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Novel of Alion Myatory

by Thomas N. Scortia

Out in the cornfield, he saw a flash of white as the strange
woman appeared again . , «
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by Thomas N. Scortia.

Whoever heard of a plant blight that affected
people? Well, they had it in this frontier colony
of New Glendale, and Alfred Cadis was expected
to track it down. But that was only a minor
mystery—a major one was the matter of things
freezing, when the temperature never fell below

60 degrees IFarenheit!

illustrated by ORBAN

about New Glendale,”

“I SHOULD warn you

the Colonial Adminis-
trator said.

Alfred Edward Cadis
rubbed his hands together
nervously, inspected the
weave in the skirt of his tu-
nic where it lay in silken
folds over his knees, and
blinked near-sightedly.
“Warn?” he said, blinking
rapidly.

“Well, not exactly warn,”
the Administrator said. “Per-
haps, ‘prepare you for’ would
have been a better choice of
phrase.”

He should have known
there would be a catch to it,
Cadis thought with a sinking
sensation. Why was it he al-
ways caught the dirty assign-
merts that no one else would
touch with a tractor beam?

When Tobita, the little

chief of the Agronomy Sec-
tion, had suggested that he
might enjoy a jaunt out to
the periphery, Cadis should
have known that it meant
only trouble. If he had only
stood up to the man, asserted
his seniority...

He pictured himself tower-
ing over the tiny Oriental (as
indeed he did physically) and
demanding his rights as the
senior unrated member of the
staff. The thought of oppos-~
ing the insinuating paternal-
ism of Tobita’s authority was
frightening, but pleasant
when. ..

“...nothing really to be
alarmed about,” the Adminis-
trator was saying. “It's just
that they’re a bit odd, even
for a stage I settlement.”

“Well,” Cadis said timidly,
“they really can’t be too bad.
After all they did come from
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California originally, and
they’re -an English-speaking
group.”

“Have you ever been to
California?”

“Well,” Cadis admitted,
“California is quite a distance
from Boston but...”

What, he wondered, was
wrong with the Administra-
tor? He saw nothing particu-
larly humorous in his re-
marks,

THE ADMINISTRATOR
began -to riifle through
the papers in the personmel
file before him, trying to
hide his strange amusement
the while. “Um, I see you're
not married.”

“No,” Cadis said, half bel-
ligerently.

“That could prove awk-
ward.”

“I can't see how.”

“Well, no matter. You've
undoubtedly coped success-
fully with the problem for
forty-two. years.”

“Thirty-eight,” Cadis
amended hesitantly.
“The records say...well,

they could be in error. Any-

way they need you pretty

badly out in New Glendale.
They're trying to establish a
pork-corn. agricultural econ-
omy and their corn has devel-
oped some kind of blight.”

“Pork—cofn economy?
Surely, you can’t be serious.
In this day and age?”

“I told you they were a bit
odd: The point is, if the cur-
rent corn crop fails, the group

will have to abandon the plan-
et and that means we’'ll have
to start all over again. I need
hardly tell you how difficult
it is to find groups willing
to colonize a new world.”

E FUMBLED in a draw-

er of his desk and hand-
ed Cadis a bound set of mi-
crocards, ruffling them metal-
lically first and counting
them. “These will give you a
general rundown on New
Glendale’s geography, soil
characteristics,  atmosphere
and the like. The routine data
your section members always
get before a field assighment.
The settlement has a complete
lab with self-contained power
source. You won't need any-
thing but your basic equip-
ment.”

The Administrator consylt-
ed his manicured nails. “I've
arranged space for you on a
quartermaster ship leaving
for Gleep tomorrow.”

“Gleep?” Cadis said. “But
that's in the opposite direc-
tion.”

“There’s no dircet connec-
tion,” the Administrator said.
“New Glendale is somewhat
difficult to reach.”

HREE THINGS Alfred
Edward Cadis disliked in
a man: an air of competence,
physical beauty, and any oth-
er quality that made him feel
ineffectual.
He disliked the pilot of the
QM ship instantly.
The pilot fulfilled the third
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requirement nicely by being
self-confidently in his late
twenties. Cadis spent the
three days to planetfall on
Glcep reading the data on
New Glendale and reccading
one of the several taped
twentieth century romances
which he’d brought from his
private library. “Jon Carpea-
ter and the Torturer of Mars”
he’d feund long ago to be an
cffective antidote to extend-
ed exposure to competeat
buctling young men. Part of
his addiction to that imagin-
ary series, he supposed, was
due to his mother’s disapprov-
al of them,

“Alby,” she would say in
her shrill ragged voice while
he winced at the too-precious
cortraction of his first name,
“Aiby, you'll warp your mind
with that trash.”

Up until her death when he
was thirty-four, he’d read
them surreptiticusly in the
secrecy of his room. Jon Car-
penter’s adventures with the
Green Princess of Varoom
had been an escape from the
deadening dullness of life
that closed in about him,
Even now the stories still had
the pleasure of a vice, secret-
ly enjoyed.

His first three days on
Gleep passed rather pleasant-
ly with Jon Carpenter, even
though he found himself bil-
leted with three young space-
men of the Survey Service,
who sat up far into the night
playing poker and either ar-

guing politics or trading out-

rageounsly unbelieveable stor-
ies of their experiences with
certain women of the local
settlement. Cadis was an-
noyed at times to find himself
seriously wondering if a man
might be physically capable
of some of the feats baasted.

THE YOUNG men left four
days after he arrived, and
a week after that two mem-
bers of the QM service moved
in. These remained five days.
At two days lacking a month,
Cadis decided he'd better
check on passage to New
Glendale.

“New Glendale?” the Gleep
Port One Routing Officer
said. “Where's that?”

Cadis told him.

“You'’ve gone in the wrong
direction.”

“I'm told there’s no direct
connection.”

“Well, we’ll just ship you
on to Land's End. Maybe
they can help you out.”

“But I want to go to New
Glendale,” he protested.

“Mister, I'm a busy man,”
the Routing Officer said.

A week later Cadis made
planetfall on Land’s End.

“Well, it's. about time,” the
Land’s End Routing Officer
said. “How did you come, by
pneumotube?”

“But...”

“Never mind, Captain
L'Heureux’s been waiting for
you for two weeks, clutter-
ing up my number nine pit
with that smelly tub of his.”

“Well, I'd like to get a
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shower - and ‘fresher first,”
Cadis said. “I haven’t had one
since...”

“Mister,” the Routing Offi-
cer growled “I'm getting
mighty nnpatxent about that
number nine pit.”

Fifteen minutes later Cadis
walked up the ramp to the
Squalus out of New Glendale.

APTAIN L'HEUREUX

looked as rusty as his
ship. The rusty appearance
stemmed chiefly from the
reddish-yellow stains that
discolored his matted grey
chin-whiskers. He was wear-
ing a greasy chief's helmet,
set askew on thick ragged
bhair and...for a moment Ca-
dis couldn’t believe his eyes
...a buekskin shirt and
trousers.

“Humph,” the Captain said,

eying his tall lanky frame,
“time was when they sent bet-
ter.”

Cadis stared at him coldly
and then dropped his eyes as
L’Heureux glared back and
spit a brown stream past his
legs and onto the ramp.

He took the acceleration
couch L’Heureux indicated
and fifteen minutes later
they were planet-free and in
aull-drive. Cadis discovered
the reason for L’'Heureux’s
zusty-looking whiskers as the
ship went into free fall. For
a moment he fought a heavy
nausea compounded of
weightlessness and innumer-
able tiny droplets of tobacco
juice that floated through the

air of the ship in the brecze
of the air-circulation units.

“You're a tender on2”
L’'Heureux said, turning in
mid-air above him.

Cadis tried to answer, than
pressed his lips tightly to-
gether.

The next three days, he
fought a constant betile
against tobacco juice, bread
crumbs, various items of
laundry—in short anything
taat L'Heureux cared to dis-
card indiseriminantly, Every
foreign object on the shin
seemed to take to the air and
develop an unnatural afiniiy
for him.

Worse, he began to itch.

NADIS WASN'T quite sure
how or when it started.
There were no ads=quate fa-
cilities for keeping clean, of
course, and he had nat had
the oppartumity to bathc be-
fore leaving Land’s End.
However, the itch which ke
developed began to reach epic
proportions. Along with this,
he developed a sense of ligint-
headedness gquite apart from
the sensations of free fall

It was several days before
he realized that something
was wrong. Through a burn-
ing haze, he told L’Heurcux.

“Hah. Probably the blight.”

“Blight?”

“The corrr blight.”

“Very funny, I'm suze,” be
said, through a red mist that
drifted over his senses.

“Think ye'd be.tougher at
your age,” L’Heureux said.
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“I'm just thirty-eight,” Ca-
dis lied automatically, but
with only weak conviction.

“Huh,” L’Heureux snorted.
“You married?” ,

Cadis shook his head. For
a moment vision dissolved in
a black cloud. With sudden
panic he realized that was on
the verge of fainting.

And he itched abominably.

“Well, maybe things ain’t
so bad,” L’'Heureux said, eye-
ing him speculatively.. “Now,
I got me a daughter named
Nettie. Looks kinda frail, but

‘she’s stronger nor any
mule...”

“I like being a bachelor,”
Cadis said painfully.

“Tain’t what you like.”

“What’s wrong with being
a bachelor? There’s no law
against it.”

Something was terrible
wrong, Cadis realized. The
cabin had assumed a distorted
air of unreality. He felt him-
self sinking into a black fog.

From a great distance, he
heard L’Heureux laugh and
laugh and laugh.

The last thing he heard was
the man gloating words, “On
New Glendale they is.”

II

EJA LORIS, Green
Princess of Varoom,
spurred her six legged
Droat across the crimson des-
ert. He followed close on her
flank, his own mount churn-
ing the desert sands with its
three-toed clawed feet. Far

ahead the brilliant towers of
the Crystal City caught the
morning light, splitting the
cobalt rays of the setting blue
sun and mingling them with
the bright emerald of the ris-
ing green sun, It still lacked
an hour before Varoom's
third sun appeared above the
horizon and the desert air
was cold.

Leja Loris reined her steed
suddenly, her biceps swelling
beneath the broad bands of
copper that encircled her
arms. The Droat’'s laboring
feet clawed at the sand, fu-
tilely contesting her strength.
Then it sank wearily to its
padded knees and in a single
fluid motion of her lithe body
Leja Loris leaped to-the sand
in a haze of gauze-like robes,

A second later he was be-
side her, his bare bronzed
arms encircling her waist.

“Here, my love,” she
breathed, “we will make our
stand.”

“You mean, fight them?”
he asked wuncertainly, his
hand straying weakly to the
massive broadsword at his
waist.

“Listen,” she said.

The chill air was filled with
the distant throb of a flyer.
He looked far out over the
red desert to the City of Ex-
quisite Agony from which
they had fled. 8ilhouetted
against the setting blue sun,
the dark speck of the flyer
sped toward them.

Gal-douch!

Gal-douch, the Torturer!
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¢¢TYEAR LOVE,” she said,

caressing the hard line
of his jaw with her eager fin-
gers, “we must die in each
other’s arms.”

“But I don’t want to die,”
he- protested.

“Hush, Alby,” she said, her
face suddenly stern. (His
mother, he remembered, had
always looked like that when
he tried to protest some com-
mand.)

“You are strong,” she said.

“So I am.”

He pulled her firm body to
his, aware of the disaphanous
garments that billowed about
her and fell to the desert
sand. Her flesh was warm in
his bare arms, smooth and
soft with an underlying firm-
ness,

“Just as you are strong,”
he said in a voice thick with
excitement and desire.

The heavy beat of the fly-
er echoed from the sky and
he looked up to find the
swift open vessel almost upon
them, In the prow stood the
hughly obese figure of Gal-
douch, his great body brilli-
ant in platinum armor, his
wild yellow hair and crimson-
stained beard framing blazing
eyes of accusation. His heavy
arm was extended in a gesture
of menace, the flashing
broadsword in his fist flash-
ing avenging blue light.

“It’s too late, you beast,” he
sobbed and bent the Princess
to him. She was warmth and
desire and soft yielding,
blending into his manly

strength with sudden suvren-
der as his mouth approached
the full redness of her rich
lips.

She closed her eyes and
fnurmured softly. . .ecstatical-
¥...

a cream puff.”

“Shut up, you idjit,” a
rumbling voice said from the
darkness that suddenly swal-
lowed the princess of Va-
room. “Wonder is ths boy
ain't in a worse state.”

“*‘Boy’, she says.”

“Well, he ain't no withered-
up lemon like you, Terrence
L'Heureux.”

“I think he’s kinda cute,” a
third younger voice said in
thin feminine tones,

“Nettie, turn up the light,”
the rumbling voice said.

“Yes'm.”

Alfred Cadis became con-
scious of the secnsations of his
body; he was resting on some-
thing very soft. His whole
body was consumed with a
nagging itch, and his nose
wrinkled with the first hint
of a coming sneeze. He tried
to move and discovered that
he was weighted down with
what felt like endless layers
of cloth. He suddenly real-
ized that he was cold, as a
chill draft penetrated to his
bare arms, raising a rash of
goose flesh,

He opened his eyes.

“You see,” the rumbling
voice said, “your blathering
woke him up.”

66 J EHOSAPHRAT, what
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In the yellow light from a
flickering lantern on a table
in the corner of the room, he
saw that the rumbling voice
belong to a woman.

A woman?

WELL, THERE might be
some doubt in certain
circles. She was massive. She
towered above L'Heureux as
a Sequoia towers above a
scrub pine. Without the con-
trasting figure of the Cap-
tain, she might have seemed
squat, she was so wide. Below
stevedore shoulders, her
breasts swelled like ramparts
guarding the heavy belly and
gross hips which they threat-
ened to -envelop with their
sheer weight.

“Don’t you move,” the
woman said. “You just got
yourself a touch of the
blight.”

“Blight?” Cadis demanded
and tried to sit up.

He was in a massive, an-
tique bed with patinaed brass
scrollwork forming intricate
designs about the brass tubes
that composed the foot. A
mound of quilted comforters
pressed him down into the
soft yielding mattress. With
a thrill of horror he realized
all at once that the bedding
was a ticking stuffed with—
he felt his stomach twist—
with feathers. No wonder he
was itching so violently.

“Mow, I'm Missus Gael-
micha, should you want to
know,” the woman said, mov-
ing into the light, “though

they usually call me Mom
Gaelmicha or just Mom.”
“What’s this about the
blight?”
“Well, you know about
that,” L’'Heureux said.
“What you came here for,”
Mom Gaelmicha added.

HE HAD moved into the

dim light from the lamp.
Perhaps, he thought, it was
the highlights, but the effect
was startling. He had expect-
ed a face whose features were
smothered beneathe suety
layers of fat. Instead he saw
thick brows and features that
looked as if they had been
blasted from tough granite,
without the finesse of final
polishing,

The woman oozed strength.
Like...he couldn’t think for
a moment of whom ‘she re-
minded him. But there was
something a little frighten-
ing in the half-remembered
resemblance.

“I came here because of the
corn blight,” Cadis sazid un-
certainly.

“And,” L’Heureux chuck-
led, “that’s exactly what you
got.”

“Don’t you worry, though,”
Mom Gaelmicha said. “You'll
be right as rain tomorrow.
Meantimes, Nettie’ll tend
you.”

He looked toward the flick-
ering light. The girl was
partly hidden in shadows, but
what he saw was disturbing.
Tall and athletic looking,
peasant type, he thought.
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“I can take care of myself,”
he said. “What I want to
know. .."”

“Tomorrow,” Mom Gael-
micha said and turned with
L'Heureux toward the door.
Befoie he could protest, she
was gone, the door closing
with great finality behind
her.

ECYON'T YOU fret,” Net-
tie said in a firm voice.
“I'll fend for you.”

“I've had just about
enough,” he announced angri-
ly. He pushed the heavy com-
forters from him and rolled
-violently from the bed. The
mattress shifted at the last
minute, tumbling him to the
cold floor.

Cadis rose to his feet, mas-
saging the bruised bare flesh.

Bare?

He looked down at himself;
then he plunged for the pro-
tection of the bed and the
comforters.

Nettie was giggling.
“You're pretty.”

[ 4 ¢ HE BLIGHT,” Jo-
seph Tennat said,
surveying the end-

less stretches of yellow-green

corn from the low hill, “is

a tribulation ower which we

are meant to have no control.

It is a test. I do not approve

of your presence here.”

Alfred Cadis eyed the man
in amazement. Where in hell,
he thought, did he get those

buckskin trousers and shirt?

The stuff didn’t look like a
synthetic.

“Balderdash,” Mom Gasl-
micha said.

“Hold your tongue, - wom-
an.” Tennat fingered the
Mayor's medallion that hung
from a plastic throng around
his neck.

“Yet,” Cadis said softly,
“from what Mrs. Gaelmicha
tells me, if den’t seilve
the problem of the blight, the
colony may well fail”

Tennat scemed to stiffen.
He was thia and dark; he
wore his authority as if it
were a tunie of metal that
forced each movement and ex-
pression into a stiff formal-
ized pattern. His thin, Ascetic
face was set ‘in motionless
layers under thin brooding
eycbrows. Only the lips held
any defineable expression,
and these were pressed to-
gether in a wrinkle of faint
distaste.

“New Glendale." Mayor
Tennat said, “is not just a
place. New Glendale is an
idea, an oasis of strength in
this wanton age. It cannot
fail.”

“Huh,” snorted Mom Gael-
micha, “Let’'s go down and
see the corn.” She favored Ca-
dis with a look of patience
sorely tried

TENNAT led the way down
through tall reed-like
grass that reached to the
knees. The ground was soft
and spongy and between the
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hummocks of grass, Cadis
could see a soft carpet of pur-
plish-grey moss. Mom Gael-
micha puffed heavily beside
him. He took her arm and
felt thick muscles tense under
layers of fat.

“Thanks,” she said heavily.
“*Tain't often an old crow
like me gets a helping hand
from a good-looking young-
ster.”

Cadis felt his face flush as
Tennat stopped beside a
stand of corn. The man began
to kick vigorously at the
ground with a heavy toe,
throwing gouts of red-yellow
dirt into the air. “Heathen
growth,” he puffed.

The edge of the stand was
being invaded by the purple-
grey moss which had carpeted
the ground. Cadis kneeled
and inspected the roots of the
nearest corn plant. The white
filament roots, looking for all
the world like the clawed fin-
gers of an old man clutching
at the soil, were covered by
a thin layer of the moss. It
cloacked the exposed roots in
a fine grey down that stopped
at the base of the plant. As
nearly as he could see, the
plant had not suffered from
the parasite.

In fact, the plant was one
of the few that looked at all
healthy. The plants further
into the stand had yellowed,
drooping leaves and listless
tassels which hung limply
from the crown of the stalk.
He pushed the nearer plants
aside and moved into one of

the rows. The edges of many
leaves were curled while their
tips were browned and dying.
He pulled a dwarfed ear from
one of the stalks and shucked
it, throwing the dry silk to
the ground. The car was hard
and discolored.

“Have you had a frost?” he
asked.

¢y NEW GLEN-

DALE?” Mom Gael-
micha snickered. “The yearly
mean {rmperature is sixty de-
grees. Don’t vary three de-
grees ecither way from one
year to the next.”

“A paradise,” Tennat said
dreamily, “with just the bite
needed to remind one that
work has to be done.”

“This looks like frost dam-
age,” Cadis said.

“Oh?” Mom Gaelmicha
pressed in to look. Cadis was
conscious of her bosom press-
ing against his arm. He hand-
ed the ear to her and leaned
over to finger the heavy corn
stalk. Its surface felt spongy.
Under the pressure of his
fingers, the surface indented
as though something had rup-
tured the supporting cellulose
fibers.

“That’s the way they al
been,” Mom Gaelmicha said.

They retired to the open
area before the corn, and Ja-
cob Tennat scratched his
chest vigorously.

“What's wrong?” Cadis de-
manded.

“It's merely a touch of the
blight coming on.”
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“Nonsense,” Cadis said.
“Just corn fuzz.”

EY RETURNED to the
low hill overlooking the
stand and mounted the beetle
which had brought them to
the sight. As he settled him-
self in the middle seat of the
vehicle, Cadis was aware of
Mom Gaelmicha’s eyes on his
back.

Tennat slapped the starter,
and the hidden gyros whirred
gratingly. With a jerk, the
supporting wheels retracted
and the beetle plowed slowly
across the open ground separ-
ating the corn stand from the
one next to it.

The whole valley was filled
with young corn, divided
neatly into quarter acre
stands. It swelled up the low
slope to the settlement like a
sea of green. Only the outly-
ing sections of the planted
area, however, had come to
earning, as yet—which was
odd, since they were last
planted.

They followed a narrow
lane between the stands until
it broke into the main street
of the settlement. He would
never get used to it, Cadis de-
eided. If one ignored the
bright shaft of the Hope—
the original colonial ship—
arrowing up from the plain
to the west of the settlement,
the scene looked like some-
thing out of a bad historical
povel.

The crude buildings were
apparently made of logs, with

hinged windows and chim-
neys meant to service huge
fireplaces. And some distance
up the slope and removed
from the settlement, a stock-
ade, complete with watchtow-
ers and firing slits.

Only instead of being of
logs, the settlement and the
stockade were of fused dirt,
melted and roughly sculp-
tured with a heat beam into
the semblance of structures
made of logs.

Sheer insanity! There was
even a flag flying atop the
central tower of the stockade,
a bright banner of red and
white stripes with a blue
field, in which a circle of
stars gleamed brightly.

THEY PASSED through
a massive gate, near
which two sloppily-uniformed
guards sat on the bare
ground. There was a rattling
of chains, and a moment later
a plastic portcullis fell,
blocking the gate. Cadis
wasn’t sure, but there seemed
something anachronistic
about the portcullis. He de-
cided that he’d better not re-
mark about it.

The supporting wheels of
the beetle fell with a thump
as the gyros cut off. The
Mayor climbed from the ve-
hicle and yelled, “L’Heur-
eux.”

L’Heureux’s face appeared
above the rail that rimmed the
firing platform between the
watch towers. ‘“You want
me?”
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“Take a detail out to num-
ber two stand. There are still
two heat beams with a charge.
I want that heathen moss
burmned away from the good
ground.”

“If we use those charges,”
L’'Heureux protested, “we
won’t have any serviceable
beams ’til they rewind the
generator.”

“Don’t argue, man. I won’t
have a heathen growth con-
-taminating good Earth corn.”

Small groups of men and
women were moving toward
them from the rustic build-
ings in the compound. Most
of the women wore tight
bodices and full skirts,
bulked by layered petticoats.
The men generally were clad
in the same pseudo-buckskin
that the Mayor affected, al-
though a few wore blue uni-
forms with bright red lapels
and shiny brass buttons.

€€/ 0OU DON'T look hap-
py,” Mom Gaelmicha
said at Cadis’s elbow.

He looked at her silently.

“Fact is,” she said, “you
look downright uncomfort-
able!”

“I want to talk to you when
you have the time.”

“Mayor, I'll take our Mis-
ter over to the lab,” Mom
Gaelmicha said.

The Mayor nodded absent-
ly, and walked toward the
group of men being assem-
bied by L’Heureux.

“Come on,” the woman said.

“Just what's your position

.and hidden

around here?” Cadis demand-
ed as he followed her across
the compound.

“Me?” Sorta mid-wife,
though we ain’t had no chil-
dren yet. Then I take care of
the lab.”

“Are you a technician?”

They paused beside a win-
dowless cabin and she mo-
tioned him in. “Technician?
Land, no. I'm a hex woman.”

Cadis whirled angrily as
the door closed behind them
light sources
glowed softly. He had a fleet-
ing impression of gleaming
worktables, an analytical bal-
ance, a portable multi-spec-
trum microscope. “I've had
just about enocugh!”

“Keep - your voice down,”
Mom Gaelmicha said bnskly

*In this day and age, such
nonsense.”

Mom Gaelmicha placed
thick bands on heavy hips
and glared at him., “Mister
Cadis,” she said precisely, “I
feel you might better fulfill
your mission here if you
learn some measure of self-
discipline.”

For 'some seconds, Cadis
was too shocked to speak.
h(l lowered her bulk on-

to a light laboratory
stool and vlared at him scorn-
fully. “Well, they certainly

sent me the Ieavings. Didn’t
thev hrisf yo:r on this job?”

v

OM GAELMICRHA
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Alfred Cadis shook his
head silently.

“For heaven’s sake,” she
said, “you don’t think the
Colonial Bureau’s going to let
a bunch of anti-social primi-
tives loose on a new world
without watching them?”

“Well,” he managed. “The
thought hadn't occurred
that...”

“Then you’d better do some
thinking. We spent a lot of
money to bring you out here.”

“Oh,” he said, brightening,
“then there’s more to it, than
this silly blight?”

For an instant his eyes
were filled with visions
of secret meetings, vague
deeds of derring-do, the sort
of thing a Jon Carpenter
might do by the side of Leja
Loris.

“You seem to have a talent
for jumping to conclusions,”
Mom Gaelmicha interrupted.

“Well, you surely don't
care what happens to a group
of near-schizophrenics like
the New Glendalers.”

¢CyH, FOR HEAVENS
sake,” she said again ve-
hemently. “You and the stay-
at-homes centerwise make me
sick. All the frontier worlds
have been settled by malcon-
tents, by the unadjusted, the
slightly abnormal who can’t
quite get along in our tight
little civilization in the cen-
ter of the galaxy.”
“But they're all
Ca’s protestcd.
o : 2. The're no

insane,”

P

more insane that the Mor-
mons or the Pilgrims five
centuries agos In fact, by
California standards where
they started, they're a little
dull. Tennat—who started
this movement—is a historian
of sorts; he decided that the
universe was going to hell in
the proverbial basket, and
that only a return to the sim-
ple basic virtues of four cen-
turies ago could redeem it.
The point is, we don’t want
this colony to fail and if the
blight isn’t licked, it may well
do that.”

He stood for moments, di-
gesting this information.
Mom Gaelmicha sat like a
mountain of authority, wzit-
ing for him to “spea%. The
sight of her great bulk in its
new perspective was some-
how frightening.

“Very well,” he said at last.
“Now, what do you know
about the blight?”

HE EYED him inteatly.

“That’s better; well, scme-
how they’ve associated what's
happening to the cofn with
another. problem. You've had
some experience with it. It’s
a sort of anaphylactic reac-
tion that manifests itself as a
skin irritation or a rash.
There doesn’t seem to be any
discernable cause. We've rid
the whole area of native veg-
etation. Atmospheric analy-
ses by the automatic equip-
ment of nitrogen, oxygen,
several inert gases, and some
hydrocarbon vapors other
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than carbon dioxide—but in
minute concentrations. We're
still using largely offplanet
food.”
“Any unusual symptoms?”
“Chillblains.”

“I thought you said the
temperature rarely went be-
low sixty.”

“Never below sixty,” she
said. “That’'s what it looks
like, though; quite a number
of the blight suffers wind up
with a skin condition resem-
bling chillblains.”

“This whole place is in-
sane,” Cadis said.

“And then there’s the rats.”

“RatS?”

“Well, some small rodent-
like creature. We've trapped
one or two, but they died.
They have an omnhivorous ap-
petite. That's why we're using
oil lamps now. The beasties
chewed all the insulation off
our man generator. We're re-
winding it now.”

“Well,” he said, “it looks
as if a little poison spread
about....”

“That’'s what we thought,
We killed a few with arseni-
cals. After a while, arsenicals
didn’t work. Then the beasties
became immune +to seleno
compounds, cyanide, and or-
ganic phosphones. It's got so
they even thrive on XDP.”

HE WAS ABOUT to say
something when the door
flew open and Captain L’Heu-
reux thrust his head into the
room. “Better come help.”
“What's the matter?” Mom

Gaeclmicha demanded, rising
to her feet.

“It’s thé weeding crew, the
ones the Mayor sent out to
burn out the moss. They all
come down with the blight.”

“It never rains,” she said,
getting ponderously to her
feet.

L’Heureux vanished from,
the doorway. She fumbled in”
one of the great pockets of
her dress and produced a vial,
Inside was a single large cap-
sule. “Here, take this. Go on,
it ain’t poison.”

He eyed the capsule for a
moment and then popped it
into his mouth. “What's
that?” Cadis demanded. “Some
anti-blight medicine?”

“Uh, uh,” she said, turning
to the door., “Promised Nettie
I'd give it to you.”

He grabbed his throat.

“Nettie?” he said hoarsely.

“Well,” she said with a
crooked smile, “long’s you're
here in New Glendale, you got
to abide by the laws. Like the
ones concerning bachelors.”

She had lapsed into the out-
landish New Glendale drawl
with no visible effort.

“You can’t be serious,” he
said.

“Nettie’'s taken a shine to
you.” She eyed him slowly
from head to foot. “Give me
ten or fifteen less years and I
might my own self.”

Cadis flushed uncomfort-
ably. “What’s that got to do
with taking pills?”

“What else would you do
with a love potion?”
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She was through the door
before he could speak, leaving
him with a sense that the
walls were closing in about
him,

v

ADIS PRESSED the
syringe against the
' man’s bare arm, and

tripped the trigger. The man's.

arm jerked spasmodically as
the high pressue spray pene-
trated the skin. “All right;
that should help a bit.”

The man nodded his head
silently and tried to scratch
at the patch of hair on his
chest. Cadis grabbed the hand
and lowered it to the bed.

Before he drew the sheets
over the patient, Cadis looked
at the inflamed areas of the
chest and belly where the
man’s nails had lacerated the
flesh. The skin was grey-blue
with a coarse almost scaled
appearance. “Take it easy,”
he said. “You'll sleep in a
minute,

He walked down the aisle,
between beds filled with the
silent figures of the men from
the heat beam detail, and into
the small dispensery at the
front of the colony hospital.

“Why in heavens didn’t
you bring a medic when you
came?” he demanded.

OM GAELMICHA

looked up, tiredly. “Try

to persuade an M. D. to come
out here.

We've all had courses on

first aid, and a few advanced
training in “basic sanitation
and general chemotherapy.
Beyond that, well...”

She shrugged her
shoulders.

“The anti-listamines seem
to help,” he said, depositing
the jet syringe beside a tray
of others.

“What do you think it is?”

“How should I know? It
looked like some allergic rc-
action; that's why I tried an
anti-histamine. Shotgun ther-
apy, nothing more. Have you
had much of this?” N

“Nothing this bad befcze.
Your own attack was the firut
instance in which anyone’s
been more than incoaven-
ienced by it.”

“Well, it almost killzd thoze
six men in there.”

“We’ll have to get 2 medic
in here now,” she said. “If wc
last long enough.”

“It shouldn’t tzke more
than two or three weeks.”

“Don’t get optimistic,
There’s no null-wave trane-
mitter on New Glendale, and
L’Heureux can’t get off-plan-
et for another eighteen
months.”

“Eighteen months?” |

“That’s right. The fuel for
the shuttle ship is manufac-
tured in the pile of the Hope,
the ship that brought us here.
She’s an old Mark VI freight-
er, reconverted, which means
it takes that long to manufac-
ture enough fuel.”

“Well, what’s wrong with
taking the Hope?”

great
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“You'd have 'to convince
Tennat—and that's a hopcless
task, believe me.”

Cadis bLusied himself for
several minutcs, fixing some
small secticns of tissue in par-
afin.

“l took some sectkons of
skin from several of the men,”
he said at last. “I want to take
them over to the Iab and see
what they look like under the
'scope.”

“T"1l kcep watch here.”

HE LEFT her sitting tired-
ly at the work tahle,
and started across the
compound, so Mom Gael-
micha had told'him, was nor-
mally lighted by strings of
filament bulbs; but the “rats,”
had attacked the insulation
of the wires so often that,
had the generator been fumc-
tioning, the lines would have
shorted instantly, They had
been without illumination im
the compound for several
weeks now.

“Qof!"”" FThe breath was driv-
en suddenly from Cadis, as he
colided with a body in the
dark. He clutched the box con~
taining the parafin fixed skin
sectioms and said, “Ob, sorry,”

“That’s all right,” a femin-
ine voice said.

For a moment, he thought
it was L'Heureux’'s daughter,
Nettie, but then a match
glowed briefly and he saw
that the voice helonged to
someone else. “Oh,”™ she said,
“you be the in-lander.”

EFORE the match flick-
ered out, Cadis had a
quick impression of blonde or
light brown hair, high cheek-
bones and full sensuous lips.
“I'm Sue Milsatdt,” she said,
her voice suddenly silky in
the half dark. “I been wanting
to meet you.”

A sudden suspicion hit him,
“Do you normally meet peo-
ple by deliberately running
into them in the dark?”

He was suddenly conscious
of her warmth as she stepped
very close to him. Firm flesh
brushed his arm. “It ain't as
if I did any wrong, ™ she
breathed. “I think it might be
nice for us to be acquainted.”

He tried to back away but
she was pressing forward. “I
...I have a great deal of work
to do,” he said. “I can’t stay
to talk... Perbaps later we
can have a Iong conversation,”
he added in desperation.

“F'd sure like that,” she said
softly.

He moved quickly to the
side and before she could re-
cover, he was past her. He
could see the glow of lamps
and he made for them.

“Later,” she called softly
after him.

HE FOUND the laboratory
building before he
reached the lights. Cadis fum-
bled for a switch in the wall
box, inside the door, and
heard the whirr of -a hidden
motor as the rods of the small
lab pile slid into their um-
damped position. Then he
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fumbled on the other side of
the door until he found the
light switch. Florescent ceil-
ing panels glowed whitely and
the lab was suddenly brilliant-
1y lighted. He was glad that
Tennat had preserved cuffi-
cient good semse in his obses-
sion to provide a separate
power source for the lab. It
would be impossible, Cadis
realized, to operate some of
the equipment such as the mi-
croscope on the low wattage
of the mercury torbine and
pile that powered the colony

proper.

He found the microtome
and started to mmake sections
of the tissue specimens he'd
taken from the stricken men,
He'd avoided using quick
fr:\ze technigue on the sec-
tions because of the appear-
ance of the skin, suggcesting
as it did something similar to
frostbite.

An hour later, he stepped
back from the screen of the
microscope in disgust. He'd
checked sections under the
electron bgam, under wisible
and u-v light. There was no
sign of any sort of obviously
foreign virus—only the usual
staphyloccoci, and other bac-
teria one might expect. For
a short time, he’d thought he
had something in a few shreds
of what appeared to be fun-
gus, but reference to one of
the books from the lab library
convinced him that the stuff
‘was a common enough growth,
indigenous originally to Ter-
ra.

HE REALIZED, of course,
that this sort of thing
was completely outside of his
speciality and that he might
have missed a dozen clues to
the gource of the trouble. Ca-
dis wished he could trust him-
self to run a few biopsies on
nervous tissue from the strick-
en men, but that, he decided,
was beyond him at the mo-
ment.

When he finally switched
to a lower magnification using
visible light and began to ex-
amine the cell strncture, he
knew that he had hit upon
something. The cells looked
shriveled and dehydrated. A
great many of the walls were
ruptured, and the cytoplasm
inside lacked definition.
Freezing miight do tka* to a
cell, but who had ever heard
of this sort of thing at sixty
degrees?

He finally quit in disgust
and damped the pile. He
stepped outside, before the
ceiling panels had ceazed
glowing, and waited for his
eyes to become accustomzd to
the darkness. New Glendale’s
small moon was making its
swift transit across the night
sky—its second of the evan-
ing he calculated—and the
compound was feebily light~1
by its rays.

He moved toward the gate,
answered the sleeply chal-
lenge of the guard and passed
through to the outside.

E SETTLEMENT prop-
er was some distance down
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the hill from the stockade, the
deceptively crude houses
gathered roughly into a se-
ries of blocks with a main
strest running through the
center, and several streets
running perpendicular to it.

Behind the to-vn, tall stands
of corn stretched out toward
the foothills that ringed the
valley. In the white moon-
light, the whole scene had an
unreal, dreamlike quality.
Only an occasional light still
burned in the windows of the
low buildings as he passed
through the streets.

Cadis guessed that it must
Le close to two in the morn~
ing, and wondered how Mom
Gaelmicha was doing back in
the hospital. Well, he could
do little more there, and_ he
might as well get some sleep.
The one room building where
he had been billeted was down
a side street on the edge of
the settlement. It had been a
dormitory at the start of the

colony, but all the beds had.

been removed, except the one
which they’d set up for him,
“Bachelor House” Mom Gael-
micha had called it. Only, he
thought, there were no more
bachelors in New Glendale.
None, but Alfred Cadis.

He paused on the stoop,
looked out over the field of.
corn that stretched from the
side of the building, and won-

dered where the animals were

kept. He realized that he'd
seen no signs. of cattle—or,
more important, pigs—since
he'd arrived, He’d noticed sew

eral small vegetable gardens
in various spots throughout
the settlement, but no animalg
of any sort.

He was looking out a*ross
the corn field when he saw
a sudden flash of white. For
a moment he thought that it
was his imagination. Then he.
saw it again,

SOMEONE was moving si-
lently through the corn,
stopping occasionally as
though listening for some
sound. Cadis waited, wonder-
ing whether he should call
out. The white shape was mov-
ing in his-direction, he saw.
He stepped from the porch
and moved toward the shape,
At the edge of the corn field,
he stood, looking down the
space between the lines of
plants. The long shadows of
the plants half darkened the
space between them. In anoth-
er ten minutes, the moon
would set and he would be in
total darkness.

He stood as the shadows
lengthened. Then for an ine
stant he saw white movement}:
something flitted from oné
row to another, passing acro$s
his sight, barely fifty feet
away, .

He waited but the form did
not appear again, Long mite
utes passed as the light in the
sky died. When the night

.again closed in, he turned:to-

ward the dormitory. ‘
Inside, he undressed in tha

darkness, feeling the chill-of

the night close in upon hii,
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He draped his clothing across
a rude chair beside the bed,
as his flesh prickled with the
cold. His blind hands found
the thick coverlets, and he
slid between them into the
bed.

In the next instant, Alfred
Cadis yelled and leaped out,
bis big toe picking up a splin-
ter from the floor in the
process, “Get out of my
bed!”

“Your feet’s cold,” a sleepy
voice complained.

E FUMBLED in his
pockets searching for a
match. The bed creaked and
he heard bare feet smack the
floor.
~ "Ain’t you coming back?”
the voice de ded.

“Who...who is it?”

“You told me you wanted
to talk later,” the voice said
complainingly.

“I said get out of my bed,”
he said, trying to strike a
match,

The flame blossomed sud-
denly.

It was the girl he’d met in
the compound, the one called
Sue something-or-other. He
identified the light hair and
the high cheekbones and...

He lowered his eyes and the
match fell from his fingers.
“You...you...” he managed.

“I thought you wanted to
talk,” she said.

“You...put something on.”

He heard her rise from the

“Stay away.” In the next in-

stant he turned, and started
for the door.

He had barely taken five
gltepl when he sat down heav-
ily.

“Ouch,” a voice complained
from the darkness. “You
stepped on my toe.”

“I'll do more than that if
you don’t go,” he snapped,
wondering how she’d man-.
aged to get to the door that
quickly.

“You ain’t supposed to feel
that way,” the voice said.

“Nettie L'Heureux, you git
out,” Sue’s voice said from be-
hind him. “I got here first.”

“Merciful heavens,” he
groaned, “what is this? A con--
vention?”

VI

T WAS OVER an hour

before he managed to rid

himself of them. They left
side by side, each bitterly ac-
cusing: the other of being an
interloper.

When he finally returned
to his bed, Alfred Cadis tossed
for half-an hour before he fi-
nally dropped off to sleep.
His dreams were filled with
visions of unclothed women
pursuing him down endless
rows of corn. To make matters
worse, there was snow on the
ground and he was barefoot-
ed. His feet were freezing...
and overhead a baleful blue
sun burned down.

Each time he looked back,
the pursuers seemed to gain.

There seemed endless num-
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bers of them and sometimes
they wore the faces of Nettie
L’Heureux and Sue Milstadt.
The features were constantly
changing, however, fading
into the face of Mom Gaclmi-
cha and Leja Loris, into the
faces of a dozen women he’d
noticed idly in the compound
that day.

The face of Leja Loris per-
sisted, but he was not Jon
Carpenter; he was only Al-
fred Edward Cadis, fleeing
from the advances of an end-
less host of predatory women.

He stumbled and feil, and
he knew that they were about
to overtake him, They would
fall oa him and .do unspeak-
able things to hu-n, unless. .
He rolled over and looked mto
a white emotionless face. The
face =9emed to shift, to flow
into the features of Leja Lor-
is.

The expression was faintly
quizzical, asif the.owner were
somehow baffled,at his reac-
tion.. Cold ;hands caressed. his
shoulder, .i¢ercald hands ithat
brought a.thrill of reaction to
.his. bare flesh. But the face
and the white body below it
was desirable beyond.words.

But the face...inhuman...
without character. . .searching
for some meaning to his sud-
den desire...

E SAT UPRIGHT in bed.
The room was shrouded
in darkness. He was shivering
with cold, and for a moment
he thought he was still dream-
ing. His blind hand found, the

bedclothing where it had
drifted to the foot of the bed.

There was a faint move-
ment in the darkness. He
clutched the coverlet and held
bis breath. For a moment, he
was afraid that they had re-
turned, but the noise did not
repeat itself. He lay down,
pulled the coverlet over his
head, and fell into an exhaust-
ed sleep.

The cold'face of the white
woman haunted him with wide
questioning eyes, eyes which
were set in the hauntingly de-
sirable face of Leja Loris.

HE NEXT morning, Cadis

changed to a pair of buck-
skin trousers and a tasseled
shirt with a drawstring neck
-—the outfit which Mom Gael-
michka had given him the day
before—and went looking for
the woman. He found her at
the generator shack, watching
L’Heureux and a technician
whom he had not ‘met, running
final tests on the rewound
generator. The low, drafty
building was filled with the
muted sob of the low calory
pile and its mercury heat ex-{-‘

‘changer.

He told her what had hap-
pened the mght before.

“They won’t like that,” she
said.

Atop the squat generator
housing, L'Heureux began to
swear mightily.

“Well,” Cadis said, “I can't
say I care for... They?
Whom do you mean by
lthey’ ?!)
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“Uhmmm,” Mom Gaelinicha
said and yawned. “Didn’t get
a wink last mght *

“Who's ‘they’?” he insisted.

“The other girls. ...Calvin
Shotts,” she bawled at tlre
technician, who was leaning
precariously over the side of
a makeshift scaffolding to ap-
ply a scréwdriver to the brush-
es of the generator, “you’ll
crack your skull sure.”

“The other girls? You mean
there's more?”

“Whyn't you go out and
look at the corn?”

“What other girls?”

“‘Bout twenty, I'd say.”
“Single girls?”

“We% you don’t need wor-
Ty 'bout no other kind.”

“I thought New Glendale
started out pretty evenly di-
vided as to sexes.”

.‘Dld ”»

“Well?”

“Don't you well’ me in ‘that
tone of voice,” she said, her
voice suddenly hard with
authority.

ADIS STEPPED back in-

voluntarily, feelmg lxke a
small boy surprised with jam
on his face. Then he realized
that she had effectively stolen
the initiative from him.

She smiled at him for long
uncomfortable moments and
then reached out to pat his
cheek lightly. “Don’t you fret
yourself. I'm just gettmg
crotchety in my old age.’

He felt himself reddening
with pleasure. This was ridic-
ulous, he thought. Fawing

like a puppy who has just
been spanked and immediate-
ly petted.

But what a warm, basically
kindly woman she was,

“It’'s just.. he etam-
mered. “Well, things are dif-
ferent here than in Boston.”

“You're too nice a boy to
worry your head,” she said.
“Don’t you think thce Mom
Gaelmicha's got plam of her
own about. .

“There's t_hem thit works
instead of ° jawing all the
time,” L'Hetureux said bitter-
ly a& he bouniced from behind
the 'heat exchianger and ap-
proached them. °

“’I‘HERE IS a shortage of
men,” Mom Gaelmicha-
said, all business. “That’s why
the Mayor called on the com-
mon bed law and made being
a bachelor ernninal Lotn of
préecedent for. .

“Heh, heh, “L’ch reux
cﬁuckled “tHe - 1ad ' getting
cold in lns ‘bachélor bed?”

“You be a dirty-minded
heathen,” Mom Gaelmicha
said. _

“Don’t you think I ain’t
wary o’ what you’re thinking,”
L’Heureux snapped.

“Shut up and mind your
business.”” Mom Gaelmicha
turned and lumbered through
the door, while L’Heureux
stood, staring after her and
rubbing his greasy hands on
his buckskin trousers.

“*She -sure brews a mess of
trouble for small pickings,”
L’Heureux said.
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“What's that mean,” Cadis
asked.

L’Heureux cocked his head
and laughed. “You be finding
out soon enough.”

He left L’Heureux inm the
generator shack and wernrt-back
to the lab. For the rest of the
morning, Cadis-worked with
the skin. sections he had
mounted. There was nothing
further, it seemed, to be found
from the specimens and final-
ly he threw the things into
the incinerator.

“HE PRIMARY problem of

the corn blight was still
his main interest, he decided.
After all, there was no reason
really to. connect the anaph-
lactic reaction and the corn
blight, beyond a certain nag-
ging association between the
frozen appearance of the corn
and the symptoms of chill-
blains, and cell rupture he'd
noted in the skin sections.

He decided. to quit for
lunch. As he made his way
across the compound toward
the gate, he noticed that
L’Heureux ‘was shepherding
several work parties in setting
up heavy charging units of
the sort that might power a
portable heat or tractor beam,
drawing its power from a
broadcast beam from the pow-
er shack and storing it in
aleph-gap condersers. Near
the gate he saw several light
heat beams with the charging
units already mounted and the
power antennae fully extend-
ed,

“What’s all this?”" he asked
the guard by the gate.

“Them be the weeders,” the
man said slowly.

“Weeders?”

“They be used to kill out
the weeds so’s more corn can
be planted.”

He passed through the gate
and made for the communal
kitchen at the far end of the

‘settlement’s main street. Well,

he thought, Tennat’s disdain
for the present century didn’t
ptevent him from using its
methods. He supposed that
the temperature of the heat
beams could be lowered
enough to destroy the rank
alien‘ growths without des-
troying the humus of the soil,
Very selective, though it
seemed unlikely that the same
beams could be used in the
corn fields already planted,
without great care.

A’S;MALL group had lined
vup “in front of the en-
trance to the dining hall and
Cadis found a place in their
rear. He paid little attention
to the low conversation and
occasional jokes passed down
the line ahead of him. Most
of the men were clad in the
ubiquitous buckskin, much
soiled by their labors. He won-
dered at the function of the
uniformed men, and gathered
that the military garb was
largely a concession to Ten-
nat’s sense of rightness. The
men who had been manning
the: heat beams weré uni-
formed, of course, as were
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the sentries by the gate of
the stockade. It seemed, he
thought, a little silly; but no
one else seemed to think so.

He felt something firm and
grovocatively shaped against

is arm and there was sudden-
ly the heavy scent of cloves
in his nostrils. B

“Hello, you ain’t mad, mis-
ter?” a silky voice said.,

“Oh, for heaven's sake,” he
said and stared straight ahead.

“I sure didn't mean to
peeve you,” Sue Milstadt's
voice said softly.

“I'm not peeved,” he said
stuffily.

“I sorta thought maybe you
liked me.”

“Would you mind not mov-
ing in s6 close?”

“I took a bath and scented
myself. Don’t that show I
want to be friends?”

“Friends?” He turned and
looked at her. She’d bound
her hair with some faded rib-
bon so that it piled high on
her head. The dress she wore
was a light. blue synthetic,
and her young, hard-muscled
body filled it in a most dis-
turbing manner.

¢¢PDLEASE,” he said with
difficulty, “I can appre-
ciate your situation but...
Look, don't you have a boy
friend?
.“Didc”'
*What happened to him2"
“Witchwoman got him.”
“You mean Mom Gaelmi-
cha?"
“Huh,”

Sue snorted., *I

mean the one from ovwer the
hills.”

“You mean there’s another
settlement?” ;

“No other. He just wan-
dered off. Been seeing that
witchwoman, just like the rest
of them.”

“Rest?”

“All the other good-for-
nothings, the ones that
wouldn’t work. She's got her
a mighty big desire.”

He saw Mom Gaelmicha
striding purposefully for the
line from the direction of the
stockade.

“What witchwoman are you
talking about?” he asked hur-
riedly, before the other wom-
an could get within hearing,

“The one that hexed the
corn.”

“You know you ain’t sup-
posed to be here,” Mom Gael-
micha said as she lumbered
up to them,

Sue Milstadt turned swift-
ly. Her hand flew to her face.
“Oh. You ain’t gonna tell.”

“Not if you git.” .

The younger woman walked
a few steps, and looked back.

“I said go on, “Mom Gael-
micha intoned.

S THE GIRL withdrew,
Cadis said, “Look here,
that wasn’t necessary.”
“It was to keep from having
an outright war,”
llwar?’l
“Well, the girls in the set-
Hement drew lots to see who
had next chance at you.”
He stood for a moment di-
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gesting this bit of news. He
could feel the anger begin-
ning to burn in him. “That's
the last straw," he said fierce-
ly. “It isn’t enough I get sent
to this god-forsaken place.
Now I'm being raffled off.”

“Here now, don’t you fuss.:

You're all right.”

“I'll do what I please,” he
said.

“Don’t raise your voice. It's
all for your own good.”

“Who's after my virtue
new? Nettie L’Heu;eux?” ,

“Nettie. No, she’s dlsquah-
fied for last mght so's Sue.”

“So, who won tie next
chance.”

Mom Gaelmicha lowered
her eyes and gazed at her amn-
ple middle. Theii she giggled.

“Oh, not”

Mom Gaelmicha looked up
fiercely, her black eyes star-
ing.“It ain’t as terrible as you
might think,” she said hotly.

viy'

E'WAS SO furious

that he could barely

eat his lunch. Mom
Gaelmicha had followed him
into the dining hall, but Cadis
had outmaneuvered her by
taking the sole remaining seat
at a crowded table.

He was busily attacking an
ear of roasted corn when one
of the men, a giant with flam-
ing red hair and a receding
chin, nudged his neighbor and
said, “Our bachelor's got him
a mighty fine appetite.”

“Suppose he’s fattening for

the slaughter,” the smaller,
black-kaired one said.

Cadis glared at him silent-
ly and renewed his attack on
the ear of corn.

At the end of the table, a
thin, freckled man in his ear-
ly twenties looked up and
said, “Leave him be.”

“Eric’s sure full of the milk
of kindness these daye,” the
small dark man eaid.

“New dads get that way,”
noted the redhead.

“Maybe you wish you was
single,” the smmll one said.

“You can shut your mouth,
Frank Bark,” said Eric.

“Maybe you and him ecould
chase her then,” The redhead
guffawed loudly.

“She sure didn’t give you a
tumble before you was
hitched,” Eric said.

“That's a lie,” shapped the
redhead. .

“Oh, let him be,” the one
called Bark said.

Fhey lapsed into silence
and :Cadis nodded at the man
named. Eric; who bad inter-
ceded for him.

ATER, AS they were car-

-~/ rying their dishes to the

wash hopper, he found him-

self behind the man. “Thanks,”

he said. “I'd had just about
all I could take.”

“Nothing’s needed. Name'’s
Eric Wharton, by the way. I
‘spect thing’s is getting pretty
hot for you.

“Hot isn’t the word,” Cadis
admitted, as they walked to
the doon “Say, what's all this
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about ‘her’. They mecan tie
hex woman?"

“Oh, you seen her already?”

“Well, not ezactly. Just
heard about her.”

“Not surprised,” Eric said.
“I'd sure give a wad for the
chance. She’s mighty hand-
some, I hear tell”

“Do only men sce her?”
Cadis demanded, wonlisring
what exactly they were talk-
ing about.

“No,” Eric said aftsr a mec-
ment, “Seems that most of
them what sees her are,
though. And mostly the bacie-
lors, now since the wom>a got
smart. Last one was Mark
Balsemo last month.”

“What happened to him?”

RIC SHRUGGED. “They
all just sort of go away.
Can't say I blame tiaem.”

“Have you ever seen her?™*

“No, and I don’t care ‘to.
Got me a nice wife, and ‘a
baby coming. Be the first one
in the settlement-if all goes
well.”

“I wondered about that,”}
he said. “The scttlement's
been here almost two years,
hasn’t it?”

“Well!, nobody likes to tzlk
about it.”

“About what.”

“Well, there ain’t no kids,
up to now. Mostly early mis-
carriages. Some trouble with
animals. Don’t make sense.”

“Senga2?” Cadis asked. “I'm
beginning to wonder wuat
dpes make sense around here.

He stopped at the lab to get
a specimen kit, borrowed a
beetle, and set out for the
number two ©stand of corn
where he had been with Ten-
nat, L' Heureux and Mom
Gaelmicha the day b.fore.

HE NUMBER TVV O stand

was located in a small val-
ley, just over the ridge from
the settlerpent. I¥e  found
L’Heureux and hiz group.
clearing the arca to the left
of the stand w1th thenr heat
beams. They had~ already
burned over at least three
acres, and were pushing rap-
idly toward the low line of
hills that ringed tie valley.
The work was apnarently pro-
ceeding rather slowly. The
rank moss that covered the
ground seemed to hold out
for an unprecedented number
of minutes, befsre the beat of
the beam brought its juices to
a boil. Then the stuif shriv-
eled suddenly apd burst into
glowing sparks, while a“coif
of oily black smolke 6oz2d up#
ward. The stuff burned vnt“i
a resinous odor.

The ground at the edge of
the siand was ccvered with a
light, powdery grey ash. Al-
fred Ccdis noticed that the
ground between tire paiches
of the moss was still moist.
The heat beams were appar-
ently bzing operated at just
under the boiling point of wa-
ter; yat the moss was burning,
as if it contained some hizhly
flammable internal resin.

He began to cut sectiona
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from the corn plants in the
stand. The plants on the
north side seemed much
healthier than thos¢ he had
observed the day before.
Whatever the alien moss
might be, it didn’t seem to
hurt the corn.

He pulled a pocket magni-
fier from the specimen- kit,
and examined a section of one
of the healthier corn plants
under its five-power magnifi-
cation.

THE TISSUE .alcng the
rough cut looked healthy,
but just under the layer of
cellulose threads that support-
ed the softer sap layers, he
saw something. He tried for
a smoother cut with a scapel
from the kit.

Under the lens he saw that
the sap layer was surrounded
by glittering particals of
‘something. . For a moment,
"Cadis couldn’t believe  his
eyés. The plant seemed per-
fectly healthy; yet, as he
‘Wwatched, the warmth of his
hand penetrated the thin eec-
tion he had sliced away from
the larger stalk, and the tiny
crystals began to melt.

Ice? .

At sixty degrees?

He sniffed at the plant.
There was only the faintly
acrid odor of starchy sap.

He found a sprig of the
alien moss holding to the bot-
tom of one of the healthy
plants and examined it. Under
the ten-power magnification,
mottled pigmented bodies

sorted themselves, The pur-
plish grey under the glass ap-
peared a mixture of black,
white, red, and blue bodics.

And each tiny cell-like
body was surrounded with
glittering pinpoints that melt-
ed as he watched.

He was just about to sec-
tion another corn plant when
he heard a yell. Cadis rose to
his feet and pushed rapidly
through the corn into the
open,

N THE distance, he saw

L’Heureux’s group milling
about. Several of the men had
fallen to the ground, while
the others tried to help them
to their feet. The heat beams
were still glowing; but as he
watched, they flicked off one
by one.

“Cadis,” L’Heureux yelled
from a distance,
g “What is it?”

“Get .help: from the stock-

ade. I got me some more

blight cases.”

He mounted the beetle and
guided it back over the hill
Ag he approached the settle-
ment, he saw that the streets
of the small village were
filled with people, all con-
verging on the stockade. Dim-
ly he could hear the screams
of women and the swearing of
men,

Most of the people had ob-
jeets in their hands, and were
striking wildly at the ground.
As Cadis watched, a black
flood separated itself from
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the group, and flowed along
the ground away from the
stockade.

The crowd turned and fol-
lowed swiftly, striking at the
tide of black,

Before he could stop the
beetle, the tide was bearing
down on him, The black wave
was alive. From the mass came
the sound of clicking mandi-
bles, while a thousand tiny
eyes glared at him as the ro-
dent-like things bore down on
the vehicle,

He knew that the beetle
could not turn on time. If
they overran him..

He tugged frantxcally at
the control bar of the beetle
as the black flood approached.

VIII

HEY WERE a black,

undulating carpet, roll-

ing toward him. Cad1s
had a brief moment to take
in the details of some of the
nearer arnimuls; they were
long and ferret-sleek, with
broad flat thuzzles and a row
of white razor teeth—the sort
that could strip the flesh
from a man in seconds. Four
clawed feet moved mincingly
across the ground, speeding
the sinuous bodies toward
him.

He pulled frantically at the
control bar, and the beetle
turned abruptly. Something
spat deep within the mechan-
ism, and the dim whirr of the
gyroscope within the machine
died. The two-wheeled vehi-

cle pcised for an instant.as
though on a precipice. Then
it was falling, thrawing him
forward and out of the cab.
He landed on the hard ground
in the bath of the wave of
rodents,

He tried to scramble to his
fect. He rolled to his knees
and looked up to see death
bearing down upon him. The
borders of the wave were
scarcely - six feet from him as
he pushed himself to his feet
turned, stumbled, and fell flat
before them.

He waited in silent terror
for the end.

And the tide parted as it
reached him.

N WONDER Alfred Cadis

saw the animals stream
around his prone body, the
living stream parting neatly
to the right and reft, For a
moment he couldrit beheve
his own luck ’ as they went
past.

With sudden daring he
stretched out his hand—and
the flood altered its course,

He was wrestling with his
shirt, in an instant peeling it
from his back. Quickly he
made it into an impromptu
sack, tying the arms and us-
ing the drawstring on the
front to close the collar. He
saw that he would have little
time left.

He made several clumsy
passés. On his fifth try he
bagged two, simultaneously.
The small animals thrached
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violently in their buckskin
prizon. And then the flood
was past him, and one of thé
men fi6m the settlement was
heln.ng h’m to his fect.

“Far God's sake, what Liap-
pened?” Cadis asked.,.

“The varmints came over
the hill just like you savs,”
the man pamed

I+ zaw.-that it was Eric, the
ons vio hoped to be the fa-
ther of the first child born
to tl-... scitlement. “Any dam-
age’

“Thu generator,” Eric said.
“They 'stripped it clean
again.”

YL WAS TOO tired to

& care, when night came,
tkat the long-promised lights
in the compound would again
be delayed. He and a dectail of
the men had brought back the
stricken members of L’Heu-
reux’s party and Cadis had
enlisted the lielp of Erie.and
L’Heureux in giving the anti-
histamine injcctions he'd
found effective. against the
blis g,
Y ere vr2re at leest a dozen
cases of th: blight among the
peonle in t e settlcmcnt as
well—inc’t “ing Mom Caeslmi-
chz2, wis lad bzen brought
into the tomporary hosrnital
n 2 fitful cema.

H2 stocC watching her mas-
sive form t::3 in deiiriem af-
ter Iz hod administered the
injociion and shook his hzad.

“N:xver thought skz’d get
it,” I H2urevx obszrved.

“Well, she’ll pult through;
it isn’t likely to be fatal.”

“First time for everything,”
L'Heureux said darkly.

‘Cadis placed the tray of
syringes tiredly on a rude ta-

ble. “Can you handle the
resi?’
“Sure, but.. ”

“I want to have a look at
the beasties I captured.”

“I guess me and Eric can
do for them,” L'Heureux said
grudgingly, as he looked to-
ward the other side of the
long room where Eric was
finishing with the last of his
assigned patients.

ADIS LEFT them and
walked slowly across the
darkened compound. New
Glendale's swift little moon
was winging across the sky,
throwmg dancing shadows be-
re him as he walked.

‘He qntered the lab, found
the switch that activated the
[ab’s power supply, and sighed
s the walls glowed. At least
zhere was some place in this
insane settlement where
thmgs were familiar, and not
ripped by the rocts out of
somz: madman’s distorted im-
agination of what constituted
p-st history,

A noice from the cornzr of
the room broke his chain of
thought. He walked over to
the imnrovized ca7e in wiich
he had u:npnsoned his “ratsl”
The caze was actually an emp-
ty r*:.\mg case, .over which
he katd waighted a metal grill
from the inside of an inc:ha-
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tor, A sound of rapid scratch-
ing came from the box.

He bent forward to look
into the shadowed interior.
The first thing he thought of
was walzing mice. Both ro-
dents were turning in swift
ciccles, as though trying to
bite their taile. The tiny
clawed feet made rapid
scratching sounds on the
wooden bottom of the case.

He drew the grill acide
slowly, to get a better look.
Both rodents ignored him;
they circled rapidly in their
peintless chase, endlessly
traversing a circle of scarcely
s foot in diameter. He started
to reach in, to see if they
would still avoid contact with
him. Then he saw the gleam
of razor teeth and thought
better of it.

HERE WAS a muffle fur-

nace against the far cor-
ner of the 1ab; hanging from
its underside was a pair of
thick gloves made from some
heat-resistent plastic. Cadis
walked over, pulled them from
their hook, and donned them*
then he went back to the ‘cagé.
Neither animal had ceased his
endless chase.

He reached in carefully.
The animale ignored him as
his gloved fingers closed on
opne. He lifted it carefully
from the cage, while its feet
made rapid churning motions
and its body twisted as though
it still paced its tiny circle.

He examined it at arms
length. These seemed to be.

nothing wrong with the crea-
ture—no obvious injuries, at
least. Why such behavior...
as though something had hap-
penied to its motor nervous
system. He brought it closer
for a better look, realized he
had been holdmg his breath,
and exhaled with conscious
effort,

The effect was so- startling
that he almost" dropped the
creature, As his breath hissed
from his lungs, thé twisting
animal- stopped its gyrations
for a moment; then; slowly,
it became rigid. Its whole
body sagged, -and in the.next
instant Cadis was: holding a
limp mass of bone and muscle.
There was no doubt that the
animal was dead.

Poisoned by a cloud of car-
bon dioxide?

No, he decided, as he pulled
the gloves from his kands.
There was an appreciab’e per-
centage of the gas in. New
Glendale’s atmosphese..' The
animal, ‘'was ancustomed k@
breathing the :stuff... IR E

What then? A virus czrried
on his breath? That secmsed
hardly likely. Any microot-
ganism would take a finite
time in which to act. A virus
didn’t give you the fin i a
matter of seconds, mucl lcsr
kill you.

What then?

E LAID the small corpre
on a table and brcu<it
ow¢ a dissecting kit. Afier
some twenty minutes, he 1oy
ne more than when Lc i~
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started. The internal organs
were fairly simple. The crea-
ture secemed to be vaguely
mammalian, hermaphroditic,
and oviparous. There were a
series of what appeared to be
functioning mammary glands,
two distinct sets of what he
thought were gonads, which
discharged into a common
duct, There were several
round egg-like objects devel-
oping in the duct. These held
large embryos floating in saes
on & mass of protein material.

He found a simple three

vesicle brain in the fore-skull

and traced two parallel nerve
cords down the dorsal sur-
face, These periodically
bulged in complex ganglia,
which in turn radiated fila-
ment-like nerves of greenish
tissue to the periphery of the
body. Under the magnifying
lenses of the dissecting stage,
the nervous. tissue was. limp
and flaccid—as though exten-
sive autolysis had already be-
gun to degrade the cell struc-
ture.

Cadis took several sections
from one of the large ganglia
and examined it under the op-
tical microscope. The lump-
ish-looking cells were in wild
chaos. Cell walls had -col-
lapsed, and the cytoplasm of
the cells was a confused mass
of undifferentiated material,
There were a number of intact
cells, but these looked as if
they had been dipped in al-
cohol; their membranes were
indzited and withered-look-
Withkout the use of a

P

=1

stain, he couldn’t make out
too many of the more inti-
mate details of the cells; but
he was quite sure that the
material in the intact cells
was not appreciably disturbed.

It was as if a host of small
ice crystals had formed be-
tween each individual cell,
expanded,. and imploded the
cells of the creature.

E TOOK fresh sections
from viscera, muscles,
and connective tissue, These
seemed in perfect condition,
there was no sign of degener-
ation of the cell structure.
Carefully he donned the in-
sulating gloves again and se-
cured a scapel and a set of
forceps. These he chilled
briefly in the freezing chest;
then he secured the second
animal from its cage. The
creature was still revolving
ceaselessly, as though its en-
ergy were inexhaystible,

There was na time for the
nicieties;. bésides his tech-
nique had never been too
good with small animals in
college. Cadis secured the
section of muscle and nerve
from the beast and prepared
it on a chilled slide. The ro-
dent continued its endless gy-
rations in the improvised
cage, heedless of the flow of
ichor streaming from the
wound in its rear leg.

Under the microscope, de«
tails were fuzzy. Fluid sufs
fused the tissues of the mus-
cles and the contained nerves,
But there was no doubt about
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the important feature, the one
he had expected to see.

Grouped around one large
ganglion, a thin layering of
crystals gleamed in the light.
As he turned the micrometer
adjustments of the mechan-
ical stage, he saw that the
same crystalline material
coated the mnerves running
from the ganglion.

He returned the ganglion
to the center of view and in-
spected it closely, under high-
er magnification. He adjusted
the iris diaphragm and
switched to polarized light.

ELL, THAT knocked his

theory into a cocked hat,
The crystals weren’t hexagon-
al; they were roughly cubical.
That meant that the substance
wasn’t ice. As Cadis watched,
the crystals were indeed melt-
ing. He'd been careful to in-
terpose a cooling cell before
the substage light of the mi-
croscope, but as the tempera-
ture of the slide rose, the
crystals began to melt. He'd
purposely kept the room tem-
perature at the prevailing
temperature outside. Yet, the
slight increase from the sub-
stage lamp was destroying the
crystal structure around the
nerve strands.

No wonder the first animal
had died. The slight heat of
his breath had been sufficient
to destroy the crystal sheath
that was apparently necessary
to the animal’s life,

He was wondering what
analogy could be drawn be-

tween this and the crystalling
substances he’d found in the
corn plants when a knock
sounded- cn the door,-

It was Sue Milstadt. “Any-
one here?” she asked.

“Na, but...”

She pushed past him and
closed the door.

“You'd better not let Mom
Gaclmicha find you here,” he
said, retreating behind a lab
table.

“Mom Gaelmicha’s @ead o'
the blight.”

For a moment he  was toe
stunned to speak,

“The important thing we
have to discuss, Mr. '-ggdis-,"-
Sue said crisply, “is what
you've accomplished to date.
We didn’t spend the tazpay-
ers money to send you out
here solely to toy with young
maidens and their affections.”

Alfred Cadis stared at her.
“Ol;, good heavens! Not you,
tOO ” 2

X

ACHELOR'S HALL

was cold and empty

and he could not sleep.
Cadis burrowed his head un-
der the heavy coverlets and
tried to drown thoughts in an
endless chant of counting, re-
peating auto-suggestions of
sleep, but no sleep came.

The death of Mom Gaelmi-
cha had beep unsettling, even
if it had removed a source of
embarrassment. He had liked
the big, ponderous woman-=
had, in fact, felt almost filial
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toward her, recognizing in
her the same rock-hard
strength that his ewn mother
had possessed.

At least he’d felt that way
up until she had started to
act like some adolescent
swaytail, )

And now Sue Milstadt.

It reminded him of one of
‘those Martian farces where
everyone turned out to be a
spy of the Venusian under-

.ground, each. spying om the

other and unaware of the oth-
er's identity, The Colonial
Bureau, Cadis decided, must
be buried under its own red
tape to ‘assign two independ-
ent agents to the settlement
and not let either be awire of
the other,

N THE DISTANCE, he

could hear sounds of shout-
ing. That crazy Tennat, he
‘thought, eut with his ‘crews
*this time' of - night. They'd
‘Pigged up a series of ‘pressure
‘tanks together with a large
alcobol reservoir and with the
‘improvised f1am e-thrower,
Tennat proposed to destroy
all of the alien moss encroach-
ing on his corn. .

“That heathen stuff is the
cause of all our misery,” Ten-
nat had declared after Cadis
briefed him on what he'd dis-
eovered in the lab.

Well, what did you do with
-a fanatic like that? Let the
others: lose their sleep. burn-
tng out the moss growths. $a-
dis yawned under the cover-
lets and tumbled sleepily,

deafening his ears to the dis-
tant noise. ..

The night stretched end-
lessly on and it was cold and
the cold was heavy on his
limbs... And pleasant..,.
Like the caress of a soft hand,
a distant hand that was...

No longer distant!

The touch on his arm and
his face was gentle, and
dreamily l.: looked into her
white face.

SHE. WAS bending over the
bed and, although it was
totally dark in the room, her
white form was quite clear.
Full snowy bosoms and chalk
white swelling limbs...and a
face both strong and gen-
tle... Like the faces of the
women of his dreama.

Like... There was a haunt-

ing feeling of familiarity ia
the cold strength of the jaw,
the purposefiil eyes.
i, Cadis reached up and
touched. lier flesh. For a mo-
-ment. she. shivered and drew
back; he saw the mark of his
.band, as though the heat
of his touch had melted a
clear imprint in the flesh.

“What...who...” he stam-
mered.

She touched her fingers to
her lips and started to move
toward the door.

“Wait,” he said.

She beckoned, moved closer
and then moved away again.

Hie whole body was sud-
denly tense with long'm?
He'd never experienced suc
a yearning before in the tight,
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ct;ntrolled emotionality of his
life.

He was pushing from the
bed, trying to move toward
the ghostly shape while an in-
ner force clutched at him,
pulled him back.

And his whole body was on
fire. ..

He fell to the bed, writh-
ing in agony as...

Agony! Terrible, wunbear-
able agony! Like acid on raw
nerve endings. It raced
throngh his system, its fire
for an instant paralyzing
whole sections of his brain,

LFRED CADIS twisted

in violent spasms, as con-
vulsive messages traced fiery
paths along his raw nerves.
If he could have withdrawn,
he would have done so; but
no motor reflex he had ever
developed could deal with the
source of his agony.,

The pain was’ all-consuh-
ing, drowning *thtional
thought in its searing flood.
His brain throbbed ‘with' the
pulsations of his ‘tortured
nervous system and the crea-
tions of his mind trembled
and shattered into glistening
shards.

The source of the pain was
vulnerable, but barely. It
could not be destroyed. He
could surround it (he?) with
a potion of his being, envelop
it with his great substance
(his?), encyst it with his vast
being as a focus of infection
(His being? Vast and gird-
ling?) is sealed away by lay-

-ing  the

er on layer of cornified tissue.

Or failing that, consume his
own vast substance (vast?
Who was he? Cadis? Being?)
and destroy, utterly...

His lungs ached with the
farce of his screams. Cadis
shook his head wviolently,
fighting the wave of pain
that liad possessed him. Then
he fell back, exhausted, feel-
strength draining
bacl: into his limbs.

For an instarit, he had keen
ripped from the room, from
all familiar surroundings and

‘hurled into some vast caul-

dron of fire.

Then he remembered the
woman of white and he
pushed his weakcned body
from the bed. His bare feet
touched the cold floor. He
shivered acd began to pull on
his clothing.

HE -8TUMBLED through
the. dark toward the
door;:Outside the dark .rapks

-of corn march=d: away. from
-the bachelor’s hall. Was that

a wkite shape he saw flitting
through the stand?

No, only his imagination,

He wae a little frightened
at the depths of feeling he’d
experienced for an instant
when the woinan had ap-
peared.

Or had it been only a too-
real dream, a white thin{

‘twisted from his tl-mug'Hr

shaped by the talk of the dz
summoned by desires a: ;d
wants hidden deep wititin ii's
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mind where he’d pressed them
throughout the years.

He was suddenly very much
afraid, He felt a little like
crying, as though he could re-
vert to the small boy he had
been years beforé; as though
again that great strong hand
could gather him in to the
massive bosom and tender
words soothe away all cares
and. ..

My God, he thought, what's
happening to me?

He heard the sound of
someone moving through the
dark, and a shadowed shape
turned the corner of the
buildin g He straightened,
with an effort of will.

CCADIS?”

s It was
voice.

l‘Yes?'l

“It’s happened again?”

“The blight?”

“That's right.”

“To the men manning Ten-
nat’s flamethrower party?”

“How...?”

“Never mind, how; I think
I'm beginning to see some
sense in this.”

“Well,” L'Heureux said in
the crisp tone Cadis dreaded,
“this thing is past equivoca-
tion. Your theories had better
prove correct or the settle-
meant is finished.”

“I presume,” Cadis said
tircaly, “that you were sent
out by the Colonial Bureau to
spy on this group?”

“Observe and report,”

Jicureux  corrected, punc-

L’Heureux’s

tuating his words with a
stream of tobacco.

“And Nettie?”

He could imagine L'Heu-
reux’s s.hrus in the dark.
“What else?

X

HEY HAD to use
Bachelor Hall as an
emergency hospital.

Cadis wasn't too disappoint-
ed as they moved his gear
from the barn-like building
and moved in the bedding and
patients, His major concern
at the moment was the supply
of anti-histamine on hand.
He’d used their supply of
Cardatron and had switched
to its methyl ester derivative,
but now even this material
was running low.

And before the hour was
out, they had their second
death and then their third.

After he had done what he
could, he left the hall, and
walked tq the stockade. He
found Tennat and L’Heureux
in the Mayor’s. quarters at the
far end of the compound. The
Mayor looked very tired.

Cadis told them what had
happened.

“It seems impossible.” Ten-
nat shook his head. 4

“Devil’s work sure”
L'Heureux said.

“We’ll destroy every bit of
that hell-weed, if. we have to
blast it out,” Tennat cried,
with sudden vehemence.

“That,” Alfred Cadis said,
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“is exactly what you will not
do.”
The Mayor stiffened and
started to speak.

“Haven’t you made the as-
sociation by now? Every time
one of your weeding crews
goes out, we have an out-
break of the blight. I imagine
if you check back, you'll find
that your early cases of the
blight involved some such
weeding activities, either by
a crew or by individuals.”

“You ain’t trying to say
them weeds is responsible for
the blight?” L'Heureux asked.

“Maybe. I don’t know yet.”

The Mayor shook his head.
That would be hard to be-
lieve. How could a mere plant
cause such distress?”

“By airborne spores, by
some vapor it exudes. Who
knows.”

“But,” the Mayor protested
“that’s all the more reason for
destroying the weeds.”

“Only, not until we know
how to protect ourselves,”
Cadis said.

E AND L'HEUREUX

left the Mayor and
threaded their way through
the darkened compound to
the laboratory.

“This is the one bright
thing about coming to New
Glendale,” Cadis said, as the
ceiling panels glowed. “At
least there’s light here.”

“Huh,” growled L'Heureux,
“you ain’t got the pionger
spirit.”

“You are so right.”

“What about this airborne
spore theory?”

“Do you believe it?”

“Huh, uh,” L’'Heureux said.

“Neither do I. We're up
against something a lot more
subtle than that. This thing
seems to have certain ele-
ments of pattern in it, a cer-
tain feel of... well, direc-
tion.”

“Well, we just can't sit on
our fannies and let the blight
chase us off New Glandale.”

“We may do just that. Of
course, one way or another,
your job will be finished
here.” )

“Well, now,” L’'Heureux
said, “I was toying with the
idea of staying. Actually it
isn’t a bad world.”

“Even with this bunch of
madmen running it?”

“lI don’t think that's too
fair,” L’Heureux said. “Lots
of the scttlers don’t hold with
Tennat’s ideas, but -they're
willing to go along with the
idea for a chante at a new
world.”

“Like Sue Milstadt, may-
b'e?'l

“Well sure. She’s a good
example of the adventure-
some sort. There’s lots of
women these days with a
streak of independence.”

Cadis told him of Sue’s real
position in the settlement.

“Well, I'll be damned.”

“How long have you been
with the Colonial Bureau?”

L'Heureux said, “To tell
vou the truth, this is my first
assignment.”

“And Nettiz?”
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“Same way. She’s my real
daughter, by the way.”

CCHECK ME if I'm
wreng: You were a

freighter skipper, or some-

thing similar?”

“Right.”

“Unemp'oyed?”

“Well, “NOW,
saYy..

“And they recruited you
with this assignment in mind,
probably sent you through a
period of hypno-training.”

“You've been reading the
book.”

“V/ith minor changes, that
could read like Sue’s story.”

“.SO,IP

“I've got a theory; tell you
more tomorrow. Ifi the mean-
tlme, do you havé any sort of
scout ship aboard the Hope?”

. “Only. .the. life craft, the
flitters,; but .they maneuver
pretty well in an atmosphere
if you don’t try to crowd
them.”

“Let’s you and me take one
ottt tomorrow.”

“Where?”

“Like to take a flight north,
look over the ocean areas;
just prow'.”

“Seems like damned fool-
ishness.”

“I told you I had a theory.”

They discussed final details
and Cadis started to leave.
“Damp the pile bzfore you
go,” he called back.

“See you don’t fret ycur-
self, sonny,” L'H->.reux
called after him, the reas-

I ‘wouldn’t

sumed New Glendale accent
ironically overaccented.

HOW DO YOU cope with
something like this, Ca-
dis wondered as he passed
through the gate of the stock-
ade. in alien world with an
unknown menace, and a group
of eccentrics headed by a
Mayor as mad as a hatter.
And to make life even more
complicated, a collosal bu-
reaucratic snafu that dumped
four agents from the same de-
partment into the settlement,
completely unaware of each
other.

With the exception of
L’Heureux and his daughter,
he corrected himeself. Now
that seemed rather odd. Sure-
ly, the Bureau could have
picked agents with more abil-
ity and guile than those two;
it didn’t make sense. Granted,
as with any large organiza-
tion, the Bureau had its share
of administrative duplication,
still there were some shrewd
men heading it; and New
Glendale was a large-scale
operation in terms of its far-
reaching consequences.

Item: L'Heureux and Sue
were both 'on their first as-
signment. What if the same
had been true of Mom Gael-
micha? Was it possible that
the Colonial Bureau could be
so naive as to pick a group of
agents at random from the
population at large, give them

only the most sketchy of ori-
eintations, and then depend
uncn them for the detailed
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specialized information neces-
sary to a proper evaluation of
the defiant culture of New
Glendale?

HE FOLLOWED the
darkened settlement
street to Bachelor’s Hall, in-
tending to pick up his, bed-
ding where the emergency
crews had piled it in one cor-
ner of the great room—after
the patients from the Iatest
outbreak of the blight had
been moved in.

This was the first moment
he'd had for a full realization
of the events of the day and
he felt a dark loneliness :set-
tling on his mind. He'd never
felt so removed, so divorced
from friends. Cadis was not
the type of man who makes
friends easily; but he still
needed some sense of belong-
ing, some identification with
‘his fellows to ;exist. The loas
of Mom Gaelmicha weighed
upon him. He could not un-
derstand the peculiar attrac-
tion her great strength had
for him, and he knew that
properly he should have little
fondness for the memory of
that mountain for a woman
“after. ..

But really, what wrong had
she done?

He stood on the ecrude
porch of Bachelor Hall and
gazed out over the stand of
eorn stretching away under
the soft light of the moon.
The valley rolled nupward, as
#f approached the foothills at

the base of the mountains, and
he could see the endless toss-
ing' tassles of the plants
blending together into" a dim
frothy landscape, like a for-
gotten sea on some mcred.lbly
alien world.

He could even see. . .:

He stepped from the porch
and pushed his way through
the corn, his blind feet snag-
ging in exposed roots. Ahead
he saw again that quick flash
of white, and. ..

ERE WAS no doubt of
it this time. Alfred Cadis
was not dreaming, and the
white form was too sugges-
tive of the reality for him to
doubt what it was. A kind of
ihsanity seemed te seize him;
and he began to run wildly
through the narrow rows. His
breath came in heavy gulps
as the sharp léaves of the
corn lashed and cut hi§ face.
The only th1 hé kihew at
the moment was that what
ever lay ahead was most de-
sirable, what he had wanted
all his life. Desirable...yet
unpossessible. Chaste b"yond
the chasteness possible to
anything of earth.

He caught a quu:k, excit-
ing glimpse of the white
form; and then a hurried toe
caught on ‘an exposed corn
root. He fell in a tangle of
broken stalks, his face drivi
violently into the soft €00
ground.

He must have lain there for
the better part of an hour, his
chest heaving for air, while
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thought and reason slowly re-
turned. Finally he rose to his
feet and made his way back
through the corn to the hall.
Inside, he found Eric dozing
in a chair near the door while
two of the settlement women
at the far end of the hall sat
near a lantern and spoke in
low tones. Several of the men
on the pallets on the floor
tossed fitfully in the delirium
compounded of drugs and the
after-effects of the blight.

“Uh,” Eric said when he
brushed past him quietly and
began to secure his bedding
from the corner of the room.

“Any further trouble?” Ca-
dis asked.

"Nothx here,” Eric said
softly. “Most sleeping like
babes.”

“I’'m bedding down outside
if you need me,” Cadis said.

“It’s cold out there, Why
not throw down a pallet in
here.”

*Air's fresher.” Then he
had a thought. “How's the
wife?” _

Eric beamed proudly. “Any
day now.”

“Does she know you're an
agent for the Colonial Bu-
reau?”

Eric righted his chair with
a clatter; the noise brought
a disapproving hiss from one
of the women at the far end
of the hall. “How the blazes
did you find that out?”

“It figures,” Cadis said and
walked from the building.

E COULDN'T say
[i exactly what impulse

drove him to sleep on
the porch, rather than to find
a temporary billet with one of
the families in the settlement.
Perhaps it was the chance to
see the white visitor again;
but there seemed a much
deeper compulsion than that,
Alfred Cadis was afraid to
admit it, but it wasn't really
a matter of choice.

He had to.

He slept poorly, and every
strange noise in the night—
the rustle of the corn in some
errant breeze, the creaking of
the porch under his shifting
weight, the faint mutter of
conversation from inside the
building—brought him in-
stantly awake.

When he finally did sleep,
his dreams were filled with
shapeless fantasies. He
dreamed again about exotic
pursuit across the red sands
of Varoom, but Gal-douch
wore the face of Tennat,
shifting into the face of
L'Heureux and then into Ca-
dis’ long-dead father. Leja
Loris, her trembling body
clasped in his, seemed to be-
come a being of anow that
melted in the heat of his em-
brace. Only a diaphanous
sketch of a face remained as
heé body became vapor—A
face that hung in the morning
light and flowed into_the
&rmmng features of Mom

Imicha,
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FTER THAT, he was

aware of a voice that
talked to him and pleaded
with him; there was the dis-
tant image of the woman of
white with full breasts and
cold arms outstretched. But
he knew that those arms
could not hold him, that the
heat of his embrace would
destroy her, She was like a
statue of alabaster or...bet-
ter still. ..of ice, recipient of
love and tenderness and loy-
alty, but immaculate. ..forev-
er immaculate... ’

As all the distant women in
his life should have been. Cap-
able of love that should be
denied, but could be voiced
only because the barrier be-
tween them made her un-
touchable. ..

Somehow he was horrified
at the thought, and yet...

What did it matter to him,
who was not human? Who
was quite apart from human-
ity, and understood only dim-
ly. There was a part of him
that had absorbed the object
of desire, used it as a tailor
yses a pattern of measure-
ments to tailor cloth, but...

Well, that was mere seek-
ing for survival, the desire in
some fashion to remove the
menace to his existence...

And he...she...they came
through the darkness of
dreams and for the first time
he said what he had always
wanted to say

“I love you,” he said; it was

very easy, for there was no

barrier to the words, no

thought of extending the idea
to its logical, dreaded fulfill-
ment...

_ For there was no choice.
The barrier was not one of
training, of psychological
conditioning. The choice was
simple and physical and im-
mediate. Immaculateness or
non-existence...

Which was the way, Cadis
told the white woman who
looked and yet did not look
like Mom Gaelmicha, was the
way he had always wanted it.

And he was wide-awake and
shivering in the early morn-
ing light, and very disturbed,

E SOUGHT out L’'Heur-

eux after breakfast, his
mind still struggling through
the layers of unreality that
had possessed it during the
night.

“What's wrong?” L'Heur-
eux demanded. “You look like
you seen a ghost.,” '

“Perhaps I have.”

What was a ghost? he
thought. The surviving pat-
tern after death. Blended of
the emotional reactions of the
viewer and the essence of the
viewed?

Lord, is this the thing that
has Jain in my mind for years,
and. ..

Madness...? Was there a
way...?

They went to the Hope and
readied one of the flitters.
L’Heurcux suggested that
they could-use the launching
tubes of the big ship, rather
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than trying to crane the craft
down to the ground,

Cadis very nearly loet his
breakfast when the launching
tube catapulted them into the
morning air with a blast of
air. The craft dropped heav-
nly for a second, and then the
jets caught. In seconds, the
stockade, the regular rows of
houses, and. the green corn-
fields of the settlement
dropped away below them.

After they had breasted the
low mountaing that surround-
ed the New Glendale settle-
ment, they passed over broad
plaing solidly carpeted by the
grey-blue moss. As far as the
eye could see, it spread imto
the horizon with an achingly
smooth texture from their
height, Occasionally, they
passed over swarms of the ro-
dent-like creatures which had
attacked. the settlement. The
sound .of their passage did not
seem to disturb the animals.

“NOTICE saything wn-

usual?” Cadis asked
L’Heureux above the whistie
of the Jets
“Nope.”

“On any normal planet,
you'd expect to see a great
number of life forms—both
plants and animals.”

“So?”

“So far, we’ve seen exactly
one .pecies of plant, and one
species of animal; that’s un-
precedented.”

“That what you wanted to
find out?”

“No. Let's keep gei ng

They had been flying
roughly west He gauve

‘L'Heureux directions to find

the coast line of the land mass
over which they flew and to
follow it north,

To be truthful, Cadis ad-
mitted to himeelf, he did not
knmow exactly for what he
was looking. There certainly
must be some clue to the con-
certed attack of the animale

and the moss upon New Glen-

dale, He began to wonder if,
perhaps, they were not deal-
ing with some sort of planet-
wide empathy between the
animale and the moss plant,
a common attempt of the two
to rid the planet of its wn-
wanted visitors.

They were passing over a
small, winding river when
someéthing attracted Cadis’ at-
tention. He signaled L’'Heu-
reux to drop lower.

For a moment, his breath
halted in his throat at the
sheer brilliance of the colors
below. What had appeared
from a high altitude to be a
heavy tinge ef oghre on the
~ surface of the river became an
astonishing slash of bright
crimson threading its way
through the center of the riv-
er. It was as if an artist had
painted a dreary river scene
of flat plains and colorless
water and then, in sheer dis-
gust at the montony, had
dipped his coarsest brush im
alizarin crimson and raked it
savagely through the shoddy

stream.
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“HEY MADE 2 second
pass back at barely a bun-
dred yards altitude and he
saw that the colors did not
separate. The swirling line of
red remained homogencous.

“What do you think it is?”
L’Heureux asked.

“The first survey maps
showed it,” Cadis said. “I
think they were probably
right; they thought it was
algae.”

“Look at the ice.”

The stream was glinting in
the bright sun with the bril-
liance of a myriad facets. It
was literally swollen with ice
—not large chunks, as though
an solid covering over the riv-
er had recently melted and
broken apart; this ice, rather,
was a fine, almost pasty
sludge that swirled like thick
syrup through the water.
There was something sugges-
tive of life in the way the
pattern changed, turned in on
itself, and moved slowly
down stream.

Ice? he thought.

Ice at sixty degrees?

He looked astern at the
swirling colors, then saw that
the color had altered. A strip
of dirty red—the color of
clotted blood—divided the
bright red of the algae. For a
moment, he didn’t make the
connection; then he realized
that the long strip of darker
red paralleled their course as
they flew above the stream.

Even as he watched; the
trailing end of the dark red
streak faded into the brighter

red. Could the haat of thai-
passage cause such a caasgz?

He pnched L’'Hlzureux- on
the shoulder. “Get some -~%ii-
tude and then mal:e a Jow an-
gle pass,” he ordecred. “Cu:
out your jets as soom as ¢
have enough spted to carry
you.ll

L’Heureux grunted -a--
knowledgcinent.

HEY TURNED, gainz1

altitude, and bezan a.svife
decent. On the upswinp,
L’'Heureux cut the jets =l
Cadis watched as the dar’:
streak on the water eontinu~d
to follow them; it paced th:
swift shadow of their craft
on the water,

He had never heard of a
plant being as light-sensitive
as that, Cadis thought. The
algae seemed to be ‘absorbiny
the energy of New Glendale's
sun so fast that”thie monment-
ary loss of its energy pro-
duced the rapid -darkening of
the crimson color. The clot-
ted-blood color, he decided,
must be the reduced form of
whatever pigment the plant
used to carry on its photosyn-
thetic activities.

Only...of what possible
use could so much energy be
to a simple plant?

Unless the idea that was be-
ginning to form in his mind
was,,, But that was ridicu-
lous.

An hour later, they came
within sight of the coastline.
The grey-blue moss persisted
to the very water’s edge. The
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vast ocean that stretched to
the horizon was a mottled
grey. and green, with vast
swathes of crimson riding on
its surface. Only here the
crimson masses were in even
more pronounced motion.

The surface of the sea was
a slurry of fine crystals as
far as the eye could see, and
the great masses of crimson
algae dyed the ice a brilliant
red. The masses of algae
swirled with a restless mo-
tion, disappearing from the
surfaee and boiling up again
as though carried on slow
currents that rose from the
ocean floot.

The effect was somehow
frightening and yet fascinat-
ing. It was like watching the
flow of arterial blood under a
microscope, seeing the heavy
corpuscles tumble through
tiny capillary networks in liv-
ing tissue..

He was. -watching the sur-
face intently and as the
thought of comparing the
movement to the flow of
blood occurred to him, the red
algae seemed to organize it-
self in one area into discrete
disk-shaped areas and flow in
a narrow stream outward to a
point where it disappeared be-
neath the surface of the ocean.

Tentatively, he thought:
flow left. .branch. ..

And the partlcular stream
he was watching turned sharp-
ly to his left and then divided
into two streams.

The flitter passed over the
stream, and the bright red fad-

ed. In the next instant the
streara lost definition and be-
came again a disorganized
patch of color swirling in the
ocean of ice.

“That’s enough,” he told
L’Heureux. “Let’s get back.”

XI1I
¢ OU’'RE completely
mad,” Mayor Ten-
nat said.

“Am I?” Cadis demanded.
“I can prove it easily enough.”

“I won’t have such blas-
phemy in New Glendale.”

“I'd suggest you drop that
pose, too.”

“We've found you out,
Mayor,” L'Heureux said, grin-
ning thrugh yellowed whisk-
ers.

“New Glendale is a com-
plete farce,” Cadis added.

“No,” Tennat said worried-
ly. “No, that isn’t true.”

“Do you deny that you
were commissioned by the
Colonial Bureau to set up
this phoney back-to-the-good-
old-days movement, to attract
malcontents for the colony on
New Glendale?”

Tennat’'s face dropped. “I
don’t know how you found
that out,” he said, “but, please

..I mean, if you can be dis-
creet...”

L’Heureux began to laugh.
“He's been had the samec way
as the rest of us.”

“What do you mean?” the
Mayor demanded.

“He. means,” Cadis said,
“that every member of the
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New Glendale settlement was
contacted by the Colonial
Bureau and assigned the job
of spying on this colony to
see that it didn’t develop into
a schizoid culture.”

“But that’s utter nonsense,”

“Is it? How else can the
Bureau get a bunch of mal-
contents working together to-
ward one end. Each man and
woman in the colony has been
content to quietly work for
the growth of the settlement
because he thought he had no
permanent interest in it. Yet
each one received hypno-con-
ditioning to integrate himself
into the settlement life grad-
ually, to the point that he
wouldn’t want to return.”

“In short,” L’Heureux
laughed, “this whole crazy set-
up—even the backwoods ac-
cent they taught us—is a part
of the Bureau’s attempt to re-
produce a pioneer settlement
compounded of malcontents
and whacks.”

ENNAT shook his head.
“Face it, Mayor,” L'Heu-
reux said; “we’ve been took.”

“But the blight, and the
rats, and the rest?”

“Well, that's something
they didn’t anticipate.”

“And there’s more there
than meets the eye,” L’Heu-
reux said.

“But...”

Cadis outlined what he had
found.

“But it still doesn’t make
sense, none of it. The disap-
pearance of the men from the

59

settlement; the ice that you
say can’t exist—especially in
the tissue of living things.”
"“Oh, there’s precedent for
it,” Cadis said. “I remem-
ber an inorganic course in col-
lege, where they mentiored
the existance of hydrates—
combinations of water with
nearly-insoluble materials like
methane or carbon tetrachlor-
ide to form substances that
freeze at higher tempera-
tures.”

“But there’s no such sub-
stance on New Glendale,”
Tennat objected.

¢¢\ES, THERE is. The
original atmospheric an-

alysis lists an unidentificd
hydrocarbon. As for the for-
mation of ice in living tissues,
the reactive groups of animal
and vegetable proteins can
serve the same purpose. That’s
where the hydrate ¢ould form
there, at the. interphase of a
protein molecule and the flu-
ids surrounding it.”

“But that still doesn’t ex-
plain any of our troubles.”

“Let’'s go over to Locksley
Hall. If what I believe is true,
we should be able tp test the
theory with one of the blight
patients.”

“No,” Tennat said, “I can’t
have that.”

“You want to find out tlie
truth, don’t you?”

“Yes, but...”

*Then, come on.”

Cadis walked from the may-
or's office into the stockade
compound and started toward
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tke gates, the Mayor and
L’Heureux bringing up the
rear. He waiched the guard
opzn the side door and won-
dc?3d if the man still thought
he was the only agent of the
Colcnial Bureau in the settle-
ment.” It was very possible,
since the ones he’d unmasked
so far weren't likely to start
comparing notes.

He moved purpezefully
down toward the settlemeant,
It was rather .amazing, he
tliought, the way the whole
destiny of the colony had sud-

denly devolved upon him. All”

of his life, he had been con-
tent to be the follower of a
mor= forceful personality, as-
suming that the gift for lead-
ership was some God-given at-
tribute reserved for 'a chosen
few. It was not a little start-
ling, and certainly rather fas-
cinating, to discover that men
—event men “like L’Heureux
and Eric and Tennat—would
instinctively follow someone
who acted positively.

Perhaps that had been the
whole problem in his relation-
ship with the other men in
the Agronomy section, a sim-
ple inability to put his best
foot forward with the re-
quired agressiveness, His
whole life had been a parade
of vacillation and indecision
and now...

“What are you up to?"

L'Heureux whispered as he
caught up with Cadis.

“Never mind. You'll see.”

HEY FOUND Sue Mil-

stadt on duty in the im-
provised hospital. There were
only five pallets remaining on
the floor and all of the men
were sleeping soundly.

“What happened to the
rest?” Cadis asked.

“Five we moved back into
the main dispensery,” she
said. “Two were all right this
morning. The rest...”

Her tired sigh was more
eloquent than any stat:ment
of fact.

Cadis walked to the medical
kit on the table behind her,
and secured a pressure sy-
ringe and two .ampoules.

“What are you going to
do?” she asked.

“Which one of your pa-
tients has been under seda-
tion the longest?”

“Frank Bark, I think. She
led them over to a pallet some
distance removed from the
other four.

Cadis had thought the name
sounded familiar. It was the
big redhead who'd first taunt-
ed him in the dining room
about the campaign to end
his bachelorhood. Bark’s face
was white and cold-looking
now, with no trace of his for-

mer ruddy complexion. As
they stood over him, he
moaned and turned in his

sleep.

“Here, pull up his sleeve,”
Cadis said. .

As soon as Sue had done so,
he pressed the syringe against
the arm and released a cloud
of nupamine from the syringe,
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The stimulant penetrated the
arm and spread into the man’s

system quickly. In moments.

he began to rol his head, and
breathe more rapidly. His lids
fluttered, and he wetted his
lips painfully.

At this point, Cadis inject-
ed the hypnotic in the second
ampoule,

FOR LONG moments they
waited as the drug fought
the effect of the earlier stim-
ulant. Bark groaned softly
and lay breathing deeply.

“Bark,” Cadis said quietly,
“can you hear me?” _

“Yes.” The voice sounded
distant, far removed from the
room.

“Where are you?”

‘“Here.” The tone was faint-
ly ‘petulant.

“Yes, but you're someplace
else, too.”

“Leave me alone,” the man
moaried.

“Stop it!” Tennat grabbed

Cadis’ arm. “What are you

trying to do.” .
Cadis shook the hand aside.
“Where are you?”

“All places...everywhere.
The sea, creeping across the
land. . .seeing through tiny
eyes, growing into the deep
earth...the plains.. seeing
...living.. "

“Why do you want to harm
us?”

“Because.. hurt.. pain
every time.” .

“We can hrurt. you much
worse,” Cadis said.

uNo.»
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The man’s voice c¢hanged.
It thickened to a throaty rums-

ble. For eeconds the words:
-were incoherent. Then...

“No, you can’t do that, be-
cause your world and mine.ex-
iste because of me,” the voice
said.

“My heavens,” Tennat w.iis-.
pered, “do you hear that?”

“Alby, Alby,” tie voice
said. “There’s so much here
for you. Why destroy it and
all that it could mean to...”

My God, Cadis thought, e
one has called me flby
since. ..

“Stay out of my miind,” he
yelled. at the man on tke pal-
let. “Keep your filthy hands
out of my mind.”

“Alby.” the voice sobbed,
“everything you've ever want-
ed. Only...only...don't . get
old and bitter now, Alby.”

He pushed his way through
the group about .-Bark, his
throat hot and--swollen with
a mixture of desire and re-
vulsion.

“My God,” he heard L'Heu-

reux say, “it’s her, sure as !

sin.”

Sue was staring wide-eyed
at the face of the man on the
pallet. “It was Mom Gaelmi-
cha’s voice.”

“But that can’t be,” Tennat

XIII

objected.
RIC WHARTON'’S son
[{ was born that night.
4 It was the first child
ever to be born in the New
Glendale settlement. It would
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have been better for the child,
and for the Whartons, if it
had died in delivery.

“The thing is all around
us,” L'Heureux growled,

“It's trying to change us to
suit its own purposes,” Cadis
said tiredly.

He looked around the
Mayor’s small office, seeing
the tired expression of defeat
in Tennat's eyes; watching
the way the lamp’s flickering
yellow light played on the
cold features of L’Heureux;
seeing the mixed fear and lack
of understanding in the faces
of the two girls, Nettie and
Sue.

“How can a thing like that
exist?” Tennat said.

“By the nature of the hy-
drates that compose it, I sup-
pose. When water crystallizes,
it forms a lattice that’s hexa-
gonal in cross-section.”

“Like  snowflakes?” L'Heu-
reux asked.

“That’s right. The hexagon-
al crystal is under strain; it
has to lose a lot of energy to
remain stable. But the hydrate
crystal is in the same col-
lapsed state as liquid water;
it’s cubical in nature. The big
molecule in the center of the
water molecules forms the hy-
drate and adsorbs enzrgy in
the process. That’s why water
under these conditions can
frecze so far about normal
freezing point.”

“And both the hydrate crys-
tal and normal ice could exist
side by side at those tempera-
tures?”

“Rather like Maxwell’s dem-
on on a-grand scale,” Cadis
said. “The overall tempera-
ture would still be in the six-
ties.”

“But a thing...a thinking
animal made of ice,” Nettie
said,

¢"T'HAT’S EXACTLY what

we haye to contend
with,” Cadis said. “They’ve
used the phenomenon in low

‘temperature computors before.

The system can store binary
impulses, the ice crystal and
the hydrate crystal being the
two poles of the system. In a
way, the whole system is like
a mass of unorganized diodes,
Don’t ask me how this thing
first came into existance, but
you've got to face it. Every
drop of water on New Glen-
dale...the seas, the tissues of
the moss and now the corn,
the nervous tissues of the
things you called rats...every
molecule of water is capable
of entering into the complex.
The seas and the algae we
found furnish its energy, and
the moss your men tried to
kill are a part of its body.”

“But it's vulnerable,” Ten-
nat said. “We've demon-
strated that.”

“And so are we. The thing
is changing the corn, incor-
porating the corn into its be-
ing, and is trying to change
other things...including us.”

“It can’t do that,” Tennat
said; “it can't change the giv-
en form of man.”

“It doesn’t have to,” Cadis
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said. “You saw the Wharton
baby—humanoid, but not hu-
man any longer. The men with
the blight were changed;
their nervous systems were
brought under the control of
this thing to such an extent
that, when you destroyed part
of its substance, they reacted
empathetically by collapsing,
and even dying.” .

“But- that means,” L’Heu-
reux said, “that anyone who's
had even a touch of the
blight, and survived, is “in
some way under the in-
fluence of this thing.”

“Yes,” Alfred Cadis said,
remembering the thing he had
yet to do, the consumation of
his search,

“There’s only one thing you
can do; you have to leave.
New Glendale is finished.”

He left them, sitting in si-
lence and went down through
the settlement to Bachelor
Hall. They’d removed the
remaining blight patients to
other quarters and he had the
barn-like structure to himself
again. He found his bedding
and carried it out on the
porch. Then he lay down and
pretended to sleep.

HE WAS STILL quite
awake when she came
from the cover of the corn.
She crossed the short distance
to the porch and stood look-
ing down at him. He waited
breathlessly for her to move.

He was aware of the utter
whiteness of her body, of the
cold, smooth breasts, and

white thighs, the cold _and
distant beauty of the woman.,

An inhuman beauty. A
dream-like untouchable:.beau-
ty.
She started to move from
the porch, and he was on his
feet in an instant. “Wait,” he
called.

She stopped for a second,
like a startled fawn sniffingy
the air; then she was running
across the ground toward the
stand of corn, white limbs
flashing with the faint gliat
of ice.

“You'll come back” he
called to her. “You have to,
now that I know what ycu
are.”

The face that looked back
for an instant was oné com-
pounded of dreams—alien,
and yet familiar—with the
blended features of those he
had expected to see. She
smiled coldly; for“an instant,
the air stirred about his ears,

and the words ~whispered,

“Soon, love.”

In the next
screamed.

The sky in the west became
a stark white with a brilliance
that rivaled the noon sun. He
was half-blinded for an in-
stant. When he could sce
again, she was gone.

instant she

E TURNED and ran

through the streets of
the settlement, sobbing his
fury. How could the fool do
such a thing? He ran up the
slope to the stockade. The
doors were closed; he pound-
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ed on the entrance gate, sob-
bing hysterically.

The utter idiot. He had de-
stroyed everything.

A heavy wind was blowing
from‘the west now, whipping
at his garments. The wind
was.cold, colder than anything
he Had yet felt on New Glen-
date.

The entrance gate flew
opemand he pushed the guard
aside. The wind whipped
through his hair as he ran for
the- Mayor’s quarters Over-
head, lightning flickered ten-
tatively, and the distant hiss
of an approaching flitter cut
the noise of the wind.

He found L’Heurcux and
Tennat by the door to the
Mayor’s quarters. “You idiot,”
he yelled, “what have you
done?”

“Bombed the beast,” Ten-
nat said. “What we should
have flone in the first place.
Klllcd it.”

“The 1;: bemg"' he yelled.
“You've solved your problems
all right. He was the one
thing that stabilized the cli-
mate on this crazy world.”

“What do you mean?”’
L'Heureux demanded.

“It was he who created this
even climate of yours; he
can’t exist without it. Even
if you haven’t killed him,
you've wrecked New Glendale
for any further colonization.”

“We tried to teach him a
Tesson,” L'Hetreux said.“You
can’t kill anything that large.”

“No,” Cadis said, “but you
can make him awfully mad.”

LIGHTN ING began to blast
overhead and the wind
whipped through the com-
pound. Even as they watched,
heavy clouds formed against
the morning glow on the hori-
zon,

“What can we do?” Tennat
yelled against the wind.

“Mayor,” Nettie I Heureux
called from the gate., “Get
Cadis down to the settlement.
It's terrible.”

Cadis grabbed Tennat by
the arm, his fingers biting in
fiercely. He waved his hand
at the slim shape of the Hope,
towering above the plain
north of the settlement. Light-
ning was flashing around her
gleaming nose.

“There’s your only answer,”
he yelled. “If you act fast
enough to save what you still
bhave.”

Then it began to snow.

By the time the people of
New Glendale had gathered
their few belongings together,
and hurried toward the Hope,
snow was falling in great
wind-driven clouds.

Cadis stood, watching the
last groyp carry a bundle of
equipment toward the Hope.

L'Heureux passed him and
stopped. “Come on,” he yelled
above the wind.

“Listen,” Cadis yelled.

There was a distant rum-
bling and the ground shook

slightly under them.
: “Eatthquakes dext in or-

der,” Cadis yelled He
laughed and pointed at the
ground. “Ice expanding in
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the geologneal ‘faults;. he’ll
get you yet.,”

“Come on,” L’Heurecux
yelled again.

He shook his head.

L’Heureux paused for a mo-
ment as though he were de-
bating force. Finally he
shrugged, spat a thin stream
of yellow juice into the snow,
and began to run as the
ground rumbled again.
~ Cadis stood in the settle-
‘fent street, waiting.

FTER A WHILE, he saw

ber coming—a moving
blob of white against the goft-
er white of the drifting snow.
He heard the jets of the Hope
begin to throb in warm-up.

Then he was running to-
ward her,

He found her standing, her
arms outstretched, a wide-
eyed expression of anticipa-
tion on her cold face, She
looked like Leja Loris now—
though later, he knew, she
would look like a dozen oth-
ers.

_ Object of love. Untouch-
able. Frozen in white purity,
immaculate.

He turned and ran into one
of the houses lining the

street. A lamp still burned on
the top of an abandoned chest
of drawers. He picked it up
and hurled it to the floor;.
flames flickered and raced
across the floor.

He turned and kicked at
one of the drawers from the
chest. One large stick He
drencheéd in the blazing o'l
on the floor and then he ran

from the burning houre.

In minutes all the J:ouces
surrounding the white figure
in the street were blazing:

With a shuddering rect, the
Hope bceame airborn. Cadis
watched it rise slowly abcv:
the line of blazing houz¢s &nd
then gain speed.

It raced toward the Diocod-
ing clouds overhead.

He brandished kis torch at
the-fleeing ship and lsirghced.

They were all fco's, hec
thought; fools, fleeing real-
ity.

He looked at His white woin-
an, his ice womah 'staiiding
in the street, her ‘¢ald’ fea-
tures a fiery ‘réed a8 New
Glendale blazed about them.

Alfred Cadis stood, waiting
for his woman of i¢e to thavw.

*




