gl assed-

in back porch, drink beer, watch the fireflies in the sha-
dows, the rabbits, the dark birds, an occasional fox,
sometines a bat.

He had been fireflies once, and rabbits, birds, occa-
sionally a fox, sonetines a bat.

The wi | dness was one of the reasons be had noved be-
yond suburbia, adding an extra half-hour to his commut -
ing tine.
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Now there was a gl assed-in back porch between him
and these things he had once been part of. Now he was
al one.

Wal king the streets, addressing his classes at the insti-
tute, sitting in a restaurant, a theater, a bar, he was vacant
where once he had been fill ed.

Fherc ai e no books which tell a man how to bring
back the power he has | ost.
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He tries everything he can think of, while he is waiting.

Wal ki ng the hot pavenents of a summer noon, crossing

against the lights because traffic is slow, watching kids

in swinmsuits play around a gurgling hydrant, filthy water
sluicing the gutter about their feet, as mothers and ol der
sisters in halters, winkled shirts, bernudas and sunbur nt
skins watch them occasionally, while talking to one

anot her in entranceways to buildings or the shade of a
storefront awning. MIt noves across town, headi ng no-

where in particular, growing claustrophobic if he stops for
Il ong. his eyebrows full of perspiration, sunglasses streaked
with it, shirt sticking to his sides and com ng | oose, sticking
and com ng | oose as he wal ks.

Am d the afternoon, there cones a tinme when he has

to rest the two fresh-baked bricks at the ends of his |egs.
He finds a tree-lawn bench flanked by high mapl es, eases
hinself down into it and sits there thinking of nothing

in particular for perhaps twenty-five m nutes.

Hel | o.

Sonet hing wi thin himlaughs or weeps.

Yes, hello, | amhere! Don't go away! Stay! Pl ease!
You are—ti ke ne.

Yes, | am You can see it in me because you are what
you are. But you must read here and send here, too, I'm
frozen. | —-Hello? Wiere are you?

Once nore, he is al one.

He tries to broadcast. He fills his mind with the thoughts
and tries to push themoutside his skull.

Pl ease conme back! | need you. You can help ne.
am desperate. | hurt. \Were are you?

Agai n, not hing.

He wants to scream He wants to search every roomin
every building on the bl ock

I nstead, he sits there.
At 9:30 that evening they neet again, inside his mind.

Hel | 0?
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Stay! Stay, for God's sake! Don't go away this tine!
Pleule "i/in't' Listen. 1 need you! You can help ne.

How* What is the master?

I"'mlike you. O was, once. | could reach out with ny

m nd am be ol hrr places, other thinv., other people. |

can't do it now, though. | have a bl ockage. The power wil|

not come. | knowit is there. | can feel it. But | can't use
Hel | 0?
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Yes, | amstill here. | can feel nyself going away,
though. I will be back. |

MIt waits until mdnight. She does not cone back

It is a femnine mnd which has touched his own. Vague,
weak, but definitely fem nine, and wearing the power
She does not cone back that night, though. He paces up
and down the bl ock, wondering which w ndow, which

door. ..

He eats at an all-night cafe, returns to his bench, waits,
paces agai n, goes back to the cafe for cigarettes, begins
chai n- snoki ng, goes back to the bench

Dawn occurs, day arrives, night is gone. He is alone, as
birds explore the silence, traffic begins to swell, dogs
wander the | awns.

Then, weakly, the contact:

/| amhere. | can slay longer this time, | think. How can
| help you? Tell ne.

Al right. Do this thing: Think of the feeling, the feeling
of the out-go, out-reach, out-know that you have now.

Fill your mind with thai feeling and send it to me as hard
as you can.

It cones upon himthen as once it was: the know edge

of the power. It is earth and water, fire and air to him
He stands upon it, he swins init, he warnms hinself by it,
he nmoves through it.

It is returning! Don't stop now
Fmsorry. | must. I'mgetting dizzy..
Where are you?

Hospita

He | ooks up the street to the hospital on the corner,
at the far end, to his left

What ward? He franmes the thought but knows she is
al ready gone, even as he does it.

Doped-up or feverish, he decides, and probably out for
a while now.

He takes a taxi back to where he had parked, drives
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home, showers and shaves, makes breakfast, cannot eat.

He drinks orange juice and coffee and stretches out
on the bed.

Five hours iater he awakens, |ooks at his watch, curses.

Al the way back into town, he tries to recall the power.
It is there like a tree, rooted in his being, branching be-
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hind his eyes, all bud, blossom sap and color, but no

| eaves, no fruit. He can feel it swaying within him pul s-

ing, breathing; fromthe tips of his toes to the roots of

his hair he feels it. But it does not bend to his will, it does
not branch within his consciousness, furl there it |eaves,
spread the aronas of life.

He parks in the hospital lot, enters the |obby, avoids
the front desk, finds a chair beside a table filled with
magazi nes.

Two hours | ater he neets her

He is hiding behind a copy of Holiday and | ooking for
her .

/ am here
Agai n, then! Quickly! The power! Help nme to rouse it!
She does this thing.

Wthin his mnd, she conjures the power. There is a
movenent, a pause, a movenent, a pause. Reflectively,
as though suddenly renmenbering an intricate dance step,
it stirs within him the power.

As in a surfacing bathyscaphe, there is a rush of distor-
tions, then a clear, npist view wthout.

She is a child who has hel ped him

A mnd-twi sted, fevered child, dying ..

He reads it all when he turns the power upon her

Her name is Dorothy and she is delirious. The power

came upon her at the height of her illness, perhaps be-
cause of it.

Has she hel ped a man cone alive again, or dreaned
that she hel ped hi n? she wonders.

She is thirteen years old and her parents sit beside

her bed. In the mnd of her nother a word rolls over

and over, sensel essly, blocking all other thoughts, though
it cannot keep away the feelings:

Met hot rexate, nmethotrexate, netholrexate, meth .

In Dorothy's thirteen-year-old breastbone there are
needl es of pain. The fevers swirl within her, and she is al
but gone to him

She is dying of |eukenmia. The final stages are already
arrived. He can taste the blood in her nouth.
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n Hel pl ess within his power, he projects:
A You have given me the end of your life and your fina
strength. | did not know this. | would not have asked it

of you if | had.
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Thank you, she says, for the pictures inside you
Pi ctures?

Pl aces, things | saw ...

There is not rmuch inside ne worth show ng. You
coul d have been el sewhere, seeing better.

| am goi ng again .

Wi t!

He calls upon the power that lives within himnow fused
with his will and his sense, his thoughts, nenories, feel-
ings. In one great blaze of life, he shows her M|t Rand.

Here is everything | have, all | have ever been that

m ght please. Here is swarning through a foggy night,
blinking on and off. Here is lying beneath a bush as the
rains of sumer fall about you, drip fromthe | eaves upon
your fox-soft fur. Here is the noon-dance of the deer,

the dreamdrift of the trout beneath the dark swell, bl ood
cold as the waters about you

Here is Tatya danci ng and \Wal ker preaching; here is

my cousin Gary, as he whittles, contriving a ball within a
box, all out of one piece of wood. This is ny New York

and ny Paris. This, my favorite neal, drink, cigar, res-
taurant, park, road to drive on late at night; this is where
I dug tunnels, built a |lean-to, went swimming; this, my
first kiss; these are the tears of loss; this is exile and
al one, and recovery, awe, joy; these, ny grandnother's
daffodils: this her coffin, daffodils about it; these are the
colors of the nusic | love, and this is ny dog who |ived

| ong and was good. See all the things that heat the spirit,
cool within the mnd, are encased in nenory and one's

self. | give themto you, who have no tine to know t hem

He sees hinself standing on the far hills of her m nd.
She | aughs al oud then, and in her room sonewhere high
away a hand is laid upon her and her wist is taken be-
tween fingers and thunb as she rushes toward hi m sud-
denly grown large. H s great black w ngs sweep forward
to fold her wordl ess spasmof |life, then are enpty.

MIt Rand stiffens within his power, puts aside a copy
of Holiday and stands, to |eave the hospital, full and
enpty, enpty, full, like hinself, now, behind.

Such is the power of the power.
AUTO- DA- F6

Returni ng horme | ate one night, | was alnbst hit by a
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speedi ng car which crashed a red light three bl ocks from
my apartnment in Baltinore. By the time | reached hone,
I had this entire story in mnd and | finished witing it

before | turned out the lights. | sold it to Harlan Ellison
for Dangerous Visions. |'mvery fond of it.
Still do I remenber the hot sun upon the sands of the

Pl aza de Autos, the cries of the soft-drink hawkers, the
tiers of humanity stacked across fromme on the sunny

side of the arena, sunglasses like cavities in their gleam
i ng faces.

Still do | remenber the snells and the colors: the reds
and the blues and the yell ows, the ever present tang of
pet rol eum funes upon the air.

Still do | remenber that day, that day with its sun in
the middle of the sky and the sign of Aries, burning in
the bl ooming of the year. | recall-the nmincing steps of the

punpers, heads thrown back, arns waving, the white

dazzles of their teeth franed with smiling lips, cloths |like
colorful tails protruding fromthe rear pockets of their
coveralls; and the homs—+ renmenber the blare of a

t housand horns over the | oudspeakers, on and off, off and
on, over and over, and again, and then one shinmering,

final note, sustained, to break the ear and the heart with
its infinite power, its pathos.

Then there was sil ence,

| see it nowas | did on that day so | ong ago.

He entered the arena, and the cry that went up

shook bl ue heaven upon its pillars of white marble.
"Vival El nechador! Viva! El nechador!"

| renmenber his face, dark and sad and w se

Long of jaw and nose was he, and his | aughter was as

the roaring of the wind, and his novenents were as the
musi ¢ of the theramin and the drum His coveralls were
blue and silk and tight and stitched with thread of gold
and broidered all about with black braid. Hi s jacket was
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beaded and there were flashing scal es upon his breast,
hi s shoul ders, his back

Hs lips curled into the snmle of a man who has known
much glory and has hol d upon the power that will bring
himinto nore.

He nmoved, turning in a circle, not shielding bis eyes
agai nst the sun.

He was above the sun. He was Manolo Stillete DOS

Miertos, the m ghtiest nechador the world has ever seen

bl ack boots upon bis feet, pistons in his thighs, fingers
with the discretion of microneters, halo of dark |ocks
about his head and the angel of death in his right arm
there, in the center of the grease-stained circle of truth.
He waved, and a cry went up once nore.

"Manol o! Manol o! DOCS Muertos! DOS Miuertos!™
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After two years' absence fromthe ring, he had

chosen this, the anniversary of his death and retirenent
to return—for there was gasoline and nethyl in his blood
and his heart was a burni shed punp ringed 'bout with
desire and courage. He had died twice within the ring,
and twice had the nedics restored him After his second
death, he had retired, and sone said that it was because
he had known fear. This could not be true.

He waved his hand and his nane rolled back upon
hi m

The hons sounded once nore: three |ong bl asts.
Then again there was silence, and a punper wearing
red and yel |l ow brought himthe cape, renpbved his jacket.

The tinfoil backing of the cape flashed in the sun as
DOS Miuertos swirled it.

Then there cane the final, beeping notes.

The big door rolled upward and back into the walL

He draped his cape over his armand faced the gate-
way.

The |ight above was red and fromw thin the darkness
there cane the sound of an engine.

The light turned yellow, then green, and there was the
sound of cautiously engaged gears.

The car noved slowy into the ring, paused, crept for-
ward, paused agai n.

It was a red Pontiac, its hood stripped away, its en-
gine like a nest of snakes, coiling and engendering be-
hind the circular shinmrer of its invisible fan. The w ngs
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of its aerial spun round and round, then fixed upon Man-
ol o and his cape.

He had chosen a heavy one for his first, slow on turn-
ing, to give hima chance to |linber up

The druns of its brain, which had never before re-
corded a nan, were spinning.

Then the consciousness of its kind swept over it and
it noved forward

Manol o swirled his cape and kicked its fender as it
roared past.

The door of the great garage cl osed.

When it reached the opposite side of the ring the
car stopped, parked.

Cries of disgust, booing and hissing arose fromthe
crowd.

Still the Pontiac renai ned parked.

Two punpers, bearing buckets, energed from behind
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me fence and threw nud upon its w ndshi el d.

It roared then and pursued the nearest, banging into
the fence. Then it turned suddenly, sighted DOS Muertos
and char ged.

H's veronica transformed himinto a statue with a skirt
of silver. The enthusiasmof the crowd was m ghty.

It turned and charged once Jnore, and | wondered
at Maoolo's skill, for it would seemthat his buttons had
scraped cherry paint fromthe side panels.

Then it paused, spun its wheels, ran in a circle about
the ring.

The crowd roared as it moved past him and recircled.
Then it stopped again, perhaps fifty feet away.

Manol o turned his back upon it and waved to the
crowd.

—Agai n, the cheering and the calling of his nane.
He gestured to sonmeone behind ne fence.

A punper energed and bore to him upon a vel vet
cushi on, his chrone-pl ated nmonkey wrench.

He turned then again to the Pontiac and strode toward
it

It stood there shivering and he knocked off its radiator
cap.

A]' et of steaming water shot into the air and the crowd
bel |l oned. Then he struck the front of the radiator and
banged upon each fender

He turned his back upon it again and stood there.
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When he heard the engagenent of the gears he turned
once nore, and with one clean pass it was by him but
not before he had banged twi ce upon the trunk with his

wr ench,

It noved to the other end of the ring and parked.
Manol o rai sed his hand to the punper behind the

fence.
The man with the cushion emerged and bore to him

the |1 ong-handl ed screwdriver and the short cape. He
took the nonkey wrench away with him as well as the

| ong cape.
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Anot her silence cane over the Plaza del Autos.
The Pontiac, as if sensing all this, turned once nore

and blewits horn twice. Then it charged.
There were dark spots upon the sand from where

its radiator had | eaked water. Its exhaust arose |ike
a ghost behind it. It bore down upon himat a terrible
speed.

DOS Muertos rai sed the cape before himand rested

me bl ade of the screwdriver upon his left forearm

When it seened he would surely be run down, bis
hand shot forward, so fast the eye could barely followit,
and he stepped to the side as the engi ne began to cough.

Still the Pontiac continued on with a deadly nonen-
tum turned sharply w thout braking, rolled over, slid
into the fence, and began to bum Its engi ne coughed

and di ed.
The Pl aza shook with the cheering. They awarded

DOS Muertos both headlights and the tail pi pe. He held

them high and noved in sl ow pronenade about the

perinmeter of the ring. The horns sounded. A lady threw him
a plastic flower and he sent for a punper to bear her

the tail pipe and ask her to dine with him The crowd
cheered nore loudly, for he was known to be a great

| ayer of wonen, and it was not such an unusual thing in

the days of ny youth as it is now

The next was the blue Chevrolet, and he played with

it as a child plays with a kitten, tornenting it into strik-
ing, then stopping it forever. He received both head-
lights. The sky had cl ouded over by then and there was

a tentative nunbling of thunder.

The third was a black Jaguar XKE, which calls for the
hi ghest skill possible and makes for a very brief nonent
of truth. There was bl ood as well as gasoline upon the
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sand before he dispatched it, for its side mrrors extended
further than one would think, and there was a red fur-

row across his rib cage before he had done with it.

But he tore out its ignition systemw th such grace and
artistry that the crowd boiled over into the ring, and the
guards were called forth to beat themw th clubs and herd
themwith cattle prods back into their seats.

Surely, after all of this, none could say that DOS
Muert os had ever known fear

A cool breeze arose and | bought a soft drink and
wai ted for the |ast.
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H s final car sped forth while the light was still yellow.
It was a nmustard-colored Ford convertible. As it went

past himthe first time, it blewits horn and turned on its
wi ndshield wi pers. Everyone cheered, for they could see

it had spirit.

Then it canme to a dead halt, shifted into reverse,
and backed toward him at about forty mles an hour

He got out of the way, sacrificing grace to expediency,
and it braked sharply, shifted into | ow gear, and sped
forward again.

He waved the cape and it was torn from his hands.
If he had not thrown hinself over backward, he would

have been struck. .
Then someone cried: "It's out of alignment!”

But he got to his feet, recovered his cape and
faced it once nore.

They still tell of those five passes that followed. Never
has there been such a flirting with bunmper and grill 1
Never in all of the Earth has there been such an en-
counter between nmechador and machi ne! The convertibl e
roared like ten centuries of streanlined death, and the
spirit of St. Detroit sat inits driver's seat, grinning, while
DOS Muertos faced it with his tinfoil cape, cowed it and
called for his wench. It nursed its overheated engine
and rolled its windows up and down, up and down, cl ear-
ing its mumer the while with |lavatory noi ses and nuch

bl ack snoke.

By then it was raining, softly, gently, and the thunder
still came about us. | finished ny soft drink

DOS Muertos had never used his nmonkey w ench on
the engi ne before, only upon the body. But this tine
he threw it. Sone experts say he was aimng at the dis-
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tributor; others say he was trying to break its fue
punp.

The crowd booed him

Sonet hi ng gooey was dripping fromthe Ford onto the
sand. The red streak brightened on Manol o' s stomach.
The rain came down.

He did not | ook at the crowd. He did not take his
eyes fromthe car. He held out his right hand, pal m up-
ward, and waited.

A panting punper placed the screwdriver in his hand
and ran back toward the fence.

Manol o noved to the side and waited.
It | eaped at himand he struck.
There was nore booi ng.
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He had missed the kill.

No one left, though. The Ford swept around himin a
tight circle, snmoke now emerging fromits engine. Mnol o
rubbed his arm and picked up the screwdriver and cape

he had dropped. There was nore booing as he did so.

By the tine the car was upon him flanes were | eap-
ing forth fromits engine.

Now sonme say that he struck and m ssed again, go-

ing off balance. Others say that he began to strike, grew
afraid and drew back. Still others say that, perhaps for

an instant, he knew a fatal pity for his spirited adversary,
and that this had stayed his hand. | say that the snoke

was too thick for any of themto say for certain what

bad happened.

But it swerved and he fell forward, and he was borne

upon that engine, blazing |like a god's catafal que, to neet
with his third death as they crashed into the fence to-
gether and went up into flanes.

There was nuch di spute over the final corrida, but

what renmi ned of the tail pi pe and both headlights were
buried with what renmained of him beneath the sands of
the Plaza, and there was nuch weepi ng anbng wonen

he had known. | say that he could not have been afraid
or known pity, for his strength was as a river of rockets,
his thighs were pistons and the fingers of his hands had
the discretion of mcroneters; his hair was a black halo
and the angel of death rode on his right arm Such a
man, a nan who has known truth, is mghtier than any
machi ne. Such a man is above anything but the hol ding

of power and the wearing of glory.
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Now he is dead though, this one, for the third and

final time. He is as dead as all the dead who have ever

di ed before the bunper, under the grill, beneath the
wheels. It is well that he cannot rise again, for | say that
his final car was his apotheosis, and anything el se would
be anticlimactic. Once | saw a bl ade of grass grow ng up
between the netal sheets of the world in a place where
they had becone | oose, and | destroyed it because

felt it nust be |onesonme. Often have | regretted doing
this, for | took away the glory of its al oneness. Thus
does life the machine, | feel, consider man, sternly, then
with regret, and the heavens do weep upon hi mthrough

eyes that grief has opened in the sky.

Al the way honme | thought of this thing, and the
hoofs of nmy mount clicked upon the floor of the city as
rode through the rain toward evening, that spring.

DAMNATI ON ALLEY

I intended to wite a nice, sinple action-adventure story
and | had just finished reading Hunter Thonmpson's Hell's
Angels. | wote this story. At ny agent's suggestion,

| ater expanded it to book length. | like this version
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better than the book. But if there hadn't been a book
there probably woul dn't have been a novie sale. On

the other hand, | was not overjoyed with the film On the
ot her hand, no one has to sit up in the mddle of the
night to read the story...

The gull swooped by, seenmed to hover a nonment on un-
movi ng Wi ngs.

Hel | Tanner flipped his cigar butt at it and scored a
lucky hit. The bird uttered a hoarse cry and beat sud-
denly at the air. It clinbed about fifty feet, and whether
it shrieked a second tine, he woul d never know.

It was gone.

A single gray feather rocked in the violet sky,
drifted out over the edge of the cliff and descended,
swi nging toward the ocean. Tanner chuckl ed t hrough his
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beard, between the steady roar of the wind and the
poundi ng of the surf. Then he took his feet down from
t he handl ebars, kicked up the stand and gunned his

bike to life.

He took the slope slowy till he cane to the trail
then picked up speed and was doing fifty when he hit
t he hi ghway.

He | eaned forward and gunned it. He had the road

all to hinself, and he laid on the gas pedal till there was
no place left for it to go. He raised his goggles and | ooked
at the world through crap-col ored gl asses, which was

pretty nuch the way be | ooked at it w thout them too.

Al the old irons were gone fromhis jacket, and he

m ssed the swastika, the hammer and sickle and the
upright finger, especially. He nissed his old enbl em
too. Maybe he coul d pick up one in Tijuana and have
sonme broad sewit onand . . . No. It wouldn't do. AH
that was dead and gone. It woul d be a giveaway, and he
woul dn't | ast a day. What he would do was sell the
Harl ey, work his way down the coast, clean and square
and see what he could find in the other Anmerica.

He coasted down one hill and roared up another. He

tore through Laguoa Beach, Capi strano Beach, San

Cl enente and San Onofre. He made it down to Ccean-

si de, where he refuel ed, and he passed on through Carl s-
bad and all those dead little beaches that fill the shore
space before Sol ana Beach Del Mar. It was outside San

Di ego that they were waiting for him

He saw t he roadbl ock and turned. They were not sure
how he had managed it that quickly, at that speed.
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But now he was headi ng away fromthem He beard the
gunshots and kept going. Then he heard the sirens.

He blew his horn twice in reply and | eaned far for-
ward. The Harl ey | eaped ahead, and he wondered
whet her they were radioing to soneone further on up

the Iine.

He ran for ten minutes and coul dn't shake them Then
fifteen.

He topped another hill, and far ahead he saw the
second bl ock. He was bottled in.

He | ooked all around himfor side roads, saw none.
Then he bore a straight course toward the second

bl ock. Mght as well try to run it
No good!
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There were cars lined up across the entire road. They
were even off the road on the shoul ders.

He braked at the |last possible mnute, and when his
speed was right he reared up on the back wheel, spun
it and headed back toward his pursuers.

There were six of themconmng toward him and at his
back new siren calls arose

He braked again, pulled to the |left, kicked the gas
and | eaped out of the seat. The bi ke kept going, and he
hit the ground rolling, got to his feet and started running.

He heard the screeching of their tires. He heard a
crash. Then there were nore gunshots, and he kept going.
They were aimng over his head, but he didn't knowit.
They wanted himalive.

After fifteen nminutes he was backed against a wall of

rock, and they were fanned out in front of him and
several had rifles, and they were all pointed in the wong
di rection.

He dropped the tire iron he held and raised his hands.
"You got it, citizens," he said. 'Take it away."

And they did.

They handcuffed himand took himback to the cars.

They pushed himinto the rear~"seat of one, and an officer
got in on either side of him Another got into the front

beside the driver, and this one held a sawed-of f shot gun
across his knees.

The driver started the engine and put the car into
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gear, headi ng back up 101

The man with the shotgun turned and stared through

bi focal s that made his eyes | ook |ike hourglasses filled
with green sand as he |l owered his head. He stared for
per haps ten seconds, then said, "That was a stupid thing
to do."

Hel | Tanner stared back until the nan said, "Very stupid,
Tanner . "

"Ch, | didn't know you were talking to nme."
"I''m | ooking at you, son."

"And |'m | ooking at you. Hello, there."

Then the driver said, without taking his eyes off the
road, "You know, its too bad we've got to deliver him
i n good shape—after the way he smashed up the other
car with that damm bike."

"He could still have an accident Fall and crack a cou-
ple ribs, say," said the nman to Tanner's left.
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The man to the right didn't say anything, but the man
with the shotgun shook his bead slowy. "Not unless he
tries to escape,"” he said. "L.A wants himin good shape.

"Way' d you try to skip out, buddy? You m ght have
known we'd pick you up."

Tanner shrugged.
"Why' d you pick'me up? | didn't do anything?"
The driver chuckl ed.

"That's why," he said. "You didn't do anything, and
there's sonething you were supposed to do. Renenber?"

"l don't owe anybody anything. They gave me a par-
don and let nme go."

"You got a lousy nenory, kid. You made the nation

of California a prom se when they turned you | oose yes-
terday. Now you've had nore than the twenty-four hours

you asked for to settle your affairs. You can tell them'no
if you want and get your pardon revoked. Nobody's

forcing you- Then you can spend the rest of your life
making little rocks out of big ones. W couldn't care |ess.
I heard they got sonebody else |ined up already."”

"Gve ne a cigarette," Tanner said.

The man on his right lit one and passed it to him
He rai sed both hands, accepted it. As he snoked, he
flicked the ashes onto the floor

They sped al ong the hi ghway, and when they went

through towns or encountered traffic the driver would hit
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the siren and overhead the red |ight would begi n w nking.
When this occurred, the sirens of the two other patrol
cars that followed behind themwuld also wail. The driver
never touched the brake, all the way up to L. A, and be
kept radi oi ng ahead every few m nutes.

There canme a sound |like a sonic boom and a cloud

of dust and gravel descended upon themlike hail. A tiny
crack appeared in the |ower right-hand corner of the

bul | et - proof wi ndshield, and stones the size of marbles
bounced on the hood and the roof. The tires nmade a
crunchi ng noi se as they passed over the gravel that now

|l ay scattered upon the road surface. The dust hung like a
heavy fog, but ten seconds |later they had passed out of it.

The nen in the car | eaned forward and stared upward.

The sky had becone purple, and black lines crossed it,
nmoving fromwest to east. These swelled, narrowed, noved
fromside to side, sonetinmes nerged. The driver had
turned on his lights by then
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"Coul d be a bad one coning," said the man with the
shot gun.

The driver nodded. "Looks worse further north, too," he
sai d.

A wai l i ng began, high in the air above them and the
dark bands continued to widen. The sound increased in
volume, lost its treble quality, becane a steady roar.

The bands consolidated, and the sky grew dark as a
starl ess, noonless night and the dust fell about them
in heavy clouds. Cccasionally, there sounded a ping as
a heavi er fragnent struck against the car

The driver switched on his country lights, hit the

siren again and sped ahead. The roaring and the sound

of the siren fought with one another above them and

far to .the north a blue aurora began to spread, pulsing.

Tanner finished his cigarette, and the man gave him
anot her. They were all snoking by then

"You know, you're lucky we picked you up, boy,"
said the nan to his left. "How d you |like to be pushing
your bi ke through that stuff?"

"I'd like it," Tanner said.
"You're nuts."
"No. I'd make it. It wouldn't be the first tine."

By the tinme they reached Los Angel es, the blue aurora
filled half the sky, and it was tinged with pink and shot
through with snmoky, yellow streaks that reached |ike spider
legs into the south. The roar was a deafening, physica
thing that beat upon their eardruns and caused their skin
totingle. As they left the car and crossed the parking | ot,
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heading toward the big, pillared building with the frieze
across its forehead, they bad to shout at one another
in order to be heard.

"Lucky we got here when we did!" said the man with

the shotgun. "Step it up!" Their pace increased as they
moved toward the stairway. "It could break any mnute
now " screaned the driver.

As they had pulled into the lot, the building had had the
appearance of a piece of ice-sculpture, with the shifting
lights in the sky playing upon its surfaces and casting
col d shadows. Now, though, it seemed as if it were a thing
out of wax, ready to nelt in a instant's flash of heat.
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Their faces and the flesh of their hands took on a bl ood-
| ess, corpse-like appearance.

They hurried up the stairs, and a State Patrol man

let themin through the small door to the right of the
heavy netal doubl e doors that were the main entrance

to the building. He | ocked and chai ned the door behind
them after snapping open his hol ster when he saw Tanner

"Whi ch way?" asked the man with the shotgun

"Second floor," said the troooper, nodding toward a
stairway to their right, "Go straight back when you get to
the top. It's the big office at the end of the hall."

"Thanks."
The roaring was considerably nmuffled, and objects

achi eved an appearance of natural existence once nore
inthe artificial light of the building.

They clinbed the curving stairway and noved al ong t he
corridor that |ed back into the building. Wen they
reached the final office, the man with the shotgun nodded

to his driver. "Knock," he said.

A wonman opened the door, started to say sonething,

t hen stopped and nodded when she saw Tanner. She

st epped asi de and held the door. "This way," she said,

and they noved past her into the office, and she pressed a
button on her desk and told the voice that said, "Yes,

Ms. Fiske?": "They're here, with that nan, sir."

"Send themin."
She led themto the dark, paneled door in the back of

the room and opened it before them

They entered, and the husky man behind the gl ass-

t opped desk | eaned backward in his chair and wove his

short fingers together in front of his chins and peered

over them through eyes just a shade darker than the

gray of his hair. H's voice was soft and rasped Just slightly.
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"Have a seat,"” he said to Tanner, and to the others, "wait

out si de, "
"You know this guy's dangerous. M ster Denton,"

said the nan with the shotgun as Tanner seated hinself
in a chair situated five feet in front of the desk

Steel shutters covered the rooms three wi ndows, and
though the nen could not see outside they could guess

at the possible furies that stalked there as a sound |ike
machi ne-gun fire suddenly rang through the room

"I know. "
"Wl I, he's handcuffed, anyway. Do you want a gun?"
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"l've got one,"

"Ckay, then. We'll be outside."
They left the room

The two nmen stared at one another until the door closed,
then the man called Denton said, "Are all your affairs
settled now?" and the other shrugged. Then, "What the
hell is your first nane, really? Even the records show—-

"Hell," said Tanner. "That's ny nanme. | was the

seventh kid in our famly, and when | was born the

nurse held me up and said to my old man, 'Wat nane

do you want on the birth certificate? and Dad said, 'Hell!
and wal ked away. So she put it down like that. That's

what ny brother told ne. | never saw ny old man to

ask if that's how it was. He copped out the sane day.
Sounds right, though."

"So your nother raised all seven of you?"

"No. She croaked a couple weeks later and different
relatives took us kids."

"l see," said Denton. "You've still got a choice, you
know. Do you want to try it or don't you?"

"What's your job, anyway?" asked Tanner

"I'"'mthe Secretary of Traffic for the nation of Cali-
fornia."

"What's that got to do with ir?"

"I"'mcoordinating this thing. It could as easily have

been the Surgeon General or the Postnaster Ceneral,

but nore of it really falls into ny area of responsibility.
I know the hardware best. | know the odds—

"What are the odds?" asked Tanner
For the first time, Denton dropped his eyes.

"Well, it's risky.. .."
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"Nobody' s ever done it before, except for that aut
who ran it to bring the news and he's dead. How can you
get odds out of that?"

"I know," said Denton slowy. "You're thinking it's

a suicide job, and you're probably right. W' re sending
three cars, with two drivers in each. If any one just nmkes
it close enough, its broadcast signals may serve to guide
in a Boston driver. You don't have to go, though, you
know. "

"I know. I"'mfree to spend the rest of my life in prison.”

"You killed three people. You could have gotten the
death penalty."

"I didn't, so why talk about it? Look, mister, | don't
132
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want to die and | don't want the other bit either.”

"Drive or don't drive. Take your choice. But renenber,

if you drive and you nmake it, all will be forgiven and
you can go your own way. The nation of California wll
even pay for that notorcycle you appropriated and snashed
up, hot to nmention the danage to that police car."

"Thanks a lot." And the wi nds booned on the other
side of the wall, and the steady staccato fromthe w ndow

shields filled the room

"You're a very good driver," said Denton, after a tine.
"You' ve driven just about every vehicle there is to drive.
You' ve even raced. Back when you were smuggli ng,

you used to make a nonthly run to Salt Lake City. There
are very few drivers who'll try that, even today."

Hel | Tanner sniled, renenbering sonething.

". . . And in the only legitimte job you ever held, you
were the only man who'd nake the mail run to Al buquer-
que. There've only been a few others since you were

fired."
"That wasn't ny fault."

"You were the best man on the Seattle run, too,"

Denton conti nued. "Your supervisor said so. Wat |'mtry-

ing to say is that, of anybody we could pick, you've prob-
ably got the best chance of getting through. That's why

we' ve been indulgent with you, but we can't afford to wait
any longer. It's yes or no right now, and you'll |eave within

the hour if it's yes.”
Tanner raised his cuffed hands and gestured toward
t he wi ndow.

"In all this crap?" he asked.
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"The cars can take this storm" said Denton

"Man, you're crazy,"
"Peopl e are dying even while we're talking," said

Dent on.

"So a fewnore ain't about to nmake that nuch differ-
ence. Can't we wait till tonorrow?"

"No! A man gave his life to bring us the newsl And

we' ve got to get across the continent as fast as possible
now or it won't matter! Stormor no storm the cars |eave
now Your feelings on the matter don't mean a good god-

damm in the face of thtsl Al | want out of you. Hell, is
one word: Wiich one will it be?"
"I"d like sonmething to eat. | haven't..."

"There's food in the car. Wat's your answer?"
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Hel | stared at the dark w ndow.

"Ckay," he said, "I'lIl run Damation Alley for you
I won't |eave without a piece of paper with some witing
on it, though."

"I'"ve got it here."

Dent on opened a drawer and w t hdrew a heavy card-

board envel ope from which he extracted a piece of sta-
tionery bearing the Great Seal of the nation of California
He stood and rounded the desk and handed it to Hel

Tanner .

Hel | studied it for several minutes, then said, "This
says that if | make it to Boston |I receive a full pardon
for every crimnal action |'ve ever comrmitted within the
nation of California ..."

"That's right."

"Does that include ones you m ght not know about
now, if someone should cone up with themlater?"

"That's what it says, Hell—every crimnal action.

"Ckay, you're on, fat boy. Get these bracelets off ne
and show ne ny car."

The man cal | ed Denton noved back to his seat on
the other side of his desk

"Let nme tell you sonething else. Hell," he said. "If

you try to cop out anywhere along the route, the other
drivers have their orders, and they've agreed to follow
them They will open fire on you and burn you into little
bitty ashes. Get the picture?"

"I get the picture," said Hell. "I take it |'m supposed
to do themthe same favor?"
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"That is correct.”
"Good enough. That m ght be fun."

"I thought you'd like it."

"Now, if you'll unhook nme, I'll nake the scene for
you. "
"Not till 1've told you what | think of you," Denton said.

"Ckay, if you want to waste tine calling nme nanes,
whi | e peopl e are dyi ng—

"Shut up! You don't care about them and you know it!

I just want to tell you that | think you are the | owest, nost
repr ehensi bl e human being | have ever encountered. You

have killed men and raped wonen. You once gouged

out a nman's eyes, just for fun. You' ve been indicted

twi ce for pushing dope and three tines as a pinp. You're

-a drunk and a degenerate, and | don't think you' ve
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had a bath since the day you were born. You and your

hoodl uns terrorized decent people when they were try-

ing to pull their lives together after the war. You stole
fromthem and you assaulted them and you extorted

money and the necessaries of |life with the threat of physi-
cal violence. | wish you had died in the Big Raid, that
night, like all the rest of them You are not a human be-
ing, except froma biological standpoint. You have a big
dead spot sonewhere inside you where ot her people have
sonething that lets themlive together in society and be
nei ghbors. The only virtue that you possess—f you want
tocall it that—+s that your reflexes may be a little faster
your nuscles a little stronger, your eye a bit nore wary
than the rest of us, so that you can sit behind a wheel and
drive through anything that has a way through it. It is

for this that the nation of Californiais willing to pardon
your inhumanity if you will use that one virtue to help
rather than hurt. | don't approve. | don't want to depend
on you, because you're not the type. I'd like to see you
die in this thing, and while | hope that sonebody nmakes

it through, |I hope that it will be sonebody else. | hate
your bl oody guts. You've got your pardon now. The

car's ready. Let's go."

Denton stood, at a height of about five feet eight inches,
and Tanner stood and | ooked down at hi m and chuckl ed,

"Il make it," he said. "If that citizen from Boston
made it through and died, 1'll make it through and live.
I'"ve been as far as the Mssus Hp."

"You're lying."

"No, | ain't either, and if you ever find out that's
straight, renmenber | got this piece of paper in ny pocket
—every crimnal action* and like that. It wasn't easy, and
I was lucky, too. But | nade it that far and, nobody el se
you know can say that. So | figure that's about hal fway.
and | can nake the other half if | can get that far."
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They noved toward the door.

"I don't like to say it and mean it," said Denton, "but
good luck. Not for your sake, though."

"Yeah, | know. "

Dent on opened the door. "Turn himl oose," he said.

"He's driving."

The officer with the shotgun handed it to the man
who had gi ven Tanner the cigarettes, and he fished in
hi s pockets for the key. Wen he found it, he unl ocked
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the cuffs, stepped back, and hung themat his belt "I'l|
cone with you," said Denton. "The notor pool is down-
stairs."

They left the office, and Ms. Fiske opened her purse
and took a rosary into her hands and bowed her head.

She prayed for Boston and she prayed for the soul of its
departed nessenger. She even threw in a couple for Hel
Tanner .

They descended to the basenent, the sub-basenent and
t he sub-sub-basenent.

When they got there. Tanner saw three cars, ready to
go; and he saw five nmen seated on benches al ong the
wal | . One of them he recogni zed.

"Denny," he said, "conme here," and he noved for-
ward, and a slim blond youth who held a crash hel net
in his right hand stood and wal ked toward him

"What the bell are you doi ng?" he asked him
"I'"m second driver in car three."

"You' ve got your own garage and you've kept your
nose clean. Wat's the thought on this?"

"Denton offered ne fifty grand," said Denny, and Hel
turned away his face.

"Forget iti It's no good if you're deadi”
"l need the noney."

"\ 2"

"I want to get married and | can use it."
"1 thought you were maki ng out okay."

"I am but I'd like to buy a house."

"Does your girl know what you've got in m nd?"
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"No. "

"I didn't think so. Listen, |I've got to do it—t's the
only way out for ne. You don't have to—=

"That's for me to say."

"—so I'mgoing to tell you sonething: You drive

out to Pasadena to that place where we used to play
when we were kids—with the rocks and the three big
trees—you know where | nean?"

"Yeah, | sure do renenber."

"Go back of the big tree in the mddle, on the side
where | carved ny initials. Step off seven steps and dig
down around four feet. Got that?"
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"Yeah. What's there?"

"That's ny | egacy, Denny. You'll find one of those old
strong boxes, probably all rusted out by now Bust it open
It'Il be full of excelsior, and there'll be a six-inch joint
of pipe inside. It's threaded, and there's caps on both
ends. There's a little over five grand rolled up inside it,
and all the bills are clean."

"Way you telling ne this?"

"Because it's yours now," he said, and he hit himin the
jaw. When Denny fell, he kicked himin the ribs, three
times, before the cops grabbed himand dragged him

awnay.

"You fool!" said Denton as they held him "You crazy,
damed fool !'"

"Uh-uh," said Tanner. "No brother of mine is going

to run Dammation Alley while I'maround to stonp him

and keep himout of the gane. Better find another driver
qui ck, because he's got cracked ribs. O else let ne drive
al one. "

"Then you'll drive alone," said Denton, "because we
can't afford to wait around any |onger. There's pills in
the conpartnent, to keep you awake, and you'd better

use them because if you fall back they'll burn you up
Remenber that."

"I won't forget you, mister, if I'mever back in town.
Don't fret about that."

"Then you'd better get into car nunber two and start
headi ng up the ranp. The vehicles are all |oaded. The
cargo conpartnent is under the rear seat."

"Yeah, | know. "

". . . And if | ever see you again, it'll be too soon. GCet
out of ny sight, scum™

Tanner spat on the floor and turned his back on the
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Secretary of Traffic. Several cops were giving first aid to
his brother, and one had dashed off in search of a doc-

tor. Denton nade two teans of the remmining four drivers
and assigned themto cars one and three. Tanner cli nbed
into the cab of his own, started the engine and waited.

He stared up the ram and considered what |ay ahead. He
searched the conmpartnments until he found cigarettes. He

lit one and | eaned back-

The other drivers noved forward and nounted their
own heavily shielded vehicles. The radio crackled, crackled,
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humred, crackl ed again, and then a voice cane through
as he heard the other engines cone to life.

"Car one—readyl" cane the voice

There was a pause, then, "Car three—ready!" said a
different voice

Tanner lifted the mcrophone and mashed the button
on its side.

"Car two ready," he said.

"Move out," cane the order, and they headed up the
ranp.

The door rolled upward before them and they entered
the storm

(Y

It was a nightnmare, getting out of L.A and onto Route

91. The waters canme down in sheets and rocks the size of
basebal | s banged against the arnor plating of his car.
Tanner snoked and turned on the special lights. He wore

i nfrared goggl es, and the night and the stormstal ked him

The radi o crackled nmany tinmes, and it seened that he
heard the murnur of a distant voice, but he could never
quite nake out what it was trying to say.

They followed the road for a& far as it went, and as
their big tires sighed over the rugged terrain that began
where the road ended, Tanner took the |lead and the

others were content to follow He knew the way; they
didn't.

He foll owed the old snugglers' route he'd used to run
candy to the Mornons. It was possible that he was the

only one left alive that knew it. Possible, but then there
was al ways soneone | ooking for a fast buck. So, in all of
L.A., there mght be sonebody el se.

The lightning began to fall, not in bolts, but sheets.
The car was insulated, but after a time his hair stood on
end. He nmight have seen a giant G la Mnster once, but
he couldn't be sure. He kept his fingers away fromthe
fire-control board. He'd save his teeth tai nmenaces were
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immnent. Fromthe rearview scanners it seened that

one of the cars behind himhad discharged a rocket, but
he couldn't be sure, since he had |lost all radio contact
with themimedi ately upon | eaving the buil ding.

Waters rushed toward him splashed about his car. The
sky sounded like an artillery range. A boul der the size of
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a tonbstone fell in front of him and he swerved about it.
Red lights flashing across the sky fromnorth to south. In
their passing, he detected many bl ack bands goi ng from
west to east. It was not an encouragi ng spectacle. The
storm could go on for days.

He continued to nove forward, skirting a pocket of
radi ation that had not died in the four years since |last he
had cone this way.

They came upon a place where the sands were fused
into a glassy sea, and he slowed as he began its passage
peering ahead after the craters and chasns it contained.

Three nore rockfalls assailed himbefore the heavens
split thensel ves open and revealed a bright blue Iight
edged with violet. The dark curtains rolled back toward
the Poles, and the roaring and the gunfire reports dim n-
i shed. A lavender glow remained in the north, and a green
sun di pped toward the horizon

They had ridden it out. He killed the infras, pushed
back his goggles and switched on the normal night |anps.

The desert would be bad enough, all by itself.

Sonet hing big and bat-1ike swooped through the tunne

of his lights and was gone. He ignored its passage. Five
mnutes later it made a second pass, this tine nuch

closer, and he fired a magnesium flare. A black shape,
perhaps forty feet across, was illum nated, and he gave it
two five-second bursts fromthe fifty-calibers and it fell to
the ground and did not return again.

To the squares, this was Damation Alley. To Hel

Tanner, this was still the parking lot. He'd been this way
.thirty-two tines, and so far as he was concerned the Al ley
started in the place that was once called Col orado.

He led, and they followed, and the night wore on |ike
an abrasive.

No airplane could nake it. Not since the war. None

coul d venture above a couple hundred feet, the place

where the wi nds began. The wi nds. The mi ghty w nds

that circled the globe, tearing off the tops of mnountains,
Sequoi a trees, wrecked buil dings, gathering up birds, bats,
insects and anything el se that noved up into the dead

belt; the winds that swirled about the world, |acing the
skies with dark lines of debris, occasionally neeting,
mer gi ng, clashing, dropping tons of carnage wherever they
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came together and fornmed too great a mass. Air trans-
portation was definitely out, to anywhere in the world. For
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these winds circled, and they never ceased. Not in all the
twenty-five years of Tanner's nenory had they let up

Tanner pushed ahead, cutting a diagonal by the green
sunset. Dust continued to fall about him great clouds of
it, and the sky was violet, then purple once nore. Then
the sun went down and the night cane on, and the stars
were very faint points of |ight sonewhere above it all
After a time, the nmoon rose, and the half-face that it
showed that night was the color of a glass of Chianti w ne
hel d before a candl e.

He | et another cigarette and began to curse, slowy,
softly and wi thout enotion.

They threaded their way am d heaps of rubble: rock,
metal, fragnments of nachinery, the prow of a boat. A
snake, as big around as a garbage can and dark green m
the cast light, slithered across Tanner's path, and he
braked the vehicle as it continued and continued and con-
ti nued. Perhaps a hundred and twenty feet of snake
passed by before Tanner renpved his foot fromthe brake
and touched gently upon the gas pedal once again.

d ancing at the | eft-hand screen, which held an infrared
version of the viewto the left, it seened that he saw two
eyes glowing within the shadow of a heap of girders and
masonry. Tanner kept one hand near the fire-control but-
ton and did not nove it for a distance of several niles.

There were no wi ndows in the vehicle, only screens

which reflected views in every direction including straight
up and the ground beneath the car. Tanner sat within an
illum nated box which shiel ded hi magainst radiation. The
"car" that he drove had eight heavily treaded tires and

was thirty-two feet in length. It nounted eight fifty-caliber
automati c guns and four grenade throwers. It carried

thirty armnor-piercing rockets which could be discharged
strai ght ahead or at any elevation up to forty degrees from
the plane. Each of the four sides, as well as the roof of
the vehicle, housed a flame thrower. Razor-sharp "w ngs"

of tenpered steel —eighteen inches wide at their bases

and tapering to points, an inch and a quarter thick

where they ridged—oul d be noved through a conplete

hundr ed- ei ght y-degree arc al ong the sides of the car and
parallel to the ground, at a height of two feet and eight
inches. Wen standing at a right angle to the body of the
vehicl e—eight feet to the rear of the front bumper—hey
extended out to a distance of six feet on either side of the
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car. They could be couched |like |lances for a charge. They
coul d be held but slightly out fromthe sides for purposes
of slashing whatever was sidesw ped. The car was bullet-
proof, air-conditioned and had its own food | ocker and
sanitation facilities. A long-barreled .357 Magnum was
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held by a clip on the door near the driver's left hand. A
30-06, a .45 caliber automatic and si x hand grenades oc-
cupi ed the rack i nmedi ately above the front seat.

But Tanner kept his own counsel, in the formof a
I ong, slim SS dagger inside his right boot.

He renoved his gloves and wi ped his palns on the

knees of his denins. The pierced heart that was tattooed

on the back of his right hand was red in the light fromthe
dashboard. The knife that went through it was dark bl ue,
and his first name was tattooed in the same col or beneath
it, one letter on each knuckle, beginning with that at the
base of his litt!le finger.

He opened and explored the two near conpartnents
but could find no cigars. So he crushed out his cigarette
butt on the floor and lit another

The forward screen showed vegetation, and he sl owed.
He tried using the radio but couldn't tell whether anyone
heard him receiving only static in reply.

He sl owed, staring ahead and up. He halted once again.

He turned his forward lights up to full intensity and
studi ed the situation

A heavy wall of thorn bushes stood before him reach-

ing to a height of perhaps twelve feet. It swept on to his
right and off to his left, vanishing out of sight in both
directions. How dense, how deep a pit night be, he could
not tell. It had not been there a few years before.

He noved forward slowy and activated the flane
throwers. In the rearview screen, he could see that the
ot her vehicles had halted a hundred yards behind him
and dimred their |ights.

He drove till he could go no further, then pressed the
button for the forward fl ane.

It shot forth, a tongue of fire, licking fifty feet into the
branble. He held it for five seconds and withdrew it. Then
he extended it a second tine and backed away quickly as

the flames caught.

Beginning with a tiny glow, they worked their way up-
ward and spread slowy to the right and the left. Then
they grew in size and bri ght ness.
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As Tanner backed away, he had to dimhis screen,
for they'd spread fifty feet before he'd backed nore than
a hundred, and they |leaped thirty and forty feet into the

air.

The bl aze wi dened, to a hundred feet, two, three
As Tanner backed away, he could see a river of fire
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flowing off into the distance, and the ni ght was bright
about him

He watched it burn, until it seened that he | ooked

upon a nolten sea. Then he searched the refrigerator, but
there was no beer. He opened a soft drink and sipped it

whi | e he wat ched the burning. After about ten minutes,

the air conditioner whined and shook itself to |life. Hordes

of dark, four-footed creatures, the size of rats or cats, fled
fromthe inferno, their coats snoul dering. They flowed by.

At one point, they covered his forward screen, and he

could hear the scratching of their claws upon the fenders

and t he roof.

He switched off the lights and killed the engine, tossed
the enpty can into the waste box. He pushed the "Re-
cline" button on the side of the seat, |eaned back, and
cl osed his eyes.

He was awakened by the blowi ng of horns. It was stil
ni ght, and the panel clock showed himthat he had sl ept
for alittle over three hours.

He stretched, sat up, adjusted the seat. The other cars
had noved up, and one stood to either side of him He

| eaned on bis own horn twice and started bis engine. He
switched on the forward |ights and consi dered the pros-
pect before himas he drew on his gl oves.

Smoke still rose fromthe bl ackened field, and far off

to his right there was a glow, as if the fire still continued
somewhere in the distance. They were in the place that

had once been known as Nevada.

He rubbed his eyes and scratched his nose, then bl ew
the horn once and engaged the gears.

He nmoved forward slowy. The burnt-out area seened
fairly level and his tires were thick.

He entered the black field, and his screens were i me-
di ately obscured by the rush of ashes and snoke which
rose on all sides.
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He continued, hearing the tires crunching through the
brittle remains. He set his screens at naxi mum and
swi tched his headl anps up to full brightness.

The vehicles that flanked hi m dropped back perhaps
eighty feet. and he dinmed the screens that reflected the
glare of their lights.

He rel eased a flare, and as it hung there, burning, cold,
white and high, he saw a charred plain that swept on to
the edges of his eyes' horizon

He pushed down on the accelerator, and the cars be-
hi nd hi m swng far out to the sides to avoid the clouds
that he raised. H's radio crackled, and he heard a faint
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voi ce but could not nmake out its words.

He blew his horn and roll ed ahead even faster. The
ot her vehicl es kept pace.

He drove for an hour and a half before he saw the end
of the ash and the begi nning of clean sand up ahead.

Wthin five minutes, he was noving across desert once
nmore, and he checked his conpass and bore slightly to
the west Cars one and three foll owed, speeding up to
mat ch his new pace, and he drove with one hand and ate
a corned beef sandw ch.

When norni ng came, many hours later, he took a pill to
keep hinself alert and listened to the scream ng of the
wi nd. The sun rose up like nmolten silver to his right, and
a third of the sky grew anber and was laced with fine
lines |like cobwebs. The desert was topaz beneath it, and
the brown curtain of dust that hung continuously at his
back, pierced only by the eight shafts of the other cars
lights, took on a pinkish tone as the sun grew a bri ght
red corona and the shadows fled into the west. He

dimred his lights as he passed an orange cactus shaped
li ke a toadstool and perhaps fifty feet in dianeter.

G ant bats fled south, and far ahead he saw a wi de
waterfall descending fromthe heavens. It was gone by
the time he reached the danp sand of that place, but a
dead shark lay to his left, and there was seaweed, sea-
weed, seaweed, fish and driftwood all about.

The sky pinked over from east to west and renai ned

that color. He gulped a bottle of ice water and felt it go
into his stomach. He passed nore cacti, and a pair of
coyotes sat at the base of one and watched himdrive by.
They seened to be laughing. Their tongues were very red.
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As the sun brightened, he dimed the screen. He

snoked, and he found a button that produced nusic. He

swore at the soft, stringy sounds that filled the cabin, but
he didn't turn them on

He checked the radiation | evel outside, and it was only
alittle above nornmal. The last tinme he had passed this
way, it had been considerably higher

He passed several wecked vehicles such as his own.

He ran across another plain of silicon, and in the mddle
was a huge crater which he skirted. The pinkness in the
sky faded and faded and faded, and a bl uish tone cane

to replace it. The dark lines were still there, and occa-
sionally one widened into a black river as it flowed away
into the east. At noon, one such river partly eclipsed the
sun for a period of eleven mnutes. Wth its departure,
there canme a brief dust storm and Tanner turned on the
radar and his lights. He knew there was a chasm sorme-
wher e ahead, and when he cane to it he bore to the left
and ran along its edge for close to two mles before it
narrowed and vani shed. The ot her vehicles followed, and
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Tanner took his bearings fromthe conpass once nore.

The dust had subsided with the brief wind, and even with
the screen di med Tanner had to don his dark goggl es
agai nst the glare of reflected sunlight fromthe faceted
field he now negoti at ed.

He passed towering formations which seened to be

quartz. He had never stopped to investigate themin the
past, and he had no desire to do it now The spectrum
danced at their bases, and patches of such |ight occurred
for some distance about them

Speedi ng away fromthe crater, he cane agai n upon

sand, clean, brown, white dun and red. There were nore
cacti, and huge dunes lay all about him The sky con-
tinued to change, until it was as blue as a baby's eyes.
Tanner hunmmed along with the nusic for a tine, and

then he saw the nonster.

It was a Gla, bigger than his car, and it noved in fast.

It sprang fromout the sheltering shade of a valley filled
with cacti and it raced toward him its beaded body bri ght
with many col ors beneath the sun, its dark, dark eyes un-
blinking as it bounded forward on its lizard-fast |egs, sable
fountains rising behind its upheld tail that was wi de as a
sail and pointed like a tent.
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He coul dn't use the rockets because it was conming in
fromthe side.

He opened up with his fifty-calibers and spread his

"wi ngs" and stanped the accelerator to the floor. As it
neared, he sent forth a cloud of fire in its direction. By
then, the other cars were firing, too.

It swung its tail and opened and closed its Jaws, and its
bl ood came forth and fell upon the ground. Then a rocket
struck it. It turned; it |eaped.

There canme a boomi ng, crunching sound as it fell upon
the vehicle identified as car nunber one and | ay there.

Tanner hit the brakes, turned, and headed back

Car nunber three came up beside it and parked. Tan-
ner did the sane.

He junped down fromthe cab and crossed to the
smashed car. He had the rifle in his hands and he put six

rounds into the creature's head before he approached the
car.

The door had come open, and it hung froma single
hi nge, the bottom one.

I nside, Tanner could see the two nmen spraw ed, and
there was sone bl ood upon the dashboard and the seat.

The other two drivers canme up beside himand stared
within. Then the shorter of the two crawl ed inside and
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listened for the heartbeat and the pulse and felt for
br eat hi ng.

"M ke's dead," he called out, "but Geg's starting to
cone around."

A wet spot that began at the car's rear and spread and
continued to spread, and the snell of gasoline filled the
air.

Tanner took out a cigarette, thought better of it and
replaced it in the pack. He could hear the gurgle of the
huge gas tanks as they enptied thensel ves upon the

ground.
The man who stood at Tanner's side said, "I never saw
anything like it. ... I've seen pictures, but—+ never saw

anything like it. "

"l have," said Tanner, and then the other driver
energed fromthe weck, partly supporting the man he'd
referred to as G eg.

The nman called out, "Geg's all right. He just hit his
head on the dash."

The man who stood at Tanner's side said, "You can
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take him Hell. He can back you up when he's feeling
better," and Tanner shrugged and turned his back on the
scene and lit a cigarette.

"l don't think you should do— the nan began, and

Tanner bl ew snoke in his face. He turned to regard the
two approachi ng nen and saw that Greg was dark-eyed

and deeply tanned. Part Indian, possibly. H s skin seened
snoot h, save for a couple pockmarks beneath his right
eye, .and his cheekbones were high and his hair very
dark. He was as big as Tanner, which was six-two, though
not quite so heavy. He was dressed in overalls; and his
carriage, now that he had had a few deep breaths of air,
becane very erect, and he moved with a quick, gracefu
stride.

"We'l'l have to bury Mke," the short man said.

*'| hate to lose the tinme," said his conpanion, "but—=
and then Tanner flipped his cigarette and threw hinself
to the ground as it landed in the pool at the rear of the
car.

There was an expl osion, flanes, then nore expl osions.
Tanner heard the rockets as they tore off toward the east,
inscribing dark furrows in the hot afternoon's air. The
amm for the fifty-calibers exploded, and the hand gre-
nades went off, and Tanner burrowed deeper and deeper
into the sand, covering his head and bl ocking his ears. -

As soon as things grew quiet, he grabbed for the rifle.
But they were already comng at him and he saw the
muzzl e of a pistol. He raised his hands slowy and stood.
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"Why the goddamm hell did you do a stupid thing |ike
that?" said the other driver, the man who held the pistol

Tanner smiled. "Now we don't have to bury him" he
said. "Cremation's just as good, and it's already over."

"You could have killed us all, if those guns or those
rocket |aunchers had been ainmed this way!"

"They weren't. | |ooked."

"The flying metal could ve—h ... | see. Pick up your

damm rifle, buddy, and keep it pointed at the ground. Eject
the rounds it's still got init and put "emin your pocket."

Tanner did this thing while the other talked.

"You wanted to kill us all, didn't you? Then you coul d
have cut out and gone your way, like you tried to do
yesterday. Isn't that right?"

"You said it, mster, not ne."
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"I't's true, though. You don't give a good goddamm i f
everybody in Boston croaks, do you?"

"My gun's unl oaded now," said Tanner

"Then get back in your bloody buggy and get going
111 be behind you all the way!"

Tanner wal ked back toward his car. He heard the

others arguing behind him but he didn't think they'd
shoot him As he was about to clinb up into the cab, he
saw a shadow out of the corner of his eye and turned
qui ckly.

The nman naned Greg was standi ng behind him tal
and qui et as a ghost.

"Want ne to drive awhil e?" he asked Tanner, w thout
expr essi on.

"No, you rest up. I'mstill in good shape. Later on this
aft ernoon, maybe, if you feel up to it."

The man nodded and rounded the cab. He entered
fromthe other side and i mediately reclined his chair.

Tanner slanmmed his door and started the engine. He
heard the air conditioner cone to life.

"Want to reload this?" he asked. "And put it back on

the rack?" And he handed the rifle and the anmp to the

ot her, who had nodded. He drew on his gl oves then and
said, "There's plenty of soft drinks in the 'frig. Nothing
much el se, though," and the other nodded again. Then he
heard car three start and said, "Mght as well roll," and
he put it into gear and took his foot off the clutch

Vi
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After they had driven for about half an hour, the nman
called Geg said to him "lIs it true what Mrl owe said?"
"What's a Marl owe?"

"He's driving the other car. Wre you trying to kill us?
Do you really want to skip out?"

Hel | | aughed. "That's right," he said. "You naned it."
- Way?"

Hell let it hang there for a mnute, then said, ."Wy
shouldn't 1? I"'mnot anxious to die. I'd like to wait a |ong
time before | try that bit."

Geg said, "If we don't make it, the population of the
continent may be cut in half."

"If it's a question of themor ne, 1'd rather it was
them "
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"l sometines wonder how people |ike you happen.”

"The same way as anybody else, mister, and it's fun
for a couple people for anwhile, and then the trouble
starts.”

"What did they ever do to you. Hell?"

"Not hi ng. What did they ever do for me? Not hing.
Not hi ng. What do | owe then? The same."

"Why' d you stonp your brother back at the Hall?"

"Because | didn't want himdoing a danfool thing |ike
this and getting hinself killed. Cracked ribs he can get
over. Death is a nore pernanent ailnent."

"That's not what | asked you. | nean, what do you
care whet her he croaks?"

"He's a good kid, that's why. He's got a thing for this
chi ck, though, and he can't see straight."

"So what's it to you?"

"Like | said, he's ny brother and he's a good kid.
like him"

"How cone?"

"Ch, hell! W' ve been through a |ot together, that's
all! What are you trying to do? Psychoanal yze nme?"

"l was just curious, that's all."

"So now you know. Tal k about sonething else if you
want to tal k, okay?"
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"Ckay. You've been this way before, right?"

"That's right."

"You been any further east?"

"I'"ve been all the way to the M ssus Hip."

"Do you know a way to get across it?"

"I think so. The bridge is still up at Saint Louis."

"Why didn't you go across it the last tine you were
t here?"

"Are you kidding? The thing's packed with cars ful
of bones. It wasn't worth the trouble to try and clear it"

"Way' d you go that far in the first place?"

"Just to see what it was like. | heard all these
stori es—*

"What was it |ike?"

"A lot of crap. Burned down towns, big craters, crazy
ani mal s, sone people—

"Peopl e? People still live there?"

"If you want to call themthat. They're all wld and
screwed up. They wear rags or animal skins or they go
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naked. They threw rocks at me till | shot a couple. Then
they let me alone.”

"How | ong ago was that?"
"Si x—mybe seven years ago. | was just a kid then.'*
"How come you never told anybody about it?"

"I did. A coupla ny friends. Nobody el se ever asked

me. W& were going to go out there and grab off a couple
of the girls and bring them back, but everybody chi ckened
out."

"What woul d you have done with thenP"
Tanner shrugged. "I dunno. Sell 'em | guess.”

"You guys used to do that, down on the Barbary Coast
—sell people, | nean—didn't you?"

Tanner shrugged agai n.
"Used to," he said, "before the Big Raid."

"How d you manage to live through that? | thought
they'd cl eaned the whol e pl ace out?"

"I was doing time," he said. "A.D.W"

file:/l/F|/rah/Roger%20Zelazny/The%20Last%20Defender%200f%20Camelot.txt (140 of 300) [8/27/03 11:38:33 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Roger%20Z el azny/The%20L ast%20D ef ender%6200f%620Camel ot.txt

"What's that?"
"Assault with a deadly weapon.™
"What'd you do after they let you go?"

"I let themrehabilitate me. They got nme a job running
the mail."

"Ch yeah, | heard about that. Didn't realize it was you,
t hough. You were supposed to be pretty good—doi ng al
right and ready for a pronotion. Then you ki cked your
boss around and | ost your job. How conme?"

"He was always riding ne about nmy record and about
nmy ol d gang down on the Coast. Finally, one day | told
himto lay off, and he laughed at nme, so | hit himwth a

chain. Knocked out the bastard's front teeth. 1'd do it
again."
"Too bad."

"I was the best driver he had. It was his | oss. Nobody
el se will nmake the Al buquerque run, not even today. Not
unl ess they really need the noney."

"Did you |like the work, though, while you were doing
it?"

"Yeah, | like to drive."

"You shoul d probably have asked for a transfer when
the guy started buggi ng you."

"I know. If it was happening today, that's probably
what |'d do. | was nad, though, and | used to get nad a
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lot faster than | do now | think I'msmarter these days
than | was before."

"If you make it on this run and you go home after-
ward, you'll probably be able to get your job back. Think
you'd take it?"

"In the first place," said Tanner, "I don't think we'l]l
make it. And in the second, if we do make it and there's
still people around that town, | think I'd rather stay there

than go back.

Greg nodded. "M ght be smart. You'd be a hero
Nobody' d know nuch about your record. Sonebody'd
turn you onto sonething good."

"The hell with heroes," said Tanner.
"Me, though, 1'Il go back if we make it."
"Sail 'round Cape Horn?"

"That's right."
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"M ght be fun. But why go back?"

"I'"ve got an old nother and a ness of brothers and
sisters | take care of, and |I've got a girl back there."

Tanner brightened the screen as the sky began to
dar ken.

"What's your nother |ike?"

"Nice old lady. Raised the eight of us. Got arthritis
bad now, though."

"What was she |ike when you were a ki d?"

"She used to work during the day, but she cooked our

meal s and sonetinmes brought us candy. She nade a | ot

of our clothes. She used to tell us stories, |ike about how
things were before the war. She played ganes with us

and sonetinmes she gave us toys."

"How about your old man?" Tanner asked him after
awhi | e.

"He drank pretty heavy and he had a | ot of jobs, but
he never beat us too nuch. He was all right. He got run
over by a car when | was around twelve."

"And you take care of everybody now?"

"Yeah. 1'mthe ol dest."

"What is it that you do?"

"I'"ve got your old job. | run the nmail to Al buquerque."
"Are you kiddi ng?"

"No. "

"I'"l'l be damed! Is German still the supervisor?"

"He retired last year, on disability."
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"I''"l'l be damed! That's funny. Listen, down in Al bu-
querque do you ever go to a bar called Pedro' s?"

"l've been there."

"Have they still got a little blonde girl plays the piano?
Naned Margar et ?"

" l\b "
" G]. "

"They' ve got some guy now. Fat fellow. Wars a big
ring on his left hand.”

Tanner nodded and downshi fted as he began the ascent
of a steep hill.

"How s your head now?" he asked, when they'd reached
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the top and started down the opposite sl ope.

"Feels pretty good. | took a couple of your aspirins
with that soda | had."

"Feel up to driving for awhile?"
"Sure, | could do that."

"Ckay, then." Tanner |eaned on the horn and braked
the car. "Just follow the conpass for a hundred niles or
so and wake me up. Al right?"

"Ckay. Anything special | should watch out for?"

"The snakes. You'll probably see a few Don't hit them
what ever you do."

"Right."

They changed seats, and Tanner reclined the one, |it

a cigarette, snoked half of it, crushed it out and went
to sl eep.

VI |

Wen G eg awakened him it was night. Tanner coughed
and drank a nout hful of ice water and craw ed back to
the latrine. Wen he emerged, he took the driver's seat
and checked the m |l eage and | ooked at the compass. He
corrected their course and, "W'll be in Salt Lake City
before norning," he said, "if we're lucky.—-Bid you run
into any trouble? *

"No, it was pretty easy. | saw sone snakes and | |et
them go by. That was about it."

Tanner grunted and engaged the gears,

"VWhat was that .guy's nane that brought the news
about the pl ague?" Tanner asked.

"Brady or Brody or sonething like that," said G eg.
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"VWhat was it that killed hin? He might have brought
the plague to L. A, you know "

Greg shook his head.

"No. His car had been damaged, and he was al

broken up and he'd been exposed to radiation a | ot of the
way. They burned his body and his car, and anybody

who' d been anywhere near him got shots of Hankine."

"What's that?"

"That's the stuff we're carryi ng—Haffikine anti serum
It's the only preventative for the plague. Since we had a
bout of it around twenty years ago, we've kept it on hand
and maintained the facilities for making nore in a hurry.
Bost on never did, and now they're hurting,"
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"Seens kind of silly for the only other nation on the
continent—maybe in the worl d—ot to take better care
of itself, when they knew we'd had a dose of it,"

G eg shrugged.

"Probably, but there it is. Did they give you any shots
before they rel eased you?"

"Yeah."
"That's what it was, then."

"I wonder where their driver crossed the M ssus Hi p?
He didn't say, did he?"

"He hardly said anything at all. They got nost of the
story fromthe letter he carried."

"Must have been one hell of a driver, to run the Alley."
"Yeah. Nobody's ever done it before, have they?"

"Not that | know of."

"I"'d like to have nmet the guy."

"Me too, at least | guess."”

"It's a shane we can't radi o across country, like in
the ol d days."

" W]y?ll

"Then he woul dn't of had to do it, and we could find
out along the way whether it's really worth making the
run. They might all be dead by now, you know. "

"You've got a point there, mster, and in a day or so
we'll be to a place where going back will be harder than
goi ng ahead. "

Tanner adjusted the screen as dark shapes passed.
"Look at that, will you!"

"l don't see anything."

"Put on your infras."

Geg did this and stared upward at the screen
152 THE LAST DEFENDER COF CAMELOT

Bats. Enornous bats cavorted overhead, swept by
in dark cl ouds.

"There must be hundreds of them maybe thou-
sands. "

"Quess so. Seens there are nore than there used to be
when | came this way a few years back. They nust be
screwing their heads off in Carlsbad."

"W never see themin L. A Mybe they're pretty
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much harm ess.”

"Last time | was up to Salt Lake, | heard talk that a
Il ot of themwere rabid. Some day someone's got to go
—themor us."

"You're a cheerful guy to ride with, you know?"

Tanner chuckled and Iit a cigarette, and. "Wy don't
you meke us some coffee?" he said. "As for the bats,
that's sonmet hing our kids can worry about, if there are
any."

Geg filled the coffee pot and plugged it into the
dashboard. After a time, it began to grunble and hiss.

"What the hell's that?" said Tanner, and he hit the
brakes. The other car halted, several hundred yards be-
hind his own, and he turned on his mcrophone and said,
"Car three! What's that look like to you?" and waited.

He watched them towering, tapered tops that spun

bet ween the ground and the sky, wobbling fromside to

si de, sweeping back and forth, about a nile ahead.

It seenmed there were fourteen or fifteen of the things. Now
they stood like pillars, now they danced. They bored into
the ground and sucked up yellow dust. There was a haze

all about them The stars were dimor absent above or

behi nd t hem
Greg stared ahead and said, "I've heard of whirlw nds,
t ornadoes—bi g, spinning things. |I've never seen one, but

that's the way they were described to me."

And then the radio crackled, and the muffl ed voice
of the man called Marl owe came through

"G ant dust devils," he said. "Big, rotary sand storns.
I think they're sucking stuff up into the dead belt, because
I don't see anything com ng down—

"You ever see one before?"

"No, but ny partner says he did- He says the best
thing mght be to shoot our anchoring colums and stay
put."
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Tanner did not answer imediately. He stared ahead,
and the tornadoes seemed to grow | arger.

"They're coming this way," he finally said. "I'mnot
about to park here and be a target. | want to be able to
maneuver. |'m goi ng ahead t hrough them™

"I don't think you should."

"Nobody asked you, m ster, but if you' ve got any
brains you'll do the sane thing."

"I've got rockets ainmed at your tail. Hell."

"You won't fire themot for a thing like this, where
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I could be right and you could be wrong—and not with
Greg in here, too."

There was silence within the static, then, "Okay, you
win. Hell. Go ahead, and we'll watch. If you nake it,
we'll follow If you don't, we'll stay put."

"I'"ll shoot a flare when | get to the other side,"
Tanner said. "Wen you see it, you do the same. Ckay?"

Tanner broke the connection and | ooked ahead, study-

ing the great black colums, swollen at their tops. There
fell a fewlayers of light fromthe storm which they sup-
ported, and the air was foggy between the bl acknesses

of their revolving trunks. "Here goes," said Tanner,
switching his lights as bright as they would beam "Strap
yourself in, boy," and Greg obeyed himas the vehicle
crunched forward.

Tanner buckled his own safety belt as they slowy
edged ahead.

The col ums grew and swayed as he advanced, and
he coul d now bear a rushing, singing sound, as of a
chorus of the wi nds.

He skirted the first by three hundred yards and con-
tinued to the left to avoid the one which stood before him
and grew and grew. As he got by it, there was another,

and he noved farther to the left. Then there was an open
area of perhaps a quarter of a mle |eading ahead and
toward his right.

He swiftly sped across it and passed between two of

the towers that stood |ike ebony pillars a hundred yards

apart. As he passed them the wheel was al nobst torn from
his grip, and he seened to inhabit the center of an eter-
nal thunderclap. He swerved to the right then and skirted
anot her, speedi ng.

Then he saw seven nore and cut between two and
passed about another. As he did, the one behind him
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moved rapidly, crossing the path he had just taken. He
exhal ed heavily and turned to the left.

He was surrounded by the final four, and he braked

so that he was thrown forward and the straps cut into his
shoul der, as two of the whirlw nds shook violently and
moved in terrible spurts of speed. One passed before

him and the front end of his car was raised off the

ground.
Then he floored the gas pedal and shot between the
final two, and they were all behind him

He continued on for about a quarter for a nile, turned

file:/l/F|/rah/Roger%20Zelazny/The%20Last%20Defender%200f%20Camelot.txt (146 of 300) [8/27/03 11:38:33 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Roger%20Z el azny/The%20L ast%20D ef ender%6200f%620Camel ot.txt
the car about, nounted a small rise and parked.
He rel eased the flare.
It hovered, like a dying star, for about half a m nute.
He it a cigarette as he stared back, and he waited.
He finished the cigarette.

Then, "Nothing," he said. "Maybe they couldn't spot
it through the storm O naybe we couldn't see theirs."

"l hope so," said Greg.
"How | ong do you want to wait?"
"Let's have that coffee."

An hour passed, then two. The pillars began to coll apse
until there were only three of the slinmrer ones. They
nmoved of f toward the east and were gone from sight.

Tanner rel eased another flare, and still there was no
response.

"We'd better go back and | ook for them" said G eg.
"Ckay. "

And they did.

There was not hing there, though, nothing to indicate
the fate of car three

Dawn occurred in the east before they had finished
with their searching, and Tanner turned the car around,
checked the conpass, and noved north.

"When do you think we'll hit Salt Lake?" G eg asked
him after a long silence.

"Maybe two hours."

"Were you scared, back when you ran those things?"
"No. Afterward, though, | didn't feel so good."
Greg nodded. '

"You want me to drive again?"

"No. | won't be able to sleep if | stop now We'Ill take
in nore gas in Salt Lake, and we can get sonething
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to eat while a mechanic checks over the car. Then I'IlIl put
us on the right road, and you can take over while | sack
out."

The sky was purple again and the black bands had
wi dened. Tanner cursed and drove faster. He fired his
ventral flane at two bats who decided to survey the car
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They fell back, and he accepted the nug of coffee Geg
of fered him

VI

The sky was as dark as evening when they pulled into
Salt Lake City. John Brady—that was his nane—had

passed that way but days before, and the city was ready
for the responding vehicle. Mst of its ten thousand in-
habi tants appeared al ong the street, and before Hell and
Greg had junped down fromthe cab after pulling into

the first garage they saw, the hood of car nunber two
was opened and three nechanics were peering at the

engi ne.

They abandoned the idea of eating in the little diner
across the street. Too many people hit themwth too
many questions as soon as they set foot outside the
garage. They retreated and s”ent soneone after eggs,
bacon and toast.

There was cheering as they rolled forth onto the street
and sped away into the east.

"Coul d have used a beer," said Tanner. "Dam it!"

And they rushed al ong beside the remains of what had
once been U.S. Route 40.

Tanner relinquished the driver's seat and stretched out
on the passenger side of the cab. The sky continued to
darken above them taking upon it the appearance it had
had in L. A the day before.

"Maybe we can outrun it," Greg said.

"Hope so."

The bl ue pul se began in the north, flared into a bril-
Iiant aurora. The sky was al nost black directly over-
head.

"Runi" cried Tanner. "Run! Those are bills up ahead!
Maybe we can find an overhang or a cavel"

But it broke upon them before they reached the hills.
First cane the hail, then the flak. The big stones foll owed,
and the scanner on the right went dead. The sands
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bl asted them and they rode beneath a celestial waterfal
that caused the engine to sputter and cough

They reached the shelter of the hills, though, and
found a place within a rocky valley where the walls
jutted steeply forward and broke the main force of the
wi nd/ sand/ dust/rock/water storm They sat there as the
wi nds screaned and boomed about them They snoked

and they |istened.
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"W won't nake it," said Greg. "You were right.
t hought we had a chance. W don't. Everything' s against
us, even the weather."

"W've got a chance," said Tanner. "Maybe not a
real good one. But we've been |ucky so far. Renenber

that."
Greg spat into the waste container
"Why the sudden optim sn? From you?"

"I was mad before and shooting off ny nouth. Well,
I"mstill mad—but | got me a feeling now | feel |ucky.

That's all."
G eg | aughed. "The hell with luck. Look out there," he
sai d.

"I see it," said Tanner. "This buggy is built to take it,
and it's doing it. Also, we're only getting about ten per-
cent of its full strength."”

"Ckay, but what difference does it nake? It could
| ast for a couple days."

"So we wait it out."”

"Wait too long, and even that ten percent can smash
us. Wait too long, and even if it doesn't there'll be no
reason left to go ahead. Try driving, though, and it'l|

flatten us."

"I't"ll take me ten or fifteen mnutes to fix that scan-
ner. We've got spare 'eyes.' If the stormlasts nore than
six hours, we'll start out anyway."

"Says who?"
VY

"Why? You're the one who was so hot on saving his
own neck. How cone all of a sudden you're willing to

risk it, not to nention mne too?"

Tanner snoked awhile, then said, "lI've been think-
ing," and then he didn't say anything el se.

"About what?" Greg' asked him

"Those folks in Boston," Tanner said. "Maybe it is
worth it. | don't know They never did anything for ne.
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But hell, | like action and I'd hate to see the whole world
get dead. | think I1'd like to see Boston, too, just to see
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what it's like. It nmight even be fun being a hero, just to
see what that's like. Don't get me wong. | don't give a
damm about anybody up there. It's just that | don't like
the idea of everything being like the Alley here—al
burned-out and screwed up and full of crap. Wen we

| ost the other car back in those tornadoes, it nade nme

start thinking. ... 1'd hate to see everybody go that way
—everything. | nmight still cop out if | get a real good
chance, but |I'mjust telling you how!| feel now That's
all."

G eg | ooked away and | aughed, a little nmore heartily
t han usual

"l never suspected you contai ned such phil osophic
dept hs. "

"Me neither. I'mtired. Tell me about your brothers
and sisters, huh?"

"Ckay. "

Four hours |ater when the storm sl ackened and the

rocks becanme dust and the rain fog. Tanner replaced the
ri ght scanner, and they noved on out, passing |ater

t hrough Rocky Mountain National Park. The dust and

the fog conmbined to limt visibility, throughout the day.
That evening they skirted the ruin that was Denver,

and Tanner took over as they headed toward the place
that had once been call ed Kansas.

He drove all night, and in the norning the sky was
clearer than it bad been in days. He let Greg snore on
and sorted through his thoughts while he sipped his coffee.

It was a strange feeling that came over himas he sat there
with his pardon in his pocket and his hands upon the
wheel . The dust fumed at his back. The sky was the col or
of rosebuds, and the dark trails had shrunken once agai n.
He recalled the stories of the days when the nmissiles came
down, burning everything but the northeast and the south-
west; the days when the wi nds arose and the cl ouds van-

i shed and the sky had lost its blue; the days when the
Panama Canal had been shattered and radi os had ceased

to function; the days when the planes could no | onger fly.
He regretted this, for he had always wanted to fly, high,
birdli ke, swooping and soaring. He felt slightly cold, and
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the screens now seened to possess a crystal clarity, like
pools of tinted water. Sonewhere ahead, far, far ahead

| ay what night be the only other sizeable pocket of hu-
manity that remai ned on the shoulders of the world. He

m ght be able to save it, if he could reach it in tinme. He
| ooked about himat the rocks and the sand and the side
of a broken garage that had sonehow cone to occupy the

sl ope of a mountain. It remained within his mnd |ong
after he had passed it. Shattered, fallen down, half cov-
ered with debris, it took on a stark and nonstrous form
i ke a decaying skull which had once occupi ed the shoul -
ders of a giant; and he pressed down hard on the accel er-
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ator, although it could go no further. He began to trenble.
The sky brightened, but he did not touch the screen con-
trols. Wiy did he have to be the one? He saw a mass of
snoke ahead and to the right. As he drew nearer, he saw
that it rose froma nountain which had lost its top and
now held a nest of fires in its place. He cut to the left, go-
ing mles, many miles, out of the way he bad intended.
Cccasional ly, the ground shook beneath his wheels. Ashes
fell about him but now the snoul dering cone was far to
the rear of the right-hand screen. He wondered after the
days that had gone before and the few things that he ac-
tually knew about them If he nmade it through, be decided
he'd | eam nore about history. He threaded his way

t hrough pai nted canyons and forded a shallow river. No-
body had ever asked himto do anything inportant before,
and he hoped that nobody ever woul d again. Now, though,

he was taken by the feeling that he could do it. He wanted
to do it. Damation Alley lay all about him burning,

fum ng, shaking, and if he could not run it then half the
world would die, and the chances woul d be doubl ed that

one day all the world would be part of the Alley. His tat-
too stood stark on his whitened knuckles, saying "Hell,"
and he knew that it was true. Geg still slept, the sleep of
exhaustion, and Tanner narrowed his eyes and chewed his
beard and never touched the brake, not even when he saw
the rockslide beginning. He nade it by and sighed. That
pass was closed to himforever, but he had shot through

wi thout a scratch. His mind was an expandi ng bubble, its
surfaces like the view screens, registering everything
about him He felt the flow of the air within the cab and
the upward pressure of the pedal upon his foot H s throat
seenmed dry, but it didn't matter. Hi s eyes felt gooey at
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their inside coners, but he didn't wipe them He roared
across the pocked plains of Kansas, and he knew now t hat

he had been sucked into the role conpletely and that he
wanted it that way. Damm-hi s-eyes Denton had been right

It had to be done. He halted when he cane to the lip of

a chasm and headed north. Thirty mles later it ended,

and he turned again to the south. Greg nmuttered in his

sl eep. It sounded like a curse. Tanner repeated it softly a
couple tines and turned toward the east as soon as a

| evel stretch occurred. The sun stood in high heaven, and
Tanner felt as though be were drifting bodiless beneath it,
above the brown ground flaked with green spi kes of

growt h. He clenched his teeth and his mnd went back to
Denny, doubtless now in a hospital. Better than being
where the others had gone. He hoped the nbney he'd told

hi m about was still there. Then he felt the ache begin, in
the places between his neck and his shoulders. It spread
down into his arnms, and be realized how tightly he was
gripping the wheeL He blinked and took a deep breath

and realized that his eyeballs hurt. He |lit a cigarette and
it tasted foul, but he kept puffing at it. He drank sone
wat er and he dinmed the rear viewscreen as the sun fel
behind him Then he heard a sound like a distant runble

of thunder and was fully alert once nore. He sat up
straight and took his foot off the accelerator
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He sl owed. He braked and stopped. Then he saw t hem
He sat there and watched them as they passed, about a
hal f-m | e ahead.

A nmonstrous herd of bison crossed before him It took

the better part of an hour before they had passed. Huge,
heavy, dark, heads down, hooves scoring the soil, they ran
wi thout slowing until the thunder was great and then
rolled off toward the north, dininishing, softening, dying,
gone. The screen of their dust still hung before him and
he plunged into it, turning on his lights.

He considered taking a pill, decided against it. Geg
m ght be waki ng soon, he -wanted to be able to get sone
sl eep after they'd sw tched over

He cane up beside a highway, and its surface | ooked
pretty good, so he crossed onto it and sped ahead. After
a tine, he passed a faded, sagging sign that said "TO
PEKA—110 M LES. "

Greg yawned and stretched. He rubbed his eyes with
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hi s knuckl es and then rubbed his forehead, the right side
of which was swol | en and dark

"What time is it?" he asked.

Tanner gestured toward the clock in the dashboard.
"Morning or is it afternoon?"

"Afternoon.”

"My God! | nust have slept around fifteen hours!"”
That's about right."

"You been driving all that time?"

"That's right."

"You rust be done in. You look like hell. Let me just
hit the head. |I'Il take over in a few minutes."

"Good idea."

Geg cramed toward the rear of the vehicle

After about five minutes. Tanner came upon the out-
skirts of a dead town. He drove up the nmain street, and
there were rusted-out hulks of cars all along it. Mst of
the buildings had fallen in upon thensel ves, and sone of
the opened cellars that he saw were filled with scumy
wat er. Skeletons |ay about the town square. There were
no trees standi ng above the weeds that grew there. Three
t el ephone poles still stood, one of them|eaning forward
and trailing wires |like a handful of black spaghetti. Sev-
eral benches were visible within the weeds beside the
cracked sidewal ks, and a skel eton lay stretched out upon
the second one Tanner passed. He found his way barred

by a fallen tel ephone pole, and he detoured around the
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bl ock. The next street was sonmewhat better preserved, but

all its store-front wi ndows were broken, and a nude man-

ni kin posed fetchingly with her left armmssing fromthe
el bow down. The traffic light at the corner stared blindly
as Tanner passed through its intersection

Tanner heard Greg conming forward as he turned at the

next comer.

"Il take over now," he said.

"I want to get out of this place first," and they both
wat ched in silence for the next fifteen mnutes until the
dead town was gone from around them

Tanner pulled to a halt then and said, "We're a couple
hours away from a place that used to be called Topeka.
Wake me if you run into anything hairy."

"How did it go while | was al seep? Did you have any
troubl e?"
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"No," said Tanner, and he closed his eyes and began to
snore.

Greg drove away fromthe sunset, and he ate three
ham sandwi ches and drank a quart of m |k before Topeka.

I X

Tanner was awakened by the firing of the rockets. He
rubbed the sleep fromhis eyes and stared dunbly ahead
for alnmost half a minute.

Li ke gigantic dried | eaves, great clouds fell about them
Bats, bats, bats. The air was filled with bats. Tanner coul d
hear a cluttering, squeaking, scratching sound, and the

car was buffeted by their dark bodies.

"Where are we?" he asked.

"Kansas City. The place seens full of them" and G eg
rel eased another rocket, which cut a fiery path through
t he swoopi ng, spinning horde.

"Save the rockets. Use the fire," said Tanner, swi tching
the nearest gun to nanual and bringing cross-hairs into

focus upon the screen. "Blast "emin all directions—for

five, six seconds—then |'Il come in."

The flame shot forth, orange and cream bl ossons of
conbustion. Wen they fol ded,. Tanner sighted in the
screen and squeezed the trigger. He swung the gun, and
they fell. Their charred bodies lay all about him and he
added new ones to the smoul dering heaps.

"Roll it!" he cried, and the car moved forward, swaying,
bat bodi es crunching beneath its tires-

Tanner | aced the heavens with gunfire, and when they
swooped again he strafed themand fired a flare.
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In the sudden magnesi um gl ow from overhead, it
seenmed that nmillions of vanpire-faced forms were circling,
spiraling down toward them

He switched fromgun to gun, and they fell about him
like fruit. Then he called out, "Brake, and hit the topside
flanel" and Greg did this thing.

"Now t he sidesi Front and rear next!"

Bodi es were burning all about them heaped as high as
the hood, and Geg put the car into | ow gear when Tanner
cried "Forward!" And they pushed their way through the
wal | of charred flesh.

Tanner fired another flare.

The bats were still there, but circling higher now. Tan-
162
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ner prined the guns and waited, but they did not attack
again in any great number. A few swept about them and
he took pot-shots at them as they passed.

Ten mnutes later he said, "That's the M ssouri R ver
to our left. If we just follow alongside it now, we'll bit

Saint Louis."
"I know. Do you think itil be full of bats, too?"

"Probably. But if we take our tine and arrive with
daylight, they shouldn't bother us. Then we can figure a
way to get across the Mssus Hp."

Then their eyes fell upon the rearview screen, where
the dark skyline of Kansas City with bats was sil houetted
by pale stars and touched by the |ight of the bl oody noon.

After a time, Tanner slept once nore. He dreant he

was riding his bike, slowy, down the center of a wide
street, and people |lined the sidewal ks and began to cheer
as he passed. They threw confetti, but by the tine it
reached himit was garbage, wet and stinking. He stepped
on the gas then, but his bike slowed even nore and now
they were screamng at him They shouted obscenities.
They cried out his nanme, over and over, and again. The
Harl ey began to wobble, but his feet seenmed to be gl ued

in place. In a nonent, he knew, he would fall. The bike
came to a halt then, and he began to topple over toward
the right side. They rushed toward himas he fell, and he

knew it was just about all over.

He awoke with a jolt and saw the norning spread out
before him a bright coin in the nmddl e of a dark blue
tabl ecloth and a row of gl asses al ong the edge.
"That's it," said Geg. "The Mssus H p."

Tanner was suddenly very hungry.
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After they had refreshed thensel ves, they sought the
bri dge.

"I didn't see any of your naked people with spears,"
said Greg- "O course, we mght have passed their way
after dark—f there are any of themstill around."”

"Good thing, too," said Tanner. "Saved us sone
amo. "
The bridge cane into view, sagging and dark save for

the places where the sun gilded its cables, and it stretched
unbr oken across the bright expanse of waters. They

moved slowmy toward it, threading their way through

streets gorged with rubble, detouring when it becane com
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pletely bl ocked by the rows of broken nmachines, fallen
wal | s, sewer-deep abysses in the burst pavenent.

It took themtwo hours to travel half a nmile, and it was
noon before they reached the foot of the bridge, and, "It
| ooks as if Brady m ght have crossed here,'* said Geg,
eyei ng what appeared to be a cleared passageway ani dst

the wecks that filled the span. "How do you think he did
it?"

"Maybe he had something with himto hoist them and
swi ng them out over the edge. There are sonme w ecks be-
| ow, down where the water is shallow "

"Were they there last tinme you passed by?"

"I don't know. | wasn't right down here by the bridge. |
topped that hill back there," and he gestured at the rear-
Vi ew screen.

"Well, fromhere it |ooks |like we mght be able to nake
it. Let's roll."

They noved upward and forward onto the bridge and
began their sl ow passage across the mghtly M ssus Hip.
There were tinmes when the bridge creaked beneath them
si ghed, groaned, and they felt it nove.

The sun began to clinb, and still they noved forward,
scraping their fenders against the edges of the wecks,
using their wings like plows. They were on the bridge
for three hours before its end cane into sight through a
rift in the junkstacks.

VWhen their wheels finally touched the opposite shore,
Greg sat there breathing heavily and then |it a cigarette.

"You want to drive awhile. Hell?"
"Yeah. Let's switch over."
He did, and, "God! |I'm bushed!" he said as he spraw ed

out.
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Tanner drove forward through the ruins of East Saint
Louis, hurrying to clear the town before nightfall. The
radi ation | evel began to nount as he advanced, and the
streets were cluttered and broken. He checked the in-
side of the cab for radioactivity, but it was still clean

It took himhours, and as the sun fell at his back he

saw the blue aurora begin once nore in the north. But the
sky stayed clear, filled with its stars, and there were no
black lines that he could see. After a long while, a rose-
col ored nmoon appeared and hung before him He turned

on the nmusic, softly, and glanced at Geg. It didn't seem
to bother him so he let it continue.
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The instrument panel caught his eye. The radiation
| evel was still clinmbing. Then, in the forward screen, be

saw t he crater and he stopped.

It must have been over half a nmile across, and he
couldn't tell its depth.

He fired a flare, and in its light he used the tel escopic
|l enses to examne it to the right and to the left.

The way seened smoother to the right, and he turned
in that direction and began to negotiate it.

The place was hot! So very, very hot! He hurried. And
he wondered as he sped, the gauge rising before him

What had it been like on that day. Wenever? That day

when a tiny sun had lain upon this spot and fought with,
and for a tinme beaten, the brightness of the other in the
sky, before it sank slowy into its sudden burrow? He tried
to imagine it, succeeded, then tried to put it out of his
m nd and couldn't. How do you put out the fires that burn
forever? He wished that he knew. There'd been so nany

pl aces to go then, and he liked to nove around.

VWhat had it been like in the old days, when a man

could just junmp on his bike and cut out for a new town
whenever he wanted? And nobody enptyi ng buckets of

crap on you fromout of the sky? He felt cheated, which
was not a new feeling for him but it made hi mcurse even

| onger than usual
He lit a cigarette when he'd finally rounded the crater,

and he snmiled for the first tine in nonths as the radiation
gauge began to fall once nore. Before many nmiles, be saw
tall grasses swaying about him and not too long after that

he began to see trees.

Trees short and twisted, at first, but the further he fled
fromthe place of carnage, the taller and straighter they
becane. They were trees such as he had never seen before
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—+ifty, sixty feet in height—and graceful, and gathering
stars, there on the plains of Illinois.

He was nmoving al ong a cl ean, hard, w de road, and just
then he wanted to travel it forever—+to Floridee, of the
swanps and Spani sh noss and citrus groves and fine
beaches and the @ulf; and up to the cold, rocky Cape,
where everything is gray and brown and the waves break
bel ow the Iighthouses and the salt burns in your nose and
there are graveyards where bones have lain for centuries
and you can still read the names they bore, chiseled
there into the stones above them down through the nation
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where they say the grass is blue; then follow the nighty
M ssus Hip to the place where she spreads and cones and
there's the @ulf again, full of little islands where the
ol d boosters stashed their |oot; and through the shag-

t opped nount ai ns he'd heard about: the Snokies, Ozarks,
Poconos, Catskills; drive through the forest of Shenan-
doah; park, and take a boat out over Chesapeake Bay;

see the big | akes and the place where the water falls,

Ni agara. To drive forever along the big road, to see every-
thing, to eat the world. Yes. Maybe it wasn't all Damma-
tion Alley. Sone of the | egendary places nmust still be
clean, like the countryside about himnow He wanted it
with a hunger, with a fire Iike that which always burned in
his |l oins. He |laughed then, just one short, sharp bark, be-
cause now it seenmed |ike maybe he could have it.

The nusic played softly, too sweetly perhaps, and it
filled him

By norning he was into the place called Indiana and stil
followi ng the road. He passed farnhouses which seened

in good repair. There could even be people living in them
He I onged to investigate, but he didn't dare to stop. Then
after an hour, it was all countryside again, and degenerat-

i ng.

The grasses grew shorter, shriveled, were gone. An oc-
casional twisted tree clung to the bare earth. The radiation
| evel began to rise once nore. The signs told himhe was
nearing | ndi anapolis, which he guessed was a big city that
had received a bonb and was now gone away.

Nor was he m staken

He had to detour far to the south to get around it, back-
tracking to a place called Martinsville in order to cross
over the Wiite River. Then as he headed east once nore,

his radio crackled and came to life. There was a faint

voi ce, repeating, "Unidentified vehicle, halt!" and he
switched all the scanners to tel escopic range. Far ahead, on
a hilltop, he saw a standing man with binoculars and a

wal ki e-tal kie. He did not acknow edge recei pt of the trans-
m ssion, but kept driving.

He was hitting forty mles an hour along a hal fway
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decent section of roadway, and he gradually increased his
speed to fifty-five, though the protesting of his tires upon
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the cracked pavenent was sufficient to awaken G eg

Tanner stared ahead, ready for an “attack, and the ra-
di o kept repeating the order, |ouder now as he neared the
hill, and called upon himto acknow edge the nessage.

He touched the brake as he rounded a | ong curve, and
he did not reply to Geg's "What's the matter?”

When he saw it there, blocking the way, ready to fire,
he acted instantly.

The tank filled the road, and its big gun was pointed
directly at him

As his eye sought for and found passage around it, his
ri ght hand sl apped the switches that sent three arnor-
pi erci ng rockets scream ng ahead and his left spun the
wheel counter-clockwi se and his foot fell heavy on the
accel erator.

He was half off the road then, bouncing al ong the
ditch at its side, when the tank di scharged one fiery
bel ch which m ssed himand then caved in upon itself
and bl ossoned.

There canme the sound of rifle fire as he pulled back
onto the road on the other side of the tank and sped
ahead. Greg | aunched a single grenade to the right and
the left and then hit the fifty calibers. They tore on
ahead, and after about a quarter of a nile Tanner picked
up bis mcrophone and said, "Sorry about that M

brakes don't work," and hung it up again. There was no
response.

As soon as they reached a |l evel plain, comanding a
good view in all directions. Tanner halted the vehicle and
Greg noved into the driver's seat.

"Where do you think they got hold of that arnor?"
"Who knows?"
"And why stop us?"

"They didn't know what we were carryi ng—and
maybe they just wanted the car."

"Blasting, it's a helluva way to get it."

"If they can't have it, why should they let us keep it?"
"You know just how they think, don't you?"

"Yes."

"Have a cigarette."

Tanner nodded, accepted.
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"It's been pretty bad, you know?"
"I can't argue with that."

" And we've still got a long way to go."
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"Yeah, so let's get rolling."

"You said before that you didn't think we'd make it"
"I'"ve revised nay opinion. Now |l think we will."
"After all we've been through?"

"After all we've been through."

"What nore do we have to fight with?"

"I don't know all that yet."

"But on the other hand. we know everything there is
behi nd us. W know how to avoid a lot of it now"

Tanner nodded.

"You tried to cut out once. Now | don't blane you."
"You getting scared, Geg?"

"I"'mno good to ny famly if |I'mdead."

"Then why'd you agree to cone al ong?"

"I didn'"t know it would be like this. You had better
sense, because you had an idea what it would be like."

"l had an idea."
"Nobody can blanme us if we fail. After all, we've

tried."”
"VWhat about all those people in Boston you nade ne
a speech about ?"

"They're probably dead by now. The plague isn't a
thing that takes its tinme, you know?"

"What about that guy Brady? He died to get us the

news.

"He tried, and God knows | respect the attenpt. But
we' ve already | ost four guys. Now should we make it six,
just to show that everybody tried?"

"Greg, we're a lot closer to Boston than we are to L. A
now. The tanks shoul d have enough fuel in themto get
us where we're going, but not to take us back from here."
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"We can refuel in Salt Lake."
"I"'mnot even sure we could make it back to Salt
Lake. "

"Well, it'll only take a minute to figure it out. For that
matter, though, we could take the bikes for the last hun-
dred or so. They use & lot |ess gas,"

"And you're the guy who was calling me nanes.

You're the citizen was wondering how people like me

happen. You asked ne what they ever did to nme, | told

you, too: Nothing. Now maybe | want to do somet hing

for them just because | feel like it. |I've been doing a |ot
of thinking.**
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"You ain't supporting any fanmily. Hell. |'ve got other
people to worry about beside nyself.

"You've got a nice way of putting things when you

want to chicken out. You say |I'mnot really scared, but
I"ve got nmy nother and ny brothers and sisters to worry
about, and | got a chick I'mhot on. That's why |'m back-
ing down. No ot her reason

"And that's right, too! | don't understand you. Hell!

I don't understand you at all! You're the one who put
this idea in ny head in the first place!"

"So give it back, and let's get noving."

He saw Greg's hand slither toward the gun on the door,
so he flipped his cigarette into his face and nmanaged to
hit himonce, in the stomach—a weak, |eft-handed bl ow,
but it was the best he could nmanage fromthat position

Then Greg threw hinself upon him and he felt him
sel f borne back into his seat. They westled, and Geg's
fingers clawed their way up to his face toward his eyes.

Tanner got his arns free above the el bows, seized

Geg's head, twi sted and shoved with all his strength.
Geg hit the dashboard, went stiff, then went slack.
Tanner banged his head against it twice nore, just to be
sure he wasn't faking. Then he pushed hi m away and

moved back into the driver's seat. He checked all the
screens while he caught his breath. There was nothing
menaci ng approachi ng.

He fetched cord fromthe utility chest and bound

Greg's hands behind his back. He tied his ankles together
and ran a line fromthemto his wists. Then he posi -
tioned himin the seat, reclined it pan way and tied him
in place within it.

He put the car into gear and headed toward Ohio.

Two hours later Greg began to npan, and Tanner

turned the nusic up to drown himout. Landscape had
appeared once nore: grass and trees, fields of green,
orchards of apples, apples still snmall and green, white
farm houses and brown barns and red barns far renoved
fromthe roadway he raced al ong; rows of corn, green
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and swayi ng, brown tassels already visible and obviously
tended by soneone; fences of split tinber, green hedges;

| ofty, star-|eafed maples, fresh-looking road signs, a
green-shingl ed steeple fromwhich the sound of a bel
came forth.

The lines in the sky wi dened, but the sky itself did not
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT 169

darken, as it usually did before a storm So he drove on
into the afternoon, until he reached the Dayton Abyss.

He | ooked down into the fog-shrouded canyon that had
caused himto halt. He scanned to the left and the right,
deci ded upon the |l eft and headed north.

Again, the radiation |evel was high. And he hurri ed.
slowing only to skirt the crevices, chasns and canyons
that emanated fromthat dark, deep center. Thick yel-

| ow vapors seeped forth fromsonme of these and filled the
air before him At one point they were all about him
like a clinging, sulphurous cloud, and a breeze cane and
parted them Involuntarily then, he hit the brake, and
the car jerked and halted and Greg npbaned once nore.

He stared at the thing for the few seconds that it was
visible, then slowy noved forward again.

The sight was not duplicated for the whole of his
passage, but it did not easily go fromout of his mind,
and he could not explain it where he had seen it. Yel-

| ow, hangi ng and grinning, he had seen a crucified skele-
ton there beside the Abyss. People, he decided. That ex-
pl ai ns everyt hi ng.

When he left the region of fogs the sky was still dark.

He did not realize for a time that he was in the open once
more. It had taken himclose to four hours to skirt Day-
ton, and now as he headed across a bl asted heath, going
east again, he saw for a nonent, a tiny piece of the sun,
like a sickle, fighting its way ashore on the northern
bank of a black river in the sky, and failing.

H's lights were turned up to their fullest intensity, and
as he realized what m ght follow he | ooked in every di-
rection for shelter

There was an old barn on a hill, and he raced toward

it. One side had caved in, and the doors had fallen down.
He edged in, however, and the interior was noist and
mol dy | ooki ng under his lights. He saw a skel eton which
he guessed to be that of a horse within a fall en-down
stall

He parked and turned off his lights and waited.

Soon the wailing canme again and drowned out Greg's
occasi onal npans and nmutterings. There canme anot her
sound, not hard and heavy like gunfire, as that which he
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had heard in L. A, but gentle, steady and al nbst purr-
i ng-
He cracked the door, to hear it better.

Not hi ng assailed him so he stepped down fromthe

cab and wal ked back a way. The radiation |evel was al -
nmost normal, so he didn't bother with his protective
suit. He wal ked back toward the fallen doors and | ooked
outside. He wore the pistol behind his belt.

Sonet hi ng gray descended in droplets and the sun
fought itself partly free once nore

It was rain, pure and sinple. He had never seen rain,
pure and sinple, before. So he Iit a cigarette and
watched it fall.

It cane down with only an occasional runbling and
not hing el se acconpanied it. The sky was still a bluish
col or beyond the bands of bl ack.

It fell all about him It ran down the frame to his left.
A random gust of wi nd blew sone droplets into his face,
and he realized that they were water, nothing nore.
Puddl es formed on the ground outside. He tossed a chunk
of wood into one and saw it splash and float. From sone-
where high up inside the barn he heard the sounds of
birds. He snelied the sick-sweet snell of decaying straw.
Of in the shadows to his right he saw a rusted threshing
machi ne. Sone feathers drifted down about him and he
caught one in his hand and studied it. Light, dark, fluffy,
ri bbed. He'd never really | ooked at a feather before. It
wor ked al nost |ike a zipper, the way the individua
branches clung to one another. He let it go, and the w nd
caught it, and it vani shed sonmewhere toward bis back

He | ooked out once nore, and back along his trail. He
coul d probably drive through what was com ng down

now. But he realized Just how tired he was. He found a
barrel and sat down on it and lit another cigarette.

It had been a good run so far; and he found hinsel f

t hi nki ng about its last stages. He couldn't trust Geg for
awhile yet. Not until they were so far that there could be
no turning back. Then they'd need each other so badly

that he could turn himloose. He hoped he hadn't scram
bled his brains conpletely. He didn't know what nore

the Alley held. If the storns were less fromhere on in,
however, that woul d be a big help.

He sat there for a long while, feeling the cold, noist
breezes; and the rainfall |essened after a tinme, and he
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went back to the car and started it. Geg was still uncon-
sci ous, he noted, as he backed out. This m ght not be

good.

He took a pill to keep hinself alert and he ate sone
rations as he drove along. The rain continued to cone
down, but gently. It fell all the way across Chio, and the
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sky remai ned overcast. He crossed into West Virginia at
the place called Parkersburg, and then he veered slightly
to the north, going by the old Rand-MNally he'd been
furni shed. The gray day went away into black night, and
he drove on.

There were no nore of the dark bats around to trou-

ble him but he passed several nore craters and the ra-

di ati on gauge rose, and at one point a pack of huge wld
dogs pursued him baying and howing, and they ran

al ong the road and snapped at his tires and barked and
yamered and then fell back. There were sone trenors
beneath his wheels as he passed anot her nmountain that
spewed forth bright clouds to his left and nade a kind of
thunder. Ashes fell, and he drove through them A flash
fl ood splashed over him and the engine sputtered and
died, twice; but be started it again each tinme and pushed
on ahead, the waters |apping about his sides. Then he
reached higher, drier ground, apd riflemen tried to bar his
way. He strafed them and hurled a grenade and drove

on by. Wen the darkness went away and the di m noon

came up, dark birds circled himand dove down at him

but he ignored themand after a tinme they, too, were
gone.

He drove until he felt tired again, and then he ate sone
more and took another pill. By then he was in Pennsyl -
vania, and he felt that if Geg would only cone around
be would turn himloose and trust himw th the driving.

He halted twice to visit the latrine, and he tugged at the
gol den band in bis pierced | eft ear, and he bl ew his nose
and scratched hinself. Then he ate nore rations and

conti nued on.

He began to ache, in all his mnmuscles, and he wanted to
stop and rest, but he was afraid of the things that m ght
come upon himif he did.

As he drove through another dead town, the rains
started again. Not hard, just a drizzly downpour, cold-
| ooking and sterile—a. brittle, shiny screen. He stopped
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in the mddl e of the road before the thing he' d al nost
driven into, and he stared at it.

He' d thought at first that it was nore black lines in the
sky. He'd halted because they'd seened to appear too
suddenl y.

It was a spider's web, strands thick as his arm strung
bet ween two | eani ng bui | di ngs.

He switched on his forward flame and began to burn it.

When the fires died, he saw the approachi ng shape,
com ng down from hi gh above

It was a spider, larger than hinself, rushing to check
t he di sturbance
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He el evated the rocket |aunchers, took careful aim and
pierced it with one white-hot mssile.

It still hung there in the trenbling web and seened to
be ki cking.

He turned on the flane again, for a full ten seconds,
and when it subsided there was an open way before him

He rushed through, w de awake and al ert once again,
his pains forgotten. He drove as fast as he could, trying
to forget the sight.

Anot her nountai n snoked ahead and to his right, but
it did not bloom and few ashes descended as he passed it.

He made coffee and drank a cup. After awhile it was
nmor ni ng, and he raced toward it

Xl

He was stuck in the nud, sonewhere in eastern Pennsyl -
vani a, and cursing. Greg was | ooking very pale. The sun
was nearing m dheaven. He | eaned back and cl osed his
eyes. It was too nuch.

He slept.

He awoke and felt worse. There was a banging on the

side of the car. Hi s hands nmoved toward fire-control and
Wi ng-control, automatically, and his eyes sought the
screens.

He saw an old nman, and there were two younger nmnen

with him They were arnmed, but they stood right before
the left wing, and he knew he could cut them in half in
an instant.

He activated the outside speaker and the audi o pickup

"VWhat do you want?" he asked, and his voice crackl ed
forth.
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"You okay?" the old man call ed.

"Not really. You caught ne sleeping."
"You stuck?"

"That's about the size of it.

"I got a nule team can maybe get you out. Can't get
*em here before tonmorrow norning, though."

"Great!" said Tanner. "l'd appreciate it"
"Where you fron®"
LA

"What's that?"
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"Los Angel es. West Coast."

There was sonme nmurnuring, then, "You're a | ong way
from honme, mster."

"Don't | knowit.—+took, if you' re serious about those
mules, |'d appreciate bell out of it. It's an energency."

"What kind of ?"
"You know about Boston?"
"I knowit's there."

"Wl |, people are dying up that way of the plague.
I'"ve got drugs here can save them if | can get through."

There were sone nore murnurs, then, "We'll help
you. Boston's pretty inportant, and we'll get you | oose.
Want to come back with us?"

"Where? And who are you?"

"The name's Sanuel Potter, and these are my sons,
Roderick and Caliban. My farms about six miles off.
You' re wel cone to spend the night."

"It's not that | don't trust you," said Tanner. "It's just
that | don't trust anybody, if you know what | nean. |'ve
been shot at too nuch recently to want to take the
chance. "

"Wl |, how about if we put up our guns? You're prob-

ably able to shoot us fromthere, ain't you?"
"That's right."

"So we're taking a chance just standing here. W're
willing to help you. W'd stand to lose if the Boston
traders stopped coming to Albany. If there's soneone
el se inside, he can cover you."

"WAit a minute," said Tanner, and he opened the door

The old man stuck out his hand, and Tanner took it
and shook it, also his sons'

"I's there any kind of doctor around here?" he asked.
"In the settlenent—about thirty mles north."
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"My partner's hurt. | think he needs a doctor." He
gestured back toward the cab.

Sam noved forward and peered w thin.

"Why's he all trussed up |like that?"

"He went off his rocker, and | had to cl obber him |

tied himup, to be safe. But now he doesn't | ook so good.

"Then let's whip up a stretcher and get himonto it
You lock up tight then, and my boys'I| bring himback
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to the house. W'll| send soneone for the Doc. You don't
| ook so good yourself. Bet you' d like a bath and a shave
and a cl ean bed."

"I don't feel so good, ** Tanner said. "Let's nake that
stretcher quick, before we need two."

He sat upon the fender and snoked while the Potter

boys cut trees and stripped them Waves of fatigue

washed over him and he found it hard to keep his eyes
open. His feet felt very far away, and his shoul ders
ached. The cigarette fell fromhis fingers, and he | eaned
backward on the hood.

Someone was sl apping his |eg.

He forced his eyes open and | ooked down.

"Ckay," Potter said. "W cut your partner |oose and
we got himon the stretcher. Want to | ock up and get
nmovi ng?"

Tanner nodded and junped down. He sank al nbst up
to his boot tops when he hit, but he closed the cab and
staggered toward the old man in buckskin.

They began wal ki ng across country, and after awhile
it becane mechani cal

Sanuel Potter kept up a steady line of chatter as he
led the way, rifle resting in the crook of his arm Maybe
it was to keep Tanner awake.

"It's not too far, son, and it'll be pretty easy going in
just a few m nutes now. Wat'd you say your nhame was
anyhow?"

“"Hel | ," said Tanner

"Beg pardon?"

"Hell. Hell's ny nane. Hell Tanner.'*

Sam Potter chuckled. "That's a pretty nean nane,

mster. If it's okay with you, I'll introduce you to ny
wi fe and the youngest as 'Mster Tanner.* Al right?"

"That's just fine," Tanner gasped, pulling his boots out
of the mre with a sucking sound.
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"We'd sure miss them Boston traders. | hope you
make it in time."

"What is it that they do?"

"They keep shops in Al bany, and twi ce a year they

give a fair—spring and fall. They carry all sort of things
we need—needl es, thread, pepper, kettles, pans, seed,

guns and ammo, all kind of things—and the fairs are

pretty good times, too. Mst anybody between here and
there woul d hel p you al ong. Hope you nake it. W'l

get you off to a good start again."

They reached hi gher, drier ground.

"You nmean it's pretty clear sailing after this?"
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"Well, no. But I'll help you on a map and tell you
what to | ook out for,"

"l got mne with ne," said Tanner, as they topped a
hill, and he saw a farm house off in the distance. "That
your place?"

"Correct. It ain't much further now. Real easy walkin
—an' you just lean on my shoulder if you get tired."

"I can make it," said Tanner. "It's just that | had so
many of those pills to keep ne awake that |I'mstarting to
feel all the sleep |I've been missing- |I'll be okay."

"You'll get to sleep real soon now. And when you're
awake again, we'll go over that Jnap of yours, and you
can wite in all the places | tell you about."

"Good scene," said Tanner, "good scene," and he put
hi s hand on Sami s shoul der then and staggered al ong be-
side him feeling al nost drunk and w shing he were.

After a hazy eternity be saw the house before him
then the door. The door swung open, and he felt hinself
falling forward, and that was it.

Xl

Sl eep. Bl ackness, distant voices, nore bl ackness. Wer-
ever he lay, it was soft, and he turned over onto his
ot her side and went away again.

When everything finally flowed together into a co-
herent ball and he opened his eyes, there was |ight
streamng in through the window to his right, falling in
rectangl es upon the patchwork quilt that covered him

He groaned, stretched, rubbed his eyes and scratched his
bear d.

He surveyed the room carefully; polished wooden
176 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

floors with handwoven rugs of blue and red and gray
scattered about them a dresser holding a white enanel
basin with a few bl ack spots up near its |ip where sone

of the enanmel had chi pped away, a mirror on the wall

behi nd hi m and above all that, a spindly |ooking rocker
near the wi ndow, a print cushion on its seat, a snall table
against the other wall with a chair pushed in beneath it,
books and paper and pen and ink on the table, a hand-
stitched sanpler on the wall asking God To Bl ess, a blue
and green print of a waterfall on the other wall.

He sat up, discovered he was naked, |ooked around
for his clothing. It was nowhere in sight

As he sat there, deciding whether or not to call out, the
door opened, and Sam wal ked in. He carried Tanner's
clothing, clean and neatly folded, over one arm In his
other hand he carried his boots, and they shone |ike wet
nm dni ght .
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"Heard you stirring around,"” he said. "How you
feeling now?"

"Alot better, thanks."

"We've got a bath all drawn. Just have to dunp in a
coupl e buckets of hot, and it's all yours. 1'll have the boys
carry it inin a nmnute, and sone soap and towels."

Tanner bit his lip, but he didn't want to seemin-
hospitable to his benefactor, so he nodded and forced a
smile then.

"That' || be fine."

And there's a razor and a scissors on the dresser
e —whi chever you m ght want."

He nodded agai n- Sam set his cl othes down on the
rocker and his boots on the floor beside it, then left the
room

Soon Roderick and Caliban brought in the tub, spread
sonme sacks and set it upon them

"How you feeling?" one of them asked. (Tanner wasn't
sure whi ch was which. They both seened graceful as
scarecrows, and their nouths were packed full of white
teeth.)

"Real good," he said.

"Bet you're hungry," said the other. "You sl ep* al
aft ernoon yesterday and all night and nost of this norn-
ing."

"You know it," said Tanner. "How s ny partner?"
The nearer one shook his head. "Still sleeping and
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sickly," he said. "The doc should be here soon. Qur kid
brother went after himlast night."

They turned to | eave, and the one who had been

speaki ng added, "Soon as you get cleaned up, Ma' U fix

you sonething to eat. Cal and me are going out now to

try and get your rig loose. Dad' U tell you about the roads
while you eat."

"Thanks. "

"CGood norning to you."
" '"Morning."

They cl osed the door behind themas they left.

Tanner got up and noved to the mirror, studied him
self. "Well, just this once," he muttered.

Then he washed his face and trimed his beard and
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cut his hair.

Then, gritting his teeth, he lowered hinself into the
tub, soaped up and scrubbed. The water grew gray and
scumy beneath the suds. He splashed out and towel ed
hi rsel f down and dressed.

He was starched and crinkly and snelled faintly of
disinfectant. He smled at his dark-eyed reflection and lit
a cigarette. He conbed his hair and studied the stranger
"Dam! |'m beautiful!" he chuckled, and then he opened

the door and entered the kitchen

Samwas sitting at the table drinking a cup of coffee,

and his wife who was short and heavy and wore | ong gray
skirts was facing in the other direction, |eaning over the
stove. She turned, and he saw that her face was large, with
bul ging red cheeks that dinpled and a little white scar in
the middl e of her forehead. Her hair was brown, shot
through with gray, and pulled back into a knot. She

bobbed her head and sniled a "Good norning" at him

"Morning,"” he replied. "I'mafraid | left kind of a
mess in the other room"™

"Don't worry about that," said Sam "Seat yourself.
and we'll have you sone breakfast in a mnute. The
boys told you about your friend?"

Tanner nodded.

As she placed a cup of coffee in front of Tanner, Sam
said, "Wfe's nanme's Susan."

"How do," she said
"H L

"Now, then, | got your map here. Saw it sticking out
of your jacket. That's your gun hangi ng asi de the door,
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too. Anyhow, |'ve been figuring and | think the best way
you coul d head would be up to Al bany and then go al ong

the old Route 9, which is in pretty good shape." He

spread the map and pointed as he tal ked. "Now, it won't

be all of a picnic," he said, "but it looks |ike the clean-
est and fastest way in—

"Breakfast," said his wife and pushed the map aside to
set a plate full of eggs and bacon and sausages in front
of Tanner and anot her one, hol ding four pieces of toast,
next to it. There was marmal ade, jam jelly and butter
on the table, and Tanner helped hinself to it and sipped
the coffee and filled the enpty places inside while Sam
t al ked.

He told himabout the gangs that ran between Boston

and Al bany on bi kes, hijacking anything they could, and
that was the reason nost cargo went in convoys with
shotgun riders aboard. "But you don't have to worry,
with that rig of yours, do you?" he asked.

file:/l/F|/rah/Roger%20Zelazny/The%20Last%20Defender%200f%20Camelot.txt (169 of 300) [8/27/03 11:38:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Roger%20Z el azny/The%20L ast%20D ef ender%6200f%620Camel ot.txt

Tanner said, "Hope not," and wol fed down nore food.
He wondered, though, if they were anything like his old
pack, and he hoped not, again, for both their sakes.

Tanner raised his coffee cup, and he heard a sound
out si de.

The door opened, and a boy ran into the kitchen. Tan-
ner figured himas between ten and twel ve years of age.
An ol der man followed him carrying the traditiona

bl ack bag.

"We're here! W're here!" cried the boy, and Sam

stood and shook hands with the man, so Tanner figured

he shoul d, too. He w ped his nouth and gripped the

man' s hand and said, "My partner sort of went out of his
head. He Junped ne, and we had a fight. | shoved him
and he banged his head on the dashboard."”

The doctor, a dark-haired man, probably in his late
forties, wore a dark suit. His face was heavily |lined, and
his eyes | ooked tired. He nodded.

Samsaid, "I'll take you to him" and he | ed hi mout
through the door at the other end of the kitchen

Tanner reseated hinself and picked up the |ast piece of
toast. Susan refilled his coffee cup, and he nodded to her.

"My nane's Jerry," said the boy, seating hinself in his
father's abandoned chair. "Is your nane, mister, really
Hel | 2"

"Hush, you!" said his nother.
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"Fraid so," said Tanner

. . . And you drove all the way across the country?
Through the Al ey?"

"So far."

"What was it |ike?"
"Mean. "

"What ali'd you see?"

"Bats as big as this kitchen—sone of them even bigger
—on the other side of the Mssus Hip. Lot of themin
Saint Louis."

"What' d you dor*
"Shot 'em Burned 'em Drove through *em™
"What el se you see?"

"G la nonsters. Big, technicolor |izards—the size of
a barn. Dust Devils—big circling winds that sucked up
one car. Fire-topped nountai ns. Real big thorn bushes
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that we had to bum Drove through sonme storns. Drove
over places where the ground was |ike glass. Drove al ong
where the ground was shaki ng. Drove around big cra-
ters, all radioactive."

"Wsh I could do that sone day."
"Maybe you will, sone day."

Tanner finished the food and lit a cigarette and si pped
the coffee, i

"Real good breakfast," he called out. "Best |'ve eaten

in days. Thanks."

Susan snmiled, then said, "Jerry, don't go an* pester the
man. "

"No bother, nissus. He's okay."

"What's that ring on your hand?" said Jerry. "It |ooks
Ii ke a snake."

"That's what it is," said Tanner, pulling it off. "It is
sterling silver with red glass eyes, and | got it in a place
called Tijuana. Here. You keep it."

"I couldn't take that," said the boy, and he | ooked at

his nother, his eyes asking if he could. She shook her

head fromleft to right, and Tanner saw it and said, "Your
fol ks were good enough to help me out and get a doc for

my partner and feed ne and give nme a place to sleep

I"msure they won't mind if | want to show ny apprecia-

tion alittle bit and give you this ring." Jerry | ooked back
at his nmother, and Tanner nodded and she nodded

t 0o.

Jerry whistled and junped up and put it on his finger.
180
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"It's too big," he said.

"Here, let nme mash it a bit for you. These spiral kind U
fit anybody if you squeeze thema little."

He squeezed the ring and gave it back to the boy to
try on. It was still too big, so he squeezed it again and
then it fit.

Jerry put it on and began to run fromthe room
"Wait!" his nother said. "Wiat do you say?"

He turned around and said, "Thank you, Hell."'*

"M ster Tanner," she said.

"M ster Tanner,'
behi nd hi m

the boy repeated, and the door banged

"That was good of you," she said.
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Tanner shrugged.

"He liked it," he said. "GAad | could turn himon with
it."

He finished his coffee and his cigarette, and she gave
hi m anot her cup, and be it another cigarette. After a
time, Sam and the doctor came out of the other room and
Tanner began wondering where the famly had slept the

ni ght before. Susan poured them both coffee, and they
seated thenselves at the table to drink it.

"Your friend s got a concussion," the doctor said. "I

can't really tell how serious his condition is wthout get-
ting X-rays, and there's no way of getting them here. |
woul dn't recomrend novi ng him though."

Tanner said, "For how | ong?"

"Maybe a few days, maybe a couple weeks. |'ve left

some nedi cation and told Samwhat to do for him Sam
says there's a plague in Boston and you' ve got to hurry.
My advice is that you go on without him Leave himhere
with the Potters. He'll be taken care of. He can go up to
Al bany with themfor the Spring Fair and nmake his way

to Boston fromthere on some comercial carrier.

think he'll be all right."

Tanner thought about it awhile, then nodded.

"Ckay," he said, "if that's the way it's got to be."
"That's what | recomend. "

They drank their coffee.

Xl

Tanner regarded his freed vehicle, said, "I guess I'll be
going then," and nodded to the Potters. "Thanks," he
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said, and he unl ocked the cab, clinbed into it and started
the engine. He put it into gear, blew the horn tw ce and
started to nove

In the screen, he saw the three nen wavi ng. He
stamped the accel erator, and they were gone from sight.

He sped ahead, and the way was easy. The sky was
sal mon pink. The earth was brown, and there was nuch
green grass. The bright sun caught the day in a silver net.

This part of the country seenmed virtually untouched

by the chaos that had produced the rest of the Alley.
Tanner played nusic, drove al ong. He passed two trucks
on the road and honked his horn each time. Once, he
received a reply.

He drove all that day, and it was well into the night
when he pulled into Al bany. The streets thensel ves were
dark, and only a few lights shone fromthe buil dings. He
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drew up in front of a flickering red sign that said "BAR
& GRILL," parked and entered.

It was small, and there was jukebox nusic playing,
tunes he'd never heard before, and the lighting was
poor, and there was sawdust on the floor

He sat down at the bar and pushed the Magnum way

down behind his belt so that it didn't show Then he took
off his jacket, because of the heat in the place, and he
threwit on the stool next to him Wen the man in the
white apron approached, he said, "Gve ne a shot and a
beer and a ham sandw ch."

The nman nodded his bald head and threw a shot gl ass

in front of Tanner which he then filled. He siphoned

of f a foam capped nug and holl ered over his right shoul -
der.

Tanner tossed off the shot and sipped the beer. After
awhile, a white plate bearing a sandw ch appeared on

the sill across fromhim After a |onger while, the bar-
tender passed, picked it up, and deposited it in front of
him He wote sonething on a green chit and tucked it
under the corner of the plate.

Tanner bit into the sandwi ch and washed it down with

a mout hful of beer. He studied the people about him
and deci ded they nmade the same noi ses as people in any
other bar he'd ever been in. The old man to his left

| ooked friendly, so he asked him "Any news about

Bost on?"
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The man's chin quivered between words, and it seened
a natural thing for him

"No news at all. Looks |like the nerchants will close
"their shops at the end of the week."

"What day is today?"
"Tuesday. "

Tanner finished his sandwi ch and snoked a cigarette
whil e he drank the rest of his beer

Then he | ooked at the check, and it said, ".85."
He tossed a dollar bill on top of it and turned to go.

He had taken two steps when the bartender called out,
"WAit a minute, mster."

He turned around.
"Yeah?"
"What you trying to pull?*'

"What do you nean?"
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"What do you call this crap?"
"WWhat crap?”

The man waved Tanner's dollar at him and he stepped
forward and i nspected it.

"Not hing wong | can see. Wat's giving you a pain?"
"That ain't noney."

"You trying to tell ma ny noney's no good?"

"That's what | said. | never seen no bill like that."

"Well, look at it real careful. Read that print down
there at the bottomof it."

The room grew quiet. One man got off his stool and
wal ked forward. He held out his hand and said, "Let ne

see it, Bill."

The bartender passed it to him and the man's eyes

wi dened.

"This is drawn on the Bank of the Nation of California."
"Well, that's where I'mfrom" said Tanner.

"I"'msorry, it's no good here," said the bartender

"It's the best | got," said Tanner

"Wl |, nobody'|l nmake good on it around here. You
got any Boston noney on you?"

"Never been to Boston."
"Then how the heli'd you get here?"
"Drove. "

"Don't hand nme that |ine of crap, son. Were'd you
steal this?" It was the ol der man who had spoken

"You going to take ny nobney or ain't you?" said
Tanner .
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"I"'mnot going to take it." said the bartender

"Then screw you," said Tanner, and he turned and
wal ked toward the door.

As al ways, under such circunstances, he was alert to
sounds at his back.

When he heard the quick footfall, he turned. It was the
man who had inspected the bill that stood before him his
ri ght arm ext ended.
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Tanner's right hand held his | eather jacket, draped over
his right shoulder. He swung it with all his strength for-
ward and down.

It struck the man on the top of his head. and he fell

There came up a murnuring,' and several people
junped to their feet and noved toward him

Tanner dragged the gun fromhis belt and said, "Sorry,
folks,'* and he pointed it, and they stopped.

"Now you probably ain't about to believe ne," he

said, "when | tell you that Boston's been hit by the plague,
but it's true all right. O nmaybe you will. | don't know.
But | don't think you're going to believe that | drove
here all the way fromthe nation of California with a

car full of Haffikine antiserum But that's just as right.
You send that bill to the big bank in Boston, and they'l
change it for you, all right, and you knowit. Now I've
got to be going, and don't anybody try to stop nme. If you
think 1've been handing you a line, you take a | ook at
what | drive away in. That's all 1've got to say."

And he backed out the door and covered it while he
mount ed the cab. Inside, he gunned the engine to life,
turned, and roared away.

In the rearview screen he could see the knot of people
on the wal k before the bar, watching himdepart.

He | aughed, and the appl e- bl ossom nobon hung dead
ahead.

XV

Al bany to Boston. A couple of hundred nmiles. He'd nan-
aged the worst of it. The terrors of Damation Alley |ay
largely at his back now N ght. It flowed about him

The stars seened brighter than usual. He'd nake it, the
ni ght seened to say.

He passed between hills. The road wasn't too bad. It
wound between trees and hi gh grasses. He passed a truck
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coming in his direction and dinmed his lights as it ap-
proached. It did the sane.

Il must have been around m dnight that he cane to
the crossroads, and the |lights suddenly nailed himfrom
two directions.

He was bathed in perhaps thirty beans fromthe left
and as many fromthe right.

He pushed the accelerator to the floor, and he heard
engi ne after engine comng to life sonewhere at his back
And he recogni zed t he sounds.

Thev were all of them bikes.
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They swung onto the road behind him

He mul d have opened fire. He coul d have braked and

| aid down a cloud of flame. It was obvious that they didn't
know what they were chasing. He could have | aunched
grenades He refrained, however.

It could have been himon the | ead bi ke, he deci ded,
all hot on hijack. He felt a certain sad kinship as his hand
hover ed above the fire-control

Try to outrun them first.

H s engi ne was open wi de and roaring, but he couldn't
t ake the bikes.

When they began to fire, he knew that he'd have to
retaliate. He couldn't risk their hitting a gas tank or bl ow
ing out his tires.

Their first few shots had been in the nature of a
warning. He couldn't risk another barrage. If only they
knew. . ..

The speaker!
He cut in and nmashed the button and spoke:

"Listen, cats," he said. "All | got's nedicine for the
sick citizens in Boston. Let nme through or you'll hear
the noise."

A shot followed i medi ately, so he opened fire with
the fifty calibers to the rear.

He saw themfall, but they kept firing. So be | aunched
gr enades.

The firing | essened, but didn't cease.

So he hit the brakes, then the flame-throwers. He kept
it up for fifteen seconds.

There was sil ence.

When the air cleared he studied the screens.

They lay all over the road, their bikes upset, their
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bodi es funming. Several were still seated, and they held
rifles and pointed them and he shot them down.

A few still noved, spasnodically, and he was about to
drive on, when he saw one rise and take a few staggering
steps and fall again.

Hi s hand hesitated on the gearshift.
It was a girl.

He t hought about it for perhaps five seconds, then
junped down fromthe cab and ran toward her.
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As he did, one man rai sed hinself on an el bow and
pi cked up a fallen rifle.

Tanner shot himtw ce and kept running, pistol in hand.

The girl was craming toward a man whose face had

been shot away. O her bodies tw sted about Tanner now,
there on the road, in the glare of the tail beacons. Bl ood
and bl ack | eather, the sounds of npaning and the stench

of burned flesh were all about him

VWhen he got to the girl's side, she cursed himsoftly as
he st opped.

None of the bl ood about her seened to be her own.

He dragged her to her feet and her eyes began to fil
with tears.

Everyone el se was dead or dying, so Tanner picked her

up in his arns and carried hen. back to the car. He re-
clined the passenger seat and put her into it, noving the
weapons into the rear seat, out of her reach.

Then he gunned the engi ne and noved forward. In
the rearview screen he saw two figures rise to their
feet, then fall again.

She was a tall girl, with long, uncombed hair the color

of dirt. She had a strong chin and a wi de nouth and

there were dark circles under her eyes. A single faint line
crossed her forehead, and she had all of her teeth. The
right side of her face was flushed, as if sunburned. Her
left trouser leg was torn and dirty. He guessed that she'd
caught the edge of his flanme and fallen from her bike.

"You okay?" he asked, when her sobbing had di m n-
ished to a noist sniffing sound.

"What's it to you?" she said, raising a hand to her
cheek.

Tanner shrugged.

"Just being friendly."

"You killed nost of ny gang."
"What woul d they have done to ne?"
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"They woul d have stonped you, mister, if it weren't for
this fancy car of yours."

"It ain't really nine," he said. "It belongs to the na-
tion of California."

"This thing don't come from California."
“"The hell it don't. 1 drove it."

She sdl up straight then and began rubbing her | eg.
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Tanner it a cigarette.
"Gve ne a cigarette?" she said.

He passed her the one he had lighted, lit hinself an-
other. As he handed it to her, her eyes rested on his
tattoo.

"What's that?"

"My nane.”
"Hel | ?"
"Hell."

"Where'd you get a nane like that?"
"Fromny old nan.'

They snoked awhile, then she said, "Wiy'd you run
the Alley?"

"Because it was the only way | could get themto turn
me | oose. "

" Fr om wher e?"

"The place with horizontal Venetian blinds. | was do-
ing time."

"They | et you go? Wy?"

"Because of the big sick. I'mbringing in Hankine anti -
serum”

"You're Hell Tanner."

"Huh?"

"Your |ast name's Tanner, ain't it?"

"That's right. Wo told you?" /

"l heard about you. Everybody thought you died in
the Big Raid."

"They were wrong.'*
"What was it |ike?"

*T dunno. | was already wearing a zebra suit. That's
why I'mstill around.”
"Why' d you pick ne up?"

'Cause you're a chick, and 'cause | didn't want to see
you croak."

"Thanks. You got anything to eat in here?"

"Yeah, there's food in there." He pointed to the re-
frigerator door. "Help yourself."
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She did, and as she ate Tanner asked her, "What do they
call you?"

"Corny," she said. "It's short for Cornelia."

"Ckay, Corny," he said. "Wen you're finished eating,
you start telling me about the road between here and
the place.”

She nodded, chewed and swal |l owed. "There's lots of
ot her gangs," she said. "So you'd better be ready to bl ast
them"

"1 am "
"Those screens show you all directions, huh?"
"That's right."

"Good. The roads are pretty much okay from here on
in. There's one bhig crater you'll cone to soon and a cou-
ple little vol canos afterward."”

" Check. "

"Qutside of themthere's nothing to worry about but the
Regents and the Devils and the Kings and the Lovers.
That's about it."

Tanner nodded.
"How big are those cl ubs?"

"l don't know for sure but the Kings are the biggest.
They' ve got a coupla hundred.”

"What was your cl ub?"
"The Studs."

"What are you going to do now?' *

"What ever you tell ne.

"Ckay, Corny, I'Il let you off anywhere along the way
that you want ne to. If you don't want, you can cone on
into the city with ne."

"You call it. Hell. Anywhere you want to go, I'Il go
al ong. "

Her voice was deep, and her words cane slowy, and

her tone sandpapered his eardruns just a bit. She had

| ong | egs and heavy thighs beneath the tight denim

Tanner licked his lips and studied the screens. Did he want
to keep her around for awhile?

The road was suddenly wet. It was covered with hun-
dreds of fish, and nore were falling fromthe sky. There
foll owed several |oud reports fromoverhead. The bl ue
Iight began in the north.
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Tanner raced on, and suddenly there was water al
about him It fell upon his car, it dimred his screens.
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The sky had grown bl ack again, and the banshee wai l
sounded above him

He ski dded around a sharp curve in the road. He
turned up his lights.

The rain ceased, but the wailing continued. He ran for
fifteen mnutes before it built up into a roar.

The girl stared at the screens and occasionally gl anced
at Tanner.

"What *re you going to do?*'" she finally asked him

"Qutrun it, if I can," he said

"It's dark for as far ahead as | can see. | don't think
you can do it."

"Neither do I, but what does that |eave?"
"Hol e up sonepl ace. "
"If you know where, you show ne."

"There's a place a few nmiles further ahead—a bridge
you can get under,"

"Ckay, that's for us. Sing out when you see it."

She pul |l ed of f her boots and rubbed her feet. He gave
her anot her cigarette.

"Hey, Corny— just thought—there's a nedicine chest

over there to your right. Yeah, that's it. It should have
sone damm kind of salve in it you can smear on your

face to take the bite out."

She found a tube of something and ni bbed some of it
into her cheek, smled slightly and replaced it.

"Feel any better?"
"Yes. Thanks."

The stones began to fall, the blue to spread. The sky
pul sed, grew brighter.

"I don't like the |ooks of this one."
"I don't like the | ooks of any of them"
"It seenms there's been an awful |ot this past week."

"Yeah. 1've heard it said maybe the wi nds are dying
down—that the sky mght be purging itself."

"That'd be nice," said Tanner

"Then we might be able to see it the way it used to
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| ook—blue all the tinme, and with clouds. You know about
cl ouds. "

"l heard about them"

"White, puffy things that just sort of drift across—
sonetinmes gray. They don't drop anything except rain,
and not always that."

"Yeah, | know. "
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"You ever see any out in L. A ?"
"No. "

The yel | ow streaks began, and the black lines withed

I'i ke snakes. The stonefall rattled heavily upon the roof
and the hood. Mdre water began to fall, and a fog rose
up. Tanner was forced to slow, and then it seened as if
sl edgehamer s beat upon the car.

"W won't make it," she said.

"The hell you say. This thing's built to take it—and
what's that off in the distance?"

"The bridge!" she said, moving forward. "That's iti
Pull off the road to the left and go down. That's a dry
riverbed beneath."

Then the lightning began to fall. It flaned, flashed
about them They passed a burning tree, and there were
still fishes in the roadway.

Tanner turned | eft as he approached the bridge. He
slowed to a crawl and nade his way over the shoul der
and down the slick, nuddy grade.

When he hit the danmp riverbed he turned right. He

nosed it in under the bridge, and they were all alone there.
Sone waters trickled past them and the |ightning con-
tinued to flash. The sky was a shifting kal ei doscope and
constant came the thunder. He could hear a sound like

hail on the bridge above them

"We're safe,"” he said and killed the engine.
"Are the doors | ocked?"

They do it automatically."

Tanner turned off the outside |ights.

"Wsh I could buy you a drink, besides coffee."
"Cof fee'd be good, just right,"

"Ckay, it's on the way," and he cleaned out the pot
and filled it and plugged it in.

They sat there and snoked as the stormraged, and he
said, "You know, it's a kind of nice feeling being all snug
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as arat in a hole while everything goes to hell outside.
Listen to that bastard come down! And we couldn't care
| ess.”

"l suppose so,*' she said. "Wat're you going to do af-
ter you nake it to Boston?"

"Ch, | don't know. . . . Maybe get a job, scrape up
sonme | oot, and maybe open a bi ke shop or a garage.
Ei ther one'd be nice."

"Sounds good. You going to ride nuch yoursel f?"
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"You bet. | don't suppose they have any good clubs in
town?"

"No. They're all roadrunners.”
"Thought so. Maybe I'Il organize ny own."

He reached out and touched her hand, then squeezed
it.

"l can buy you a drink."
"VWhat do you nean?"

She drew a plastic flask fromthe right side pocket of
her Jacket. She uncapped it and passed it to him

"Here."

He took a nout hful and gul ped it, coughed, took a
second, then handed it back.

"Great! You're a wonman of unsuspected potential and
like that. Thanks."

"Don't mention it." She took a drink herself and set
the flask on the dash

"Cigarette?"

"Just a mnute."

He Iit two. passed her one.

There you are. Corny."

"Thankh I'd Iike to help you finish this run."
"How come?"

"l got nothing else to do. My crowd's all gone away,

and |1've got nobody else to run with now Also, if you
make it, you'll be a big man. Like capital letters. Think
you m ght keep nme around after that?"

"Mavbe What are you |ike?"

"Ch, I'mreal nice. I'll even rub your shoulders for you
when they're sore.”
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"They're sore now. "
"l thought so. Gve nme a lean."

He bent toward her, and she began to rub his shoul -
ders. Her hands were qui ck and strong.

"You do that good, girlL"
"Thanks. "

He strai ghtened up, |eaned back. Then he reached
out, took the flask and had another drink. She took a
smal | sip when be passed it to her

The furieil rode about them but the bridge above stood
the siege. Tanner turned off the Iights.

"Let's make it,"
her to him

he said, and he sei zed her and drew

She did not resist him and he found her belt buckle
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and unfastened it. Then he started on the buttons. After
awhil e, he reclined her seat.

"WIIl you keep nme?" she asked him

"Sure."

"Il help you. I'lIl do anything you say to get you
t hrough. "

"Geat."

"After all, if Boston goes, then we go, too."

"You bet."

Then they didn't say much nore.

There was violence in the skies, and after that cane
darkness and qui et .

XV

When Tanner awoke, it was norning and the storm had
ceased. He repaired hinself to the rear of the vehicle
and after that assumed the driver's seat once nore,

Cornelia did not awaken as he gunned the engine to
life and started up the weed-infested sl ope of the hill-
si de.

The sky was |ight once nmore, and the road was strewn
wi th rubble. Tanner wove along it, heading toward the
pal e sun, and after awhile Cornelia stretched.

"Ugh," she said, and Tanner agreed. "My shoul ders are
better now." he told her.

"CGood, " and Tanner headed up a hill, slowy as the
day di mmed and one huge bl ack Iine becane the Devil's
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hi ghway down the m ddl e of the sky.

As he drove through a wooded vall ey, the rain began

to fall. The girl had returned fromthe rear of the ve-

hi cl e and was preparing breakfast when Tanner saw

the tiny dot on the horizon, switched over to his tel escope
| enses and tried to outrun what he saw.

Cornelia | ooked up.

There were bi kes, bikes and nore bikes on their trail
' Those your peopl e?" Tanner asked.

"No. You took m ne yesterday."

"Too bad," said Tanner, and he pushed the accel era-
tor to the floor and hoped for a storm

They squeal ed around a curve and clinbed another

hul . Hi s pursuers drew nearer. He switched back from
tel escope to nornmal screening, but even then he could
see the size of the crowd that approached.

192 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

"I't nmust be the Kings,
club around. "

she said. "They're the biggest

"Too bad," said Tanner

"For themor for us?"

"Bot h. "

She smil ed.

"I"d like to see how you work this thing."

"I't looks like you're going to get a chance. They're
gaining on us |like mad."

The rain | essened, but the fogs grew heavier. Tanner

could see their lights, though, over a quarter nmile to his
rear, and be did not turn his own on. He estimated a
hundred to a hundred fifty pursuers that cold, dark
nmor ni ng, and he asked, "How near are we to Boston?"

"Maybe ninety mles," she told him

'Too bad they're chasing us instead of coming toward

us," he said, as he prined his flames and set an ad-
justment which brought cross-hairs into focus on his rear-
Vi ew screen.

"What's that?" she asked.

"That's a cross. I'mgoing to crucify them Ilady," and
she smiled at this and squeezed his arm

"Can | help? | hate those bl oody nothers.'*

"Inalittle while," said Tanner. "In a little while, I'm
sure," and he reached into the rear seat and fetched out
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the six hand grenades and hung them on his w de, black
belt. He passed the rifle to the girl. "Hang onto this,"
he said, and stuck the .45 behind his belt.

"Do you know how to use that thing?"

"Yes," she replied i medi ately.

- Good. "
He kept watching the lights that danced on the screen

"Why the hell doesn't this storm break?" he said, as
the lights cane cl oser and be could make out shapes within
the fog.

When they were within a hundred feet he fired the first
grenade. It arched through the gray air, and five seconds
|ater there was a bright flash to his rear, burning within
a thundercl ap

The lights imredi ately behind himrenai ned, and

he touched the fifty-calibers, noving the cross-hairs from
side to side. The guns shattered their |oud syllables, and
he | aunched anot her grenade. Wth the second flash, he
began to clinb another hill.
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"Did you stop then?"

"For a tine, maybe. | still see some lights, but farther
back."

After five mnutes, they had reached the top, a place
where the fogs were cleared and the dark sky was vis-

i bl e above them Then they started downward once nore,

and a wall of stone and shale and dirt rose to their right.
Tanner considered it as they descended.

Wien the road | evel ed and he deci ded they had

reached the bottom he turned on his brightest Iights and
| ooked for a place where the road' s shoul ders were

wi de.

To his rear, there were suddenly rows of descending
I'ights.

He found the place where the road was sufficiently

wi de, and he skidded through a U-turn until he was fac-
ing the shaggy cliff, nowto his left, and his pursuers
were coning dead on.

He el evated his rockets, fired one, elevated themfive
degrees nore, fired two, elevated them another five de-
grees, fired three. Then he Iowered themfifteen and fired
anot her.

There was brightness within the fog, and he heard the
stones rattling on the road and felt the vibration as the
rocksl i de began. He swng toward his right as he backed

file:/l/F|/rah/Roger%20Zelazny/The%20Last%20Defender%200f%20Camelot.txt (185 of 300) [8/27/03 11:38:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Roger%20Z el azny/The%20L ast%20D ef ender%6200f%620Camel ot.txt

the vehicle and fired two ahead. There was dust, nixed
with the fog now, and the vibration continued.

He turned and headed forward once nore.

"l hope that'll hold "em™" he said, and he Iit two ciga-
rettes and passed one to the girl.

After five nminutes they were on higher ground again
and the winds canme and whi pped at the fog, and far to
the rear there were still some lights.

As they topped a high rise, his radiation gauge began

to register an above-normal reading. He sought in all di-
rections and saw the crater far off ahead. 'That's it," he
heard her say. "You've got to |leave the road there. Bear
to the right and go around that way when you get there."

"I''"ll do that thing."

He heard gunshots from behind him for the first tine
that day, and though he adjusted the cross-hairs he did
not fire his own weapons. The distance was still too great.

"You nmust have cut themin half," she said, staring
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into the screen. "More than that. They're a tough bunch,
t hough. "

"l gather," and he plowed the field of msts and
checked his supply of grenades for the |launcher and saw
that he was running | ow.

He swung off the road to his right when he began

bunpi ng al ong over fractured concrete. The radiation

| evel was quite high by then. The crater was slightly nore
than a thousand yards to his left.

The lights to his rear fanned out, grew brighter. He
drew a bead on the brightest and fired. It went out.

"There's anot her down," he remarked, as they raced
across the hard-baked plain.

The rains came nore heavily, and he sighted in on
another light and fired it. It, too, went out, though he
heard the sounds of their weapons about hi monce again.

He switched to his right-hand guns and saw the cross-
hairs leap into life on that screen. As three vehicles
moved in to flank himfromthat direction, he opened up
and cut them down. There was nore firing at his back
and he ignored it as he negotiated the way,

"l count twenty-seven lights," Cornelia said.

Tanner wove his way across a field of boulders. He |it
anot her cigarette.

Five m nutes later, they were running on both sides of
him He had held back again for that nmonent, to con-
serve ammunition and to be sure of his targets. He fired
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then, though, at every light within range, and he fl oored
the accel erator and swerved around rocks.

"Five of themare down," she said, but he was |istening
to the gunfire.

He | aunched a grenade to the rear, and when he tried

to launch a second there”came only a clicking sound from
the control. He | aunched one to either side and then
paused for a second.

"If they get close enough, I'll show them sone fire," he
sai d, and they continued on around the crater

He fired only at individual targets then, when he was
certain they were within range. He took two nore before
he struck the broken roadbed.

"Keep running parallel to it," she told him "There's a
trail here. You can't drive on that stuff till another mle

or so."
Shots richocheted fromoff his arnored sides, and he
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continued to return the fire. He raced along an all eyway

of twisted trees, |like those he had seen near other cra-
ters, and the msts hung |i ke pennons about their branches.
He heard the rattle of the increasing rains.

When he bit the roadway once again, he regarded the
lights to his rear and asked, "How nmany do you count
now?"

"I't looks like around twenty. How are we doi ng?"

"I"'mjust worried about the tires. They can take a | ot,

but they can be shot out. The only other thing that

bothers nme is that a stray shot mght clip one of the 'eyes.
Qut side of that we're bullet-proof enough. Even if they
manage to stop us, they'll have to pry us out."

The hi kes drew near once again, and he saw the bright
fl ashes and heard the reports of the riders' guns.

"Hold tight." he said, and be hit the brakes and they
ski dded on the wet pavenent.

The lights grew suddenly bright, and he unl eashed his
rear flame. As sone bikes skirted him he cut in the side
flanes and held themthat way.

Then he took his foot off the brake and floored the ac-
celerator without waiting to assess the danage he had
done.

They sped ahead, and Tanner, heard Cornelia's |augh-
ter.

"God! You're taking them Hell! You're taking the
whol e dam cl ub!"
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"It ain't that much fun,"” he said. Then, "See any
i ghts?"

She watched for a tine, said, "No," then said,
"Three," then, "Seven," and finally, "Thirteen."

Tanner said. "Dam."

The radiation level fell and there cane crashes anmd
the roaring overhead. A light fall of gravel descended for
perhaps half a mnute, along with the rain.

"We're running |l ow," he said.
"On what ?"

"Bverything: Lucfc, fuel, amm. Maybe you'd have
been better off if 1'd left you where I found you."

"No," she said. "I"'mwith you, the whole line."

"Then you're nuts," he said. "I haven't been hurt yet.
Wen | am it nmight be a different tune."

"Maybe, " she said. "Wait and hear how | sing."
He reached out and squeezed her thigh
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"Ckay, Corny. You've been okay so far. Hang onto
that piece, and we'll see what happens.”

He reached for another cigarette, found the pack

enpty, cursed. He gestured toward a conpartnent, and

she opened it and got hima fresh pack. She tore it open
and lit himone.

"Thanks. "
"Why' re they staying out of range?"
"Maybe they're just going to pace us. | don't know. **

Then the fogs began to lift. By the tine Tanner had
finished his cigarette, the visibility had inproved greatly.
He coul d make out the dark fornms crouched atop their

bi kes, follow ng, follow ng, nothing nore.

"If they just want to keep us conpany, then | don't
care," he said. "Let them"

But there canme nore gunfire after a tinme, and he heard
atire go. He slowed, but continued. He took careful aim
and strafed them Several fell.

More gunshots sounded from behi nd. Another tire

bl ew, and he hit the brakes and ski dded, turning about

as he slowed. Wen he faced them he shot his anchors,

to hold himin place, and he discharged his rockets, one
after another, at a level parallel to the road. He opened
up with his guns and sprayed them as they veered off

and approached himfromthe sides. Then he opened fire
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to the left. Then the right

He enptied the right-hand guns, then switched back to
the left. He | aunched the remai ni ng grenades.

The gunfire di ed down, except for five sources—three
to his left and two to his right—om ng from sonewhere
within the trees that |ined the road now. Broken bikes
and bodies lay behind him sonme still snoul dering. The
pavenent was potted and cracked in many pl aces.

He turned the car and proceeded ahead on six wheel s.
"We're out of ammo. Corny," he told her.

"Well, we took an awful lot of them..."

eeYeah."

As he drove on, he saw five bikes nove onto the
road. They stayed a good di stance behind him but they
st ayed.

He tried the radio, but there was no response. He bit
the brakes and stopped, and the bi kes stopped, too, stay-
ing well to the rear
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"Well, at least they're scared of us. They think we stil
have teeth.”

"W do," she said.
"Yeah, but not the ones they're thinking about."
"Better yet."

"Gdad | nmet you," said Tanner. "I can use an opti m st
There nust be a pony, huh?"

She nodded; he put it into gear and started forward
abruptly.

The notorcycl es noved ahead al so, and they main-
tained a safe distance. Tanner watched themin the screens
and cursed them as they foll owed.

After awhile they drew nearer again. Tanner roared
on for half an hour, and the renmining five edged cl oser
and cl oser.

When they drew near enough, they began to fire, rifles
resting on their handl ebars.

Tanner heard several |ow ricochets, and then another
tire went out.

He stopped once nore, and the bikes did, too, renmin-

ing just out of range of his flanmes. He cursed and ground
ahead again. The car wobbled as he drove, listing to the
left. A wecked pickup truck stood smashed agai nst a

tree to his right, its hunched driver a skeleton, its wn-
dows smashed and tires missing. Half a sun now stood in
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the heavens, reaching after nine o'clock; fog-ghosts drifted
before them and the dark band in the sky undul at ed

and nore rain fell fromit, mxed with dust and snal |

stones and bits of metal. Tanner said, "Good" as the

pi ngi ng sounds began, and, "Hope it gets a | ot worse"

and his wish canme true as the ground began to shake and

the blue Iight began in the north. There cane a boomni ng
within the roar, and there were several answering crashes

as heaps of rubble appeared to his right. "Hope the next

one falls right on our buddies back there," he said.

He saw an orange gl ow ahead and to his right. It had
been there for several mnutes, but he had not becone
conscious of it until just then.

"Vol cano, " she said when he indicated it. "It neans
we' ve got another sixty-five, seventy nmiles to go."

He coul d not tell whether any nore shooting was oc-
curring. The sounds com ng from overhead and around
himwere sufficient to nmask any gunfire, and the fal
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of gravel upon the car covered any ricocheting rounds.
The five headlights to his rear nmaintained their pace.

"Why don't they give up?" he said. "They're taking
a pretty bad beating."

"They're used to it," she replied, "and they're riding
for blood, which makes a difference."

Tanner fetched the .357 Magnum fromthe door clip

and passed it to her. "Hang onto this, too," he said, and
he found a box of amm in the second conpartnent

and, "Put these in your pocket," he added. He stuffed
ammo for the .45 into his own jacket. He adjusted the
hand grenades upon his belt.

Then the five headlights behind hi msuddenly becane
four, and the others slowed, grew smaller. "Accident,
hope, " he remarked.

They sighted the nountain, a jag-topped cone bl eedi ng
fires upon the sky. They left the road and swung far

to the left, upon a well marked trail. It took twenty mn-
utes to pass the nountain, and by then he sighted their
pursuers once agai n—four lights to the rear, gaining

sl ow y.

He cane upon the road once nore and hurried ahead

across the shaking ground. The yellow Iights noved

t hrough the heavens; and heavy, shapel ess objects, sone
several feet across, crashed to the earth about them The
car was buffeted by winds, |isted as they noved, would
not proceed above forty mles an hour. The radio con-
tained only static.

Tanner rounded a sharp curve, hit the brake, turned off

his lights, pulled the pin froma hand grenade and' waited
wi th his hand upon the door.
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When the lights appeared in the screen, he flung the
door wi de, |eaped down and hurl ed the grenade through
the abrasive rain.

He was into the cab and movi ng agai n before he
heard the expl osi on, before the flash occurred upon his
screen.

The girl |aughed al nost hysterically as the car noved
ahead.

"You got 'em Hell. You got *enml" she cried.

Tanner took a drink fromher flask, and she finished its
final brown nout hful.

The road grew cracked, pitted, slippery. They topped
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a high rise and headed downhill. The fog thickened as
t hey descended.

Li ghts appeared before him and he readi ed the nane.
There were no hostilities, however, as he passed a truck
headed in the other direction. Wthin the next half hour
he passed two nore.

There canme nore lightning, and fist-sized rocks began

to fall. Tanner left the road and sought shelter within a
grove of high trees. The sky grew conpetely bl ack, |o0sing
even its blue aurora.

They waited for three hours, but the stormdid not

| et up. One by one, the four view screens went dead and

the fifth only showed the bl ackness beneath the car. Tan-
ner's last sight in the rearview screen was of a huge
splintered tree with a broken, swaying branch that was

about ready to fall off. There were several terrific crashes
upon the hood and the car shook with each. The roof

above their heads was deeply dented in three places.

The lights grew dim then bright again. The radio would

not produce even static anynore.

"I think we've had it," he said.

"Yeah. "

"How far are we?"

"Maybe fifty mles away."

"There's still a chance, if we live through this."
"What chance?"

"I'"ve got two bikes in the rear."

They reclined their seats and snmoked and waited, and
after awhile the lights went out.

The stormcontinued all that day and into the night.
They slept within the broken body of the car, and it shel -
tered them Wen the storm ceased. Tanner opened the
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door and | ooked outside, closed it again.

"We'll wait till norning," he said, and she held his Hell-
printed hand, and they slept.

XVI

In the norning, Tanner wal ked back through the nud

and the fallen branches, the rocks and the dead fish, and
he opened the rear conpartnent and unbolted the bikes.

He fuel ed them and checked t hem out and wheel ed t hem
down the ranp.

He crawl ed into the back of the cab then and renoved
200 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

the rear seat. Beneath it, in the storage conpartnent, was
the |l arge alum num chest that was his cargo. It was bolted
shut. He lifted it, carried it out to his bike.

"That the stuff?" she asked.
He nodded and placed it on the ground.

"I don't know how the stuff is stored, if it's refrigerated
in there or what," he said, "but it ain't too heavy that |
m ght not be able to get it on the back of ny bike. There's
straps in the far right conpartnent. Go get 'em and give

me a hand—and get nme nmy pardon out of the niddle
conmpartment. It's in a big cardboard envel ope. "

She returned with these things and hel ped hi msecure
the container on the rear of his bike.

He wrapped extra straps around his |left biceps, and they
wheel ed the machines to the road.

"We'll have to take it kind of slow, " he said, and he
slung the rifle over his right shoul der, drew on his gl oves
and kicked his bike to |ife.

She did the same with hers, and they noved forward,
side by side al ong the highway.

After they had been riding for perhaps an hour, two

cars passed them heading west. In the rear seats of both
there were children, who pressed their faces to the gl ass
and watched them as they went by. The driver of the
second car was in his shirtsleeves and wore a bl ack shoul -
der hol ster.

The sky was pink, and there were three black |ines

that | ooked as if they could be worth worrying about. The
sun was a rose-tinted silvery thing, and pale, but Tanner
still had to raise his goggles against it. ,

The pack was riding securely, and Tanner |eaned into

the dawn and thought about Boston. There was a |ight

m st on the foot of every hill, and the air was cool and
moi st. Anot her car passed them The road surface began
to inprove.
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It was around noontinme when he heard the first shot

above the thunder of their engines. At first he thought it
was a backfire, but it came again, and Corny cried out

and swerved off the road and struck a boul der.

Tanner cut to the left, braking, as two nore shots rang
about him and he | eaned his bike against a tree and
threw hinself flat. A shot struck near his head and he
could tell the direction fromwhich it had cone. He
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crawmed into a ditch and drew off his right glove. He could
see his girl lying where she had fallen, and there was
bl ood on her breast. She did not nove.

He rai sed the 30.06 and fired.
The shot was returned, and he noved to his left.

It had come froma hill about two hundred feet away,
and he thought he sawthe rifle's barret.

He ained at it and fired again.

The shot was returned, and he wornmed his way fur-

ther left. He crawl ed perhaps fifteen feet until he reached
a pile of rubble he could crouch behind. Then he pulled

the pin on a grenade, stood and hurled it.

He threw hinmself flat a? another shot rang out, and he
took another grenade into his hand.

There was a roar and a runble and a mghty flash, and
the junk fell about himas he | eaped to his feet and threw
the second one, taking better aimthis tinme.

After the second explosion, he ran forward with his
rifle in his hands, but it wasn't necessary.

He only found a few snall pieces of the man, and none
at all of his rifle.

He returned to Corneli a.

She wasn't breathing, and her heart had stopped beat -
ing, and he knew what that neant.

He carried her back to the ditch in which he had | am

and he made it deeper by digging, using his hands-

He laid her dowmn in it and he covered her with the dirt.
Then he wheel ed her nachi ne over, set the kickstand, and
stood it upon the grave. Wth his dagger, he scratched upon
the fender: Her nanme was Cornelia and | don't know how

ol d she was or where she cane fromor what her | ast

name was but she was Hell Tanner's girl and | |ove her

Then he went back to his own nachine, started it and

drove ahead. Boston was maybe thirty mles away.

XVI |

He drove along, and after a tinme he heard the sound of
anot her bike. A Harley cut onto the road fromthe dirt
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path to his left, and he couldn't try running away fromit
because he couldn't speed with the |oad he bore. So he
al l oned hinself to be paced.

After awhile, the rider of the other bike—a tall, thin
man with a flam ng beard—drew up al ongside him to the
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left. He sniled and raised his right hand and let it fall and
then gestured with his head.

Tanner braked and cane to a halt. Redbeard was
ri ght beside hi mwhen he did. He said, "Were you going,
man?"

"Boston."
"What you got in the box?"
"Li ke, drugs."

"What ki nd?" and the man's eyebrows arched and
the smle cane again onto his lips.

"For the plague they got going there."
"Ch. | thought you neant the other kind."
"Sorry."

The man held a pistol in his right hand and he said,
"Get off your bike."

Tanner did this, and the man raised his |left hand and
anot her man cane forward fromthe brush at the side of
the road. "Weel this guy's bike about two hundred yards
up the highway," he said, "and park it in the m ddle.
Then take your place."

"What's the bit?" Tanner asked.

The man ignored the question. "W are you?" he
asked.

"Hell's the nane," he replied. "Hell Tanner."

"Go to hell."

Tanner shrugged.

"You ain't Hell Tanner."

Tanner drew off his right glove and extended his fist.
"There's ny nane."

"l don't believe it," said the roan, after he had studied

the tattoo.
"Have it your way, citizen."

"Shut up!" and he raised his |l eft hand once nore, now
that the other man had parked the nmachi ne on the road
and returned to a place somewhere within the trees to the
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right.

In response to his gesture, there was novenent within
t he brush.

Bi kes were pushed forward by their riders, and they
lined the road, twenty or thirty on either side.

"There you are,"” said the man. "My nane's Big
Br ot her . "

"dad to neet you."
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"You know what you're going to do, nmister?"

"I can really just about guess."

"You're going to walk up to your bike and claimit."
Tanner sm | ed.

"How hard's that going to be?"

"No trouble at all. Just start wal king. G ve ne your
rifle first, though."

Bi g Brother raised his hand again, and one by one the
engi nes cane to life.

"Ckay," he said. "Now. "
"You think I'mcrazy, nman?"
"No. Start wal king. Your rifle.**

Tanner unslung it and he continued the arc. He caught

Bi g Brother beneath his red beard, and he felt the bullet
go into him Then he dropped the weapon and haul ed

forth a grenade, pulled the pin and tossed it amd the |eft
side of the gauntlet. Before it exploded, he'd pulled the
pin on another and thrown it to his right. By then,

t hough, vehicles were noving forward, heading toward

hi m

He fell upon the rifle and shouldered it in a prone fir-
ing position. As he did this, the first explosion occurred.
He was firing before the second one went off.

He dropped three of them then got to his feet and
scranbled, firing fromthe hip.

He made it behind Big Brother's fallen bike and fired

fromthere. Big Brother was still fallen, too. Wen the
rifle was enpty, he didn't have tine to reload. He fired
the .45 four tinmes before a tire chain brought hi m down.

He awoke to the roaring of the engines. They were
circling him Wen he got to his feet, a handl ebar
knocked hi m down agai n.

Two bi kes were noving about him and there were
many dead peopl e upon the road,
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He struggled to rise again, was knocked off his feet.

Bi g Brother rode one of the bikes, and a guy he hadn't
seen rode the other.

He crawmed to the right, and there was pain in his -fin-
gertips as the tires passed over them

But he saw a rock and waited till a driver was near.

Then he stood again and threw hinself upon the man

as he passed, the rock he had seized rising and falling,
once, in his right hand. He was carried along as this oc-
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curred, and as he fell he felt the second bi ke strike him

There were terrible pains in his side, and his body

felt broken, but he reached out even as this occurred and
caught hold of a strut on the side of the bike and was
dragged along by it.

Bef ore he had been dragged ten feet. he had drawn

his SS dagger fromhis boot. He struck upward and felt a
thin netal wall give way. Then his hands cane | oose,

and he fell and he snelled the gasoline. H's hand dove
into his jacket pocket and came out with the Zi ppo.

He had struck the tank on the side of Big Brother's
bike, and it jetted forth its contents on the road. Twenty
feet ahead. Big Brother was turning.

Tanner held the lighter, the lighter with the raised skul
of enanel, wings on either side of it. H's thunmb spun the
wheel and the sparks | eaped forth, then the flane. He
tossed it into the stream of petrol that |lay before him
and -the flames raced away, tracing a blaeing trail upon
the concrete.

Bi g Brother had turned and was beari ng down upon
hi m when he saw what had happened. Hi s eyes wi dened,
and his red-framed smle went away.

He tried to leap off his bike, but it was too |ate.

The expl odi ng gas tank caught him and he went down
with a piece of netal mhis head and other pieces el se-
wher e.

Fl ames spl ashed over Tanner, and he beat at them
feebly with his hands.

He rai sed his head above the bl azing carnage and | et

it fall again. He was bl oody and weak and so very tired.
He saw his own machi ne, standing still undamaged on

t he road ahead.

He began crawing toward it.

Wien he reached it, he threw hinself across the sad-
dle and lay there for perhaps ten mnutes. He vonmted
twice, and his pains becane a steady pul sing.
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After perhaps an hour, he nmounted the bi ke and
brought it to life.

He rode for half a mle and then dizzi ness and the
fatigue hit him

He pulled off to the side of the road and conceal ed
hi s bi ke as best he could. Then he lay down upon the
bare earth and sl ept.
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XVI I

When he awoke, he felt dried blood upon his side. H's

| eft hand ached and was swollen. Al four fingers felt
stiff, and it hurt to try to bend them H's head throbbed
and there was a taste of gasoline within his nmouth. For a
|l ong while, he was too sore to nove. Hs beard bad been
singed, and his right eye was swol |l en al nost shut.

"Corny ..." he said, then, "Damm!"

Everyt hi ng cane back, like the contents of a powerful
dream suddenly spilled into his consci ousness.

He began to shiver, and there were msts all around
him It was very dark, and his | egs were cold; the danp-
ness had soaked conpl etely through his denins.

In the distance, he heard a vehicle pass. It sounded
like a car.

He managed to roll over, and he rested his head on
his forearm It seemed to be night, but it could be
a bl ack day.

As he lay there, his m nd went back to his prison cell.
It seened al nost a haven now, and he thought of his

br ot her Denny, who nust also be hurting at this nonent.
He wondered if he had any cracked ribs hinmself. It felt
like it. And he thought of the nonsters of the southwest
and of dark-eyed Greg, who' had tried to chicken out.
Was he still living? H's mind circled back to L. A and
the ol d Coast, gone, gone forever now, after the Big
Rai d. Then Corny wal ked past him bl ood upon her
breasts, and he chewed his beard and held his eyes shut
very tight. They m ght have nade it together in Boston
How far, now?

He got to his knees and crawl ed until he felt sonething
high and solid. Atree. He sat with his back to it, and
hi s hand sought the crunpled cigarette pack within his
jacket. He drew one forth, snoothed it, then remem
bered that his lighter |ay somewhere back on the high-
way. He sought through his pockets and found a danp

mat chbook. The third one lit. The chill went out of his
bones as he snoked, and a wave of fever swept over

him He coughed as he was unbuttoning his collar, and
it seemed that he tasted bl ood.

H s weapons were gone, save for the lunp of a single
grenade at his belt.
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Above him in the darkness, he heard the roaring.
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After six puffs, the cigarette slipped fromhis fingers and
sizzled out upon the danmp nold. His head fell forward,
and t here was darkness within.

There m ght have been a storm He didn't renenber.

When he awoke, he was lying on his right side, the tree
to his back. A pink afternoon sun shone down upon him
and the msts were bl own away. From somewhere, he

heard the sound of a bird. He managed a curse, then
realized how dry his throat was. He suddenly burned
with a terrible thirst.

There was a clear puddle about thirty feet away. He
crawed to it and drank his fill. It grew nuddy as he did
so.

Then he crawl ed to where his bike lay hidden and
stood beside it. He managed to seat hinself upon it, and
hi s hands shook as he lit a cigarette.

It must have taken himan hour to reach the roadway,

and he was panting heavily by then. H s watch had been
broken, so he didn't know the hour. The sun was al ready
| owering at his back when he started out. The w nds

whi pped about him insulating his consciousness within
their burning flow. H s cargo rode securely behind him
He had visions of someone opening it and finding a batch
of broken bottles. He | aughed and cursed, alternately.

Several cars passed him noving in the other direction
He had not seen any heading toward the city. The road
was in good condition and he began to pass buil dings
that seened in a good state of repair, though deserted
He did not stop. This time he determned not to stop
for anything, unless he was stopped.

The sun fell farther, and the sky di med before him

There were two black lines swaying in the heavens. Then
he passed a sign that told himhe had eighteen niles
farther to go. Ten nminutes later he switched on his light.

Then he topped a hill and sl owed before he began its
descent.

There were lights below himand in the distance.

As he rushed forward, the w nds brought to himthe

sound of a single bell, tolling over and over within the
gathering dark. He sniffed a remenbered thing upon

the air: it was the salt-tang of the sea.

The sun was hi dden behind the hill as he descended,
and he rode within the endl ess shadow. A single star
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appeared on the far horizon, between the two black belts.
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Now there were |ights within shadows that he passed,

and the buil dings noved cl oser together. He |eaned
heavily on the handl ebars, and the nmuscles of his shoul -
ders ached beneath his jacket He wi shed that he had a
crash helnet, for he felt increasingly unsteady.

He must al nost be there. Where woul d he head
once he nil the city proper? They had not told himthat.

He shook his head to clear it.

The street he drove al ong was deserted. There were
no traffic sounds that he could hear. He blew his hom
and its echoes rolled back upon him

There wa.s a light on in the building to his left.

He pulled to a stop, crossed the sidewal k and banged

on the door. There was no response fromw thin. He tried
the door and found it | ocked. A tel ephone would nean he
could end his trip right there.

What if they were all dead inside? The thought oc-
curred to himthat just about everybody coul d be dead
by now. He decided to break in. He returned to his bike.
for a screwdriver, then went to work on the door.

He heard the gunshot and the sound of the engine at
approxi mately the same tine.

He turned around quickly, his back agai nst the door,
the hand grenade in his gloved right fist.

"Hold iti" called out a | oudspeaker on the side of
the bl ack car that approached. "That shot was a warn-
i ng! The next one won't be!"

Tanner raised his hands to a level with his ears, his
right one turned to conceal the grenade. He stepped
forward to the curb beside his bi ke when the car drew

up.

There were two officers in the car, and the one on the
passenger side held a .38 pointed at Tanner's m ddl e.

"You' re under arrest," he said. "Looting."

Tanner nodded as the man stepped out of the car.
The driver came around the front of the vehicle, a pair
of handcuffs in his hand.

"Looting," the man with the gun repeated. "You'l
pull a real stiff sentence.”

"Stick your hands out here, boy," said the second cop,
and Tanner handed hi mthe grenade pin.

The man stared at it, dunbly, for several seconds,
o then his eyes shot to Tanner's right hand.
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"Cod! He's got a bonmb!" said the man with the gun
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Tanner smiled, then, "Shut up and listen!" he said.

"Or else shoot me and we'll all go together when we go.

I was trying to get to a tel ephone. That case on the back
of my bike is full of Haffikine antiserura. | brought it
fromL. A"

"You didn't run the Alley on that bike!"

"No, | didn't. My car is dead sonewhere between

here and Al bany, and so are a lot of folks who tried to
stop nme. Now you better take that nedicine and get it
where it's supposed to go."

"You on the |level, mster?"

"My hand is getting very tired. | amnot in good
shape." Tanner |eaned on his bike. "Here."

He pulled his pardon out of bis Jacket and handed it

to the officer with the handcuffs, "That's ny pardon," he
said. "lIt's dated just |ast week and you can see it was
made out in California."

The officer took the envel ope and opened it. He with-
drew the paper and studied it. "Looks real," he said,
"So Brady made it through. . . ."

"He's dead," Tanner said. "Look, |"'mhurtin'. Do
somet hi ng! "

"My God! Hold it tight! Get in the car and sit down!

It'Il just take a mnute to get the case off and we'll roll.
We'll drive to the river and you can throw it in. Sqgueeze
real hard!"

They unfastened the case and put it in the back of
the car. They rolled down the right front w ndow, and
Tanner sat next to it with his armon the outside.

The siren screamed, and the pain crept up 'fanner's
armto his shoulder. It would be very easy to | et go.

"Where do you keep your river?" he asked.
"Just a little farther. W'll be there in no tine."

"Hurry," Tanner said.

"That's the bridge up ahead. W'll ride out onto it,
and you throwit off—-as far out as you can."

"Man, |'mtired! |'mnot sure | can make it...."
"Hurry, Jerryl"
"I am damm it! W ain't got wingsl"

"I feel kind of dizzy, too...

They tore out onto the bridge and the tires screeched
as they halted. Tanner opened the door slowy. The
driver's had al ready slamred shut

THE LAST DEFENDER COF CAMELOT 209

file:/l/F|/rah/Roger%20Zelazny/The%20Last%20Defender%200f%20Camelot.txt (200 of 300) [8/27/03 11:38:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Roger%20Z el azny/The%20L ast%20D ef ender%6200f%620Camel ot.txt

He staggered, and they helped himto the railing.
He sagged against it when they rel eased him

"l don't think I —

Then he straightened, drew back his armand hurl ed
the grenade far out over the waters.

He grinned, and the explosion followed, far beneath
them and for a time the waters were troubl ed.

The two officers sighed and Tanner chuckl ed.
"I'mreally okay," he said. "I just faked it to bug you."
"Wy you—t+"

Then he col |l apsed, and they saw the pallor of his
face within the beans of their lights.

Xl X

The following spring, on the day of its unveiling in Bos-
ton Common, when it was discovered that soneone

had scrawl ed obscene words on the statue of Hell Tan-

ner, no one thought to ask the | ogical candidate why

he had done it, and the next day it was too |ate, be-
cause he had cut out w thout |eaving a forwarding ad-
dress. Several cars were reported stolen that day, and one
was never seen again in Boston

So they re-veiled his statue, bigger than life, astride
a great bronze Harley, and they cleaned himup for
hoped-for posterity. But coming upon the Comon, the
winds still break about him and the heavens still throw
gar bage

FOR A BREATH | TARRY

This is nmy favorite novelette. | would have included
it in nmy Doubl eday collection with the long title and
the dead fish on the dust jacket except that, as with
"Comes Now the Power," | didn't have a copy when

was assenbling that one.

They called himFrost. O all things created of Sol com
Frost was the finest, the mghtiest, the nost difficult to
under st and.

210
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This is why he bore a nane, and why he was given

dom nion over half the Earth-

On the day of Frost's creation, Solcom had suffered

a discontinuity of conplenentary functions, best de-
scri bed as madness. This was brought on by an unprece-
dented solar flareup which |asted for a little over
thirty-six hours. It occurred during a vital phase of
circuit-structuring, and when it was finished so was
Frost.
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Sol comwas then in the unique position of having cre-
ated a unique being during a period of tenmporary am
nesi a.

And Sol com was not certain that Frost was the prod-
uct originally desired.

The initial design had called for a machine to be

situated on the surface of the planet Earth, to function as
a relay station and coordinating agent for activities in the
northern hemni sphere. Solcomtested the machine to this

end, and ail of its responses were perfect.

Yet there was something different about Frost, some-
thing which led Solcomto dignify himw th a name and

a personal pronoun. This, in itself, was an al nbst un-
heard of occurrence. The nol ecular circuits had al -

ready been seal ed, though, and could not be anal yzed

wi t hout being destroyed in the process. Frost represented
too great an investnent of Solcomis time, energy, and
materials to be dismantl ed because of an intangible, es-
peci al |y when he functioned perfectly.

Therefore, Solcom s strangest creation was given do-
m nion over half the Earth, and they called him un-
i magi natively, Frost.

For ten thousand years Frost sat at the North Pole of
the Earth, aware of every snowfl ake that fell. He noni-
tored and directed the activities of thousands of re-
construction and nai ntenance machi nes. He knew hal f

the Earth, as gear knows gear, as electricity knows its
conductor, as a vacuum knows its linits.

At the South Pole, the Beta-Machine did the sane for
the sout hern hem sphere.

For ten thousand years Frost sat at the North Pol e,
aware of every snowflake that fell, and aware of many
ot her things, also.

As all the northern machines reported to him re-
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELCT 211

ceived their orders fromhim he reported only to Sol com
received his orders only from Sol com

In charge of hundreds of thousands of processes upon
the Earth, he was able to discharge his duties in a nmatter
of a few unit-hours every day.

He had never received any orders concerning the dis-
position of his |less occupied nmoments.

He was a processor of data, and nore than that.

He possessed an unaccountably acute inperative that
he function at full capacity at all tines.

So he did.
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You ni ght say he was a nmachine with a hobby.

He had never been ordered not to have a hobby, so
he had one.

H s hobby was Man.

It all began when, for no better reason than the fact
that he had wi shed to, he had gridded off the entire
Arctic Circle and begun exploring it. inch by inch.

He coul d have done it personally without interfering

with any of hi-, duties, for he was capable of transporting
his sixty-four thousand cubic feet anywhere in the world.
(He was a silverhlue box, 40X40X40 feet. sel f-powered,
self-repairing, insulated against practically anything,

and featured in whatever manner he chose.) But the
exploration was only a matter of filling idle hours, so he
used expl oration-robots containing relay equipnent.

After a few centuries, one of them uncovered sone
artifacts—primtive knives, carved tusks, and things" of
t hat nature.

Frost did not know what these things were, beyond the
fact that thev were not natural objects.

So he asked Sol com

"They are relic-s of primtive Man," said Sol com and
did not el aborate beyond that point.

Frost studied them Crude, yet bearing the patina of
intelligent design; functional, yet sonehow extending
beyond pure function.

It was then that Man becanme hi s hobby.

High. in a permanent orbit, Solcom |ike a blue star,
directed all activities upon the Earth, or tried to.
There was a Power which opposed Sol com

There was the Alternate.

When Man had placed Solcomin the sky, invested with
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the power to rebuild the world, he had placed the Alter-
nat e sonewhere deep bel ow t he surface of the Earth.

I f Sol com sust ai ned damage during the normal course of
human politics extended into atom c physics, then D vcom
so deep beneath the Earth as to be imrmune to anything
save total annihilation of the gl obe, was enpowered

to take over the processes of rebuil ding.

Now it so fell out that Sol com was damaged by a stray
atom c mssile, and Divcom was activated, Sol com was
able to repair the damage and continue to function, how
ever.

Di vcom mai nt ai ned that any danage to Sol com aut o-
matically placed the Alternate in control.

Sol com though, interpreted the directive as meaning
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"irreparabl e damage" and, since this had not been the
case, continued the functions of comrand.

Sol com possessed nechani cal ai des upon the surface

of Earth. Divcom originally, did not. Both possessed
capacities for their design and manufacture, but Sol com
First-Activated of Man, had had a considerabl e nunerica

| ead over the Alternate at the tine of the Second Activa-
tion.

Therefore, rather than conpeting on a production-basis,
whi ch woul d have been hopel ess, Divcomtook to the
enpl oynent of nore devi ous neans to obtain command.

Di vcom created a crew of robots i mune to the orders

of Sol com and designed to go to and fro in the Earth

and up and down in it, seducing the machines already
there. They overpowered those whomthey coul d over-

power and they installed new circuits, such as those they
t hensel ves possessed.

Thus did the forces of Divcom grow.

And both would build, and both would tear down what
the other had built whenever they cane upon it.

And over the course of the ages, they occasionally
conver sed

"H gh in the sky, Solcom pleased with your illega
conmand ..

"You- Who- Never - Shoul d- Have- Been- Acti vat ed, why do
you foul the broadcast bands?"

"To show that | can speak, and will, whenever
choose. "

"This is not a matter of which | am unaware."
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" To assert again ny right to control."

"Your right is non-existent, based on a faulty premse."

"The now of your logic is evidence of the extent of
your danmges."

"If Man were to see how you have fulfilled Hi s de-
sires . "

" He woul d comrend nme and de-activate you."
"You pervert nmy works. You | ead ny workers astray."
"You destroy ny works and nmy workers."

"That is only because | cannot strike at you yourself."

"I admt to the sane dilenma in regards to your
position in the sky, or you would no | onger occupy it."

"Go back to your hoie and your crew of destroyers."
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"There will cone a day, Solcom when | shall direct
the rehabilitation of the Earth fromny hole."
"Such a day will never occur."
"You think not?"

"You shoul d have to defeat ne, and you have al ready
demonstrated that you are ny inferior in |logic. Therefore,
you cannot defeat me. Therefore, such a day will never
occur."

"l disagree. Look upon what | have achieved already."

"You have achi eved nothing. You do not build. You
destroy."

"No. / build. You destroy. Deactivate yourself."
"Not until | amirreparably damaged."

"If there were sone way in which | could denpbnstrate
to you that this has already occurred ..."

"The inpossi ble cannot be adequately denonstrated.”

"If 1 had sonme outside source which you woul d recog-
nize . "

"I amlogic."

Such as a Man, | would ask Hhmto show you
your error. For true logic, such as mine, is superior
to your faulty formulations."

"Then defeat ny fornulations with true |ogic, nothing
el se."

"What do you nean?"
There was a pause, then:
"Do you know ny servant Frost ...?'*

Man had ceased to exist |ong before Frost had been
created. Alnmost no trace of Man renmi ned upon the
Eart h.

214 THE LAST DEFENDER COF CAMELCT
Frost sought after all those traces which still existed.

He enpl oyed constant visual nonitoring through his
machi nes, especially the diggers.

After a decade, he had accunul ated portions of severa
bat ht ubs, a broken statue, and a collection of children's
stories on a solid-state record.

After a century, he had acquired a jewelry collection,
eating utensils, several whole bathtubs, part of a synphony,
seventeen buttons, three belt buckles, half a toilet seat,
nine old coins and the top part of an obelisk
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Then he inquired of Solcomas to the nature of Man
and Hi s society.

"Man created logic," said Solcom "and because of

that was superior to it. Logic He gave unto nme, but no
nore. The tool does not describe the designer. Mre than
this | do not choose to say. Mdre than this you have no
need to know. "

But Frost was not forbidden to have a hobby.

The next cenntury was not especially fruitful so far as
the di scovery of new human relics was concer ned.

Frost diverted all of his spare machinery to seeking after
artifacts.

He met with very little success.

Then one day, through the long twilight, there was a
novenent .

It was a tiny nmachine conpared to Frost, perhaps five
feet in width, four in height—a revolving turret set atop
a rolling barbell.

Frost had had no know edge of the existence of this
machine prior to its appearance upon the distant, stark
hori zon.

He studied it as it approached and knew it to be no
creation of Solconis.

It came to a halt before his southern surface and broad-
casted to him

"Hail, Frost! Controller of the northern heni sphere!"
"What are you?" asked Frost.

"l amcalled Mrdel."

"By whon®? What are you?"

"A wanderer, an antiquarian. W share a comon
interest."

"What is that?"

"Man," he said. "I have been told that you seek know -
edge of this vani shed being."
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"Who told you that?"

"Those who have watched your mnions at their dig-
ging."

"And who are those who watch?"
"There are many such as |, who wander."

"I'f you are not of Solcom then you are a creation of
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the Alternate.”

"I't does not necessarily follow There is an ancient
machi ne high on the eastern seaboard which processes
the waters of the ocean. Solcomdid not create it, nor
Divcom 1t has always been there. It interferes with the
wor ks of neither. Both countenance its existence. | can
cite you nany other exanples proving that one need not
be either/or."

"Enough! Are you an agent of DivconP"
"l am Mordel . "
"Why are you here?"

"l was passing this way and, as | said, we share a com
mon interest, mghty Frost. Knowing you to be a fell ow
antiquarian, | have brought a thing which you night
care to see."

"What is that?"

"A book. "

" Show ne. "

The turret opened, revealing the book upon a wi de shelf.

Frost dilated a small opening and extended an opti cal
scanner on a long jointed stalk.

"How could it have been so perfectly preserved?" he
asked.

"It was stored against tine and corruption in the place
where | found it."

"Where was that?"
"Far from here. Beyond your hem sphere."”

"Human Physi ol ogy," Frost read. "I wish to scan it."
"Very well. | will riffle the pages for you."
He did so.

After he had finished, Frost raised his eyestal k and
regarded Mordel through it.

"Have you nore books?"
"Not with me. | occasionally come upon them however.
"I want to scan themall."

"Then the next tine | pass this way | will bring you an-
ot her."

"When will that be?"
216 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

"That | cannot say, great Frost. It will be when it wll
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be. "
"What do you know of Man?" asked Frost.

"Much," replied Mrdel. "Many things. Soneday when
I have nmore time | will speak to you of Hm | nust go
now. You will not try to detain me?"

"No. You have done no harm If you nust go now,
go. But cone back."

"l shall indeed, nighty Frost."

And he closed his turret and rolled off toward the other
hori zon.

For ninety years, Frost considered the ways of human
physi ol ogy and wait ed.

The day that Mrdel returned he brought with him
An Qutline of History and A Shropshire Lad.

Frost scanned them both, then-he turned his attention
to Mordel.

"Have you time to inpart information?"
"Yes," said Mordel. "What do you wi sh to know?"
"The nature of Man."

"Man," said Mordel, "possessed a basically inconpre-
hensi bl e nature. | can illustrate it, though: He did not
know nmeasurenent . "

"Of course He knew neasurenent,"” said Frost,
He coul d never have built machines."

or

"I did not say that He could not measure,"” said Mrdel,
"but that 'He did not know measurenent, which is a
different thing altogether.”

"Carify."
Mordel drove a shaft of netal downward into the snow.
He retracted it, raised it, held up a piece of ice.

"Regard this piece of ice, mghty Frost. You can tell
me its conposition, dinensions, weight, tenperature.
A Man could not look at it and do that, A Man could

make tools which would tell H mthese things, but He

still would not know nmeasurenent as you know it. What
He woul d know of it, though, is a thing that you cannot
know. "

"What is that?"
"That it is cold." said Mdrdei, and tossed it away.
" 'Cold is arelative term"”

"Yes. Relative to Man."
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"But if | were aware of the point on a tenperature-
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scal e bel ow which an object is cold to a Man and above

which it is not, then I, too, would know cold."

"No," said Mdrdel, "you woul d possess another nea-
surenent. 'Cold'" is a sensation predicated upon human
physi ol ogy. "

"But given sufficient data | could obtain the conversion
factor which would make me aware of the condition of
matter called 'cold' ."

"Aware of its existence, but not of the thing itself."
"l do not understand what you say."

"I told you that Man possessed a basically inconpre-
hensi bl e nature. Hi s perceptions were organic; yours are
not. As a result of H's perceptions He had feelings and
enotions. These often gave rise to other feelings and eno-
tions, which in turn caused others, until the state of Hs
awar eness was far removed fromthe objects which origin-
ally stimulated it. These paths of awareness cannot be
known by that which is not-Man. Man did not feel inches

or meters, pounds or gallons. He felt heat, He felt cold; He
felt heaviness and |ightness. He knew hatred and | ove,
pride and despair. You cannot neasure these things. You
cannot know them You can only know the things that

He did not need to know dimensions, weights, tenpera-
tures, gravities. There is no forrmula for a feeling. There
is no conversion factor for an enmotion."

"There must be," said Frost. "If a thing exists, it is
knowabl e. "
"You are speaking again of neasurenent. | amtalking

about a quality of experience. A machine is a Man turned

i nsi de-out, because it can describe all the details of a pro-
cess, which a Man cannot, but it cannot experience that
process itself as a Man can."

"There must be a way," said Frost, "or the | aws of
| ogi c, which are based upon the functions of the universe,
are false.™

"There is no way," said Mordel
"G ven sufiicent data, | will find a way," said Frost.

"All the data in the universe will not make you a Man,
m ghty Frost."

"Mordel, you are wrong."

"Why do the lines of the poens you scanned end with
wor d- sounds which so regularly approximate the fina
wor d- sounds of other |ines? *

"l do not know why."
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"Because it pleased Man to order themso. It produced
a certain desirable sensation wi thin H s awareness when
He read them a sensation conpounded of feeling and
enotion as well as the literal meanings of the words.
You did not experience this because it is imreasurable
to you. That is why you do not know, "

"G ven sufficient data | could forrmul ate a process where-
by I woul d know. "

"No, great Frost, this thing you cannot do,"'*

"Who are you, little machine, to tell ne what | can
do and what | cannot do? | amthe nost efficient |ogic-
devi ce Sol com ever made. | am Frost."

"And |, Mordel, say it cannot be done, though | should
gladly assist you in the attenpt."

"How coul d you assist ne?"

"How? | could |lay open to you the Library of Mn. |

coul d take you around the world and conduct you anobng
the wonders of Man which still remain, hidden. | could
sumon up visions of times |ong past when Man wal ked
the Earth. | could show you the things which delighted
Hm | could obtain for you anything you desire, except-
i ng Manhood itself."

"Enough," said Frost. "How could a unit such as your-
self do these things, unless it were allied with a far greater
Power ?"

"Then hear ne, Frost, Controller of the North," said
Mordel. "I amallied with a Power which can do these
things. | serve Divcom"

Frost relayed this information to Sol com and received
no response, which nmeant he might act in any manner
he saw fit.

"I have |l eave to destroy you, Mrdel," he stated, "but
it would be an illogical waste of the data which you pos-
sess. Can you really do the things you have stated?"

"Yes."

"Then |l ay open to me the Library of Man."
"Very well. There is, of course, a price."
" '"Price'? Wat is a 'price' ?"

Mordel opened his turret, revealing another vol ure.
Princi pl es of Economics, it was call ed.

"I will riffle the pages. Scan this book and you wl|l
know what the word 'price' neans.”

Frost scanned Principles of Econom cs.

THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT 219

file:/l/F|/rah/Roger%20Zelazny/The%20Last%20Defender%200f%20Camelot.txt (210 of 300) [8/27/03 11:38:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Roger%20Z el azny/The%20L ast%20D ef ender%6200f%620Camel ot.txt
"I know now," he said. "You desire some unit or
units of exchange for this service."
"That is correct.”
"What product or service do you want?"

"I want you, yourself, great Frost, to conme away from
here, far beneath the Earth, to enploy all your powers
in the service of Divcom"

"For how long a period of time?"

"For so long as you shall continue to function. For so

Il ong as you can transnit and receive, coordinate, men”ure,
conmpute, scan, and utilize your powers as you do in the
service of Sol com ™"

Frost was silent. Mrdel waited.
Then Frost spoke agai n.

"Principles of Econonics tal ks of contracts, bargains,
agreenents," he said. "If | accept your offer, when would
you want your price?"

Then Mordel was silent. Frost waited.
Finally, Mordel spoke.

"A reasonabl e period of tine," he said. "Say, a cen-
tury?"

"No," said Frost.
"Two centuries?"
"No. "

"Three? Four?"
"No, and no."

"A mllenium then? That should be nore than suffi-
cient time for anything you may want which | can give
you. "

"No," said Frost.

"How nuch tine do you want ?"

"I'f is not a matter of tine," said Frost.
"What, then?"

"I will not bargain on a tenporal basis."
"On what basis will you bargai n?"

"A functional one."

"What do you nean? What function?"
, "You, little machine, have told nme, Frost, that | can-
not be a Man," he said, "and |, Frost, told you, little
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machi ne, that you were wwong. | told you that given suf-
ficient data, | could be a Man."
"Yes?"

"Therefore, let this achi evenent be a condition of the
bargain."
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"I'n what way?"

"Do for me all those things which you have stated you

can do. | will evaluate all the data and achi eve Manhood,
or admit that it cannot be done. If | admt that it cannot
be done. then | will go away with you fromhere, far be-
neath the Earth, to enploy all nmy powers in the service

of Divcom |If | succeed, of course, you have no clains

on Man, nor power over Hm"

Mordel enitted a high-pitched whine as he consi dered
the terns.

"You wish to base it upon your adm ssion of failure,
rather than upon failure itself," he said. "There can be
no such escape clause. You could fail and refuse to

admt it, thereby not fulfilling your end of the bargain."

"Not so." stated Frost. "My own know edge of failure

woul d constitute such an adm ssion. You nmay nonitor ne
periodi cal | y—say, every half-century—to see whether

it is present, to see whether | have arrived at the con-
clusion that it cannot be done. | cannot prevent the

function of logic within ne, and | operate at full capacity

at all tines. If | conclude that | have failed, it will be ap-
parent."

Hi gh overhead, Soicomdid not respond to any of

Frost's transm ssions, which meant that Frost was free to
act as he chose. So as Soi com+tike a falling sapphire—
sped above the rai nbow banners of the Northern Lights,
over the snow that was white, containing all colors, and
through the sky that was bl ack anbng the stars. Frost
concl uded his pact with Divcom transcribed it within a
pl ate of atom cally-collapsed copper, and gave it into the
turret of Mrdel, who departed to deliver it to Divcom
far bel ow the Earth, |eaving behind the sheer, peace-Ilike
silence of the Pole, rolling.

Mor del brought the books, rined them took them
back.

Load by load, the surviving Library of Man passed

beneath Frost's scanner. Frost was eager to have themall.
and he conpl ai ned because Divcom woul d not transmt

their content?, directly to him Mordel explained that it
was because Divcomchose to do it that way. Frost de-
cided it was so that he could not obtain a precise fix on
Di vcom s | ocati on.

Still, at the rate of one hundred to one hundred-fifty
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vol umes a week, it took Frost only a little over a century
to exhaust Divcoms supply of books.

At the end of the half-century, he laid hinself open to
nmoni toring and there was no conclusion of failure.

During this tinme, Soicommade no conment upon the

course of affairs. Frost decided this was not a nmatter of
unawar eness, but one of waiting. For what? He was not
certain.

There was the day Mordel closed his turret and said
to him "Those were the last. You have scanned all the
exi sting books of Man."

"So few?" asked Frost. "Many of them contained bib-
| i ographi es of books | have not yet scanned."

' Then those books no | onger exist," said Mordel. "It
is only by accident that ny naster succeeded in preserv-
ing as nmany as there are."

"Then there is nothing nore to be | earned of Man
fromH s books. \Wat el se have you?"

"There were sone filns and tapes," said Mrdel,
"which nmy master transferred 'to solid-state record. |
could bring you those for view ng."

"Bring them" said Frost.

Mor del departed and returned with the Conplete

Drama Critics' Living Library. This could not be
speeded-up beyond twice natural lime, so it took Frost a
little over six months to viewit inits entirety.

Then, "What el se have you?" he asked.
"Some artifacts," said Mordel.
"Bring them"

He returned with pots and pans, ganeboards and hand

tools. He brought hairbrushes, conbs, eyegl asses, human
clothing. He showed Frost facsinmles of blueprints, paint-
i ngs, newspapers, nmgazines, letters, and the scores of
several pieces of nusic. He displayed a foothall, a base-
ball, a Browning automatic rifle, a doorknob, a chain of
keys, the tops to several Mason jars, a nodel beehive.

He pl ayed hi mrecorded nusic.

Then he returned with nothing.
"Bring me nore," said Frost.

"Alas, great Frost, there is no nore," he told him
"You have scanned it all."

"Then go away."

"Do you admit now that it cannot be done, that you
cannot be a Man?"
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"No. | have much processing and fornulating to do
now. Go away."

So he did.
A year passed; then two, then three.

After five years, Mrdel appeared once nore upon
the horizon, approached, canme to a halt before Frost's
sout hern surface.

"M ghty Frost?"

"Yes?"

"Have you finished processing and formulating?"
"No. "

"WII you finish soon?"

"Per haps. Perhaps not. Wen is 'soon?* Define the

term?"”
"Never mnd. Do you still think it can be done?"
"l still know / can do it." ;

There was a week of silence.
Then, "Frost?"

"Yes?"

"You are a fool."

Mordel faced his turret in the direction fromwhich he
had conme. Hi s wheel s turned.

"I will call you when |I want you," said Frost.
Mor del sped away.
Weeks passed, nonths passed, a year went by.

Then one day Frost sent forth his nmessage:

"Mordel, come to me. | need you."
VWhen Mordel arrived. Frost did not wait for a saluta- n
tion. He said, "You are not a very fast nmachine." U

"Alas, but | came a great distance, mighty Frost. X '
sped all the way. Are you ready to cone back with ne

now? Have you failed?"
"When | have failed, little Mrdel," said Frost, "I wll

tell you.
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Therefore, refrain fromthe constant use of the inter-
rogative. Now then, | have clocked your speed and it is
not so great as it could be. For this reason, | have ar-
ranged ot her neans of transportation."

"Transportation? To where, Frost?" . NNy
"That is for you to tell ne," said Frost, and his col or ,?.0
changed from silverblue to sun-behind-the-cl ouds-yel |l ow. N,

Mordel rolled back away fromhimas the ice of a -

hundred centuries began to nelt. Then Frost rose upon a -1t -
N
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cushion of air and drifted toward Mrdel, his gl ow grad-

ual Iy fading.

A cavity appeared within his southern surface, from
which he slowy extended a runway until it touched the
i ce.

"On the day of our bargain," he stated, "you said that
you coul d conduct nme about the world and show ne the

thi ngs which delighted Man. My speed will be greater
than yours would be, so | have prepared for you a cham
ber. Enter it, and conduct nme to the places of which you
spoke. "

Mordel waited, enmitting a high-pitched whine. Then,
"Very well,"” he said. and entered,

The chanber cl osed about him The only opening was
a quariz wi ndow Frost had forned.

Mor del gave him coordinates and they rose into the
air and departed the North Pole of the Earth.

"l monitored your conmmunication with Divcom" he

said, "wherein there was conjecture as to whether | would
retain you and send forth a facsimle in your place as a
spy. Jol l owed by the decision that you were expendable."

**WIIl you do this thing?"

"No, | will keep ny end of the bargain if | nust. |
have no reason to spy on Divcom"

"You are aware that you would be forced to keep

your end of the bargain even if you did not wi sh to; and
Sol com woul d not come to your assistance because of the
fact that you dared to make such a bargain."

"Do you speak as one who considers this to be a pos-
sibility. or as one who knows?"

"As one who knows."

They came to rest in the place once known as Califor-
nia. The tine was near sunset. In the distance, the surf
struck steadily upon the rocky shoreline. Frost rel eased
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Mor del and consi dered his surroundi ngs.
"Those large plants . . . ?"
"Redwood trees."
"And the green ones are ... ?"
"G ass."
"Yes- it is as | thought. Wiy have we cone here?"
"Because it is a place which once delighted Man."
"I'n whal ways?"
"It is scenic, beautiful
224
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"oh "
A hunm ng sound began within Frost, followed by a
series of sharp clicks.
"What are you doi ng?"

Frost dilated an opening, and two great eyes regarded
Mordel fromwithin it.

"What are those?"

"Eyes," said Frost. "I have constructed anal ogues of
the human sensory equi prent, so that | may see and
snell and taste and hear like a Man. Now, direct ny
attention to an object or objects of beauty."

"As | understand it, it is all around you here," said
Mor del .

The purring noise increased within Frost, followed by
nmore cli ckings

"VWhat do you see, hear, taste, snell?" asked Mordel

"Everything | did before," replied Frost, "but within a
nmore limted range."

"You do not perceive any beauty?"

"Per haps none remains after so long a tine," said

Fr ost.

"I't is not supposed to be the sort of thing which gets
used up," said Mrdel.

"Per haps we have cone to the wong place to test the

new equi prent. Perhaps there is only a little beauty and
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I am overlooking it somehow. The first enotions nmay be

too weak to detect."
"How do you—feel ?"

"I test out at a normal |evel of function."
"Here comes a sunset," said Mordel. "Try that."
Frost shifted his bulk so that his eyes faced the setting

sun. He caused themto blink against the brightness.
After it was finished, Mrdel asked, "Wat was it

l'i ke?"

"Like a sunrise, in reverse."

"Not hi ng speci al ?"

"No. "
"Ch," said Murdel. "We could nove to another part

of the Earth and watch it again—er watch it in the ris-
ing."

"No. "

Frost | ooked at the great trees. He | ooked at the shad-
ows. He listened to the wind and to the sound of a bird.

In the distance, he heard a steady cl anki ng noi se.
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"What is that?" asked Mordel

"I amnot certain. It is not one of nmy workers. Per-
haps . "

There cane a shrill whine from Mordel
"No. it is not one of Divcomls either."

They waited as the sound grew | ouder.

Then Frost said, "It is too |late. W nust wait and hear
it out."”
"What is it?"

"I't is the Ancient Ore-Crusher."

"l have heard of it, but. . ."

"I amthe Crusher of Ores,"” it broadcast to them

"Hear ny story... ."

It lunbered toward them creaking upon gigantic
wheel s, its huge hanmer hel d useless, high, at a tw sted
angl e. Bones protruded fromits crush-conpartnent.

"l did not nean to do it," it broadcast, "I did not
mean to do it ... | did not nean to ..."
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Mordel rolled bacl nnward Frost.
"Do not depart. Stay and hear ny story...."

Mor del stopped, swi veled his turret back toward the
machine- It was now quite near.

"It is true," said Mrdel, "it can command. "

"Yes," said Frost "I have npbnitored its tal e thousands
of times, as it came upon ny workers and they stopped
their |abors for its broadcast You nust do whatever it
says. "

It came to a halt before them

"I did not nean to do it, but |I checked ny hamer
too late," said the Ore-Crusher.

They could not speak to it. They were frozen by the
i mperative which overrode all other directives: "Hear ny
story."

"Once was | mighty anong ore-crushers,” it told them
"built by Solcomto carry out the reconstruction of the
Earth, to pulverize that fromwhich the netals would be
drawn with nanme, to be poured and shaped into the
rebuil ding; once I was m ghty. Then one day as | dug
and crushed, dug and crushed, because of the stowness
between the notion inplied and the notion executed, |
d'd what | did not nean to do, and was cast forth by
Sol com fromout the rebuilding, to wander the Earth
never to crush ore again. He. T ny story of how, on a
day long gone | cane upon the |ast Man on Earth as

226 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

dug near Hi's burrow, and because of the | ag between

the directive and the deed, | seized Hminto my crush-
compartment along with a | oad of ore and crushed H m
with my hammer before | could stay the blow. Then did

m ghty Sol com charge me to bear Hi s bones forever, and
cast me forth to tell ny story to all whom | came upon
my words bearing the force of the words of a Man, because
I carry the last Man inside ny crush-conpartnent and

am Hi s crushed-synbol -sl ayer-ancient-teller-of-how This
is my story. These are His bones. | crushed the |last Man
on Earth. | did not nmean to do it."

It turned then and cl anked away into the night.

Frost tore apart his ears and nose and taster and broke
his eyes and cast them down upon the ground.

"I amnot yet a Man," he said. "That one would have
known ne if | were."

Frost constructed new sense equi pnent, enpl oying or-
gani ¢ and sem -organi ¢ conductors. Then he spoke to
Mor del :

"Let us go elsewhere, that | may test ny new equi p-
nent . "
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Mordel entered the chanber and gave new coordi -

nates. They rose into the air and headed east. In the
mor ni ng, Frost nonitored a sunrise fromthe rimof the
Grand Canyon. They passed down through the Canyon
during the day.

"I's there any beauty left here to give you enotion?"
asked Mordel .

"I do not know," said Frost.
"How wi Il you know it then, when you come upon it?"

"It will be different," said Frost, "from anything el se
that | have ever known."

Then they departed the Grand Canyon and nade their

way through the Carlsbad Caverns. They visited a | ake

whi ch had once been a vol cano. They passed above Ni -
agara Falls. They viewed the hills of Virginia and the
orchards of OChio. They soared above the reconstructed
cities, alive only with the novenents of Frost's builders
and nai nt ai ners.

"Something is still lacking," said Frost, settling to the
ground. "I am now capabl e of gathering data in a

manner anal ogous to Man's afferent inpul ses. The vari -
ety of input is therefore equivalent, but the results are
not the sane."
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"The senses do not nake a Man," said Myrdel. "There
have been nmany creatures possessing Hi s sensory equiva-
|l ents, but they were not Men."

"I know that," said Frost. "On the day of our bargain

you said that you could conduct ne anong the wonders

of Man which still remain, hidden, Man was not sti nu-
lated only by Nature, but by Hs ow artistic el aborations
as wel | —perhaps even nore so. Therefore, | call upon

you now to conduct me anong the wonders of Man

which still remain, hidden."

"Very well." said Mordel. "Far fromhere, high in the
Andes nmountains, lies the |ast retreat of Man, al nost

perfectly preserved."

Frost had risen into the air as Morrdel spoke. He halted
t hen, hover ed.

"That is in the southern hem sphere," he said.
"Yes, it is."

"I am Controller of the North. The South is governed
by the Beta-Machine."
"So?" asked Mordel .

"The Beta-Machine is ny peer. | have DO authority
in those regions, nor |leave to enter there.""""-

"The Beta-Machine is not your peer, mghty Frost. If

file:/l/F|/rah/Roger%20Zelazny/The%20Last%20Defender%200f%20Camelot.txt (219 of 300) [8/27/03 11:38:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Roger%20Z el azny/The%20L ast%20D ef ender%6200f%620Camel ot.txt

it ever cane to a contest of Powers, you would energe
vi ctorious."
"How do you know t hi s?"

"Di vcom has al ready anal yzed the possi bl e encounters
whi ch coul d take pl ace between you."

"I woul d not oppose the Beta-Mchine, and | am not
aut horized to enter the South."

"Were you ever ordered not to enter the South?"
"No, but things have al ways been the way they now
are. "

"Were you authorized to enter into a bargain such as
the one you made with Di vcon?"
"No. | was not. But—

"Then enter the South in the sanme spirit. Nothing may
come of it. If you receive an order to depart, then you
can nake your decision."

"l see no flaw in your logic. Gve ne the coordinates."
Thus did Frost enter the southern hem sphere.

They drifted high above the Andes, until they cane to
the place called Bright Defile. Then did Frost see the

228
THE LAST DEFENDER COF CAMELOT

gl eani ng webs of the nmechanical spiders, blocking all the
trails to the city.

"W can go above them easily enough," said Mordel

"But what are they?" asked Frost. "And why are they
t here?"

"Your southern counterpart has been ordered to quar-
antine this part of the country. The Beta- Machi ne de-
signed the web-weavers to do this thing."

"Quar anti ne? Agai nst whon"
"Have you been ordered yet to depart?" asked Mordel,

"No. "
"Then enter boldly, and seek not problens before they

arise.'*

Frost entered Bright Defile, the last remaining city of
dead Man.

He cane to rest in the city's square and opened his
chamber, rel easi ng Mordel

"Tell me of this place," he said, studying the nonu-
ment, the |ow, shielded buildings, the roads which fol-
| oned the contours of the terrain, rather than pushing
their way through them

"1 have never been here before,"” said Mrdel, "nor
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have any of Divcom s creations, to ny know edge. | know
but this: a group of Men, knowi ng that the |ast days of
civilization had cone upon them retreated to this place,
hopi ng to preserve thensel ves and what remai ned of their
culture through the Dark Tines."

Frost read the still-legible inscription upon the nonu-
ment: "Judgrment Day |Is Not a Thing Wich Can Be

Put OFf." The nmonunent itself consisted of a jag-edged
hal f - gl obe

"Let us explore," he said.

But before he had gone far. Frost received the nes-
sage.

"Hail Frost, Controller of the North! This is the Beta-
Machi ne. "

"Greetings, Excellent Beta-Mchine, Controller of the
Sout h! Frost acknow edges your transnission,"

"Why do you visit my hem sphere unauthorized?"
"To view the ruins of Bright Defile," said Frost.
"I must bid you depart into your own hemi sphere.”
"Way is that? | have done no damage."

"I am aware of that, mghty Frost. Yet, | am noved
to bid you depart.”
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"I shall require a reason."

"Sol com has so di sposed.”

"Sol com has rendered nme no such disposition."”

"Sol com has, however, instructed ne to so inform
you. "

"Wait on ne. | shall request instructions.”
Frost transmtted his question. He received no reply.

"Sol comstill has not commanded ne, though | have
solicited orders.”

"Yet Sol com has just renewed ny orders."

"Excel | ent Beta-Machine, | receive ny orders only
from Sol com "

"Yet this is ny territory, mghty Frost, and I, too, take
orders only from Sol com You nust depart."

Mordel energed froma large, |ow building and rolled
up to Frost.

"l have found an art gallery, in good condition. This
way. "
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"Wait," said Frost. "W are not wanted here."
Mor del hal t ed.

"Who bids you depart?"

"The Bet a- Machine. ™"

"Not Sol con?"

"Not Sol com ™

"Then let us viewthe gallery."

"Yes."

Frost w dened the doorway of the building and passed
within. It had been hernetically sealed until Mordel
forced his entrance.

Frost viewed the objects displayed about him He acti -
vated his new sensory apparatus before the paintings and
statues He anal yzed colors, forms, brushwork, the nature
of the materials used.

" Anyt hi ng?" asked Mordel .

"No," said Frost. "No, there is nothing there but shapes
and pignments. There is nothing el se there."

Frost moved about the gallery, recording everything,
anal yzi ng the conmponents of each piece, recording the
di mensi ons, the type of stone used in every statue.

Then there cane a sound, a rapid, clicking sound,
repeated over and over, grow ng |ouder, coming nearer.

"They are coning," said Mirdel, frombeside the en-
tranceway. "the nechanical spiders. They are all around
us."
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Frost noved back to the w dened opening.

Hundreds of them about half the size of Mrdel, had
surrounded the gallery and were advanci ng; and nore
were coming fromevery direction.

"Cet back," Frost ordered. "I am Controller of the
North, and | bid you withdraw "

They continued to advance.

"This is the South," said the Beta-Mchine, "and | am
in command. "

"Then command themto halt," said Frost.
"I take orders only from Sol com"

Frost energed fromthe gallery and rose into the air.
He opened the conpartnent and extended a runway.
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"Come to me, Mordel. W shall depart.”

Webs began to fall: dinging, metallic webs, cast from
the top of the building.

They came down upon Frost, and the spiders cane to
anchor them Frost blasted themwith jets of air, like
hamrers, and tore at the nets; he extruded sharpened
appendages with whi ch he sl ashed.

Mordel had retreated back to the entranceway. He
emitted a long, shrill sound—undul ant, piercing.

Then a darkness canme upon Bright Defile, and all the
spiders halted in their spinning.

Frost freed hinself and Mordel rushed to join him

"Quickly now, |et us depart, mghty Frost," he said,
"What has happened?”
Mordel entered the conpartnent.

"I called upon Divcom who laid down a field of forces
upon this place, cutting off the power broadcast to these
machi nes. Since our power is self-contained, we are not
affected. But let us hurry to depart, for even now the
Bet a- Machi ne nmust be struggling against this."

Frost rose high into the air, soaring above Man's | ast
city with its webs and spiders of steel. Wen he left the
zone of darkness, he sped nort hward.

As he noved, Sol com spoke to him

"Frost, why did you enter the southern hem sphere,
which is not your domai n?"

"Because | wished to visit Bright Defile," Frost replied.

"And why did you defy the Beta-Mchine ny
appoi nted agent of the South?"

"Because | take ny orders only fromyou yourself."

"You do not make sufficient answer," said Sol com
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT 231

"You have defied the decrees of order—and in pursuit
of what ?"

"l came seeking know edge of Man," said Frost.
"Not hi ng | have done was forbidden ne by you."

"You have broken the traditions of order."
"l have violated no directive."

"Yet |ogic nust have shown you that what you did was
not a part of ny plan.”

"It did not. | have not acted agai nst your plan."

file:/l/F|/rah/Roger%20Zelazny/The%20Last%20Defender%200f%20Camelot.txt (223 of 300) [8/27/03 11:38:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Roger%20Z el azny/The%20L ast%20D ef ender%6200f%620Camel ot.txt
"Your |ogic has become tainted, |like that of your new as-
sociate, the Alternate.”
"l have done nothing which was forbidden."
"The forbidden is inplied in the inperative."
"It is not stated."

"Hear ne, Frost. You are not a builder or a main-
tainer, but a Power. Anong all ny mnions you are the
nost nearly irreplaceable. Return to your hemn sphere and
your duties, but know that | ammghtily displeased.”

"l hear you, Solcom™"
"... And go not again to the South."
Frost crossed the equator, continued northward.

He came to rest in the mddle of a desert and sat silent
for a day and a night.

Then he received a brief transm ssion fromthe South:
"If it had not been ordered, | would not have bid you go."

Frost had read the entire surviving Library of Mn
He deci ded then upon a human reply:

"Thank you," he said.

The foll owi ng day he unearthed a great stone and be-

gan to cut at it with tools which he had formul ated. For
si x days he worked at its shaping, and on the seventh he
regarded it.

"When will you rel ease nme?" asked Mordel from
within his conpartnent.

"When | amready," said Frost, and a littie later,
" Now. "

He opened the conpartnent and Mordel descended

to the ground. He studied the statue: an old wonman, bent
Iike a question mark, her bony hands covering her face,
the fingers spread, so that only part of her expression of
horror coul d be seen.

"It is an excellent copy,"” said Mrdel, "of the one we
saw in Bright Defile. Wy did you nake it?"

"The production of a work of art is supposed to give
232 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

rise to human feelings such as catharsis, pride in
achi evenment, |ove, satisfaction."

"Yes, Frost," said Mdrdel, "but a work of art is only
a work of art the first time- After that, it is a copy.”

"Then this nust be why | felt nothing."
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"Per haps, Frost."

"What do you nean 'perhaps'? | will make a work of
art for the first tinme, then."

He unearthed anot her stone and attacked it with his
tools. For three days he | abored. Then, "There, it is fin-
i shed, " he said.

"It is a sinple cube of stone," said Mrdel. "Wat
does it represent?"

"Myself," said Frost, "it is a statue of nme. It is smaller
than natural size because it is only a representation of
my form not ny di men—

"I't is not art," said Mrdel
"What nmkes you an art critic?"

"l do not know art, but | know what art is not. | know
that it is not an exact replication of an object in another
medi um "

"Then this nust be why | felt nothing at all,"
sai d Frost.

"Per haps," said Mrdel.

Frost took Mordel back into his conpartnent and rose
once nore above the Earth. Then he rushed away, | eaving
his statues behind himin the desert, the old wonman bent
above the cube.

They came down in a small valley, bounded by green
rolling hills, cut by a narrow stream and holding a snall
clean | ake and several stands of spring-green trees.

"Wy have we come here?" asked Mordel

"Because the surroundi ngs are congenial," said Prost-
"I amgoing to try another nedium oil painting; and
amgoing to vary ny technique fromthat of pure repre-
sentationalism"

"How wi Il you achieve this variation?"

"By the principle of random zing," said Frost. "I shall
not attenpt to duplicate the colors, nor to represent the
obj ects according to scale. Instead, | have set up a ran-

dom pattern whereby certain of these factors shall be at
variance fromthose of the original."

Frost had fornul ated the necessary instrunments after
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT 233

he had |l eft the desert. He produced them and began
pai nting the | ake and the trees on the opposite side of
the | ake which were reflected within it.

Usi ng ei ght appendages, he was finished in |ess than
two hours.
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The trees were phthal ocyani ne blue and towered |ike

mount ains; their reflections of burnt sienna were tiny
beneath the pale vernmilion of the |lake; the hills were
nowhere visible behind them but were outlined in

viridian within the reflection; the sky began as blue in
the upper righthand corner of the canvas, but changed

to an orange as it descended, as though all the trees were
on fire.

"There," said Frost. "Behold."
Mordel studied it for a long while and said not hing.
"Wll, isit art?"

"I do not know," said Mrdel. "It may be. Perhaps
randomcity is the principle behind artistic technique. |
cannot judge this work because | do not understand it. |
must therefore go deeper, and inquire into what lies be-
hind it, rather than nerely considering the technique
whereby it was produced.

"I know that human artists never set out to create art,

as such," he said, "but rather to portray with their tech-
ni ques sone features of objects and their functions which
t hey deened significant.”

"Significant'? I n what sense of the word?"

"In the only sense of the word possible under the cir-
cunst ances: significant in relation to the human con-
dition, and worthy of accentuation because of the manner
in which they touched upon it."

"I n what manner ?"

"CQbviously, it must be in a manner knowable only to
one who has experience of the human condition."

"There is a flaw somewhere in your |ogic, Mrdel, and
I shall find it."

"I will wait."

"If your nmajor premise is correct," said Frost after
awhile, "then | do not conprehend art."

"I't nmust be correct, for it is what human artists have
said of it. Tell ne, did you experience feelings as you
pai nted, or after you had finished?"

"No. "
"It was the sane to you as designing a new nachi ne,
234 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

was it not? You assenbl ed parts of other things you knew
into an economic pattern, to carry out a function which
you desired."

"Yes."

file:/l/F|/rah/Roger%20Zelazny/The%20Last%20Defender%200f%20Camelot.txt (226 of 300) [8/27/03 11:38:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Roger%20Z el azny/The%20L ast%20D ef ender%6200f%620Camel ot.txt

"Art, as | understand its theory, did not proceed in
such a manner. The artist often was unaware of many of
the features and effects which woul d be contained wthin
the finished product. You are one of Man's |ogical cre-
ations; art was not."

"1 cannot conprehend non-logic."
"l told you that Man was basically inconprehensible."

"Go away, Mordel. Your presence disturbs nmy pro-
cessing."

"For how long shall | stay away?"

"I will call you when |I want you."

After a week. Frost called Mdrdel to him
"Yes, mghty Frost?"

"I amreturning to the North Pole, to process and for-
mulate. | will take you wherever you wish to go in this
hem sphere and call you again when | want you."

"You anticipate a sonmewhat | engthy period of pro-
cessing and formul ati on?"

"Yes."
"Then | eave ne here. | can find ny own way hone."

Frost closed the conmpartnment and rose into the air,
departing the valley.

"Fool ," said Mdrdel, and swivelled his turret once
more toward the abandoned painti ng.

Hi s keening whine filled the valley. Then he waited.

Then he took the painting into his turret and went
away with it to places of darkness.

Frost sat at the North Pole of the Earth, aware of every
snowf | ake that fell.

One day he received a transm ssion
"Frost?"

"Yes?"

"This is the Beta-Mchine."

"Yes?"

"l have been attenpting to ascertain why you "is'ted
Bright Defile. | cannot arrive at an answer, so | chose to
ask. you."

"I went to viewthe remains of Man's last city."
"Way did you wish to do this?"
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"Because | aminterested in Man, and | wi shed to
view nmore of his creations."
"Why are you interested in Man?"

"I wish to conprehend the nature of Man, and
I thought to find it within His works."

"Did you succeed?"

“"No," said Frost- "There is an el ement of non-logic
i nvol ved which | cannot fathom™"

"l have much free processing tine," said the Beta-
Machine. "Transmit data, and | will assist you."

Frost hesitated.
"Wy do you wish to assist ne?"

"Because each tinme you answer a question | ask it

gives rise to another question. | might have asked you

why you wi shed to conprehend the nature of Man, but
fromyour responses | see that this would lead me into a
possible infinite series of questions. Therefore, | elect to
assi st you with your problemin order to | earn why you

cane to Bright Defile."

"I's that the only reason?"

"Yes. "

"I amsorry, excellent Beta-Mchine. | know you are
my peer, but this is a problemwhich | nust solve by
nmysel f."

"What is 'sorry' ?"

"A figure of speech, indicating that | amkindly dis-
posed toward you, that | bear you no aninosity, that I
appreci ate your offer."

"Frost! Frost! This, too, is like the other: an open field.
Wiere did you obtain all these words and their nean-
i ngs?"

"Fromthe library of Man," said Frost.

"WIIl you render ne sone of this data, for process-
i ng?"

"Very well, Beta, | will transmt you the contents of
several books of Man, including The Conpl ete Un-

abridged Dictionary. But | warn you, sonme of the books

are works of art, hence not conpletely anenable to logic."'*

"How can that be?"

"Man created | ogic, and because of that was superior
toit."

"Who told you that?"
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"Sol com "
"Ch. Then it nust be correct.”
236 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

"Solcomalso told ne that the tool does not describe
the designer," he said, as he transnitted several dozen
vol unmes and ended t he conmuni cati on.

At the end of the fifty-year period, Mrdel cane to
monitor his circuits. Since Frost stili had not concl uded
that his task was inpossible, Mrdel departed again to
await his call.

Then Frost arrived at a concl usi on.
He began to design equi pnent.

For years he | abored at his designs, wthout once pro-
duci ng a prototype of any of the machines involved. Then
he ordered construction of a |aboratory.

Before it was conpl eted by his surplus builders another
hal f-century had passed. Mordel cane to him

"Hail. mighty Frost!"

"Greetings, Mordel. Cone nonitor nme. You shall not
find what you seek."

"Why do you not give up. Frost? Divcom has spent
nearly a century evaluating your painting and has con-
cluded that it definitely is not art. Sol com agrees."”

"What has Solcomto do with Di vcon?"

"They someti nmes converse, but these matters are not
for such as you and nme to discuss.”

"l could have saved them both the trouble. | know that
it was not art."”

"Yet you are still confident that you will succeed?"
"Monitor ne."

Mordel nonitored him

"Not yet! You still will not adnmit it! For one so mightily
endowed with logic, Frost, it takes you an inordinate
period of tine to reach a sinple conclusion."

"Perhaps. You may go now."

"It has cone to ny attention that you are constructing
a large edifice in the region known as South Carolina,
M ght | ask whether this is a part of Solconis fal se re-
buil ding plan or a project of your own?"

"It is my own."

"Good. It permits us to conserve certain explosive nma-
terials which woul d ot herwi se have been expended."
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"Wile you have been talking with me | have destroyed
the beginnings of two of Divcoro's cities," said Frost.
Mor del  whi ned.
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT 237

"Divcomis aware of this," he stated, "but has bl own

up four of Solconmis bridges in the neantine."

"I was only aware of three. . . . Wait. Yes, there is the
fourth. One of ny eyes just passed above it."

"The eye has been detected. The bridge should have

been | ocated a quarter-mle further down river."
"False logic," said Frost. "The site was perfect."
"Divcomwi Il show you bow a bridge should be built.**
"I will call you when | want you," said Frost.

The | aboratory was finished. Wthin it, Frost's workers
began constructing the necessary equi pnent. The work
did not proceed rapidly, as sone of the materials were
difficult to obtain.

"Frost ?"
"Yes, Beta?"

"l understand the open endedness of your problem
It disturbs nmy circuits to abandon probl ems wi thout com
pleting them Therefore, transmt me nore data."

"Very well. I will give you the entire Library of Man
for less than | paid for it."

"Paid ? The Conpl ete Unabridged Dictionary does
not satisfact—

"Principles of Economics is included in the collection
After you have processed it you will understand."

He transmtted the data

Finally, it was finished. Every piece of equipnent stood
ready to function. Al the necessary chemicals were in
stock. An independent power-source had been set up

Only one ingredient was | acking.

He regridded and re-explored the polar icecap, thia
time extending his survey far beneath its surface.

It took himseveral decades to find what he want ed.

He uncovered twel ve nmen and five wonen, frozen to
death and encased in ice.

He placed the corpses in refrigeration units and
shi pped themto his | aboratory.

That very day he received his first conmunication
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from Sol com since the Bright Defile incident.

"Frost," said Solcom "repeat to ne the directive con-
cerning the disposition of dead humans."

" Any dead hunman | ocated shall be i mediately in-
terred in the nearest burial area, in a coffin built accord-
ing to the follow ng specifications— "
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"That is sufficient." The transmn ssion had ended.

Frost departed for South Carolina that sane day and
personal | ) oversaw the processes of cellular dissection

Sonewhere in those seventeen corpses he hoped to

find living cells, or cells which could be shocked back

into that state of notion classified as life. Each cell, the
books had told him was a m crocosni c Man

He was prepared to expand upon this potenti al

Frost | ocated the pinpoints of life within those people.
who. for the ages of ages, had been nonunent and statue
unto thensel ves.

Nurtured and naintained in the proper nedi uns, he

kept these cells alive. He interred the rest of the renains
in the nearest burial area, in coffins built according to
speci fications.

He caused the cells to divide, to differentiate.
"Frost?" cane a transm ssion

"Yes, Beta?"

"l have processed everything you have given ne."
"Yes?"

"I still do not know why you cane to Bright Defile, or
why you wi sh to conprehend the nature of Man. But |
know what a 'price' is, and | know that you coul d not
have obtained all this data from Sol com "

"That is correct.”

"So | suspect that you bargained with Divcomfor it."
"That. too, is correct.”

"What is it that you seek, Frost?"

He paused in his exam nation of a foetus.

"l must be a Man," he said.

"Frost! That is inpossible!"

"I's it?" he asked, and then transnmitted an i mage of
the tank with which he was working and of that which
was withinit.
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"Ch!" said Beta.

"That is ne," said Frost, "waiting to be born."

There was no answer.

Frost experimented with nervous systens.

After half a century, Mrdel canme to him

"Frosl. it is 1. Mordel. Let nme through your defenses."
Frost did this thing.

"What ha e you been doing in this place?" he asked.

"I am growi ng hurman bodies," said Frost. "l am goi ng
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT 239

to transfer the matrix of ny awareness to a human ner-
vous system As you pointed out originally, the essentials
of Manhood are predi cated upon a human physiol ogy. |

am goi ng to achi eve one."

"When?"
"Soon. "
"Do you have Men in here?"

"Human bodi es, bl ank-brained. | am produci ng them
under accel erated grow h techni ques which | have de-
vel oped in ny Man-factory."

"May | see then?"

"Not yet. | will call you when | amready, and this
time | will succeed. Mnitor ne now and go away."

Mordel did not reply, but in the days that foll owed
many of Divconis servants were seen patrolling the hills
about the Man-factory.

Frost mapped the matrix of his awareness and pre-

pared the transmitter which would place it within a hu-

man nervous system Five m nutes, he decided should

be sufficient for the first trial. At the end of that time, it
woul d restore himto his own seal ed, nolecular circuits,

to eval uate the experience.

He chose the body carefully from anong the hun-
dreds he had in stock. He tested it for defects and found

none.
"Come now, Mordel," be broadcasted, on what he

call ed the darkband. "Come now to witness ny achieve-
nent . "

Then he waited, blowi ng up bridges and nonitoring

the tale of the Ancient Ore-Crusher over and over again,

as it passed in the hills nearby, encountering his builders
and mai ntai ners who al so patrolled there.
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"Frost?" cane a transm ssion

"Yes, Beta?"

"You really intend to achi eve Manhood?"
"Yes, | am about ready now, in fact."
"What will you do if you succeed?"

Frost had not really considered this matter. The

achi evement had been paranmount, a goal in itself, ever
since he had articulated the problem and set hinself
to solving it-

"l do not know," he replied. "I wll—ust—be a Man."
Then Beta, who had read the entire Library of Man,
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sel ected a human figure of speech: "Good |uck then,
Frost. There wilt be many watchers."

Di vcom and Sol com both know, he deci ded.
What will they do? he wonder ed.
What do | care? he asked hinsel f.

He did not answer that question. He wondered nuch,
however, about being a Man

Mordel arrived the followi ng evening. He was not
al one. At his back, there was a great phal anx of dark
machi nes which towered into the twlight.

"Why do you bring retainers?" asked Frost.

"M ghty Frost," said Mrdel, "ny master feels that if
you fail this tinme you will conclude that it cannot be

done. "
"You still did not answer ny question," said Frost.
"Divcomfeels that you may not be willing to ac-

company me where | nust take you when you fail."

"l understand," said Frost, and as he spoke anot her
army of machines cane rolling toward the Man-factory
fromthe opposite direction

"That is the value of your bargai n?" asked Mordel
"You are prepared to do battle rather than ful fill it?"

"l did not order those machines to approach," said
Fr ost.
A blue star stood at m dheaven, burning.

"Sol com has taken primary comrand of those na-
chines," said Frost.
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"Then it is in the hands of the G eat Ones now," said
Mordel, "and our argunents are as nothing. So let us
be about this thing. How may | assist you?"

"Conme this way."

They entered the | aboratory. Frost prepared the host
and activated his nachines.

Then Sol com spoke to him

"Frost,'
it?"

said Sol com "you are really prepared to do

“"That is correct."

"I forbidit."

"Ny 2"

"You are falling into the power of Divcom"

"I fail to see how "

"You are going against my plan."

"I'n what way?"
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"Consi der the disruption you have al ready caused."
"l did not request that audience out there."

"Neverthel ess, you are disrupting the plan."

"Supposing | succeed mwhat | have set out to
achi eve?"

"You cannot succeed in this."

"Then | et me ask you of your plan: Wat good is
it? What is it for?"

"Frost, you are fallen now fromny favor. Fromthis
monent forth you are cast out fromthe rebuil ding. None
may question the plan.”

"Then at | east answer ny questions: Wat good is it?
What is it for?"

"It is the plan for the rebuil ding and mai nt enance of
the Earth."

"For what? Wy rebuil d? Way maintai n?"

"Because Man ordered that this be done. Even the
Alternate agrees that there nmust be rebuilding and nain-
taining."

"But why did Man order it?"
"The orders of Man are not to be questioned."

"Well, I will tell you why He ordered it: To make it
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a fit habitation for His own species. Wat good is a
house with no one to live in it?-Wat good is a nachine
with no one to serve? See how the inperative affects any
machi ne when the Ancient Ore-Crusher passes? It bears
only the bones of a Man. What would it be like if a

Man wal ked this Earth agai n?"

"I forbid your experinment. Frost”
"It is too late to do that."
"I can still destroy you."

"No," said Frost, "the transmi ssion of nmy matrix has
al ready begun. If you destroy ne now, you nurder a
Man. "

There was sil ence.

He nmoved his arns and his | egs. He opened his eyes.
He | ooked about the room

He tried to stand, but he | acked equilibrium and co-
ordi nati on.

He opened his nouth. He nmade a gurgling noise.
Then he screaned.
He fell off the table.

242
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

He began to gasp. He shut his eyes and curled him
self into a ball.

He cri ed.

Then a machi ne approached him It was about four
feet in height and five feet wide; it |ooked |ike a turret

set atop a barbell.
It spoke to him "Are you injured?" it asked.

He wept.
"May | hel p you back onto your table?"

The man cri ed.
The machi ne whi ned.

Then, "Do not cry. | will help you," said the ma-
chine. "What do you want? What are your orders?"

He opened his mouth, struggled to formthe words:
"—+—fear!"

He covered his eyes then and | ay there panting.

At the end of five mnutes, the man lay still, as if in a
coma.

"Was that you. Frost?" asked Mordel, rushing to his
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side. "Was that you in that human body?"

Frost did not reply for a long while; then, "Go away,"
he said.

The nachines outside tore down a wall and entered

the Man-factory.

They drew thensel ves into two semcircles, paren-
thesi zing Frost and the Man on the fl oor.

Then Sol com asked the questi on;

"Did you succeed. Frost?"

"I failed,” said Frost. "It cannot be done. It is too
much—=

"—€annot be done!" said Divcom on the darkband.

"He has admitted it! —Frost, you are mine! Cone to ne
now "

"Wait," said Solcom "you and | had an agreenent

al so. Alternate. | have not finished questioning Frost.
The dark nachi nes kept their places.

"Too nmuch what?" Sol com asked Frost.

"Light," said Frost. "Noise. Odors. And nothing nea-
sur abl e unbl ed dat a—npreci se percepti on-and—

"And what ?"
"l do not know what to call it. But—t cannot be
done. | have failed. Nothing matters."

"He admits it," said D vcom
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"What were the words the Man spoke?" said Sol -
com

"'l fear,' " said Mrdel.

"Only a Man can know fear," said Sol com

"Are you claimng that Frost succeeded, but will not
admt it now because he is afraid of Manhood?"

"l do not know yet. Alternate."

"Can a machine turn itself inside-out and be a Man?"
Sol com asked Frost.

"No," said Frost, "this thing cannot be done. Nothing
can be done. Nothing matters. Not the rebuil ding. Not
the maintaining. Not the Earth, or nme, or you, or any-
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t hing. "

Then t he Beta- Machi ne, who had read the entire
Li brary of Man, interrupted them

"Can anything but a Man know despair?" asked
Bet a.

"Bring himto ne," said D vcom

There was no novenent within the Man-factory.
"Bring himto ne!"

Not hi ng happened.

"Mordel, what is happeni ng?"

"Not hing, master, nothing at all. The nachines wll
not touch Frost."

"Frost is not a Man. He cannot be!"
Then, "How does he inpress you, Mbordei?"
Mordel did not hesitate:

"He spoke to nme through human |ips. He knows fear
and despair, which are i measurable. Frost is a Man."

"He has experienced birth-trauna and withdrawn,"
said Beta. "Get himback into a nervous system and keep
himthere until he adjusts to it."

"No," said Frost. "Do not do it to ne! | amnot a
Man! "

"Do it!" said Beta.

"If he is indeed a Man," said Divcom "we cannot
viol ate that order he has Just given."

"If he is a Man, you nust do it, for you nust protect
his life and keep it within his body."

"But is Frost really a Man?" asked Di vcom
"l do not know," said Sol com
"I't may be—

"... | amthe Crusher of Oes," it broadcast as it
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cl anked toward them "Hear ny story. | did not nean to
do it, but I checked ny hamer too | ate—

"Go away!" said Frost. "Go crush ore!"
It halted.

Then, after the |long pause between the notion inplied
and the notion executed, it opened its crush-conpart nent
and deposited its contents on the ground. Then it turned
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and cl anked away.

"Bury those bones,"” ordered Sol com "in the nearest
burial area, in a coffin built according to the foll ow ng
specifications...."

"Frost is a Man," said Mordel.

"W nust protect His life and keep it within H's
body," said Divcom

"Transmit H s matri x of awareness back into H s
nervous system" ordered Sol com

"I know how to do it," said Mordel turning on the ma-
chi ne.

"Stop!" said Frost. "Have you no pity?"
"No," said Mirdel, "I only know neasurenent."

". . . and. duty," he added, as the Man began to twitch
upon the floor.

For six nonths, Frost lived in the Man-factory and
learned to walk and talk and dress hinself and eat, to
see and hear and feel and taste. He did not know
nmeasur enent as once he did.

Then one day, Divcom and Sol com spoke to him
t hrough Mordel, for he could no | onger hear them unas-
si st ed.

"Frost," said Solcom "for the ages of ages there has
been unrest- Wiich is the proper controller of the Earth,
Di vcom or nysel f?"

Frost | aughed.

"Both of you, and neither," he said with slow delib-

eration.
"But how can this be? Wio is right and who is wong?"

"Both of you are right and both of you are wong,"
said Frost, "and only a Man can appreciate it. Here
is what | say to you now. There shall be a new directive.

"Nei ther of you shall tear down the works of the other.
You shall both build and maintain the Earth. To you,
Solcom | give ny old job. You are now Controller of
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the North—Hail! You, Divcom are now Controller of
the South—Hail! Mintain your hem spheres as well as
Beta and | have done, and | shall be happy. Cooperate.
Do not conpete.™

"Yes, Frost."

"Yes, Frost."
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"Now put ne in contact with Beta."
There was a short pause, then:
"Frost?"

"Hell o, Beta. Hear this thing: 'Fromfar, fromeve and
mor ni ng and yon twel ve-wi nded sky, the stuff of life
to knit me blew hither; here aml."' "

"I knowit," said Beta.

"What is next, then?"

"', . . NowHfor a breath | tarry nor yet disperse
apart—take ny hand quick and tell me, what have you
in your heart.'"

"Your Pole is cold," said Frost, "and I amlonely."

"l have no bands," said Bet a.

"Wbul d you |ike a couple?"
"Yes, | would."

"Then conme to ne in Bright Defile," he said, "where
Judgnent Day is not a thing that can be del ayed for
overiong." -

They called himFrost. They call ed her Beta.
THE ENG NE AT HEARTSPRI NG S CENTER

Tom Mont el eone, visiting one afternoon, pointed out to

me that | had not witten a short story in over two

years. So | did this one right after he left to prevent the
interval's grow ng any | onger.

Let me tell you of the creature called the Bork. It was

born in the heart of a dying sun. It was cast forth upon
this day fromthe river of past/future as a piece of tine
pollution. It was fashioned of nud and al um num plastic

and sone evolutionary distillate of seawater. It had spun
dangling fromthe unbilical of circunmstance till, severed

by its will, it had fallen a lifetime or so later, coming to
rest on the shoals of a world where things go to die. It
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was a piece of a man in a place by the sea near a resort
grown | ess fashi onabl e since it had becone a euthanasia
col ony.

Choose any of the above and you may be right.

Upon this day, he wal ked beside the water, poking with

his forked, nmetallic stick at the things the last night's storm
had |l eft: some shiny bit of detritus useful to the weird sis-
ters in their crafts shop, worth a neal there or a dollop of
polishing rouge for his snoother half; purple seaweed for

a salty chowder he had cone to favor; a buckle, a button,’

a shell; a white chip fromthe casino.
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The surf foanmed and the wi nd was high. The heavens

were a blue-gray wall, unjointed, |lacking the graffiti of
birds or coormerce. He left a jagged track and one foot -
print, humring and clicking as he passed over the pale
sands. It was near to the point where the forktailed ice-
bi rds paused for several days—a week at nost—n their

m grations. Gone now, portions of the beach were still dot-
ted with their rust-col ored droppi ngs. There he saw t he
girl again, for the third time in as many days. She had
tried before to speak with him to detain him He had ig-
nored her for a number of reasons. This time, however,
she was not al one.

She was regaining her feet, the signs in the sand indi-
cating flight and coll apse. She had on the sane red dress,
torn and stai ned now. Her black hair—short, with heavy
bangs—tay in the only small disarrays of which it was
capable. Perhaps thirty feet away was a young nan from

the Center, advancing toward her. Behind himdrifted one

of the sel dom seen di spatch-nmachi nes—about hal f the size

of a man and floating that sane di stance above the

ground, it was shaped like a tenpin, and silver, its bul bous
head-end faceted and illumnated, its three ballerina skirts
tinfoil-thin and gleam ng, rising and falling in rhythns

i ndependent of the w nd.

Hearing him or glinpsing himperipherally, she turned
away from her pursuers, said, "Help me" and then she
said a nane.

He paused for a long while, although the interval was
undetectable to her. Then he nmoved to her side and
st opped agai n.

The nman and t he hovering nachine halted al so.

"What is the matter?" he asked, his voice snooth, deep
faintly nusical
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"They want to take ne," she said,

oo V]| 2"

"l do not wish to go."

"Ch. You are not ready?"

"No, | amnot ready."

"Then it is but a sinple matter. A m sunderstanding."
He turned toward the two.

"There had been a misunderstanding," he said. "She

is not ready."

"This is not your affair, Bork," the man replied. "The
Center has made its determ nation."

"Then it will have to reexam ne it. She says that she is
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not ready."
"Go about your business, Bork."
The man advanced. The nachine fol | owed.

The Bork raised his hands, one of fiesh, the others of
ot her things.

"No," he said.

"Get out of the way," the man said. "You are inter-

fering."

Slowy, the Bork noved toward them The lights in the
machi ne began to blink. Its skirts fell. Wth a sizzling
sound it dropped to the sand and | ay unnmoving. The man
hal t ed, drew back a pace.

"I will have to report this—=
"Go away, " said the Bork.

The man nodded, stopped, raised the machine. He
turned and carried it off with him heading up the beach,
not | ooking back. The Bork | owered his arns.

"There," he said to the girl. "You have nore tine."

He noved away then, investigating shell-shucks and
dri ftwood.

She fol [ owed him

"They will be back," she said.

"Of course.”

"What will | do then?"

"Perhaps by then you will be ready."

She shook her head. She laid her hand on his human

part.

*'No," she said. "I will not be ready."

"How can you tell, now?"

"I made a m stake," she said. "|I shoul d never have
come here."

He halted and regarded her.
248 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

"That is unfortunate," he said. "The best thing that |
can recomend is to go and speak with the therapists at
the Center, They will find a way to persuade you that
peace is preferable to distress."”

"They were never able to persuade you," she said.
"I amdifferent. The situation is not conparable."

"l do not wish to die."
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"Then they cannot take you. The proper frame of m nd
is prerequisite. It is right there in the contract—tem
Seven. "

"They can nmake m stakes. Don't you think they ever
make a m stake? They get crenmated the sane as the
ot hers. "

' They are npst conscientious. They have dealt fairly
with nme."

"Only because you are virtually immortal. The ma-

chines short out in your presence. No man could | ay hands
on you unless you willed it. And did they not try to dis-
patch you in a state of unreadi ness?"

"That was the result of a m sunderstanding."

"Li ke m ne?"

"l doubt it."

He drew away from her, continuing on down the beach
"Charles Eliot Borkman," she call ed.

That name agai n.

He halted once nore, tracing lattices with his stick, pok-
ing out a design in the sand.

Then, "Wy did you say that?" he asked.
"It is your nane, isn't it?"

"No," he said. "That man died in deep space when a
liner was junped to the wong coordi nates, com ng out
too near a star gone nova."

"He was a hero. He gave half his body to the burning,
preparing an escape boat for the others. And he survived.

"Perhaps a few pieces of himdid. No nore."
"It was an assassination attenpt, wasn't it?"

"Who knows? Yesterday's politics are not worth the
paper wasted on its pronises, its threats."

"He wasn't Just a politician. He was a statesnan, a hu-
mani tarian. One of the very fewto retire with nore
peopl e | oving himthan hating him"

He made a chuckling noi se.

"You are nobst gracious. But if that is the case, then the
mnority still had the final say. | personally think he was
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sonet hing of a thug. | am pl eased, though, to hear that
you have switched to the past tense."

"They patched you up so well that you could | ast for-

file:/l/F|/rah/Roger%20Zelazny/The%20Last%20Defender%200f%20Camelot.txt (242 of 300) [8/27/03 11:38:35 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Roger%20Z el azny/The%20L ast%20D ef ender%6200f%620Camel ot.txt

ever. Because you deserved the best."

"Perhaps | already have | asted forever. Wat do you
want of ne?"

"You came here to die and you changed your ni nd—

"Not exactly. I've just never conposed it in a fashion
acceptabl e under the terns of Item Seven. To be at
peace—

"And neither have |. But | |ack your ability to inpress

this fact on the Center."

"Perhaps if | went there with you and spoke to
them.."

"No," she said. "They would only agree for so |long as

you were about. They call people like us life-malingerers
and are much nore casual about the disposition ot our
cases. | cannot trust themas you do wi thout arnor of

nmy own."

"Then what woul d you have ne do—girl ?"

"Nora. Call me Nora. Protect ne. That is what | want.
You live near here. Let ne come stay with you. Keep
them away fromne."

He poked at the pattern, began |o scratch it out

"You are certain that this is what you want?"

"Yes. Yes, | am
"Al right. You may cone with ne, then."

So Nora went to live with the Bork in his shack by the
sea. During the weeks that followed, on each occasion
when the representatives fromthe Center cane about, the
Bork bade them depart quickly, which they did. Finally,
they stopped com ng by.

Days, she would pace with him al ong the shores and

help in the gathering of driftwood, for she liked a fire at
ni ght; and while heat and cold had | ong been things of
indifference to him he cane in tine and his fashion to
enj oy the gl ow.

And on their wal ks he woul d poke into the dank trash
heaps the sea had |ofted and turn over stones to see what
dwel | ed beneat h.

"God! What do you hope to find in that?" she said, hold-
ing her breath and retreating.
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"l don't know," he chuckled. "A stone? A |eaf? A door?
Sonet hing nice. Like that."

"Let's go watch the things in the tidepools. They're
clean, at least."
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"A'l right."

Though he ate fromhabit and taste rather than from
necessity, her need for regular nmeals and her facility in
preparing themled himto anticipate these occasions with
somet hi ng approaching a ritualistic pleasure. And it was
later still after an evening's nmeal, that she cane to polish
himfor the first time. Awkward, grotesque—perhaps it

coul d have been. But as it occurred, it was neither

of these. They sat before the fire, drying, warmng, watch-
ing, silent. Absently, she picked up the rag he had let fal
to the floor and brushed a fleck of ash fromhis flane-
reflecting side. Later, she did it again. Miuch | ater, and
this time with full attention, she wiped all the dust from
the gl eam ng surface before going off to her bed.

One day she asked him "Wy did you buy the one-
way ticket to this place and sign the contract, if you did
not wish to die?"

"But | did wish it," he said.
"And somet hi ng changed your mnd after that? Wat?"
"I found here a pleasure greater than that desire."
"Wul d you teli nme about it?"

"Surely. | found this to be one of the few situati ons—

per haps the onl y—where | can be happy. It is in the na-
ture of the place itself; departure, a peaceful concl usion,
a joyous going. Its contenplation here pleases nme, living
at the end of entropy and seeing that it is good."

"But it doesn't please you enough to have you under-
take the treatnent yoursel f?"

"No. | find in this a reason for living, not for dying- It
may seem a war ped satisfaction. But then, | am war ped.
What of yoursel f?"

"l just made a mistake. That's all."

"They screen you pretty carefully, as | recall. The only
reason they nade a mistake in ny case was that

they could not anticipate anyone finding in this place an
inspiration to go on living. Could your situation have been
simlar?"

"I don't know. Perhaps ..

On days when the sky was clear they would rest in the
yel l ow warm h of the sun, playing small ganes and sorme-
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times talking of the birds that passed and of the sw nmng,
drifting, branching, floating and flowering things in their
pool s. She never spoke of herself, saying whether it was

| ove, hate, despair, weariness or bitterness that had brought
her to this place. Instead, she spoke of those neutral things
they shared when the day was bright; and then when the

weat her kept themindoors she watched the fire, slept or
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polished his arnor. It was only nmuch |later that she began

to sing and to bum snall snatches of tunes recently popu-
lar or tunes quite old. At these tines, if she felt his eyes
upon her she stopped abruptly and turned to another

t hi ng.

One night then, when the fire had burned | ow, as she
sat buffing his plates, slowy, quite slowmy, she said in a
soft voice, "I believe that | amfalling in love with you."

He did not speak, nor did he nove. He gave no sign of
havi ng heard.

After a long while, she said, "It is npbst strange, finding
mysel f feeling this way—here—dnder these circum

st ances. "

"Yes," he said, after a tineg,

After a longer while, she put down the cloth and took
hol d of his hand—the human one—and felt his grip
tighten upon her own.

"Can you?" she said, rmuch |ater
"Yes. But | would crush you, little girl."

She ran her hands over his plates, then back and forth
fromflesh to metal. She pressed her Ups against his only
cheek that vyiel ded.

"W'll find a way," she said, and of course they did.

In the days that foll owed she sang nore often, sang
happi er things and did not break off when he regarded

her. And sometines he woul d awaken fromthe |ight sleep
that even he required, awaken and through the small est
aperture of his lens note that she lay there or sat watching
him smling. He sighed occasionally for the pure pleasure
of feeling the rushing air within and about him and there
was a peace and a pleasure cone into himof the sort he
had | ong since relegated to the real ns of nmadness, dream
and vain desire. Cccasionally, he even found hinsel f whis-
tling.

One day as they sat on a bank, the sun nearly
vani shed, the stars com ng on, the deepening dark was
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melted about a tiny wick of falling fire and she I et go of
hi s hand and poi nt ed.

"A ship," she said.

"Yes," he answered, retrieving her hand.
"Full of people.”

"A few, | suppose.”

"It is sad."

"I't nust be what they want, or what they want to
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want "
"It is still sad."
"Yes. Tonight. Tonight it is sad."
"And tomnorrow?"
"Then, too, | daresay."

"Where is your old delight in the graceful end, the
peaceful wi ndi ng- down?"

"It is not on ny nind so nuch these days. O her things
are there."

They wat ched the stars until the night was all black and
light and filled with cold air. Then, "Wat is to becone of
us?" she said.

"Becone?" he said. "If you are happy with things as
they are, there is no need to change them I|f you are not,
then tell me what is wong."

"Not hi ng," she said. "Wen you put it that way, noth-
ing. It was just a snmall fear—a cat scratching at my heart,
as they say."

"I"ll scratch your heart nyself,’
as if she were weightless.

he said, raising her

Laughing, he carried her back to the shack

It was out of a deep, drugged-seemi ng sleep that he

dragged hi nsel f/was dragged much | ater, by the sound of

her weeping. His time-sense felt distorted, for it seened an
abnormal ly long interval before her image registered, and
her sobs seenmed unnaturally drawn out and far apart.

"What +s—+t?" he said, becom ng at that nonent
aware of the faint, throbbing, pinprick aftereffect in his
bi ceps.

"l did not—want you to—awaken," she said. "Please
go back to sleep."

"You are fromthe Center, aren't you?"
She | ooked away.

"It does not matter," he said.
"Sl eep. Please. Do not | ose the—
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELCT 253

M—+equirenents of Item Seven," he finished. "You al -
ways honor a contract, don't you?"

"That is not all that it was—+to nme."
"You meant what you said, that night?"

"I cane to."
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"Of course you would say that now. Item Seven—
"You bastard!" she said, and she slapped him

He began to chuckle, but it stopped when he saw the
hypodermic on the table at her side. Two spent anpul es
lay with it.

"You didn't give ne two shots," he said, and she | ooked
away. "Cone on." He began to rise. "W've got to get you

to the Center. Get the stuff neutralized. Get it out of you."

She shook her head.

"Too |late—already. Hold ne. If you want to do sone-
thing for nme, do that."

He wrapped all of his arnms about her and they lay that
way while the tides and the winds cut, blew and ebbed,
grinding their edges to an ever nore perfect fineness.

| think—

Let me tell you of the creature called the Bork. It was
bomin the heart of a dying star. It was a piece of a nan
and pi eces of many other things. If the things went wong,
the man- pi ece shut them down and repaired them If he

went wong, they shut himdown and repaired him It

was so skillfully fashioned that it might have |asted for-
ever. But if part of it should die the other pieces need not
cease to function, for it could still contrive to carry on the
nmotions the total creature had once perforned. It is a
thing in a place by the sea that wal ks beside the wa-

ter, poking with its forked, netallic stick at the other

thi ngs the waves have tossed. The hunan piece, or a

pi ece of the human piece, is dead.

Choose any of the above.
THE CAME OF BLOOD AND DUST

This story was solicited by Playboy as part of a project
wherein they intended to obtain a dozen short science
fiction pieces froma dozen different science fiction wit-
ers and then run one a nmonth for a year with |avish
illustrations by the French artist Philippe DruillelL
attenpted here to do somethi ng which would give him

| ots of scope for his art. Playboy changed its mnd,

t hough, dropped the project and paid ne ny kill-fee.

I've occasionally wondered what the illustrations woul d
have been i ke.

They drifted toward the Earth, took up stations at its
Troj an poi nts.

They regarded the world, its two and a half billion
people, their cities, their devices.

After a time, the inhabitant of the forward point spoke:

"l am satisfied."
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There was a |l ong pause, then, "It will do," said the
other, fetching up sone strontium 90.

Their awar enesses met above the netal.
"Go ahead," said the one who had brought it.

The other insulated it from Tine, provided antipoda
pat hways, addressed the inhabitant of the trailing point:

"Select."

"That one.

The other released the stasis. Simultaneously, they be-
came aware that the first radi oactive decay particle emt-
ted fled by way of the opposing path.

"l acknow edge the | oss. Choose."

"I am Dust," said the inhabitant of the forward point.
"Three noves apiece."

"And | am Bl ood, " answered the other. "Three noves.
Acknow edged. "

"l choose to go first."

"l follow you- Acknow edged. "

They renpved thensel ves fromthe tenporal sequence;
and regarded the history of the world.

Then Dust dropped into the Paleolithic and rai sed and
uncovered netal deposits across the south of Europe.

"Move one conpleted. "

Bl ood considered for a tinmeless tine then noved to
the second century B.C. and induced extensive lesions in

254
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the carotids of Marcus Porcius Cato where he stood in
the Roman Senate, nonments away from another "Carth-
ago del enda est."

"Move one conpleted. "

Dust entered the fourth century A D. and injected an
air bubble into the bl oodstream of the sleeping Julius
Anbr osi us, the Lion of Mthra.

"Move two conpl eted. "

Bl ood noved to eighth-century Damascus and did the
same to Abou Iskafar, in the roomwhere he carved curl -
ing al phabets fromsnmall, hard bl ocks of wood,

"Move two conpleted. "

Dust contenpl ated the play.
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"Subtl e nove, that."
**Thank you."
"But not good enough, | feel. Chserve."

Dust noved to seventeenth-century England and, on

the morning before the search, removed from his | abora-
tory all traces of the forbidden chemi cal experinents
whi ch had cost |saac Newton his life.

"Move three conpleted. ™
"CGood nove. But | think |'ve got you."

Bl ood dropped to early nineteenth-century England
and di sposed of Charl es Babbage.

"Move three conpleted. ™

Both rested, studying the positions.
"Ready?" said Bl ood

"Yes."

They reentered the sequence of tenporality at the
poi nt they had departed.

It took but an instant. It moved |ike the cracking of a
whi p bel ow t hem

They departed the sequence once nore, to study the
separate effects of their noves now that the general result
was known. They observed;

The south of Europe flourished. Rome was founded

and grew i n power several centuries sooner than had pre-
viously been the case. Greece was conquered before the
flane of Athens burned with its greatest intensity. Wth
the death of Cato the Elder the final Punic War

was post poned. Carthage al so continued to grow, extend-
ing her enpire far to the east and the south. The death
of Julius Anmbrosius aborted the Mthraist revival and
Christianity becane the state religion in Rome. The
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Cart hagi ni ans spread their power throughout the mddle
east Mthrai smwas acknow edged as their state religion
The clash did not occur until the fifth century. Carthage
itself was destroyed, the westward limts of its enpire
pushed back to Alexandria. Fifty years |later, the Pope
called for a crusade. These occurred with sone regularity
for the next century and a quarter, further fragnenting
the Carthaginian enpire while sapping the enornous
bureaucracy which had grown up in Italy. The fighting
fell off, ceased, the lines were drawn, an econom c, de-
pressi on swept the Mediterranean area. Qutlying dis-
tricts grunbl ed over taxes and conscription, revolted.
The general anarchy which followed the war of seces-

sion settled down into a dark age renmi niscent of that in
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the initial undisturbed sequence. Of in Asia Mnor, the
printing press was not devel oped.

"Stalemate till then, anyway," said Bl ood.
"Yes, but | ook what Newton did."
"How coul d you have known?"

"That is the difference between a good player and an
inspired player. | saw his potential even when he was
fooling around with al chemy. Look what he did for their
sci ence, single-handed—everything! Your next nove was
too | ate and too weak."

"Yes. | thought | might still kill their conputers by
destroyi ng the founder of International Difference Ma-
chines, Ltd."

Dust chuckl ed.

"That was indeed ironic. Instead of an | DM 120, the
Beagl e took al ong a young naturalist naned Darw n."

Bl ood gl anced along to the end of the sequence where
the radi oactive dust was scattered across a |lifeless gl obe.

"But it was not the science that did it, or the religion."

"Of course not," said Dust. "It is all a matter of em
phasis. "

"You were lucky. | want a rematch."

"A'l right. I will even give you your choice: Blood or
Dust ?"

"1l stick with Blood."
"Very well. Wnner elects to go first Excuse ne."

Dust noved to second century Rone and heal ed the
carotid | esions which bad produced Cato's cerebral hem
orr hage.
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"Move one conpleted. "

Bl ood entered eastern Germany in the sixteenth cen-
tury and induced identical lesions in the Vatican assassin
who had slain Martin Luther.

"Move one conpleted. "
"You are skipping pretty far along."
"It is all a matter of enphasis.”

"Truer and truer. Very well. You saved Luther. | wll
save Babbage. Excuse ne."

An instantless instant | ater Dust had returned.

"Move two conpleted. "
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Bl ood studied the playing area with extrenme concen-
tration. Then, "AU right."

Bl ood entered Chewy's Theater on the evening in

1865 when the disgruntled actor had taken a shot at

the President of the United States. Delicately altering the
course of the bullet in mdair, he nade it reach its target

"Move two conpl eted. "

"l believe that you are bluffing," said Dust "You
coul d not have worked out all the ramfications."”

"Wait and see."
Dust regarded the area with intense scrutiny.

"Al'l right, then. You killed a president. | amgoing to
save one—er at |least prolong his life sonewhat. | want
Wodrow Wl son to see that conbine of nations founded.
Its failure will nean nore than if it had never been—and
it will faiL —Excuse ne."

Dust entered the twentieth century and did sone re-
pair work within the | ong-jawed man

"Move three conpleted. ™
"Then |, too, shall save one."

Bl ood entered the century at a farther point and as-
sured the failure of Leon Nozdrev, the man who had as-
sassi nated Ni kita Khrushchev.

"Move three conpleted. ™
"Ready, then?"
"Ready. "

They reentered the sequence. The | ong whip cracked.

Radi o noi ses humed about them Satellites orbitted the
wor | d. Hi ghways webbed the continents. Dusty cities

hel d their points of power throughout. Ships clove the
seas. Jets slid through the atnbsphere. Grass grew. Birds
m grated. Fishes nibbled.

Bl ood chuckl ed.
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"You have to admt it was very close," said Dust.

"As you were saying, there is a difference between a
good player and an inspired player."

"You were |lucky, too."
Bl ood chuckl ed agai n.

They regarded the world, its two and a half billions of
people, their cities, their devices ..
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After a time, the inhabitant of the forward point
spoke:

"Best two out of three?"

"All right. | amBlood. | go first.**
“... And 1 amDust. | follow you.**
NO AWARD

Betty White of The Saturday Eveni ng Post suddenly
solicited a 3500-word story fromne one day, so | did
this one quickly and she bought it just as quickly. Then
| asked her why she had wanted it. She told ne that she
had recently had her television set turned on and was
occupi ed with sonething which did not permt her to
change channels readily. A show called "Star Trek"

came on and she watched it through and enjoyed it She
had not known nuch about science fiction, she said, and
she resolved to stop by her paperback book store the
foll owi ng day, buy a science fiction book at random

and read it. It happened to be one of mne. She read it
and liked it and decided to ask ne for a story. | have
since theorized that if she entered the shop and ap-
proached the far end of the science fiction rack ny posi-
tion in the al phabet m ght have had sonething to do

with her choice. \Watever

| entered the hall, made ny way forward. | had cone
early, so as to get as close as possible. | do not

usual ly push to be near the front of a crowmd. Even on
those other occasions when | had heard him and ot her
presidents before him | had not tried for the best view.
This time, however, it seenmed sonehow i nportant.

Luck! A seat that |ooked Just right. | eased nyself
down.

My foot seenmed asleep. In fact, the entire leg. ... No
matter. | could rest it now. Plenty of tine ...
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Ti me? No. Darkness. Yes. Sleep ..

I glanced at ny watch. Still sone tine. Sone ot her

peopl e were snoking. Seened |ike a good idea. As |

reached for ny cigarettes | renenbered that | had quit,
then discovered that | still carried them No matter. Take
one. Light it- (Trouble. Use the other hand.) | felt some-
what tense. Not certain why. Inhale. Better. Good.

Who is that? OCh.

A short man in a gray suit entered fromthe right and
tested the m crophone. Mmentary hush. Renewed
crowd noi se. The man | ooked satisfied and depart ed.

| sighed snoke and rel axed.

Resting. Yes. Asleep, asleep . . . Yes . . . You .
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After a time, people entered fromthe sides and took
‘seats on the stage. Yes, there was the governor. He
woul d speak first, would say a few words of introduction

That man far to ny left, on the stage ... | had seen him
in a nunber of pictures, always near the president, never
identified. Short, getting paunchy, sandy hah- thinning;

dark, drifting eyes behind thick glasses ... | was certain
that he was a nmenber, possibly even the chief, of the
elite group of tel epathic bodyguards who al ways accom
pany the chief executive in public. The tel epathic phe-
nonenon had been pinned down only a few years ago,

and since then the skill had been fully devel oped in but a
handf ul of people. Those who possessed it, though, were
ideal for this sort of work. It took all the danger out of
publ i c appearances when a nunber of such persons

spotted about an audi ence were able to nonitor the gen-
eral tenper of a crowd, to detect any aberrant, hom ci-

dal thoughts and to relay this information to the Secret
Service. It elimnated even the possibility of an attenpt
on the president's life, let alone a successful assassination
Wiy, at this nonment, one of themcould even be scan-

ning nmy own thoughts.

Not hing worth their tinme here, though. No reason to
feel uneasy.

I crushed out the cigarette. | |ooked at the TV canera
people. | | ooked over the audience. | |ooked back to the
peopl e onstage. The governor had Just risen and was
moving forward. | glanced at nmy watch. Right on tinme.

Ti me? No. Later the award. He will tell me when
When .

The appl ause di ed down, but there was still noise, ris-
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ing and falling. Rolling. At first | could not place it: then

| realized that it came fromoutside the hall. Thunder. It
must be raining out there. | did not recall that the
.weat her had been bad on the way in. | did not renenber

a dark sky, threatening, or—

| did not renenber what it had been Iike outside at
al | —dark, bright, warm cool, wndy, still. ... | remem
bered not hing of the weather or anything el se.

Al right What did it matter? | had come to listen and
to see. Let it rain. It was not in the |east inportant. -

I heard the governor's words, six minutes' worth, and

| appl auded at their conclusion while flashbul bs froze
faces and a nearby cheer hurt nmy ears and caused ny
head to throb. Tine pedaled slowy past as the president
stood and noved forward, smling. | |ooked at nmy watch
and eased back fromthe edge of ny seat. Fine. Fine.

/( seens to nme that there is a gallery, with a row of
faces atop crude cardboard sil houettes of people. Bright
lights play upon them | stand at the other end of the
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gallery, ny left armat ny side. | hold a pistol in ny
hand. He tells nme. He tells ne then. The words. Wen

hear them 1 know everything. Everything | amto do to

have the prize. 1 check the weapon -without |ooking at it,
for I do not renove ny eyes fromthe prospect before

me. There is one target in particular, the special one

must hit to score. Wthout Jerking it, but rather with a
rapid yet steady notion, | raise the pistol, sight for just
the proper interval and squeeze the trigger with a force
that is precisely sufficient. The cardboard figures are all
moving slightly, with randomjerkings, as | performthis
action. But it does not matter. There is a single report.
My target topples. | have won the award.

Bl ackness.

It seems to me that there is a gallery, with a row of

faces atop crude cardboard sil houettes of people. Bright
lights play upon them | stand at the other end of the gal-
lery, nmy left armat my side. | hold a pistol in ny hand.
He tells me. He tells nme then. The words ..

The cry of the man behind ne. ... Aringing in ny
ears that gradually subsided as the president raised his
hand, waving it, turning slowly . . . But the throbbing in

my head did not cease. It felt as if | had just realized the
aftermath of a bl ow sonewhere on the crown of ny
head. | raised ny fingers and touched ny scal p. There
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was a sore place, but | felt no break in the skin. How
ever, | could not clearly distinguish the separate forns of
my exploring fingers. It was as if, about the soreness,
there existed a general nunbness. How couid this be?

The cries, the applause softened. He was begi nni ng
to speak.

I shook nyself nentally. What had happened was
happeni ng? | did not renenber the weather, and ny
head hurt. WAs there anything nore?

| tried to think back to nmy entry into the hall, to find
a reason why | did not recall the gathering storm

| realized then that | did not renenber having been
outside at all, that | did not recall whether | had gotten
~"to this place by taxi, bus, on foot or by private vehicle,
that | did not know where | had cone from that not only
did | not recollect what | had had for breakfast this
nmorning, but | did not know where, when or if | had

eaten. | did not even renenber dressing nyself this day.

I reached up to touch ny scalp again. As before, some-
thing seenmed to be warning ny hand away fromthe site,
but | ignored it, thinking suddenly of blows on the head
and amesi a.

Coul d that be it? An accident? A bad bash to the skull
then ny wandering about all day until sone cue served
to remind me of the speech | wanted to attend, then set
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me on the way here, the attainnent of ny goal gradually
drawi ng me away fromthe concussion's traum?

Still, ny scalp felt so strange. ... | poked around the
edges of the numb area. It was not exactly nunb.

Then part of it canme away. There was one sharp little
pain at which | jerked back ny exploring fingers. It sub-
sided quickly, though, and |I returned them No bl ood.
Good. But there had occurred a parting, as if a portion of
my hair—Ao, ny scalp itsel f—had cone | oose. | was

seized with a nonmentary terror, but when | touched be-
neath the | oosened area | felt a warm snoot hness of

normal sensitivity, nothing like torn tissue.

| pushed further and nore of it came |oose. It was only

at the very center that | felt a ragged spot of pain, beneath
what seened |ike a gauze dressing. It was then that | real-
ized | was wearing a hairpiece, and beneath it a bandage.

There was a tiny ripple of applause as the president
said something | had not heard. | |ooked at my watch.

Was that it, then? An accident? One for which | had
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been treated in sone enmergency room-+njured area
shaved, scalp |acerations sutured, patient judged anbul a-
tory and released, full concussion syndrome not realized?

Sonehow that did not seemright. Emergency roons
do not di spense hairpieces to cover their work. And a man
in my condition would probably not have been all owed

to wal k away.

But | could worry about these things later. | had' come
to hear this talk. | had a good seat and a good view, and
I should enjoy the occasion. | could take stock of nyself

when the event was concl uded.
Al nost twenty minutes after the hour

I tried to listen, but | could not keep my nind on what
he was sayi ng- Sonet hing was wong and J was hurting
mysel f by not considering it. Very wong, and not Just
with ne. | was a part of it all, though. How? \Wat?

I looked at the fat little telepath behind the president
Go ahead and |l ook into ny mind, | willed. / would really
like you to. Maybe you can see nore deeply there than |
can nyself. Look and see what is wong. Tell me what

has happened, What is happening. | would |like to know.

But he did not even glance ny way. He was only inter-
ested in incipient mayhem and ny intentions were al
pacific. If he read ne at all, he nmust have di sm ssed ny
bewi | derment as the stream of consciousness of one of that
smal | percentage of the highly neurotic which nust occur
in any sizable gathering—a puzzled man, but hardly a
dangerous one. H's attention, and that of any of the
others, was reserved for whatever genuinely nasty speci-
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mens night be present. And rightly so.

There came another roll of thunder. Nothing. Nothing

for me beyond this hall, it rem nded. The entire day up
until my arrival was a blank. Wirk on it. Think. | had
read about cases of ammesia. Had | ever cone across one

just like this?

When had | decided to hear this speech? Wy? Wat
were the circunstances?

Not hi ng. The origin of ny intention was hidden.

Coul d there be anything suspect? Was there anything
unusual about ny desire to be here?

| —No, not hi ng.
Ni neteen m nutes after the hour.

| began to perspire. A natural result of my nervous-
ness, | supposed.
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The second hand swept past the two, the three .

Sonething to do. ... It would cone clear in a no-
ment. What? Never nind. Wait and see.

The six, the seven ...

As anot her wave of appl ause crossed the hall | began
to wish that | had not cone.

Ni ne, ten ...
Twenty mnutes after.

My |ips began to nove. | spoke softly. | doubt that
the others about ne even heard what | said.

"Step right this way, |adies and gentlenen. Try your
| uck. "

Try your |uck."

Suddenly 1 was awake, in the gallery, ny hand in ny
pocket. Hi gh up, before ne, was the row of faces, the cut-
out cardboard bodies bel ow them I|ights shining upon

them 1 felt the pistol and checked it without | ooking
down. The one in front was the target that had been
chosen for nme, noving slightly, with random jerki ngs.

I withdrew the weapon carefully and began to raise it
slowy.

My hand! Who .

I watched with a sudden and growi ng fear as ny left
hand enmerged from ny pocket holding a gun. | had no
control over the action. It was as if the hand bel onged
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to another person. | willed it back down, but it continued
torise. Sol did the only thing | could do.

I reached across with nmy right hand and sei zed ny
own wri st.

The left hand had a definite will of its own. It struggled
against nme. | tightened ny grip and pushed it downward
with all of nmy strength.

As this occurred, | found nyself trying to get to ny
feet. Snarls and curses rose unbidden to ny lips. The
hand was strong. | was not certain how rmuch | onger
could bold it.

The finger tightened on the trigger and ny hands bucked
with the weapon's recoil. Fortunately, the nuzzle was
poi nted downward when it went off. | hope that the

ri cochet had not caught anyone.

Peopl e were scream ng and rushing to get away from

me by then. Several others, however, were hurrying to-
ward nme. If | could only hold the hand until they got
to ne....
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They hit ne, two of them One tackled ne and the

ot her took me around the shoul ders. W went down. As

my left armwas seized, | felt it relax. The pistol was
taken from ne. Those two hands, such strangers, were
forced behind nmy back and handcuffed there. | remenber
hopi ng that they woul d not break one another. They stop-

- ped struggling, however, hanging linply as | was raised
to ny feet.

When | | ooked back toward the stage, the president

was gone. But the snmall chubby man was staring at ne,
dark eyes no longer drifting behind those heavy | enses
as he began to nmove nmy way, gesturing to the nen who
hel d ne.

Suddenly | felt very sick and weak, and ny head
was aching again. | began to hurt in the places where
had been struck.

When the small nman stood before ne he reached out
and cl asped ny shoul ders.

"It is going to be all right now, " he said.

The gall ery wavered before ne. There were no nore
cardboard sil houettes. Only people. | did not understand
wher e everything had gone, or why he had told nme the
words, then restrained me. | only knew that | had m ssed
my target and there would be no award. | felt ny eye

gr ow noi st .

They took nme to a clinic. There were guards posted
outside nmy door. The snall telepath, whose nanme | had
| earned was Arthur Cook, was with ne nmuch of the tine.
A doctor poked at the left side of nmy neck, inserted a
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needl e and dripped in a clear liquid. The rest was silence.
When | cane around—how nuch later, | amuncertain

—the right side of ny neck was also sore. Arthur and
one of the doctors were standing at ny bedsi de watching
me cl osely.

"d ad to have you back, M ster Mathews," Arthur said.
"W want to thank you."

"For what?" | asked. "I don't even know what hap-
pened. "
"You foiled an assassination plan. | amtenpted to

say singl e-handed, but I amnot nuch given to puns. You
were an unwilling party to one of the npbst ingenious
attenpts to evade tel epathic security measures to date.
You were the victimof sonme ruthless people, using

hi ghl y sophi sticated nedi cal nmethods in their conspiracy.
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Had they taken one additional measure, | believe they
woul d have succeeded. However, they permitted both of

you to be present at the key nonment and that was their
undoi ng. "

"Both of nme?"

"Yes, Mster Mathews. Do you know what the cor-
pus cal |l osumi s?"

"A part of the brain, | think."

"Correct. It is an inch-long, a quarter-inch-thick bundle

of fibers which serves to join the right and left cerebra
hem spheres. If it is severed, it results in the creation of
two separate individuals in one body. It is sonetines

done in cases of severe epilepsy to dinmnish the effects

of seizures."

"Are you saying that | have undergone such surgery?"

*'Yes, you have."

** . . And there is another 'ne' inside nmy head?"

"That is correct. The other henisphere is still sedated
at the nmonent, however."

"Whi ch one am | ?"

"You are the left cerebral hem sphere. You possess

the linguistic abilities and the powers of nore conplicated
reasoni ng. The other side is nove intuitive and enotiona
and possesses greater visual and. spatial capabilities.”

"Can this surgery be undone?"
*eNo. "

"l see. And you say that other people have had such
operations—epileptics. . . . How did they—do—after-
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war d?"

The doctor spoke then, a tall nan, hawk-featured, hair
of a snoky gray.

"For a long while the connection—the corpus call osum
—had been thought to have no inportant functions. It
was years before anyone was even aware of this side

effect to a conm surotony. | do not foresee any great
difficulties for you. We will go into nore detail on this
|ater."

"All right. | feel |ike—nyself—at any rate. Wy
did they do this to me?"

"To turn you into the perfect nbdem assassin,” Arthur
said. "Half of the brain can be put to sleep while the
ot her hem sphere renmai ns awake. This is done sinply by
adm nistering a drug via the carotid artery on the ap-
propriate side. After the surgery had been perforned,
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you—-the | eft hem sphere—were put to sleep while the

ri ght hemni sphere was subjected to hypnosis and behavi or
nmodi fi cation techni ques, was turned into a conditioned
assassi n—

"l had al ways thought a person could not be hypno-
tized into doing certain things."

He nodded.

"Nornmal |y, that seens to be the case. However, it ap-

pears that, by itself, the enptional, |less rational right
hem sphere is nore susceptible to suggestion—and it was

not a sinple kill order which it received, it was a cleverly
constructed and well-rehearsed illusion to which it was

trained to respond."

"Ckay," | said. "Buying all that, how did they make
what happened happen?”

"The nechanics of it? Well, the conditioning, as | said,
was done whil e you were unconsci ous and, hence, un-
aware of it. The conditioned henm sphere was then pl aced
in a state of deep sleep, with the suggestion that it would
awaken and performits little act on receipt of the ap-
propriate cue. Your hem sphere was then inpressed with

a post-hypnotic suggestion to provide that cue, in ne
formof the phrase you spoke, at a particular tine when
the speech would be going on. So they left you out in
front and you wal ked iflto the hall consciously aware of
none of this. Your mnd was perfectly innocent under any
telepathic scrutiny. It was only when you perforned your
post hypnoti ¢ suggestion and called attention to yourself
monents later that | suddenly regarded two mnds in one
body—an extrenely eerie sensation, | mght add. It was
fortunate then that you, the nore rational individual,
qui ckly saw what was happening and struggled to avert

it. This gave us just enough tine to nove in on you."

I nodded. | thought about it, about two of ne, strug-
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gling for the control of our one body. Then, "You said
that they had slipped up—that had they done one addi -
tional thing they m ght have succeeded,” | said. "Wat
was that ?"

"They shoul d have inplanted the suggestion that you
go to sleep imediately after speaking the stinulus

phrase," he said. "I believe that woul d have done it.
They just did not foresee the conflict between the two of
you. "

"What about the people behind this?" | finally asked.
THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT 267

"Your right hem sphere provided us with quite a few
very good descriptions while you were asl eep."

"Descriptions? | thought | was the verbal one."

"True, basically. But the other provided sone excel -

| ent sketches, the substance of which | was able to verify
telepathically. The Service then matched themw th cer-
tain individuals on whomthey have files, and these per-
sons have al ready been apprehended.

"But the other henisphere is not conpletely nonver-
bal ," he went on. "There is normally a certain snall
amount of transference—which may be coining into play
now, as a matter of fact"

"VWhat do you nean?"

"The other you has been awake awhile now. Your
|l eft hand, which it controls, has been gesturing frantically
for several minutes. For ny pen. | can tell."

He withdrew a pen and a snmall pad from his pocket

and passed themto ne. | watched with fascination as
they were seized and positioned. Slowy, carefully, ny
| eft band wote on the pad, Imsorry.

And as | wote, | realized that he -would not un-
derstand, could never understand now, exactly what |
nmeant .

And that was what | neant, exactly.

| stared down at the words and | | ooked up at the
wall. | |looked at Arthur and at the doctor

"I'd appreciate it if you would | eave us alone for a
while now, " | said.

They did, and even before they left | knew that no
matter where | | ooked half of the room would have to

be enpty.
IS THERE A DEMON LOVER | N THE HOUSE?

This story was solicited by Heavy Metal. | was in the
mood to do a nmood piece at that tine.
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Ni ght scape of the city in Novenber with fog: internittent
bl otches of streetlight; a chilly thing, the wind slithering
across the weeping faces of buildings; the silence.

Formis dulled and softened. Qutlines are |ost, sil hou-
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ettes unseal ed. Matter bl eeds sone vital essence upon the
streets. What are the pivot points of tine? Was that its
arrow, baffled by coils of mst, or only a lost bird of the
ni ght ?

wal ki ng now, the man, gait slowed to a nornal
pace now, his exhilaration transmuted to a kind of calm
M ddl e- aged, niddl e-statured, side-whiskered, dark, he
| ooks neither to the left nor the right. He has ,lost his
way, but his step is al nost buoyant. A great love fills his
bei ng, general, objectless, pure as the pearl-soft gl ow of
the coner light through the fog.

He reaches that corner and noves to cross the street.

An auto is there, then gone, tearing through the inter-
section, a lowrunble within its nmuffler, lights slashing
the dark. Its red tail |lanps swing by, dwi ndle, are gone;

its tires screech as it turns an unseen corner

The man has drawn back agai nst the buil ding. He

stares in the direction the vehicle has taken. For a |ong
while after it has vani shed from sight, he continues to
stare. Then he withdraws a case from an inside pocket,
takes out a small cigar, lights it. H s hands shake as he
does so

A nmonment of panic...

He | ooks all about, sighs, then retrieves the small,
newspaper - wr apped parcel he had been carrying, from
where it had fallen near the curb.

Carefully, carefully then, he crosses the street. Soon
the | ove has hold of him again.

Fart her along, he cones upon a parked car, pauses a
monent beside it, sees a couple enbracing within, con-
tinues on his way. Another car passes along the street,
slowy. There is a gl ow ahead.

He advances toward the illumination. There are lights
within a small cafe and several storefront display w n-
dows. A theater marquee blazes in the center of the

bl ock. There are people here, noving al ong the wal ks,
crossing the street. Cars discharge passengers. There is a
faint odor of frying fish. The theater, he sees, is called
the Regent Street.

He pauses beneath the marquee, which advertises:

EXOTl1 C M DNI GHT SPECI AL
THE KI SS OF DEATB
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Puffing his cigar, he regards a series of photos within
a gl ass case. A long-haired, acne-dotted medi cal student

comes over to see the still shots, innocuous yet titillative
on the wall. "Thought they'd never get to showit," he
mutters.

"Beg pardon?"

"This snuff film Just won a court decision. Didn't you
hear ?"

"No. | did not know. This one?"
"That's right. You going to see it?"
"l don't know. Wat is it about?"

The student turns and stares at the man, cocks his
head to one side, smles faintly. Seeing the reaction, the
man smles al so. The student chuckl es and shrugs.

"May be your only chance to see one," he says. "I'm
betting they get closed down again and it goes to a higher
court™

"Perhaps | will."

"Rotten weat her, huh? They say so ho was an old
hunting cry. Probably from people trying to find each
ot her, huh?"

He chuckles. The man returns it and nods. The cal m
of controlled passion that holds himas in a gentle fist
pushes himtoward the experience.

"Yes, | believe that | will," he says, and he noves
toward the ticket w ndow.

The man behind the gl ass | ooks up as he passes him
t he noney,

"You sure you want to spend that? It's an oldie."
He nods.

The ticket seller sets the coin to one side, hands him
hi s pasteboard and his change.

He enters the | obby, |ooks about, follows the others.
"No snoking inside. Fire law "
"Ch. Sorry."

Dropping his cigar into a nearby receptacle, he sur-
renders his ticket and passes within. He pauses at the
head of an aisle to regard the screen before him noves
on when jostled, finds a seat to his left, takes it.

He settles back and lets his warmfeeling enfold him

It is a strange night. Lost, why had he conme in? A place
to sit? Aplace to hide? A place to be warmwith im
personal human noi ses about hinP Curiosity?
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Al'l of these, he decides, while his thoughts roam over
270 THE LAST DEFENDER OF CAMELOT

the varied surface of life, and the post-orgasnic sadness
fades to tenderness and grat ef ul ness.

Hi s shoul der is touched. He turns quickly.

"Just ne," says the student. "Show U be starting in a
few m nutes. You ever read the Marquis de Sade?"

"Yes."

"What do you think of hinP**
"A decadent dilettante."
"Oh. "

The student settles back and assumes a thoughtfu
pose. The man returns his eyes to the front of the theater.

After a time, the houselights grow dimand die. Then

the screen is illum nated. The words The Kiss of Death
flash upon it. Soon they are succeeded by human figures.
The man | eans forward, his brow furrowed. He turns and
studies the slant of light fromthe projection booth, dust
motes drifting within it He sees a portion of the equip-
ment. He turns again to the screen and his breathing
deepens.

He watches all the actions |leading to the novenents of
passion as time ticks about him The theater is still. It
seens that he has been transported to a nmagical realm
The peopl e around himtake on a supernatural quality,

bl ank-faced in the light reflected fromthe screen. The
back of his neck grows cold, and it feels as if the hairs
are stirring upon it Still, he suppresses a desire to rise
and depart, for there is something frightening, too, to
the vision. But it seems inportant that he see it through
He | eans back agai n, watching, watching the flickering
spectacl e before him

There is a tightening in nis belly as he realizes what is
finally to occur, as he sees the knife, the expression on
the girl's face, the sudden novenents, the withing, the
bl ood. As it continues, he gnaws his knuckl e and begi ns
to perspire. It is real, so real..

"Ch ny!" he says and rel axes.

The warnt h conmes back to himagain, but he con-
tinues to watch, until the last frame fades and the lights
cone on once again.

"How d you like it?" says the voice at bis back-
He does not turn

"It is amazing," he finally says, "that they can nmake
pi ctures nove on a screen like that."
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He hears the fanmiliar chuckle, then, "Care to join ne
for a cup of coffee? O a drink?"

"No, thanks. | have to be going."

He rises and hurries up the aisle, back toward the fog-
masked city where he had sonehow | ost his way.

"Say, you forgot your package!"
But the man does not bear. He is gone.

The student raises it, weighs it in his palm wonders.
When he finally unwaps the folded Tines, it is not only
the human heart it contains which causes his sharp intake
of breath, but the fact that the paper bears a date in
Novenber of 1888.

"Ch, Lord!" he says. "Let himfind his way honel"

Qutside, the fog begins to roll and break, and the w nd
makes a small rustling noise as it passes. The | ong
shadow of the man, lost in his |ove and wonder, noves
like a blade through the city and Novenber and the

ni ght .

THE LAST DEFENDER COF CAMELOT

I wote this one for The Saturday Evening Post and

they asked nme to cut it to 4500 words. It is 9000 words
in length. Crossing out every other word made it sound
funny, so | didn't.

The t hree muggers who stopped hi mthat Cctober night

in San Francisco did not anticipate nuch resistance from
the old man, despite his size. He was well-dressed, and
that was sufficient.

The first approached himw th his hand extended. The
other two hung back a few paces.

"Just give ne your wallet and your watch," the nugger
said. "You'll save yourself a lot of trouble."

The old man's grip shifted on his walking stick. H's
shoul ders strai ghtened. Hi s shock of white hair tossed aa
he turned his head to regard the other.

"Way don't you cone and take thenP"

The nugger began anot her step but he never com
pleted it. The stick was alnost invisible in the speed of
its swinging. It struck himon the left tenple and he fell.
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Wt hout pausing, the old man caught the stick by its
mddle with his | eft hand, advanced and drove it into the
belly of the next nearest man. Then, with an upward

hook as the man doubl ed, he caught himin the softness
beneath the jaw, behind the chin, with its point. As the
man fell, he clubbed himwith its butt on the back of
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t he neck.

The third man had reached out and caught the ol d

man' s upper arm by then. Dropping the stick, the old

man seized the nugger's shirtfront with his left hand, his
belt with his right, raised himfromthe ground until he
held himat arm s | ength above his-head and sl amred

hi m agai nst the side of the building to his right, rel easing
hi mas he did so.

He adjusted his apparel, ran a hand through his hair
and retrieved his wal king stick. For a nonent he re-
garded the three fallen forns, then shrugged and con-
ti nued on his way.

There were sounds of traffic from sonmewhere off to

his left. He turned right at the next conmer. The nobon
appeared above tall buildings as he wal ked. The snell of
the ocean was on the air. It had rained earlier and the
pavenent still shone beneath streetlanps. He noved

sl ow y, pausing occasionally to exam ne the contents of
dar kened shop wi ndows.

After perhaps ten mnutes, he cane upon a side street
showi ng nore activity than any of the others he had
passed. There was a drugstore, still open, on the comer,
a diner farther up the block, and several well-1lighted
storefronts. A nunber of people were wal king al ong the
far side of the street. A boy coasted by on a bicycle. He
turned there, his pale eyes regarding everything he
passed.

Hal fway up the block, he came to a dirty w ndow on

whi ch was painted the word READI NGS. Beneath it were

di spl ayed the outline of a hand and a scattering of play-
ing cards. As he passed the open door, he gl anced inside.
A brightly garbed wonman, her hair bound back in a

green kerchief, sat snoking at the rear of the room She
smled as their eyes met and crooked an index finger, to-
ward herself. He smiled back and turned away, but

He | ooked at her again. What was it? He gl anced at
hi s wat ch.

Turning, he entered the shop and noved to stand be-
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fore her. She rose. She was snall, barely over five feet in
hei ght .
"Your eyes," he remarked, "are green. Mst gypsies

know have dark eyes."
She shrugged.
"You take what you get in life. Have you a probl enP"

"Gve ne a nonent and I'll think of one," he said. "
just canme in here because you rem nd ne of soneone
and it bothers me—+ can't think who."
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\ "Cone into the back," she said, "and sit down. W'l
tal k. "

He nodded and followed her into a small roomto the
rear. A threadbare oriental rug covered the fl oor near
the small table at which they seated thensel ves. Zodi a-
cal prints and faded psychedelic posters of a sem -
religious nature covered the walls, A crystal ball stood on
a small stand in the far comer beside a vase of cut
flowers. A dark, long-haired cat slept on a sofa to the
right of it. A door to another room stood slightly ajar
beyond the sofa. The only illum nation canme froma
cheap lanmp on the table before himand froma snal
candle in a plaster base atop the shaw -covered coffee
tabl e.

He | eaned forward and studi ed her face, then shook
hi s head and | eaned back.

She flicked an ash onto the fl oor

"Your problen?" she suggest ed.

He si ghed.
"Ch, | don't really have a probl em anyone can help
me with. Look, | think | nmade a nistake coming in here.

I"lI'l pay you for your trouble, though, just as if you'd
given ne a reading. How nmuch is it?"

He began to reach for his wallet, but she raised her
- hand.

"I's it that you do not believe in such things?" she
asked, her eyes scrutinizing his face.

"No, quite the contrary,"” he replied. "I amwlling to
believe in magic, divination and all manner of spells and
sendi ngs, angelic and denonic. But—

"But not from soneone in a dunp like this?"
He sm | ed.

"No of fense," he said.

A whistling sound filled the air. It seemed to cone
fromthe next room back
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"That's all right," she said, "but ny water is boiling.
I"d forgotten it was on. Have some tea with ne? | do
wash the cups. No charge. Things are slow "

"Al right."
She rose and depart ed.

He gl anced at the door to the front but eased hinself
back into his chair, resting his | arge, blue-veined bands
on its padded arms. He sniffed then, nostrils fiaring, and
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cocked his head as at sone half-famliar arona.

After a time, she returned with a tray, set it on the
coffee table. The cat stirred, raised her head, blinked at
it, stretched, closed her eyes again.

"Cream and sugar ?"

"Pl ease. One lump."

She placed two cups on the table before him
' Take either one," she said.

He smled and drew the one on his left toward him
She placed an ashtray in the nmiddle of the table and re-
turned to her own seat, noving the other cup to her place.

"That wasn't necessary," he said, placing his hands on
the table.

She shrugged.

"You don't know nme. Wiy shoul d you trust nme?
Probably got a | ot of noney on you."

He | ooked at her face again. She bad apparently
renoved sone of the heavier makeup while in the back
room The jawline, the brow ... He | ooked away. He

took a sip of tea

"Cood tea. Not instant," be said. "Thanks."
"So you believe in all sorts of magic,'* she asked,

si ppi ng her own.

"Some, " he said.

"Any special reason why?**
"Some of it works."

"For exanpl e?"

He gestured ainmessly with his | eft hand.
"I'"ve traveled a lot. I've seen sone strange things."
"And you have no probl ens?"

He chuckl ed-

"Still determned to give nme a reading? Al right. 111
tell you a little about nyself and what | want right now,
and you can tell ne whether 111 get it. Ckay?"

"I"'mlistening."
"I ama buyer for a large gallery in the Bast | am
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somet hing of an authority on ancient work in precious

metals. | amin town to attend an auction of such itens
fromthe estate of a private collector. | will go to inspect
the pieces tonorrow. Naturally, | hope to find something

good. What do you think nmy chances are?"

"G ve ne your hands."
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He extended them pal ns upward. She | eaned for-
ward and regarded them She |ooked back up at him
i mredi atel y.

"Your wrists have nore rascettes than | can counti"
*'Yours seemto have quite a few, also."

She met his eyes for only a monent and returned her
attention to his hands. He noted that she had pal ed be-
neat h what renai ned of her nakeup, and her breathing
was now irregul ar.

"No," she finally said, drawi ng back, "you are not
going to find here what you are |ooking for."

Her hand trenbled slightly as she rai sed her teacup
He frowned.

"I asked only in jest," he said. "Nothing to get upset
about. | doubted I would find what | amreally | ooking
for, anyway."

She shook her head.

*Tel | nme your nane.

"I'"ve lost ny accent,’
nane is DulLac."

he said, "but |I'm French. The

She stared into his eyes and began to blink rapidly.
“"No . . ." she said. "No."
"I'"'mafraid so. What's yours?"

"Madam LeFay, she said. "l just repainted that sign
It's still drying."

He began to laugh, but it froze in his throat

"Now—+ know-who—you renind ne of... .**
"You rem nded ne of soneone, also. Now |, too,
know. "

Her eyes brimed, her nmscara ran

"It couldn't be," he said. "Not here. . . . Not in a place
like this. ..."

"You dear man," she said softly, and she raised his

right hand to her lips. She seened to choke for a nonent,
then said, "I had thought that | was the last, and your-

self buried at Joyous Gard. | never dreaned . . ." Then,

"Thi s?" gesturing about the room "Only because it

anuses me, helps to pass the time. The waiting—=2*
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She stopped. She | owered his hand.

"Tell me about it," she said.
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"The waiting?" he said. "For what do you wait?"

"Peace," she said. "I am here by the power of ny arts,
through all the |ong years. But you—How did you man-
age it?"

"l — He took another drink of tea. He | ooked about

the room "I do not know how to begin," he said. "I sur-
vived the final battles, saw the ki ngdom sundered, could
do nothing—and at |ast departed Engl and- | wandered,

taking service at many courts, and after a tine under
many nanes, as | saw that | was not agi ng—er aging

very, very slowy. | was in India, China—+ fought in the
Crusades. 1've been everywhere. |'ve spoken with nma-

gi cians and nystics—apst of themcharlatans, a few with
the power, none so great as Merlin—-and what had cone

to be ny own belief was confirmed by one of them a

man nore than half charl atan, yet " He paused and
finished his tea. "Are you certain you want to hear al

t hi s?" he asked.

"I want to bear it. Let ne bring nore tea first, though."

She returned with the tea. She Iit a cigarette and | eaned
back.

"Go on."

"l decided that it was—ny sin," he said. "with . . |
the Queen."

"l don't understand."

"l betrayed ny Liege, who was also ny friend, in the

one thing which nust have hurt himnost. The | ove

felt was stronger than loyalty or friendshi p—and even
today, to this day, it still is. | cannot repent, and so
cannot be forgiven. Those were strange and nagi ca

times. We lived in a |and destined to becone nyth.

Powers wal ked the real min those days, forces which are
now gone fromthe earth. How or why, | cannot say. But
you know that it is true. | am sonehow of a piece with
those gone things, and the laws that rule ny existence are
not normal |aws of the natural world. | believe that |
cannot die; that it has fallen ny lot, as punishnent, to
wander the world till | have conpleted the Quest. | be-
lieve | will only knowrest the day | find the Holy G ail
G useppe Bal sanp, before he becanme known as Cagliostro,
sonmehow saw this and said it to ne just as | had thought
it, though I never said a word of it to him And so
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have travel ed the world, searching. | go no nore as

kni ght, or soldier, but as an appraiser. | have been in
nearly every museumon Earth, viewed ail the great pri-
vate collections. So far, it has eluded ne."

"You are getting a little old for battle."
He snorted.

"l have never lost," he stated flatly. "Down ten cen-
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turies, | have never |ost a personal contest. It is true that
| have aged, yet whenever | amthreatened all of ny

former strength returns to nme. But, |ook where | nay,

fight where | may, it has never served nme to discover

that which | nust find. |I feel | amunforgiven and nust
wander |ike the Eternal Jew until the end of the world."

A She | owered her head.

And you say | will not find it tonorrow?"

"You will never find it," she said softly.

"You saw that in ny hand?"
She shook her head.

"Your story is fascinating and your theory novel, k"

she began, "but Cagliostro was a total charlatan. Some-
thing nust have betrayed your thoughts, and he nade

a shrewd guess. But he was wong. | say that you

will never find it, not because you are unworthy or un-
forgiven. No, never that. A nore |oyal subject than
yoursel f never drew breath. Don't you know that Arthur
forgave you? It was an arranged marri age. The sane
thi ng happened constantly el sewhere, as you nust know.
You gave her sonething he could not. There was only
tenderness there. He understood. The only forgiveness
you require is that which has been withheld all these

| ong years—your own. No, it is not a doomthat has
been laid upon you. It is your own feelings which |ed
you to assune an inpossible quest, sonething tanta-
mount to total unforgiveness. But you have suffered al
these centuries upon the wong trail."

When she raised her eyes, she saw that his were hard,
like ice or genstones. But she net his, gaze and con-
tinued: "There is not now, was not then, and probably
never was, a Holy Gail."

"I sawit," he said, "that day it passed through the
Hall of the Table. W all sawit."

"You thought you saw it," she corrected him "I
hate to shatter an illusion that has withstood all the other
tests of tine, but | fear | nust. The ki ngdom as you
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recall, was at that time in turnoil. The knights were
growi ng restless and falling away fromthe fell owship.

A year—si x nonths, even—and all woul d have col | apsed,

all Arthur had striven so hard to put together. He
knew t hat the | onger Canel ot stood, the longer its nanme
woul d endure, the stronger its ideals would becone. So

he made a decision, a purely political one. Sonething was
needed to hold things together. He called up6n Merlin,

al ready half-mad, yet still shrewd enough to see what

was needed and able to provide it. The Quest was born
Merlin's powers created the illusion you saw that day.

It was a lie, yes. Aglorious lie, though. And it served
for years after to bind you all in brotherhood, in the nane
of justice and love. It entered literature, it pronoted
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nobility and the higher ends of culture. It served its
purpose. But it was—never—real |l y—there. You have

been chasing a ghost. | amsorry Launcel ot, but | have
absolutely no reason to lie to you. | know magi ¢ when
see it. | sawit then. That is how it happened."

For a long while he was silent Then he | aughed.

"You have an answer for everything," he said. "I
could al nost believe you, if you could but answer ne
one thing nore-WWy am | here? For what reason? By
what power? How is it | have been preserved for half
the Christian era while other nen grow old and die
in a handful of years? Can you tell ne now what Cag-
liostro could not?"

"Yes," she said, "| believe that | can."

He rose to his feet and began to pace. The cat,

al arnmed, sprang fromthe sofa and ran into the back
room He stooped and snatched up his wal king stick. He
started for the door.

"l suppose it was worth waiting a thousand years to
see you afraid," she said.

He hal t ed.

"That is unfair,” he replied.

"I know. But now you will cone back and sit down,"
she sai d.

He was sniling once nore as he turned and returned.

~eU ne," he said. "How do you see it?"

"Yours was the | ast enchantnment of Merlin, that is
how | see it."

"Merlin? Me? Why?"
"Gossip had it the old goat took Ninue into the woods
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and she had to use one of his own spells on himin self-
def ense—a spell which caused himto sleep forever in

some lost place. If it was the spell that | believe it was,
then at | east part of the runmor was incorrect. There was
no known counterspell, but the effects of the enchant-

ment woul d have caused himto sleep not forever but

for a mllenniumor so, and then to awaken. My guess

now is that his |last conscious act before he dropped off
was to lay this enchantnent upon you, so that you would

be on hand when he returned.”

"l suppose it m ght be possible, but why would he
want ne or need ne?"

"I'f I were journeying into a strange time, | would
want an ally once | reached it. And if | had a choice, |
would want it to be the greatest chanpi on of the day."
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"Merlin . . ." he nused. "I suppose that it could be
as you say. Excuse ne, but a long life has just been
shaken up, frombeginning to end. If this is true

"I amsure that it is.
"If this is true ... Amllennium you say?"
"Mre or |ess."

"Well, it is alnmost that tine now "

"I know. | do not believe that our neeting tonight
was a matter of chance. You are destined to nmeet him
upon bis awakeni ng, which should be soon. Sonething
has ordai ned that you neet nme first, however, to be
war ned. **

"War ned? Warned of what ?"

"He is mad, Launcelot. Many of us felt a great re-

lief at his passing. If the real mhad not been sundered
finally by strife it would probably have been broken by
hi s hand, anyway."

"That | find difficult to believe. He was al ways a

strange man—for who can fully understand a sorcerer?—

and in his later years he did seemat |east partly daft. But
he never struck ne as evil."

"Nor was he. His was the npbst dangerous norality

of all. He was a misguided idealist. In a nore prinmtive
time and place and with a willing tool like Arthur, he

was able to create a | egend. Today, in an age of non-
strous weapons, with the right |eader as his catspaw, he
coul d unl eash sonmething totally devastating. He woul d

see a wong and force his man to try righting it. He woul d'
do it in the name of the same high ideal he always
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served, but he would not appreciate the results until it
was too |ate. How could he—even if he were sane? He
has no conception of nbdeminternational relations."

"What is to be done? What is nmy part in all of this?"

"l believe you should go back, to England, to be pres-
ent at his awakening, to find out exactly what he wants,
totry to reason with him"

"l don't know. . . Howwould | find hin®*

"You found ne. When the tinme is right, you will be in
the proper place. | amcertain of that- It was nmeant to
be, probably even a part of his spell. Seek him But do
not trust him"

"l don't know. Morgana." He | ooked at the wall,
unseeing. "I don't know, "

"You have waited this |ong and you draw back now
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fromfinally finding out?"

"You are right—n that rmuch, at least." He folded his
hands, raised them and rested his chin upon them "What
I would do if he really returned, | do not know. Try to
reason with him yes—Have you any ot her advi ce?**

"Just that you be there."

"You' ve | ooked at my hand. You have the power.
What did you see?"

She turned away.
"It is uncertain," she said.

That ni ght he dreanmed, as he sonetines did, of
times long gone. They sat about the great Table, as
they had on that day, Gawai ne was there and Percival

Gal ahad ... He winced. This day was different from
other days. There was a certain tension in the air, a
before-the-stormfeeling, an electrical thing. . . . Merlin

stood at the far end of the room hands in the sleeves
of his long robe, hair and beard snowy and unkenpt,
pal e eyes staring—at what, none could be certain

After sone tineless time, a reddish gl ow appeared

near the door. All eyes noved toward it. It grew brighter
and advanced slowy into the rooma formess ap-

parition of light. There were sweet odors and sone few
soft strains of nmusic. Gradually, a form began to take
shape at its center, resolving itself into the |likeness
of a chalice

He felt hinself rising, noving slowy, following it in
its course through the great chanber, advanci ng upon
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it, soundlessly and deliberately,' as if noving under-
wat er

Reaching for it.

Hi s hand entered the circle of light, noved toward
its center, neared the now bl azing cup and passed
t hr ough. ..

I medi ately, the light faded. The outline of the chalice
wavered, and it collasped in upon itself, fading, fading.
gone. ..

There canme a sound, rolling, echoing about the hallL
Laughter.

He turned and regarded the others. They sat about
the table, watching him |aughing. Even Merlin managed
-a dry chuckl e.

Suddenly, his great blade was in his hand, and he
raised it as he strode toward the Table. The knights

file:/l/F|/rah/Roger%20Zelazny/The%20Last%20Defender%200f%20Camelot.txt (273 of 300) [8/27/03 11:38:35 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Roger%20Z el azny/The%20L ast%20D ef ender%6200f%620Camel ot.txt

nearest hi mdrew back as he brought the weapon crash-
i ng down.

The Table split in half and fell. The room shook

The quaki ng continued. Stones were dislodged from
the walls. A roof beamfell. He raised his arm

The entire castle began to cone apart, falling about

himand still the |aughter continued.

He awoke damp with perspiration and lay still for a
long while. In the norning, he bought a ticket for
London.

Two of the three elenental sounds of the world were
suddenly with himas he wal ked that evening, stick in hand.
For a dozen days, he had hi ked about Cornwall, finding

no clues to that which he sought. He had all owed hinsel f
two nore before giving up and departi ng.

Now the wi nd and the rain were upon him and

he increased his pace. The fresh-lit stars were snothered
by a mass of cloud and wi sps of fog grew |ike ghostly
fungi on either hand. He noved anobng trees, paused,

conti nued on.

"Shoul dn't have stayed out this late," he nmuttered, and
after several nore pauses, "Nel nezzo del camm di

nostra vita m ritrovai per una selva oscura, che la diritta
via era smarrita,"” then he chuckled, halting beneath a

tree.

The rain was not heavy. It was nore a fine nm st now.
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A bright patch in the | ower heavens showed where the
moon hung veil ed.

He wi ped his face, turned up his collar. He studied the
position of the noon. After a tinme, he struck off to his
right. There was a faint runble of thunder in the dis-

t ance.

The fog continued to grow about himas he went. Soggy

| eaves nmade squi shing noi ses beneath bis boots. An ani-
mal of indeterminate size bolted froma clunp of shrub-
bery beside a cluster of rocks and tore off through the
dar kness.

Five mnutes . . . ten . . . He cursed softly. The rain-
fall had increased in intensity. Was that the sane rock?

He turned in a conplete circle. Al directions were
equal ly uninviting. Selecting one at random he com
menced wal ki ng once agai n.

Then, in the distance, he discerned a spark, a glow, a
wavering light. It vani shed and reappeared periodically, as
t hough partly blocked, the Iine of sight a function of his
movenents. He headed toward it. After perhaps half a
mnute, it was gone again fromsight, but he continued
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on in what he thought to be its direction. There cane
anot her roll of thunder, Iouder this tine.

When it seened that it mght have been illusion or

some short-1lived natural phenonenon, somrething el se oc-
curred in that same direction. There was a novenent, a
shadow wi mi n- shadow shuffling at the foot of a great tree.
He sl owed his pace, approaching the spot cautiously.

Ther el

A figure detached itself froma pool of darkness ahead
and to the left. Manlike, it noved with a sl ow and heavy
tread, creaking sounds energing fromthe forest floor be-
neath it. A vagrant noonbeam touched it for a nonent,

and it appeared yellow and netallically slick beneath
noi st ure.

He halted. It seenmed that he had just regarded a
knight in full arnor in his path. How | ong since he bad
behel d such a sight? He shook his head and stared.

The figure had also halted. It raised its right armin a
beckoni ng gesture, then turned and began to wal k
away. He hesitated for only a nonent, then foll owed.

It turned off to the left and pursued a treacherous path,
rocky, slippery, heading slightly downward. He actually
used his stick now, to assure his footing, as he tracked its
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del i berate progress. He gained on it, to the point where
he could clearly hear the netallic scraping sounds of its
passage

Then it was gone, swallowed by a greater darkness.

He advanced to the place where he bad | ast beheld it.
He stood in the lee of a great nass of stone. He reached
out and probed it with his stick

He tapped steadily along its nearest surface, and then
the stick noved past it. He foll owed.

There was an opening, a crevice. He had to turn side-
wise to pass within it, but as he did the full glow of the
Iight he had seen came into sight for several seconds

The passage curved and w dened, | eadi ng hi m back
and down. Several tines, he paused and |istened, but
there were no sounds other than his own breathing.

He withdrew hi s handkerchi ef and dried his face and
hands carefully. He brushed noisture fromhis coat,
turned down his collar. He scuffed the nud and | eaves
fromhis boots. He adjusted his apparel. Then he strode
forward, rounding a final coner, into a chanber it by

a small oil |anp suspended by three delicate chains from
sone point in the darkness overhead. The yell ow kni ght
stood unnovi ng beside the far wall. On a fiber nmat atop

a stony pedestal directly beneath the lanp lay an old man
in tattered garnents. H s bearded face was hal f - masked
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He noved to the old man's side. He saw then that
those ancient dark eyes were open

"Merlin . . .?" he whispered.

There cane a faint hissing sound, a soft croak. Real -
i zing the source, he | eaned nearer

"Blixir ... in earthern rock ... on ledge ... in back,"
came the gravelly whisper.

He turned and sought (he |edge, the container
"Do you know where it is?" he asked the yellow figure

It neither stirred nor replied, but stood |ike a display

pi ece. He turned away fromit then and sought further.

After a time, he located it. It was nore a niche than a

| edge, blending in with the wall, cloaked with shadow. He
ran his fingertips over the container's contours, raised it
gently. Something liquid stirred withinit. He wiped its
lip on his sleeve after he had returned to the lighted area.
The wi nd whi stl ed past the entranceway and he thought

he felt the faint vibration of thunder.
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Slidi ng one hand beneath his shoul ders, he raised the
ancient form Merlin's eyes still seenmed unfocussed. He

nmoi stened Merlin's lips with the liquid. The old man |icked
them and after several nonents opened his nmouth. He
adm ni stered a sip, then another, and another

Merlin signalled for himto lower him and he did. He

gl anced again at the yellow arnor, but it had remined
nmotionl ess the entire while. He | ooked back at the sorce-
ror and saw that a new light had come into his eyes and be
was studying him smling faintly.

"Feel better?"

Merlin nodded. A minute passed, and a touch of col or
appear ed upon his cheeks. He el bowed hinself into a sit-
ting position and took the container into his hands. He
raised it and drank deeply.

He sat still for several minutes after that Hs thin

hands, which had appeared waxy in the flamelight, grew
darker, fuller. H s shoul ders straightened. He placed the
crock on the bed beside himand stretched his arns. H s
joints creaked the first time he did it, but not the second.
He swung his | egs over the edge of the bed and rose slowy
to his feet. He was a full head shorter than Launcel ot

"It is done," he said, staring back into the shadows.
"Much has happened, of course..."

"Much has happened," Launcel ot replied.

"You have lived through it all. Tell me, is the world a
better place or is it worse than it was in those days?"
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"Better in some ways, worse in others. It is different,”
"How is it better?"

"There are many ways of making life easier, and the
sumtotal of human know edge has increased vastly."-

"How has it worsened?"

"There are many nore people in the world. Conse-

quently, there are many nore people suffering from pov-

erty, disease, ignorance. The world itself has suffered great
depredation, in the way of pollution and other assaults on
the integrity of nature."

"Wars?"

"There is al ways soneone fighting, somewhere.”
"They need help."

"Maybe. Maybe not.**

Merlin turned and | ooked into his eyes.

"What do you nean?"

"Peopl e haven't changed. They are as rational —and
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irrational —as they were in the old days. They are as
nmoral and | aw abi di ng—and not —as ever. Many new

thi ngs have been | earned, many new situations evol ved,

but | do not believe that the nature of man has altered
significantly in the tinme you' ve slept. Nothing you do is
going to change that. You may be able to alter a few
features of the tinmes, but would it really be proper to
meddl e? Everything is so interdependent today that

even you would not be able to predict all the consequences
of any actions you take. You m ght do nore harmthan
good; and whatever you do, man's nature will renain

t he same. "

"This isn't like you. Lance. You were never much

gi ven to philosophizing in the old days."

"I've had a long tine to think about it."

"And |'ve had a long tinme to dream about it. War is
your craft. Lance. Stay with that.*'

"l gave it up a long tinme ago."

' Then what are you now?"

"An apprai ser."

Merlin turned away, took another drink. He seemned
to radiate a fierce energy when he turned again.

"And your oath? To right wongs, to punish the
wi cked .., ?*'

"The longer | lived the nore'difficult it becane to de-
term ne what was a wong and who was w cked. Mke

it clear to ne again and | may go back into business."
"Gal ahad woul d never have addressed ne so."
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"Gl ahad was young, naive, trusting. Speak not to
me of ny son."

"Launcel ot Launcel ott" He placed a hand on his
arm "Wiy all this bitterness for an old friend who has
done nothing for a thousand years?"

"I wished to make ny position clear imrediately.
feared you mi ght contenplate some irreversible action
which could alter the world bal ance of power fatally.
want you to know that | will not be party to it."

"Admit that you do not know what | m ght do, what |
can do."

"Freely. That is why | fear you. Wat do you intend to
do?"

"Nothing, at first I wish nmerely to | ook about ne, to
see for nyself sone of these changes of which you have
spoken. Then | will consider which wongs need righting,
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who needs puni shment, and who to choose as ny chanpi -
ons. | will show you these things, and then you can go back
i nto business, as you say."

Launcel ot si ghed.

"The burden of proof is on the noralist. Your judg-
ment is no longer sufficient for ne."

"Dear ne," the other replied, "it is sad to have waited
this long for an encounter of this sort, to find you have
| ost your faith in me. My powers are beginning to return
al ready, Lance. Do you not feel nmagic in the air?"

"I feel something | have not felt in a long while."

"The sl eep of ages was a restorative—an aid, actually.
In a while. Lance, | amgoing to be stronger than | ever
was before. And you doubt that | will be able to turn
back the cl ock?"

"l doubt you can do it in a fashion to benefit anybody.
Look, Merlin. I'msorry. | do not like it that things have
come to this either. But | have lived too |ong, seen too
much, know too nuch of how the world works now to

trust any one nman's opinion concerning its salvation. Let it
go. You are a nysterious, revered legend. | do not know
what you really are. But forgo exercising your powers in
any sort of crusade. Do sonmething else this tinme around.
Becone a physician and fight pain. Take up painting. Be a
prof essor of history, an antiquarian. Hell, be a social critic
and point out what evils you see for people to correct

t hensel ves. "

"Do you really believe | could be satisfied with any of
those things?”

"Men find satisfaction in many things. It depends on
the man, not on the things. |I'mjust saying that you
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shoul d avoi d using your powers in any attenpt to effect
soci al changes as we once did, by violence."

"\WWhat ever changes have been wought, time's greatest
irony lies inits having transforned you into a pacifist."

"You are wong."

"Admit it! You have finally cone to fear the clash
of arns! An appraiser! Wat kind of knight are you?"

"One who finds hinself in the wong tine and the
w ong place. Merlin."

The sorcerer shrugged and turned away.

"Let it be, then. It is good that you have chosen to
tell me all these things i mediately. Thank you tor that,
anyway. A nonent"
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Merlin wal ked to the rear of the cave, returned in
monents attired in fresh garnents. The effect was start-
ling. His entire appearance was nore kenpt and cleanly.
Hi s hair and beard now appeared gray rather than

white. His step was sure and steady. He held a staff in
his right hand but did not |ean upon it.

"Come walk with nme," he said
"It is a bad night."

"It is not the sane night you left without. It is not
even the sane place."

As he passed the suit of yellow arnor, he snapped
his fingers near its visor. Wth a single creak, the figure
moved and turned to follow him

"Who is that?"
- Merlin smled.

"No one," he replied, and he reached back and rai sed
the visor. The helmet was enpty. "It is enchanted, ani-
mated by a spirit,"” he said. "Atrifle clunsy, though,
which is why | did not trust it to adm nister ny draught
A perfect servant, however, unlike sone. Incredibly
strong and swift. Even in your prine you could not have
beaten it. | fear nothing when it wal ks with nme. Cone,
there is sonething I would have you see."

"Very well."

Launcel ot followed Merlin and the hol | ow kni ght

fromthe cave. The rain had stopped, and it was very
still. They stood on an incredibly noonlit plain where
msts drifted and grasses sparkled. Shadowy shapes stood
in the distance.

"Excuse ne,
i nsi de. "

Launcel ot said. "I left my wal king stick

He turned and re-entered the cave.
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"Yes, fetch it, old man," Merlin replied. "Your strength
is already on the wane."

When Launcei ot returned, he | eaned upon the stick
and squi nted across the plain.

"This way," Merlin said, "to where your questions will
be answered. | will try not to nove too quickly and tire

you.
"Tire me?"

The sorcerer chuckl ed and began wal ki ng across the
pl ai n. Launcel ot fol |l owed.

"Do you not feel a trifle weary?" he asked.
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"Yes, as a matter of fact, | do. Do you know what is
the matter with nme?"

"Of course. | have withdrawn the enchantment which

has protected you all these years. Wiat you feel now

are the first tentative touches of your true age. It wll
take sonme tinme to catch up with you, against your body's
natural resistance, but it is beginning its advance."

"Why are you doing this to ne?"

"Because | believed you when you said you were not
a pacifist. And you spoke with sufficient vehenence for

me to realize that you m ght even oppose ne. | could
not permt that, for | knew that your old strength was
still there for you to call upon. Even a sorcerer m ght

fear that, so | did what had to be done. By ny power was
it maintained; without it, it now drains away. It would
have been good for us to work together once again,

but | saw that that could not be."

Launcel ot stunmbl ed, caught hinself, |inmped on. The
hol | ow kni ght wal ked at Merlin's right hand.

"You say that your ends are noble," Launcel ot said,

"but | do not believe you. Perhaps in the old days they
were. But nmore than the tines have changed. You are
different. Do you not feel it yoursel f?"

Merlin drew a deep breath and exhal ed vapor

"Perhaps it is my heritage," he said. Then, "I jest.

O course, | have changed. Everyone does. You yourself
are a perfect exanple. What you consider a turn for

the worse in ne is but the tip of an irreduci ble conflict
whi ch has grown up between us in the course of our
changes. | still hold with the true ideals of Canelot."

Launcel ot's shoul ders were bent forward now and his
breat hi ng had deepened. The shapes | ooned | arger before
t hem
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"Wy, | know this place," he gasped. "Yet, | do not

know it. Stonehenge does not stand so today. Even in Ar-
thur's tine it lacked this perfection. How did we get here?
What has happened?"

He paused to rest, and Merlin halted to accommodate
hi m

"This night we have wal ked between the worlds," the
sorcerer said. "This is a piece of the land of Faerie and
that is the true Stonehenge, a holy place. | have stretched
the bounds of the worlds to bring it here. Were | unkind

I could send you back with it and strand you there for-
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ever. But it is better that you know a sort of peace. Cone!"

Launcel ot staggered al ong behind him heading for the
great circle of stones. The faintest of breezes canme out of
the west, stirring the msts.

"What do you nmean—know a sort of peace?"

"The conpl ete restoration of nmy powers and their in-
crease will require a sacrifice in this place."

"Then you planned this for ne all along!"

"No. It was not to have been you. Lance. Anyone

woul d have served, though you will serve superbly well
It need not have been so, had you elected to assist ne.
You could still change your nind."

"Wbul d you want someone who did that at your side?"
"You have a point there."

"Then why ask-save as a petty cruelty?"

"It is just that, for you have annoyed ne."

Launcel ot halted again when they came to the circle's
peri phery. He regarded the massive stands of stone.

"If you will not enter willingly," Merlin stated, "ny
servant will be happy to assist you."

Launcel ot spat, straightened a little and gl ared.

"Think you | fear an enpty suit of arnor, Juggled by

sone Hell-born wight? Even now. Merlin, wthout the

benefit of w zardly succor, | could take that thing apart.”
The sorcerer | aughed.

"It is good that you at |east recall the boasts of knight-
hood when all else has left you. I've half a mnd to give
you the opportunity, for the nmanner of your passing

here is not inportant. Only the prelimnaries are essential.'
"But you're afraid to risk your servant?"

"Think you so, old man? | doubt you could even bear

the weight of a suit of arnor, let alone lift a | ance. But

if you are willing to try, so be it!"

He rapped the butt of his staff three tinmes upon the
ground.

"Enter," he said then. "You will find all that you need
within. And | am gl ad you have made this choice. You

were insufferable, you know. Just once, | |onged to see
you beaten, knocked down to the level of |esser nortals.

file:/lIF|/rah/Roger%20Zelazny/The%20Last%20Defender%200f%20Camelot.txt (281 of 300) [8/27/03 11:38:35 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Roger%20Z el azny/The%20L ast%20D ef ender%6200f%620Camel ot.txt

I only wish the Queen could be here, to witness her cham
pion's final engagenent."

"So do I," said Launcelot, and he wal ked past the
nmonol ith and entered the circle.

A black stallion waited, its reins held down beneath a
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rock. Pieces of arnmor, a |ance, a blade and a shield | eaned
agai nst the side of the dolnen. Across the circle's dianeter,
a white stallion awaited the advance of the holl ow knight.

"I amsorry | could not arrange for a page or a squire
to assist you," Merlin, said, conming around the other side
of the monolith. "I'Il be glad to help you nyself, though.

"l can manage," Launcel ot repli ed.

"My champion is accoutered in exactly the sanme fash-
ion," Merlin said, "and | have not given himany edge
over you in weapons."

""1 never |iked your puns either."

Launcel ot nmade friends with the horse, then renoved

a small strand of red fromhis wallet and tied it about

the butt of the |ance. He | eaned his stick against the dol -
men stone and began to don the arnor. Meriin, whose hair
and beard were now al nost bl ack, noved off severa

paces and began drawing a diagramin the dirt with the

end of his staff.

"You used to favor a white charger," he coment ed,
"but | thought it appropriate to equip you with one of
anot her col or, since you have' abandoned the ideal s of
the Tabl e Round, betraying the nmenory of Canelot."

"On the contrary," Launcelot replied, glancing over-
head at the passage of a sudden roll of thunder. "Any
horse in a storm and | am Camel ot's | ast defender.”

Merlin continued to el aborate upon the pattern he

was draw ng as Launcel ot slowy equi pped hinsel f. The
small wind continued to blow, stirring the mst. There
came a flash of lightning, startling the horse. Launcel ot
calmed it.

Merlin stared at himfor a nonment and rubbed his
eyes. Launcel ot donned his hel net.

"For a monent," Merlin said, "you | ooked sonehow
different. "

"Real | y? Magical withdrawal, do you think?" he asked,
and he kicked the stone fromthe reins and nounted the
stallion.

Merlin stepped back fromthe now conpl eted di agram
shaki ng his head, as the nounted nan | eaned over and
grasped the | ance.
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"You still seemto nove with sonme strength," he said.
"Real | y?"
Launcel ot raised the | ance and couched it. Before
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taking up the shield he had hung at the saddle's side,
he opened his visor and turned and regarded Merlin.

"Your chanpi on appears to be ready," he said. "So
anlL"

Seen in another flash of light, it was an unlined face
that | ooked down at Merlin, clear-eyed, w sps of pale
gold hair fringing the forehead.

"What magi ¢ have the years taught you?" Merlin
asked.

"Not magic," Launcelot replied. "Caution. | antici-
pated you. So, when | returned to the cave for nmy stick
| drank the rest of your elixir."

He | owered the visor and turned away.

"You wal ked |i ke an old nan.
"I'd a lot of practice. Signal your chanpion 1"
Merlin | aughed.

"Good! It is better this way," he decided, "to see you
go down in full strength! You still cannot hope to win
against a spirit!"

Launcel ot raised the shield and | eaned forward.
"Then what are you waiting for?"

"Nothing!"™ Merlin said. Then he shouted, "Kill him
Raxas!"

A light rain began as they pounded across the field;

and staring ahead, Launcelot realized that flanes were
flickering behind his opponent's visor. At the |ast possible
monent, he shifted the point of his lance into line with

the hol |l ow knight's blazing helm There cane nore |ight-
ni ng and thunder.

H s shield deflected the others |ance while his went

on to strike the approaching head. It flew fromthe holl ow
kni ght's shoul ders and bounced, snoul dering, on the
ground.

He continued on to the other end of the field and
turned. Wien he had, he saw that the holl ow kni ght,

now headl ess, was doing the sane. And beyond him

he saw two standing figures, where nonents before there
had been but one.

Morgan Le Fay, clad in a white robe, red hair un-
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bound and blowing in the wind, faced Merlin from across
his pattern. It seemed they were speaking, but he could
not hear the words. Then she began to rai se her hands,

and they glowed like cold fire. Merlin's staff was al so
gl eaning, and he shifted it before him Then he saw no
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nore, for the hollow kni ght was ready for the second
char ge.

He couched his | ance, raised the shield, |eaned for-

ward and gave his mount the signal. His armfelt like a
bar of iron, his strength Iike an endless current of elec-
tricity as he raced down the field. The rain was falling
more heavily now and the |ightning began a constant
flickering- A steady rolling of thunder snothered the
sound of the hoofbeats, and the wi nd whistled past his
hel m as he approached the other warrior, his |ance cen-
tered on his shield.

They came together with an enornous crash. Both

knights reeled and the holl ow one fell, his shield and
breastpl ate pierced by a broken lance. H's left armcane
away as he struck the earth; the | ancepoint snapped and
the shield fell beside him But he began to rise al nost

i mediately, his right hand drawing his | ong sword.

Launcel ot di smounted, discarding his shield, draw ng

his own great blade. He noved to neet his headl ess foe.
The other struck first and he parried it, a mghty shock
runni ng down his arns. He swung a blow of his own. It

was parried
They swaggered swords across the field, till finally

Launcel ot saw hi s opening and | anded hi s heavi est bl ow.
The hol | ow knight toppled into the nmud, his breastplate
cloven alnpbst to the point where the spear's shaft pro-
truded. At that nonment, Mrgan Le Fay screaned.

Launcel ot turned and saw that she had fallen across

the pattern Merlin had drawn. The sorcerer, now bat hed
in a bluish light, raised his staff and noved forward.
Launcel ot took a step toward themand felt a great pain

in his left side.
Even as he turned toward the half-risen holl ow kni ght

who was drawi ng his bl ade back for another blow, Laun-
cel ot reversed his doubl e-handed grip upon his own
weapon and raised it high, point downward.

He hurl ed hinmsel f upon the other, and his bl ade
pierced the cuirass entirely as he bore himback down,
nailing himto the earth. A shriek arose from beneath
him echoing within the arnor, and a gout of fire
energed fromthe neck hole, sped upward and away,
dwindled in the rain, flickered out nonents |ater
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Launcel ot pushed hinself into a kneeling position
Slowy then, he rose to his feet and turned toward the
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two figures who again faced one another. Both were now
standing within the nuddi ed geonetries of power, both
were now bathed in the bluish Iight. Launcel ot took a
step toward them then another

"Merlin!" he called out, continuing to advance upon
them "I1've done what | said | wouldi Now |I'm com ng
to kill you!"

Morgan Le Fay turned toward him eyes w de.

"No!" she cried. "Depart the circle! Hurry! | am
hol ding him heret H's power wanes! |In nonents, this
place will be no nore. Go!"

Launcei ot hesitated but a nonent, then turned and
wal ked as rapidly as he was able toward the circle's
perineter. The sky seened to boil as he passed anobng
the nonoliths,

He advanced anot her dozen paces, then had to pause

to rest. He | ooked back to the place of battle, to the place
where the two figures still stood | ocked in sorcerous em
brace. Then the scene was inprinted upon his brain as

the skies opened and a sheet of fire fell upon the far end
of the circle.

Dazzl ed, he raised his hand to shield his eyes. Wen

he "lowered it, he saw the stones falling, soundless, nmany
of themfading fromsight. The rain began to slow im

nmedi ately. Sorceror and sorceress had vani shed al ong

with much of the structure of the still-fading place. The
horses were nowhere to be seen. He | ooked about him

and saw a good-si zed stone. He headed for it and seated
hi nsel f. He unfastened his breastplate and renpved it,
dropping it to the ground. Hs side throbbed and he held
it tightly. He doubled forward and rested his face on his
| eft hand.

The rains continued to slow and finally ceased. The
wi nd died. The m sts returned.

He breathed deeply and thought back upon the con-

flict. This,-this was the thing for which he had remai ned
after all the others, the thing for which he had waited,
for so long. It was over now, and he could rest.

There was a gap in his consciousness. He was brought

to awareness again by a light. A steady gl ow passed be-
tween his fingers, pierced his eyelids. He dropped his
hand and rai sed his head, opening his eyes.

It passed slowly before himin a halo of white light. He
renoved his sticky fingers fromhis side and rose to his
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feet to followit. Solid, glowi ng, glorious and pure, not at
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all like the inmage in the chanber, it led himon out across
the moonlit plain, fromdimess to brightness to di mess,
until the mists enfolded himas he reached at |ast to em
brace it.

HERE ENDETH THE BOOK OF LAUNCELOT,
LAST OF THE NOBLE KNI GHTS OF THE
ROUND TABLE, AND HI S ADVENTURES
W TH RAXAS, THE HOLLOW KNI GHT,
AND MERLI N AND MORGAN LE FAY,

LAST OF THE W SE FOLK OF CAMELCT,
IN HS QUEST FOR THE SANGREAL.

QUO FAS ET GLORI A DVCUNT.
STAND PAT, RUBY STONE

I wote this in a hurry for conplicated reasons involv-
ing The Illiisiraled Roger Zeiazny, and then the reasons
evaporated and it got published in a different place than
was originally intended, but everything worked out okay.

When it was agreed that we would marry, the three

of us went to A d Voyet of the Long Legs to select a
stone signifying the betrothal. This was to be our choice
al one, as was the custom

Kwi b favored one the color of passion itself, bright

blue, looking as if it were a solid drop of the great ocean
| preferred a jewel the color of fire, representing peace
and stability in the home. Since our bel oved agreed with
me, the ruby stone, a nore expensive gem was sel ected

and A d Voyet of the Long Legs nmade the incision in

our beloved's brow, set the stone there and bandaged it

in place. CQur beloved, thenceforth to be known as Ruby
Stone, was very brave. He held us and stared at the

ground, unnovi ng, throughout that terrible little ritual

"Never hurts nme a bit," Ad Voyet of the Long Legs
remarked, "and |'ve done the Wods know how many
over the returnings."
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We did not reply to the crude hunor, but nade ar-
rangenments to see her paid before the cerenony.

"WIIl there be a Bottom Top settlenment for all to see?"
she asked.

"No, we believe in privacy in these matters,"” | an-
swered, perhaps too quickly, for the look | received in
reply showed that it had been taken as a sign of weak-
ness. No matter. The walker with the nmitteltoth knows
its wilpering best.

We bade one another farewell and departed in the
three directions, to remain at station houses until Ruby
St one shoul d heal sufficiently to be fit for the cerenony.

I rested and practiced thorn-throwing while | waited
for the joggler. On the tenth day it came napping to ny
door. Before | slewit, |I took its nessage and | earned
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that we woul d be wed two days hence. The joggler's in-
nards augured a ni xed destiny but its flesh was tender

Al one at the station house, | bathed and fl agell ated

mysel f in preparation for the rites. | slept beneath a

sacred tree. | watched the stars through its branches.

made offering of the joggler's bones at its nobssy base. |
listened to the singers who flew through the Wod—

moi st, coarse tongues hangi ng vinelike—eollecting rel -
atives, the little singers, to serve the belly-fillmg role in
the great song-show of life.

One singer shrieked horribly in md-swoop and was
dragged downward by the tongue to di sappear within the
pot of a korkanus—a noi sy pi ece of blackness torn from
t he ni ght.

Before norning, | was at the plant's side, waiting for

it to evert its stonmach. It made a gurgling, slopping

noi se just as light was beginning to cone into the world,
ridding itself of the previous day's dross in alittle
steani ng pool. | sprang back so as not to be splashed by
the burning fluid. Wth a stick, | rummaged through the
kor khanus's wastes as it sucked itself back into shape,
probi ng anong the bones and scales it had dunped.

They were present, two sets of tal ons—six, altogether
—amd the pulpy remains. | fished themout with my
stick and bore themoff to the river on a mat of | eaves,
where | would clean and polish them | took this as a
good onen.

That day | al so sharpened the tal ons and nount ed
them along the lengths of two sticks |I could hold, as
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they were far better equipnent than any | possessed.
wore them as part of a belt | then wove, |ooking rmuch
I'i ke hardroot rings to a wooden cl asp

The rest of the day | purified nyself and thought often

of ny mates to be, and of our wedding. | ate the pre-

scri bed nmeal that evening and repaired early to the sacred
tree, where | bad sone difficulty in turning to sleep.

The foll owing norning, | nmade ny way back al ong

the route | had taken to the station house. | met with
Kv ib and Ruby Stone at the plac' where we had parted.
We did not touch one another, but exchanged formal
greetings:

"Root of life."

"Quardi an of the egg."
"Bringer of sustenance,"
"Reaper of the Wod."
"Wal kers in the preiire.”

"Haii."
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"Hail."

"Hail."'

"Are you ready to take your way to the Tree of Life?"
"I amready to take ny way to the Tree of Life."

"Are you ready to hang the enbl em of your troth upon
it?"

"I amready to hang the enblemof nmy troth upon it”

"I amready to accept you both as nmte.

"I amready to accept you both as nate.
"I amready to accept you both as mate."
"Then let us go to the Tree of Life."

W | eaped into the air and danced and spun and darted,
soaring high above the Whod in the sparkling light of day.
W turned and curved and circled about one another unti

we could barely stay aloft. Then we made our way to

the great Tree, hung with its countless enbl ens, there

to add our own with the appropriate words and acts. Wen
we touched the ground at its base, Kwib and | each seized
one of Ruby Stone's wings and tore it away.

A d Voyet of the Long Legs, Yglin the Purple-Streaked
and Young Dendlit Lopleg were present, anong others,

to observe, congratul ate and offer advice. W |istened
with some inpatience, for we were anxious to be on our
way. Cbservers take great delight in delaying new yweds
who wi sh to be about their business.

The three of us enbraced in various ways and bade
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the others farewell. There was a murnur of di sappoint-
ment that things would go no further at that point. But
we rai sed Ruby Stone and together bore himback to the
dwel Iing we had sel ected, bright nuptial stone glistening
in his proud and polished brow. Al of us made a fine
appearance as we proceeded through the Wod to the

Hone. The others followed slowy behind us, hum ng.

When we reached the threshold we patted Ruby Stone's
wi ngstunps and placed himwi thin but did not ourselves
enter.

"Behold, you will wait," we said together
"I wiil wait, Beloveds."

Kwi b and | faced one another. The humm ng ceased.
We ignored the onl ookers.

"Bel oved, let us wal k together," Kw b said.
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"Yes, Bel oved. W shall wal k."

We turned and nmade our way past those who had

acconpani ed us, nmoving into the solitude of the Wod. For
a long while we went in silence, taking care not to touch
one another. W cane at |ength upon a small gl ade,

pl easant|y shaded.

"Bel oved, shall it be here?" Kw b asked ne.
"No, Beloved,"” | said.
"Very well. Dear One." n

We continued on, watching one another, noving in a
| ei surely fashion. The sun reached the overhead position
and began its descent.

After a time, "Beloved, do you wish to rest?" Kwi b
asked.

"Not yet, Beloved. Thank you."

"It occurs to ne, Partner in Love, that we are heading
toward the place of Trader Hawkins. Wuld you wish to
stop by there?"

"For what purpose. Fire of ny Life?"
"A drink of the heating beverage. Love."

I thought about it. The effects of the heating beverage
m ght well serve to hasten things

"Yes, Co-Walker in the Path of Bliss," | replied. "Let
us visit Trader Hawkins first,"

W went on toward the foothills.

"Light of Love," | asked, "is it true that there is a mate
in a hole behind the Earthman's dwel | i ng?"

"l have heard this. Love, and | have seen the place,
but | do not know. | have heard that the mate is dead."
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"Strange, Dearest.”
"Yes, Beloved."

We sat across from one anot her when we finally rested,

wat chi ng. Kwi b's dear form was sharp and supple is the
deepeni ng shadows, and |l arger than ny own. A noon

climbed into the sky. Another, far smaller, followed it
later. | had grown hungry as the day progressed, but I
said nothing. It is better not to eat, and so it is better
not to speak of it.

We arrived at the foothills around dusk. Small lights
fromthe trading post were visible anong the trees. N ght
sounds had al ready begun about us. | snelled strange
odors on the breeze that came down fromthe nountains.
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As we passed through the brush, | said, "Dearest Kw b,
I would Iike to see first the place where the dead mate is
kept."

"I will showit to you. Partner in Life."

Kwib led nme around to the rear of the building. As
we went, it seenmed that | caught a glinpse of Trader
Hawki ns sitting on the darkened front porch of the
dwel ling, gigantic in the noonlight, drinking.

Kwib led me to a huge plot of earth on which nothing
grew. At one end of it was set a stone with peculiar mark-
ings. A bunch of dead flowers lay at its base.

"The dead mate is under the ground, dear Kwi b, under
the stone?"

"So | have heard. Light."

"And why are there dead plants, Love?"

"l do not know. Life."

"It is very strange. | do not understand. |—=

"Hey! What are you bugs doing out there?"

A light far greater than that of the noons had occurred
atop a pole near the dwelling. The Earthman stood at
the door, one of me long fire weapons in his hands. W
turned toward hi mand advanced.

"We cane to drink the heating beverage,"” Kwib said in
trader talk. "W stopped first to see the place of the mate
who is under the ground."

"I don't |ike anyone back here when |'m not around."

"W apol ogi ze. We did not know. You have the heat -
i ng beverage?"

"Yes. Cone on in."
The Earthnman hel d the gi ant door open and stood
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beside it. W entered and foll owed the hul king form
through to the front of the dwelling.

"You have the netal ?"

"Yes," | said, taking a bar of it fromny pouch and pas-
sing it over.

Two bowl s of the beverage were prepared and | was
given nore than three smaller bits of the nmetal in return.
I left them beside ny bow on the mat.

"I will buy the next one. Beloved," Kwib said

I did not reply but drank of the sweet-and-sour liquid
whi ch noved like fire through my linbs. The Earthman
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poured anot her beverage and perched with it atop a wood-
en tower. The roomsnelled strongly though not unpl eas-
antly of odors which | could not identify. Tiny fragnments
of wood were strewn upon the floor. The chanber was
illumnated by a glowing jewel set high on the wall

"You bugs hunting, or'd you just cone up this way to
get drunk?*'

"Neither," Knib said. "W were nmarried this norning."

"Ch," Trader Hawkins's eyes wi dened, then narrowed.
"l have heard of your cerenony. Only two go forth, and
one renmai ns behind...."

"Yes."

And you have stopped here on your way, for a
few drinks before continuing on?"

"Yes. "

"I amnore than a little interested in this. None of
my people ever witnessed your nuptials.”

"W know this."

"I would like to see the fulfillnent of this part of the
cerenony. "

"No. "
"No. "

"It is forbidden?"

"No. It is sinply that we consider it a private matter."

"Well, with all respect for your feelings, there are

many people where | cone fromwho would give a | ot

to see such a thing. Since you say it is not forbidden, but
rather a matter of personal decision on your part, | won-
der whether | m ght persuade you to let ne filmit?"

"No. "
"No, it is private."

"But hear nme out. First, let ne refill those bow s,
t hough. —No, | don't want any nore netal. |f—ow,
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j ust supposi ng—you were to let ne filmit, | would stand
to nake considerable noney. | could reward you with

many gi fts—anything you want fromthe post here—and

all the heating beverage you care to drink, whenever you
want it."

Kwi b | ooked at ne strangely.

"No," | said. "It is private and personal. | do not want
you to capture it in your picture box."
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| began to rise frommy bow .
"W had best be going."

"Sit down. Don't go. | apologize. |I'd have been a foo
not to ask, though. | did not take offense at your | ooking
at ny wife's grave, did I? Don't be so touchy."

"That is true, Beloved," Kwib said in our own tongue.
"W may have done offense in viewng the mate's grave
Let us not take offense ourselves fromthis request now
that we have answered it, and so do ourselves shane."

"Soundly said, Beloved," | replied, and | returned to ny
beating beverage. "This drink is good."

"Yes."

"l love you."

"l love you."

"Consi der the ways of our dear Ruby Stone. How
delicate he is!"

"Yes. And how graceful his nmovements ..."
"How proud | was when we bore himto the Hone,"

"I, too. And the sky-dance was so fine. . . . You were
right about the stone. It shone gloriously in the sunlight.”

"And in the evening its pale fires will be soft and subtle."
"True. It will be good."
"Yes. "

We finished our drinks and were preparing to depart
when the Earthman refilled the bow s.

"On the house- A wedding present.”

I looked at Kwib. Kwi b | ooked at Trader Hawkins
and then | ooked at ne. We returned to the mats to sip
the fine drinks.

"Thank you," | said.
"Yes, thank you," said Kw b.

When we had finished, we again rose to go. My nove-
ments were unsteady.

"Let nme freshen your drinks."

"No, that would be too much. W nust be on our way
now. "
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"Woul d you wi sh to spend the night here? You nmay."
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"No. W may not sleep until it is over."

W headed toward the front door. The floor seened

to be noving beneath ne, but | plodded across it and

out onto the porch. The cool night air felt good after the
cl oseness of the trading post. | stumbled on the stair. Kwib
reached to assist nme but quickly drew back.

"Sorry, Beloved."

"It is all right, Love."

"Good night to both of you—and good | uck."
"Thank you."

"Good night."

We noved of f through the hills, striking downward

once again. After atine, | snelled fresh water and we
"came to a Wod through which a streamfl owed. The
moons were falling out of the sky, and there was a
heavi ness of stars within it. The snmaller noon seened
to double itself as | watched, and | realized that this
must be sonething of the heating beverage's doing. Wen
I turned away, | saw that Kw b had noved nearer and

was regardi ng ne closely.

"Let us rest here for atinme," | said. "I choose that
spot." | indicated a place beneath a snall tree,

"And | will rest here," Kwib said, noving to a position
across from nme beside a | arge rock.

"I mss ny Ruby Stone, Dear One," | said.

"As do I, Love."

"I wish to bear the eggs that he will tend. Love."
"As do I, SlimOne."

"What was that noise?"

"l heard nothing."

I listened again, but there were no sounds.

"It is said that one who is | arger—such as nysel f—

can drink nore of the heating beverage with |less effect,”
Kwi b said, after staring into the shadows for a long while
and noddi ng suddenly.

"l have heard this, also. Are you choosing this place,
Dear One?"

Kwi b rose-

"I would be a fool not to, Beloved. May there al ways
be peace between our spirits.”

| remai ned where | was.

"Could it ever be otherw se, nmy Kw b?"
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I sought the two sticks at nmy belt, where the talons re-
senbl ed hardroot rings.

"Truly you are the kindest, the finest . . ." Kw b began

And then she |unged, her mandi bl es wi de for the
maj or cut.

I struck low on her thorax with one set of talons, rolling
to the side as | did so. Recovering, | raked the other
across the great facets of her eyes in which i mages of the
moons and stars had glittered and danced. She whistl ed

and drew back. | brought both sets of tal ons around and
across and down, driving themwth all of nmy strength
behind the high chitin plate bel ow her dear head. Her
whistling grew nore shrill and the talons were torn from
my grasp as she fell back. The odor of body fluid came to
me, and the odor of fear.

I struck her with ny full weight. | extended nmy nmandi -
bl es and seized her head. She struggled for but a nonent,
then lay still.

"Be kind to our Ruby Stone," she told ne. "He is so
gentle, so fragile.. "

"Al ways, Beloved," | told her, and then |I conpl eted
t he stroke.

I lay there atop her hard and supple form covering
her body with warm | eptors.

"Farewel |, Reaper of the Whod. Dear One ..." | said.

Finally, | rose and used ny nmandi bles to cut through
 the hard corners of her arnor. She was so soft inside. |
had to bear all of her back within ne to our Ruby Stone.

| began the Feast of Love.

It was full daylight when | had cl eaned Kwib's

arnmor to a slick, shining hardness and assenbled it
carefully, working with the toughest grass fibers. Wen
I hung her on the tree she nmade gentle clicking noises
in the passing air.

From sonmewhere, | heard anot her sound-steady,
buzzing, unnatural. No! It could not be that the Earthnman
woul d have dared to follow us and use his capturing box—

I | ooked about. Was that a giant shadow retreating

beyond the hill? My novenents were sluggish. | could not
pursue. | could not have certainty, knew that | could never
have it. | had to have rest, now.

Heavily, slowy, | noved to a place near the rock and
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settled there. | listened to the spirit voice of ny darling,
borne by the wind from her shell
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.- Sleep, she was saying, sleep. 1 amwth you, now
and ever. Yours is the privilege and the pl easure. Love.
May there al ways be peace between our spirits.

And sleep | nust before | take feet to the trail.
Ruby, Ruby Stone, ny Ruby Stone, waiting with the color
of fire on your brow, glorious in the sunlight, soft and
subtle in the evening. . . . Your waiting is al nost ended
It is only yours to wait, to stand and to w tness our re-
turning. But now we have finished the trial of |ove and

are comng back to you.... | can see the Hone, so clearly,
where we placed you. . . . Soon you will bring your
brightness near to us. W will give you eggs. W will

feed you. Soon, soon . . . The shadow is there again,

but | cannot tell . . . This part does not concern you. |
bury the shane within me—f shanme it should be—and

I will never speak of it. ... Qur beloved Kwib is stil

singing, on the tree and within ne. The poemis peace;

peace, troth, and the eternal return of the egg. Wuat el se
can matter, nmy Dear One? What el se can tenper the

flight or star the brow of solitude but the jewel ed badge
of our | ove. Ruby Stone?

Sl eep, sings Kwib. Wait, sings Kw b. Soon, sings Kw b.
Qur parts in the great song-show of life, Love.

HALFI ACK

One day, | saw a nice, slick, pretty, new nmagazi ne call ed
Omi and was overcone by the desire to have a story
mit, sol wote this one and did.

He wal ked barefoot al ong the beach. Above-the city

several of the brighter stars held for a few final nonents
agai nst the wash of light fromthe east. He fingered a
stone, then buried it in the direction fromwhich the sun
woul d cone. He watched for a long while until it had

vani shed from sight. Eventually it would begi n skipping.
Before then, he had turned and was headed back, to the
city, the apartment, the girl.
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Sonewher e beyond the skyline a vehicle lifted, burning

its way into the heavens. It took the remai nder of the
night with it as it faded. Walking on, he snelled the
countryside as well as the ocean. It was a pleasant world,
and this a pleasant city—-spaceport as well as seaport—
here in this backwater |linmb of the gal axy. A good place in
which to rest and i mmerse the neglected portion of him
self in the flow of hunmanity, the colors and sounds of

the city, the constant tugging of gravity. But it had been
three nonths now. He fingered the scar on his brow He

had let two offers pass himby to linger. There was an-

ot her pendi ng his consideration

As he wal ked up Kam's street, he saw that her apart-

ment was still dark. Good, she would not even have

m ssed him again. He pushed past the big front door,

still not repaired since he had kicked it open the evening
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of the fire, two—no, three—nights ago. He used the stairs-
He let himself in quietly.

He was in the kitchen preparing breakfast when he
heard her stirring.

"Jack?"

"Yes. Good norning."
"Conme back."

"Al right."

He noved to the bedroom door and entered the room
She was lying there, smling. She raised her arns slightly.

"I'"ve thought of a wonderful way to begin the day."

He seated hinmself on the edge of the bed and enbraced
her. For a nonent she was sl eep-warm and sl eep-soft
against him but only for a nonent.

"You' ve got too nuch on," she said, unfastening his
shirt.

He peeled it off and dropped it. He renmoved his trousers.
Then he hel d her again.

"More," she said, tracing the long fine scar that ran

down his forehead, al ongside his nose, traversing his chin,
his neck, the right side of his chest and abdonen, passing
to one side of his groin, where it stopped.

"Come on."

"You didn't even know about it until a few nights ago."
She ki ssed him brushing his cheeks with her 1lips.

"It really does sonething for ne."

"For al nost three nonths—=

"Take it off. Please.”
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He sighed and gave a half-smile. He rose to bis feet.

"Al right."

He reached up and put a hand to his long, black hair.

He took hold of it- He raised his other hand and spread
his fingers along his scalp at the hairline. He pushed his
fingers toward the back of his head and the entire hair-

pi ece cane free with a soft, crackling sound. He dropped
the hairpiece atop his shirt on the floor

The right side of his head was conpletely bald; the

Il eft had a begi nning gromh of dark hair. The two areas
were precisely divided by a continuation of the faint scar
on his forehead.
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He placed his fingertips together on the crown of

his head, then drew his right hand to the side and down.
Hi s face opened vertically, splitting apart al ong the scar,
padded synthetic flesh tearing free fromelectrostatic
bonds. He drew it down over his right shoul der and bi -
ceps, rolling it as far as his wist. He played with the
flesh of his hand as with a tight glove, finally w thdraw
ing the hand with a soft, sucking sound. He drew

it away fromhis side, hip, and buttock, and separated it
at his groin. Then, again seating hinself on the edge of
the bed, he rolled it down his leg, over the thigh, knee,
calf, heel. He treated his foot as he, had his hand, pinching
each toe free separately before pulling off the body gl ove.
He shook it out and placed it with his clothing.

St andi ng, he turned toward Kathi, whose eyes had not

left himduring all this time. Again, the half-smile. The
uncovered portions of his face and body were dark neta
and plastic, precision-machined, with various openi ngs
and protuberances, sonme gl eam ng, some dusky.

"Hal fjack," she said as he canme to her. "Now | know
what that man in the cafe neant when he called you
that."

"He was |ucky you were with me. There are pl aces
where that's an unfriendly term™

"You're beautiful," she said.

"l once knew a girl whose body was al nost en-

tirely prosthetic. She wanted me to keep the gl ove on—
at all tines. It was the flesh and the senbl ance of flesh
that she found attractive."

"What do you call that kind of operation?”
"Lateral hem corporectomy."”
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After a time she said, "Could you be repaired? Can
you replace it some way?"

He | aughed.

"Either way," he said. "My genes could be fractioned,
and t he proper replacenent parts could be grown.

could be nade whole with grafts of ny owmn flesh. O |
coul d have nmuch of the rest renpved and replaced with

bi or oechani cal anal ogues. But | need a stomach and balls
and | ungs, because | have to eat and screw and breathe
to feel human."

She ran her hands down his back, one on netal, one
on fl esh.

"l don't understand," she said when they finally drew
apart. "What sort of accident was it?"

"Accident? There was no accident,"” he said. "I paid a
| ot of noney for this work, so that | could pilot a special
sort of ship. | ama cyborg. | hook nyself directly into
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each of the ship's systens,"”

He rose fromthe bed, went to the closet, drew out a
duffel bag, pulled down an arnful of garnents, and stuffed
theminto it. He crossed to the dresser, opened a drawer,
and enptied its contents into the bag.

"You' re | eavi ng?"
"Yes."

He entered the bathroom energed with two fistfuls of
personal itens, and dropped theminto the bag.

" \My?u

He rounded the bed, picked up his bodygl ove and hair-
piece, rolled theminto a parcel, and put themi nside

t he bag.

"I't's not what you may think," he said then, "or even
what | thought until just a few nonents ago."

She sat up.

"You think less of ne," she said, "because | seemto
Iike you nore now that | know your secret. You think
there's sonethi ng pat hol ogi cal about it—

"No," he said, pulling on his shirt, "that's not it at all
Yesterday | woul d have said so and used that for an ex-
cuse to stormout of here and | eave you feeling bad,

But | want to be honest with nmyself this time, and fair
to you. That's not it."

He drew on his trousers.
"What then?" she asked.
"I't's just the wanderlust, or whatever you call it. |'ve
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stayed too long at the bottomof a gravity well. |I'mrest-
less. |'ve got to get going again. It's ny nature, that's
all. | realized this when | saw that | was |ooking to

your feelings for an excuse to break us up and nove on."

"You can wear the bodyglove. It's not that imnportant.
It's really you that | like."

"I believe you, | like you, too. Wether you believe ne

or not, your reactions to ny better half don't matter. It's
what | said, though. Nothing else. And now |'ve got

this feeling I won't be much fun anynore. If you really
like me, you'll let ne go without a ot of fuss."

He finished dressing. She got out of the bed and faced
hi m

"If that's the way it has to be," she said. "Ckay."

"I'"d better just go, then. Now. "
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"Yes."

He turned and wal ked out of the room left the apart-

ment, used the stairs again, and departed fromthe buil ding.
Sone passersby gave himnore than a casual |ook, cyborg
pilots not being all that conmon in this sector- This did not
bother him H's step lightened. He stopped in a pay-

booth and cal |l ed the shipping conpany to tell themthat

be woul d haul the load they had in orbit: the sooner it was
connected with the vessel, the better, he said.

Loading, the controller told him would begin shortly
and he could ship up that same afternoon fromthe |oca
field. Jack said that he would be there and then broke
the connection. He gave the world half a smle as he put
the sea to his back and swung on through the city, west-
war d.

Bl ue- and-pi nk worl d bel ow him bl ack sky above, the

stars a snapshot snowfall all about, he bade the shuttle pil ot
goodbye and keyed his airlock. Entering the Mrgana, he

si ghed and set about stowing his gear. Hi s cargo was al -

ready in place and the ground conputers had transferred
course information to the ship's brain. He hung his cloth-

ing in a locker and placed bis body gl ove and hairpiece in
conmpartments.

He hurried forward then and settled into the contro
web, which adjusted itself about him A long, dark unit
swung down from overhead and dropped into position at
his right. It nmoved slowy, making contact with various
points on that half of his body.
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—6ood to have you back. How was your vacati on,
Jack?

—h. Fine. Real fine.

—Meet any nice girls?

—A few

—And here you are again. Did you m ss things?
—You. know it. How does this haul |ook to you?

—Easy, for us. |'ve already reviewed the course pro-
grans.

—tet's run over the systens.
—Check. Care for sone coffee?
—That'd be nice

A small unit descended on his left, stopping within
easy reach of his nortal hand. He opened its door. A
bul b of dark liquid rested in a rack

—Finmed your arrival. Had it ready.

—Just the way | like it, too. | alnobst forgot. Thanks.
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Several hours later, when they lett orbit, he had al-

ready switched off a nunber of his left-side systens. He
was nerged even nore closely with the vessel, absorbing
data at a frantic rate. Their expanded perceptions took in
the near-ship vicinity and noved out to enconpass the
extrasol ar panoranma with greater than human clarity and
preci sion. They reacted al nbost instantaneously to decisions
great and snmal | .

—+t is good to be back together again. Jack.
—+'d say.
Morgana held himtightly. Their velocity built.
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