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If one life-form—or better still,
one single entity—is indifferent
to the continued existence of an-
other, is, as a matter of fact, quite
willing to end it without adequate
motivation, then you bave a psy-
chopathic society. And all over
Earth, people were obtaining legal
permits to kill others for the sole
purpose of advancing an artificial
social status!

SOCIAL
CLIMBER

NOVELET

by MILTON LESSER

(author of “Through
A Glass Darkly”)

illustrated by KELLY FREAS

THE MAN said suddenly,
accusingly, “Snoop.”
“Snoop I am, of course,” ad-

‘mitted the thing which had

just entered Robert Holland’s
mind. Whole books had been
written about Snoops, but no
one knew what thev reallv
were. “You’ll get used to me,”
the Snoop predicted.

“Please,” Robert Holland
pleaded. “Come back some
other time; this is important
to me.”

“That’s why I’'m here.”

“But you'll ruin every-
thing.”

“Not necessarily; its all up
to you. For example, you
needn’t address me vocally.
People will hear you talking
to yourself. I'm not talking
vocally, am I?”

“You couldn’t,” said Robert
Holland, who had once read
a book about Snoops. It was
called It May Happen To You,

"but Robert Holland had never

believed it.

“That’s better. I can under-
stand you if you merely think
the words. 1 could, though.”

“You could what?”

“Talk vocally, You see?” It
was the Snoop talking, using
Hollands ‘vocal chords. “I
could use your speech appar-
atus.”

“All
don’t.”

“I just wanted to show
you.”

right; all right—
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“Why did you have to pick
me? There are more interest-
ing subjects around. Aren’t
there?”

“Your brain,” said the
Snoop, “was radiating theta
waves at a furious rate.”

“Theta?”

“Anxiety; it attracted me.
Go about your business, and
the symbiotic relationship
will work itself out automat-
ically.”

“Symbiotic, like hell,” Hol-
land said. “You get a charge
out of strong emotions. That’s
why you’re here, isn’t it?”

“Not at all,” answered the
Snoop. Holland could sense
it sitting—sitting was the
only word he could think of
—comfortably in his mind,
waiting for the emotional
feast to begin.

“Snoop?” he said, tentative-

ly.

HE SNOOP was there, but

did not respond. Holland
shrugged. There was no
known way to exercise a
Snoop; when it found a more
suitable host, a Snoop depart-
ed. In the interval, it feasted.
Unfortunately, according to
the case histories in It May
Happen to You, the relation-
ship was quite parasitic. A
host became nervous, edgy,
eventually incapable of the
proper response to environ-
mental cHallenge. Naturally,

though, Holland thought, be-
ginning to feel better about
things, those were the case
histories of confessed Snoop
hosts. What percentage of the
whole they represented would
never be known; but it could
be assumed that those hosts
who withstood the Snoops
successfully never bothered to
confess at all.

Holland squared his shoul-
ders and sprinted for the ele-
vator at the end of the corri-
dor, where a crowd was wait-
ing. The small elevator would
never accommodate them all,
Holland realized. He hit the
crowd on the run, jabbing ex-
pertly with his elbows. Some-
thing gave before a rapier-
thrust of his left elbow. He
saw an old man staggering
back, holding his face. A wom-
an grabbed the tails of Hol-
land’s jacket, so he would run
her interference into the ele-
vator car. He spun quickly in
a full circle, crouching and
jarring her chin back with his
shoulder. She whimpered and
fell back into the pushing,
shoving crowd.

ITH A quick, blurring

motion, the elevator door
slid shut, trapping a man’s
hand. Holland worked it free
for him, because. the elevator
wouldn’t start until that was
done. The man looked grate-
ful, but glanced at Holland’s
face and said nothing.
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They could have made the
elevator larger, Holland sup-

posed, but you had to keep in.

practice, didn’t you? The
Snoop worked Holland’s jaw
muscles into a grin,

“Stop it,” Holland said si-
lently.

“I was thinking.”

“Well, don’t.”

“Twenty-eight,” called the
elevator P. A. “Weapon sales
and repair.” Several people
left the elevator.

“Thirty. Hand-to-hand com-
bat.” A big raw-boned girl
gazed about defiantly and got
off the elevator,

“Thirty-seven,” said the P.
A. “Assignations.” Holland
shoved his way forward in the
still-crowded elevator, receiv-
ing no co-operation from its
passengers. He barely made
it in time before the door
whisked shut.

“Some theta,” said the
Snoop; “you’re a bundle of
anxiety.”

“Listen,” Holland said, hop-
ing he could convey anger
with the wun-vocal words.
“This is very important to me.
I don’t want my partner to
know I’ve got a Snoop.”

“Oh, you needn’t worry, We
don’t reveal our presence to
outsiders.”

“Well, I've got a Joint Stat-
us Advancement Permit,
and—"

“A Climber’s License,” said
the Snoop, thinking a chuck-
le.

Holland nodded and was
glad the corridor was empty.
“You’d better not interfere,
that’s all.”

The Snoop did not answer,
Holland stood for a moment
outside the door of room 3718,
took a deep breath and opened
it,

“I THOUGHT you would
be older,” the girl said,
studying him,

“I didn’t expect a girl,”
Holland told her.

“What’s wrong with a
girl?”

“I didn’t expect one.”

“Have you looked at the
J.S.A.P.?” she asked.

“Haven’t had the chance; I
usually like to meet my part-
ner first.”

“Oh? You've had a Joint
Permit before?”

“Naturally,” said Holland,
“It's the only way you can
really get ahead.”

“This is my first,” the girl
admitted. She seemed less
sure of herself now than when
Holland had first entered the
small room. “You must have a
pretty high status,” she said.
“You’ll see what I mean when
you read the Permit.”

“Later,” Holland told her,
“Yes, I'm a Twelve; but don’t
get any ideas,”
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“How could I? I'd need a
Permit, wouldn’t 1?”

“It’s happened before,”
Holland said. “You come in
here, slug my real partner,
and—"

“I would if I could,” she
replied boldly. “but I lack the
status. I'm a Four.”

“I've never worked with a
Four,” Holland said distaste-
fully.

“Where’d you start?”

‘(Six.)l

“You were lucky, then. T
started a< a Two: I received
a Permit for another Two and
took care of him.”

“Two plus Two; so now
you’re a F~ur. Married?”

“No. The Permit says
you’re single, too.”

JOLLAND nodded. “I was
expecting a man. You
never know what you’re get-
ting yourself into with a
girl.”
She shrugged. “You could
turn down the Permit, of
course; but there’s no telling

héw long you’d have to wait "'

for another one like this.
We've got the most we could
under the circumstances. A

Sixteen.”
Holland whistled.
“You’re really Climbing,”

the Snoop observed.

“Shut up,” Holland said si-
lently.

“I won’t be a liability,” the

girl predicted; “I’ve got much
more to gain than you have.”

“And far less experience.”

Shrugging again, the girl
took out a cigaret case and
opened it. She reached for a
cigaret and dropped the case
at Holland’s feet.

“Hell, she’s crude,” Holland
to'd the Snoop. She was going
to try something, of course,
to prove her capability. But
it was so patently obvious—
for nnder normal circumstan-
ces Holland wouldn’t retrieve
the cioaret case for her.

“Ge ahead,” the Snoop said.
“It might be amusing.”

Y_YOTLLAND crouched and
L X reached out for the cig-
aret case. It was gold, with a
single synthetic gem set in
the center of the cover. Hol-
land looked up and saw the
girls foot moving swiftly as
his fingers closed on the case.
W ith his free hand he grasped
her ankle and twisted. She
yelped, lost her balance and
fell heavily. Holland was still
holding her ankle. She wore a
high-heeled shoe with retrac-
able leather on the heel; a
deadly two-inch spike of met-
al was exposed.

“Let go of me,” she gasped,
grimacing with pain. “I was
only going to show you I can
take care of myself; I
wouldn’t have cut you.”

“You couldn’t have,” Hol-
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land said, releasing her foot.
She stood up and glared at
him, “You’re not merely
wrong,” Holland went on re-
lentlessly, “you’re pathetic.
The man’s a Sixteen, you
said. Know what that means?
You’ve got to be subtle. Un-
less you’re subtle, you’ll nev-
er get close enough to use
that trick heel or anything
like it. Is that how you killed
the other Two?”

“I'm not required to talk
about that. Well, are you go-
ing to look at the Permit, aor
aren’t you?”

“I won’t return it, if that’s
what you’re worrying about;
I'll go through with it. But
let’s get one thing straight:
I'm in charge. You do what-
ever I say.”

The girl pouted. “Yes, sir.”

“And don’t act subservient;
that would give us away.
Look, I've never had a female
partner before, but according
to what I've read, it might be
a good idea if we got mar-
ried.”

“Married?”

“That should be
ing,” the Snoop said.

interest-

OLLAND scowled irrit-

ably, not bothering to
answer the Snoop. “Yes, mar-
ried; that way we could be
together all the time without
arousing suspicion.” The more
he thought about it, the more

he liked the idea; they: could
really work as a team. A fé-
male partner might have her
advantages, after all. “Is it all
right with you?”

“If we include an automatic
divorce clause, I guess so.”

“Splendid,” Holland said.
“Now, about the division of
this Sixteen’s status—"

“Oh, that’s no problem; it’s
an even number. Eight for
you and eight for me.”

“Like hell,” Holland said.
“You want to triple your sta-
tus while I make a gain of
two-thirds? You think I'm
crazy? If I took twelve and
you took four. we’d each be
exactly doubling our status.
That’'s the best you’'ll get
from me. I think it’s plenty
lenient, anyway; I am a
Twelve, you know.”

“Lenient,” she muttered bit-
terly.

“Take it or leave it.” Hol-
land headed for the door.

“Wait. That would make
you a Twenty-four; you can’t
go higher than that in this
city.”

“I'll apply for an exit per-
mit.”

“You’ll be awfully young,
for a Twenty-four.”

“Youngest in the city, I
think.”

“And probably not half as
sharp as you believe,” the girl
mused.
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_JOLLAND smiled. “Now
- & you’re using your head.
You’ll know all about me.
How I operate. My personal
habits. If you could arrange
to link up with another Six-
teen—assuming we succeed—
and get a Permit to tackle me,
you’d really be Climbing.”

“Doesn’t it frighten you?”

“I’'m trembling,” Holland
said, still smiling.

“Well, it’s a deal: Four for
me and twelve for you. I think
we'll get along fine, mister.”
The girl took the manifold
copy of her Toint Status Ad-
vancement Permit from a
pocket of her blouse. She had,
Holland observed, already
broken the seal on it. He re-
moved his own copy from his
billfold and broke the seal.
They filled in the acquisition
of status points on each copy
and initialed it with a pen the
girl supplied.

“You're a sharp trader,” the
Snoop told Holland. “All
those points and marriage too,
while it lasts. I've.-found a
splendid host. She’s quite
beautiful, you know, Holland;
we’re going to enjoy our-
selves, aren’t we?”

“You damn Snoop!” Hol-
land said silently, savagely.
“That’s all you really want,
isn’t it? I'm nothing but a
vehicle. You latch onto me
and enjoy sensual pleasures.”

“Whatever you say,” the

Snocp told him calmly.

“Well, is there another ex-
planation for you?”

“You humans haven’t
thought so.”

“I’m asking you.”

“We've been here for fifty
years. Your psychologists
have tried their best to ex-
plain us—after spending a
decade or so trying to explain
us away!”

“Don’t be so amused,” Hol-
land protested. “You’re mak-
ing me smile. She’s looking at
me: sha'll wonder—"

“What’s the matter?”
girl asked.

“I'm reading the Permit,”
Holland told her.

the

HE SNOOP settled back

comfortably in his mind.
“And still.” the Snoop said,
“you know nothing. Nothing.
Have you ever thought of us
in terms of an invasion—from
space, -say?”

“I’'ve read it in the Sunday
supplements.”

“How do you think the idea
was planted, Holland?” the
Snoop demanded.

“Some other time,” Holland
snapped. Then aloud, after
quickly scanning the J.S.A.P.:
“Saul Gurdin, eh? I've heard
of him. He's never taken out a
Permit in his life; he ought
to be easy game.,” _

“He’s been too busy,” said
the girl, whose name, accord-
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ing to the Permit, was Julia
Randall. “He builds bridges
on Venus, but he’s a citizen of
this city.”

“He spends a lot of time on
Venus, though,” Holland of-
fered.

“Just the other day over a
telecast, I happened to see
where he’s on Venus now.”

“Oh, great,” Holland said.

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing, I guess.”

“We can apply for a tem-
porary exit permit to fulfill
the terms of the J.S.A.P. We
can get married and take our
honeymoon on Venus. There’s
a Marriage Bureau here in
Status Center, isn’t there?”

“Yes,” said Holland.
~“I can’t wait,” the Snoop
declared happily. Holland got
the notion of the bodiless en-
tity stretching languidly in-
side his mind.

“What are you so glum
about?” Julia Randall asked
Holland, who was busy curs-
ing the Snoop silently. “This
won’t be the first J.S.A.P.
marriage; we might as well
get to know each other.”

“Yes,” said Holland. She
came into his arms and let
him kiss her. It was a long
kiss and a good one. She both
wanted to be kissed and knew
how to kiss,

“Are you going to murder
Jason Gurdin on your honey-

moon, or when it’s over?” the

Snoop asked Holland.

J darling, if you want to
read a book on our first

night out ih space... What is

that book, anyway?”

Holland propped his knees
up under the covers so she
wouldn’t see the title on the
dust jacket of the book. It was
a foolish gesture, he realized;
she could always look at the
book later. “Why don’t you
go out to the clubroom and
have a drink?” he suggested.
“I’ll join you in a while. It’s
still early.”

“What’s the matter with
you?” the Snoop asked. The
Snoop seemed disappointed.

Julia went into the dressing
room of their suite and soon
re-appeared in comfortable
cruise clothing. “All right,”
she said, but not happily; “I'll
see you in the clubroom.
Aside from everything else,”

she reminded Holland, “we
have a lot of planning to do.”

Holland nodded and heard
the door shut behind her. He
returned with unrewarded ea-
gerness to his book. He had
read fifty pages so far and
still knew next to nothing
about Snoops. The book was
Morrison’s supposedly defini-

11
ULIA SAID, “Really,
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tive Snoops: Fifty Years of
Silent Invasion.

“That won’t really help
you,” the Snoop said. Holland
had learned to understand the
Snoop’s way of expressing it-
self. Those words had been
said almost with a yawn.
“He’s on the wrong track en-
tirely.”

“But you said yourself it
was an invasion of some
kind.”

“Well, yes; other than that,
Morrison knows nothing.”

“Statistically, he gives the
incidence of Snoop seizure
broken down by status
groups.” Holland found him-
self defending the almost
worthless book.

“Does he, indeed? But how
does he know? Many hosts
keep their seizure a secret.
“You will, for example; won’t
you?”

“If I can help it, yes.”

“Then Morrison doesn’t
really know what he’s talking
about.”

“This will be the biggest
status jump I ever attempted,”
Holland said. “Is that why
you’re hére?”

“What on earth ever gave
you that idea?”

“I thought perhaps the gov-
ernment—"

“You mean, that I’'m artifi-
cial? Dear me, Holland, no. I
assure you, I am as real and as
live and—yes—as natural as

you are. Naturally, if a man
attempts an enormous status
jump, he’s going to be filled
with anxiety, which is what
attracts me.”

¢¢YT’S Morrison’s estimate,”

Holland continued dog-
gedly, “that there are some
three thousand Snoops on
Earth. His statistics don’t in-
clude Venus, Mars, or the Jo-
vian Moons.”

“Three thousand? The esti-
mate is too conservative. Al-
though, at one time, our hum-
ber here was far less than
that.”

“You’ve had reinforce-
ments?” Holland asked, feel-
ing ridiculous as he remained
consistent with Morrison’s
idea of an invasion.

“Reinforcements? No, Hol-
land; we are natural and fully
alive, We grow and grow old;
we have all the natural func-
tions of a living creature. We
don’t need reinforcements.
We reproduce.”

Holland could not accept
the statement without consid-
erable reservations. “You
aren’t physical,” he said, as if
that gave the lie to the
Snoop’s avowed ability to re-
produce.

“Holland. I'm surprised at:
you. When your first space-
ships reached the moon, the
explorers found life. The sci-
entists ‘were astounded, but
there it was.”
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“That’s different,” Holland
protested. “The lunas manu-
facture oxygen and water
from the moon’s surface; they
can also adjust to a compara-
tively wide range of tempera-
ture. But they’re as physical
ag anv life on Earth is. The
same basic elements: carbon,
hydrogen, oxygen and nitro-
gen. Besides, you’re sentient
and the lunas are not.”

“There was life on Mars,
but you expected that. And
Venus?”

“We thought Venus would
be a planet-wide dustbowl. It
wasn’t; it’s a water-world. Of
course there’s life.”

“And_life on the Jovian
Moons. Where else, Hol-
land?”

“We haven’t been anywhere
else.”
¢ OU’LL find life every-
where, Holland—every-
where. Whatever power creat-
ed the universe, its purpose
was life; it has been immense-
ly successful. In empty space,
you wouldn’t expect life to
have physical substance,
would you?”

“Space isn’t empty,” Hol-
land said with petty triumph.

“But what exists in space
is more tenuous than any vac-
uum you can produce on
Earth. Unless you can con-
ceive of an impossibly tenu-
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ous creature, spreading over
millions of miles of space and
somehow achieving an organi-
zational whole despite the
limitations, you’ve got to ad-
mit that life in space—"

“If there’s life in space.”

“—would probably not be
physical. Capable of symbio-
sis with a physical creature,
of course, for a charge of en-
ergy in a vacuum learns noth-
ing. Don’t argue with it, Hol-
land; accept it. I’'m here.”

“What do you want?” Hol-
land asked.

“Doesn’t Morrison tell
you?”

“Morrison says you feed on
emotion; he says you live ac-
cording to a rigid calculus of
hedonism. As soon as you find
a host who emotes more pow-
erfully, you’ll scram. He says
you make no dictinction be-
tween pleasure and pain or

success and failure. He
says...”
“He couldn’t be further

from the truth,” the Snoop
replied crisply. “In fifty
years your people have
learned next to nothing about
us.”
“Morrison—"
“Well, that isn’t quite true.
Some of you learn, but wise-
ly don’t talk. They couldn’t
very well, not in a culture of
social psychopathy.”

“What the hell are you talk-
ing about now?”
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“You'll see,” said the
Snoop... “Perhaps.”

“You won’t tell me?”

“I never do. Not unless. .,
but I'm tired. I'm going to
sleep now. Even pure energy
needs rest and replenishment,
Ahh...”

“Snoop? Snoop?”

There was no answer.

HIS WAS ‘the third time

in the thirty-six hours
since the Snoop had entered
his mind that it had apparent-
ly ceased to exist. Unfortu-
nately, Holland knew, this
was only temporary. The
Snoop was resting; the Snoop
would be back.

While dressing, Holland
was thinking about Saul Gur-
din, Gurdin was big—Sixteén.
Some few people were satis-
fied with their status, and
Gurdin was one of them. In
the twenty years since reach-
ing his majority, Gurdin had
never taken out a Permit. Hol-
land licked his lips; it meant
Jason Gurdin ought to be a
pushover, Certainly more of a
pushover than you could ex-
pect a Sixteen to be under any
other circumstances.

After dressing, Holland
headed for the clubroom, us-
ing the handrails in the cor-
ridor to pull his weightless
free-falling body forward.
Julia Randall—make that
Julia Holland—was really liv-

ing it up, he thought. She was
visiting a Ten-to-Fifteen
clubroom fon the first time in
her life, thanks to her mars
riage. Thus Holland decided
he could make demands on
her, although their marriage
was obviously contracted only
for the sake of their Joint
Permit.

Holland whistled cheerfully
as he floated along. He was
glad now he’d been occupied
with the Snoop. Julia had
seemed mildly upset, so may-
be the demands could hardly
be regarded as demands. Any-~
way, it was better this way. A
clubroom with more status
value than she had ever visit-
ed before, some drinks and
sensual weightless dancing...

BUT IT did not work out
that way. When Holland
reached the Ten-to-Fifteen
clubroom, Julia was thorough-
ly occupied with a young min=
ing engineer from Mars. She
waved airily at Holland when
she saw him, but continued
dancing. The young engineer
was very good, gliding and
floating in a complex three-
dimensional rhythm, while
Julia followed him with a
seemingly effortless abandon.
They were easily the best
dancers in the air, Holland
observed, although the club-
room was crowded. For a few
moments he watched the cou«
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ples swirling and floating,
then shrugged and sat down
at a table anchoring the mag-
netic soles of his shoes on the
floor-plate under his chair.

“What emotion is that?”
the Snoop asked him. “It isn’t
a simple one, Holland.”

“Go to hell,” said Holland,
and ordered a drink.

“Jealousy? But that’s "in-
credible. I thought jealousy
was reserved for matters of
status. Oh, I see. But it’s sub-
tle, You’re angry at Julia be-
cause she isn’t concentrating
on your J.S.A.P. This leads
you to believe the job will be
difficult, which makes you
jealous of Saul Gurdin’s sta-
tus. Interesting.”

ULIA WAVED again from

directly above Holland’s ta-
ble. Seconds later, the music
stopped, With her partner,
Julia came floating down. As
was customary, the ship-stew-
ard had earlier introduced the
passengers by status and oc-
cupation, not by name.

Now Julia said, “Larry, I'd
like you to meet my brother,
Robert Holland. Bob dear,
this is Harry Gurdin.”

“Gurdin?” said Holland
foolishly as Julia and Harry
Gurdin sat down at the table.

“Yes. His father is Saul
Gurdin, the famous Venusian
bridge builder. You’ve heard
of him, haven’t you?”

“Your sister is lovely,”
Larry Gurdin said. He was a
pale, thin boy of perhaps
twenty-two. He had started
out in life at his father’s sta-
tus, which was Sixteen. He
spoke condescendingly. “I
never would have come to the
Ten-to-Fifteen clubroom,” he
admitted, “if I hadn’t spotted
your sister.”

“Drink?”
him.

“Of course,” said Larry in
a voice that brooked no argu-
ment. “I’) pav.”

There were four more
rounds of dancing before Hol-
land returned alone to their
suite. During the third, he had
one dance with Julia. He
glowered at her but she
seemed to find it amusing, for
they danced together sedately
and without sensual abandon.
“After all,” Tulia said, “we’re
brother and sister.”

“Well, I hope you know

Holland asked

-what you’re doing.”

“He’s Gurdin’s son, don’t
you see? If I play this right
he’ll introduce us to the old
man as soon as we reach
Venus, be careful, Bob; don’t
hold me like that. He’ll sus-
pect.”

“But damn it, we—"

“It’s only a marriage of con-
venience, so calm down; I
won’t be able to dance with
you at all if you don’t.”

He was going to make a
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nasty remark, but the Snoop
said, “Be objective, Holland.”

E RETURNED with

Julia to the table and
spent the rest of the evening
glaring into his drink. Larry
Gurdin monopolized all -of
Julia’s time after that; and
although Holland had brought
along a copy of Who's Who
in Status Sixteen—so they
‘could plan the elder Gurdin’s
demise with the help of the
biographical material the
book contained—they planned
nothing.

“Intuitively, I know this is
the right way to go about it,”
Julia said on the third night.
On the fourth shipboard
night, Julia came into their
suite very late, and looking
very flushed and happy. She
wouldn’t let Holland touch
her, but by then he had given

up trying.
On the final night before
Venusian planetfall, there

was a status murder aboard
ship. The victorious Ten, a
woman of considerable charm
who had enticed a male Ten
to her stateroom and killed
him there was given a party
by the ship’s captain. For once
the barriers of status were
overlooked and the brand new
Twenty was feted by every-
one except the steward, who
was busy filling out the nec-
essary official forms and

flushing the body into space.

ARRY GURDIN cornered

Holland at the party.
Young Gurdin had had too
much to drink but looked
very natty in a cruise suit of
a shimmering silver fabric. As
a Twelve, Holland could not
afford such clothing and felt
a stab of jealousy as Larry
said: “Old man, I've been
meaning to talk to you about
your sister. You’re Twelves,
aren’t vou?” -

“Yes,” said Holland.

“Well, I'm going to give
Julia a chance for advance-
ment that she wouldn’t get
unless she killed someone.”
Larry chuckled softly. “I’'m
going to ask her to marry me
as soon as we reach Venus.”

Holland looked at him
blankly.

“Well, what do you think?
T’ve already asked Julia about
your family. She told me you
have none—which makes you
her guardian. Naturally the
perogative is mine but I
wouldn’t do it without your
approval. Wouldn’t want my
brother-in-law applying for a
Permit now, would I?”

“No,” said Holland.

“Well, then?”

“Julia; it’s up to Julia. I'll
speak to Julia.”

“In that case if I have your
permission, let me speak to
her. You realize, this will be
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a great heln to vour own sta-
tus. Through me, you’ll be
able to make contacts above
your status level. While it’s
true that a man can take out
a Permit with an unspecified
victim, your chances are that
much greater if you know ex-
actly who the victim will be.
Agreed?” A

“Yes,” Holland said auto-
matically. “And I appreciate
it.”

“I'll speak to Julia tomor-
row. Well good night.”

I'll speak to her tonight,
Holland thought.

¢CPUT DARLING, that’s
just wonderful,” Julia
said later after Holland had
explained the situation.
“What are vou so glum
about? Don’t you have any
imagination at all?”

“What will you tell him?”

“I'll tell him ye<—but a girl
can’t be expected to marry
immediately, not without
preparation. We’ll get to meet
his father. We won't have any
trouble at all; this ought to
convince you about a woman
partner, Bob.”

She leaned down over Hol-
land and brushed her lips
against his cheek. He reached
up and held her, but she
seemed very cool and distant.
He released her and watched
her climb into bed. She was
asleep almost immediately,

“What are you going to
do?” the Snoop demanded.

“Why, I don’t know; Julia
is probably right.”

“It depends on whose view-
point you use.”

“What do you mean?”

“I would merely like to
point out that if you and Julia
are successful, her status
jumps from Four to Eight un-
der the terms of your agree-
ment.”

“Which is a pretty com-
mendable jump.”

“Yes, but,” said the Snoop.

“But what? Go ahead and
finish it.”

“I’'d rather you did your
own thinking.”

“You mean about Larry
Gurdin? Oh,” said Holland
suddenly, “I see. He’s a Six-
teen, like his father. If he
askg Julia to marry him,
which he will, and if Julia
agrees—"

“Which she will.”

“You think so?” asked Hol-
land, shocked.

“Go ahead with your
thought.”

“If she agrees, her status
jumps from Four to Sixteen,
since a wife receives the sta-
tus of her husband. But,” add-
ed- Holland triumphantly,
“we’ve got this Permit.”

{4 HICH she can break
merely by visiting the
Status Office in the nearest
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Venusian city. She doesn’t
have to inform you of it; the
office does. By the time they
get around to it, it could be
too late.”

“Yes,” said Holland grimly.
“Now I see what you mean,
Julia agrees to marry Larry
and doesn’t give a damn about
me. She breaks the Permit
without telling me, because
she’s too busy—"

“Wrong,” said the Snoop:
“Because she doesn’t want to
tell you. What happens if a
Permit is rendered invalid,
but you go ahead with your
plans anyway?”

“I've had it,” said Holland.
“I’m broken all the way down
—to Four probably, and pos-
sibly even to two. Provided I
commit a crime in the pro-
cess. But if she tells Larry—"

“Assume that young Gurdin
doesn’t care for his father:
The typical filial antagonism,
no matter what the status.
Why weren’t you born an
Eighteen or a Twenty, Pop,
instead of a Sixteen? That
sort of thing. Now, if Julia
invalidatés the Permit and—"

“Let me finish, Julia invali-
dates it but doesn’t tell me. I
go ahead with our plans; I
kill Saul Gurdin. Naturally,
his lost status doesn’t belong
to me, but it has to be ac-
counted for in some way.
Who’s Who says he’s a wid-
ower, and therefore his son,

Larry, will inherit his status.”
“Precisely,” said the Snoop.
“Thus, by marrying Larry
Gurdin and leaving you in
the lurch, Julia not only
jumps from a Four to a Six-
teen instead of merely to an
Eight, but stands a good
chance of hitting Thirty-two
—which, as you know, is the
highest possible status. How
many thirty-two’s are there in
the solar system, Holland ?”

“Ten, I think,” Helland said
glumly.

“Some figure like that—and
they’re untouchable: They’ve
reached the top and cannot be
considered Permit material,
That’s the possibility .facing
Julia right now, Holland. You
can’t blame her, but you’d bet-
ter be careful.”

“But she can’t—can’t turn
on me like that!”

The Snoop worked Hol-
land’s jaw muscles into a
smile, “Wouldn’t you?” it
said.

“I—yes, I suppose so. But
what can I do about Julia
now?”

“That,” admitted the Snoop,
“is a good question.” .

“Did you say something,
darling?” Julia asked sleep-
ily.

yI-Iolland felt like strangling
her, He didn’t, though; stran-
gling Julia under the current
circumstances was illegal.
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11X

soon after they had gomne

through Venusian cus-
toms. Holland, who had ex-
pected it, was nevertheless fu-
rious. He waited for her in
their hotel room, wishing the
Snoop would awake inside his
mind. He needed someone to
talk to; even a Snoop would
be better than nothing.

He picked up the dial-serv-
er to order a drink, but a
voice said: “Mr. Holland?
Are you in to callers?”

“What callers?”

“A Mr. Saul Gurdin.”

“What did you say?” Hol-
land shouted.

“Mr. Saul Gurdin is here to
see you.”

“Send him wup,” said Hol-
land; “send him right up.”

Holland dialed for drinks,
quickly; they were iced and
ready when Saul Gurdin en-
tered his room. The elder
Gurdin was a great shaggy
bear of a man, who wore
shorts and sandals and noth-
ing else. His skin was bronzed
and leathery, covered with a
considerable growth of gray
hair. He had not shaved in
two weeks, Holland judged;
his heavy, pear-shaped face
was bristling with stiff white
whiskers.. His head was com-
pletely bald.

J ULIA DISAPPEARED

“You're Holland?” he said.
“I weon’t have it.”

“You won’t have what, sir?
Drink?”

“Thank you, thank you.”
Gurdin downed his drink in
two quick gulps. He looked
at Holland’s, which hadn’t
been touched yet; Holland
slid it across the table toward
him and dialed for more.

“Understand,” said Gurdin,
smacking his lips, “I have
nothing against Twelves.
Some Twelves are very nice
people, I'm sure; you loeok
like a decent sort, I'm sure.
And it isn’t that I like my
son,” Gurdin added defensive-
ly, “so don’t misunderstand.
Yve never cared for the boy
at all, HoHand. It’s the pres-
tige I'm thinking of. This
marriage is out of the ques-
tion.”

“They told you?” Holland
asked.

Larry called from the ship
yesterday. He’s not going to
marry a Twelve while I'm
alive. you can bet on that.”
Gurdin chuckled, loosening
phlegm in his throat. “And
I'm pretty damn indestruct-
ible, Holland, so don’t get any
ideas. You know how many
folks have lost status trying
to fulfill a Permit on me?”

“No,” admitted Holland.

“Fifteen; and five more
died trying. It's why I haven’t
tried for advancement myself,
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Holland. Sixteen is pretty
good, I figure. If I go higher
than that. unless I reach Im-
munity, then just that many
more folks will try to get
Permits on me. Know when
I'm well off, I guess.”

€Y O0U COULD reach Im-

munity,” Holland said
boldly, “if vou got a Permit
on your son.”

“What are you talking
about?” Gurdin gasped.

“You understand,” Holland
said, “I'm telling you this
only to protect myself. Tulia
Randall H~lland is not my
sister; she’s mv wife.”

“Your wife?” Suddenly
wary, Gurdin looked about
the room for a weapon. He
headed porderously for the
desk, but Holland said: “I
wouldn’t.”

When Saul Gurdin turned
around, he was facing a stun-
ner which Holland held eas-
ily, familiarly in his hand.
“Calm down,” Holland said.
“I'm sure vou’ll find the usu-
al guest arsenal in the desk,
but you'd never reach it.”

“Are you going to kill me?”
Gurdin demanded. “That
would be a crime, wouldn’t
it?”

“I'm not sure; depends on
the time If Julia hasn’t
reached the Status Office yet
—but it’s too risky. No, I
won’t kill you, unless you
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make it necessary. Will you
_listen to me now?” .

“I don’t have much choice,
do I?”

“Julia Randall and I con-
tracted marriage because we
took out a J.S.A.P. on your
life. When Tulia met Larry, I
think she changed her mind.
Originally, she was only a
Four and we had décided to
split vour status eight and
four. When Larry proposed,
though, she got other ideas:
To marrv him; to let me kill
vou, which would be illegal if
sha cancelled the Permit—
which I think she’s doing
right now. Then Larry would
he willed your status, and
Tulia and Larry' would be
Thirty-two’'s—and immune.
Neat, isn’t it?”

AUL GURDIN smiled.

“Hearing that, I can al-
most feel affection for the
boy. I didn’t know it, but he’s
a real Climber.”

“What are you going to.do
about it?” Holland asked.

“How can I be sure you’re
telling the truth?”

“Julia’s my wife, not my
sister. If she marries Larry,
our own marriage automatic-
ally becomes null and void,
since Larry’s status is higher
than mine. But what’s in it
for Larry?.He probably feels
the same way about inferior
status as you do. With Julia’s



SOCIAL CLIMBER 63

help he can become a Thirty-
two.”

“But he doesn’t need her
help. If he really wanted to,
he could just take out a Per-
mit on me.”

“Think of the risk,” Hol-
land pointed out. “If he was
to fail, you might kill him.
This way, though, there isn’t
any risk for him. If I kill you
‘illegally, he inherits your stat-
us; if I fail, he’s lost noth-
ing.”

“He’d be saddled with an
inferior wife.”

“He could always get a di-
vorce.”

“You still haven’'t given me
any conclusive proof.”

“And I won’t be able to,
Mr. Gurdin. But you might
be willing to buy this: if I
find Tulia’s cancelled our Per-
mit, it would be pretty con-
clusive, wouldn’t it?”

“I’'m not sure I follow that.”

¢¢TT’S SIMPLE. Even if she

really wanted to marry
your son, and let it go at that,
she’d have no reason to cancel
the Permit. She could have
her cake and eat it, as the ex-
pression goes: Because, if we
were successful, she’d add the
four status points under our
agreement to the Sixteen
she’d have when Larry mar-
ries her, making her a Twen-
ty. Larry wouldn’t mind,
would he?”

“We've never been very
close,” mused Gurdin.

“So, if she cancels the Per-
mit, it can mean only one
thing: She and Larry want me
to kill you illegally.”

“Sound logic,” said the
Snoop, awakening; “I’'m proud
of you.”

“You keep out of this,” Hol-
land replied, silently.

“I suppose so,” Gurdin ad-
mitted reluctantly. “But what
can I do about it?”

“Plenty ” Holland told him
enthusiastically. “I’m going to
the Status Office as soon as
Julia gets back. If she’s can-
celled our Permit, I'll wait
until she marries your son,
then I'll take a Permit out for
her.”

“Twelve, eh? But you
can’t; she’d rank you by four
points.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,”
Holland admitted. “I know:
I'll take the permit out imme-
diately, while she’s still my
wife. Then, if I kill her after
she’s married, I'd only get the
twelve points I contracted for
and the four extra points will
go into the annual lottery
The government’s always hap-
py with an arrangement like
that.”

“You Climbers,” Saul Gur-
din said, with reluctant ad-
miration; “I’ve got to hand it
to you. It takes a lot of sweat-
ing, Holland. That would



64 SCIENCE FICTION STORIES

make you a Twenty-four, eh?
It’s more than you would have
received under the original
Permit, too.

“Well, you can put that
stunner away now, boy. What
do I do about all this?”

“That’s easy,” Holland re-
plied. “You take a Permit out
on Larry. Here’s your chance
to reach Immunity at one
blow. What do you think?”

“AN HOUR ago, I would
have said no. I don’t
like the boy, but he is my
own flesh and blood. Stil}, if
he’s in this with your wife, as
yoi claim—"

“It makes sense, doesn’t it?”

“Too much sense,” Gurdin
admitted. “Holland, I think
T'll do it. Makes a man feel
wonderful, the prospect of
Immunity. Well, let me know
about that Permit business,
will you? “Whether she can-
celled it or not?”

Holland nhodded and fol-
lowed Gurdin toward the
door. Just then they heard
footsteps in the hall. “That
will be Julia” Holland
gasped; “we’ll have to hide
you somewhere.” He grasped
the older man’s arm and
pulled him back toward the
center of the room. “The clos-
et?”

“What do you have to hide
him for?” the Snoop wanted
to know.

“What do you have to hide
me for?” Gurdin asked. “I’'m
here on a social call. My son
ca'lled from the ship; natural-
ly I'm interested in meeting
my nrospective in-law.”

“But if Julia learns we've
been talking together—”

“We’ll pretend we’ve just
met. There, now, it’s too late,
isn’t it?”

Saul Gurdin was right. To-
gether they turned and
watched the door open,

¢$C'O YOU'RE Robert Hol-

land.” Gurdin said jovi-
ally, as if they had just met.
“It’s a pleasure, a real pleas-
ure.”

“I certainly didn’t expect
to meet you, Mr. Gurdin,”
Holland replied. He hoped his
voice sounded convincing.

“Oh, am 1 interrupting
something?” Julia asked. She
was wearing the briefest of
Venusian tour garments.
Since the current fashion
trend was to reveal and high-
lieht rather than conceal, and
since it had only come off
the drawing boards at Paris,
Denver and Canalopolis two
or three years ago, Holland
and Saul Gurdin stared at her
in frank and not a little
breathless admiration.

“Your sister is very love-
ly,” Gurdin said. .

“Darling, who is your nice
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friend?’ Julia asked Holland.

“You’re not interrupting
anything,” he said. “This is
Saul Gurdin—you know. the
mining engineer’s father?”

“Larry’s father. Well, this
is an unexpected pleasure.
Mr. Gurdin, I hope you don’t
think...these fashions, I
mean-—"

“Not at all, my dear,” Gur-
din chuckled. “I’'m not that
old.” He studied Julia with
what seemed to Holland un-
necessary attention to details.
He said, “I understand that
Larry has asked you to marry
him.”

“That’s right, sir,” Julia
said.
“Well, Holland,” Gurdin

beamed, “your sister and I
ought to get better acquaint-
ed, don’t you think?”

“Bob probably has a million
things to attend to, anyway,”
Julia said. “Don’t you, Bob
dear?”

“You'd better get out of
here,” the Snoop told Hol-
land; “you’re getting angry.”

“Well, I don’t like the way
he's looking at her,” Holland
said silently, “You think it’s
all right to leave them?
There’'s one possibility I
hadn’t thought of.”

“I know,” said the Snoop,
who sounded infinitely
amused. “The idea is prob-
ably just occurring to Saul
Gurdin,”

“That no good—"

“Temper,” cautioned the
Snoop.

“Well?” Gurdin demanded.
He went to the door and
opened it for Holland.

“Goodbye, dear,” Julia
called over Gurdin’s bare,
bristly shoulder.

“If,” Holland said to the
Snoop as he headed for the
elevator, “Julia decides she
prefers Saul Gurdin to his
son—"

“Exactly what I was think-
ing,” agreed the Snoop.

“But I could still go ahead
and take out a Permit on

Julia.”

“Yes, you could do that.
Except that Saul Gurdin
knows all about it.”

v

6¢ ET ME see,” said
I the clerk at the Sta-
tus Office. “Permit
NY-46-02, issued at New
York, on Earth. Contracting
parties, Twelve Robert M.
Holland and Four Julia P,
Randall. Here we are. May I
see your identification,
please?”
Holland showed it to him.
“Yes, sir; that Permit was
cancelled by the Four less
than an hour ago.”
“I’d like to take out anoth-
er Permit,” Holland said.
“But that would be impos-
sible, sir.”
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“Impossible?”

“Yes. You have a temporary
exit permit from New York
City; it terminates with the
Permit under consideration.
In other words, it has already
terminated. You can remain
on Venus. of course—"

“Oh, sure,” said Holland
bitterly.

“But that makes you fair
game for anyone, including
those of lower status. Natural-
ly, under the existing stat-
utes, we will have to publish
that fact.”

“Don’t T have a period of
grace?” Holland asked. “It
wasn’t my idea to terminate
the Permit: I'd still like to
go through with it, but of
course I can’t.”

“You will have several
hours,” said the clerk, “until
such time as the facts in your
case have been published.
This is not a legal period of
grace, you understand. The
time-interval is unavoidable.”

“When’s the next ship for
Earth?” Holland asked. He
had no choice now. The whole
business was a dismal failure
for him. however it turned
out for Julia Randall. He'd
been outfoxed and now the
situation was suddenly, peril-
ously dangerous. He’d be fair
game for anyone, once the
knowledge was made public.

“You’d better see a travel
agent,” the clerk suggested.

“Well, tell me this: Don’t
they have to take out a Per-
mit?”

“Who?”

“Anyone who wants my
status points?”

“Why, no. No, that isn’t the
situation at all. You have no
business here, so your status
is completely excess now.
You're fair game, as I said. A
Permit could be issued on re-
quest, retroactively, after
your demise.”

“Thank you,” said Holland
dully. He turned around and
began to walk away.

“Careful,” said the Snoop.
“The clerk’s a Six..He'll nev-
er have another chance like
this, and he’s beginning to re-
alize it.”

OLLAND spun around

swiftly, dropping to his
knees as he did so. A stunner
blast roared over his head,
bouncing harmlessly off the
wall behind him since it was
only lethal to nerve cells. He
groped for his own stunner,
found it, dived headfirst as
the clerk fired again. Holland
shot the clerk in the face with
his stunner, killing the man
instantly.

The investigation was brief
but thorough. Holland was
guilty of no crime; he had
killed in self-defense. The po-
lice wouldn’t press the point
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anyway, since the dead clerk’s
status points wWent into the
lottery. The bigger the annual
lottery, the greater chance
you had of winning a few free
status points.

But everyone looked at Hol-
land strangely as he left: the
three policemen, the two
stretcher-bearers from the

morgue, the official from Lot-

tery.

“They’re all afraid,” the
Snoop pointed out, “that if
they start something someone
else might finish it for them
and get your status. It’s the
only thing saving you now.”

“I know,” Holland admitted
bleakly. “I'd better hurry to
a travel'agent.”

“No; they'll be expecting
that. They probably have
friends among the travel
agents. You wouldn’t have a
chance.”

“The spaceport?”’

“The same thing. You're in
trouble, Holland. I'm afraid
this symbiotic relationship of
ours is going to end very
shortly. I'm truly sorry.”

“Symbiotic, hell,” Holland
stormed as he left the Status
Office quickly. “You've
brought me nothing but trou-
ble since you first showed
up.”

“I? T have done nothing. If
I had been given an oppor-
tunity.,.but one can’t work

on the psychopathy of a
corpse, can he?”

“WHAT ARE you so
glum about?” Holland
asked the Snoop an hour la-
ter. “Nothing happens to you
if I'm killed, does it?”

“Certainly not. But we
Snoops are capable of a high
degree of empathy.”

“Literally, you meéan,” said
Holland.

“No. In the old classic
sense. You humans have lost
it almost entirely, you know.
It’s why you—"

“No philosophic lectures,
please,” Holland said. “The
thing that gets me mad is
Julia. She’s not here on an
expired .exit permit. Oh no,
not her.”

“I don’t see the distinction.”

“If she’s promised a mar-
riage contract by either Saul
Gurdin or his son, the law
doesn’t apply to her. But me,
I'm fair game for anyone.
What does she care about
that, though?”

“No empathy,” insisted the
Snoop. “You see?”

Holland was sitting in a
bar and grill, half a mile from
the spaceport. He had called
the port earlier to learn when
the next earthbound ship was
leaving. He was waiting now,
chain-smoking and drinking
cup after cup of strong native
coffee,
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“You’ll never make it,” the
Snoop predicted. “Haven’t
you had the feeling that some-
one was following you?”

“No, Holland said.

“I’'m better at that than you
are. You should have studied
those men at the Status Of-
fice more closely; look over
there.”

OLLAND felt his neck

craning to the left as the
Snoop sent motor impulses to
his neck muscles. “Those two
fellows at the corner table?”
the Snoop said.

“They do look familiar.”

“They should. You saw
them an hour ago at the
Status Office; they carried
the clerk’s bo@ly out.”

All at once, Holland felt
vulnerable. He had been sit-
ting with his back to the two
goverment mortuary flunkies.
He squirmed around in his
chair until he could see them
without craning his neck.
They were watching him
boldly.

“But what are they wait-
ing for?” Holland asked.

“Why should they settle
for six points each? They’re
each waiting for the other to
lose patience. They have
nothing to lose, waiting an-
other half hour or so; they
know the ship schedule.”

“I’ll make a run for it the
last possible moment,” Hol-

land said desperately. “If I
kill them, it ‘will be self-de-
fense.”

“And then what?”

“Why, I’ll go back to Earth.
To New York.”

“You’ll still be fair game
on the ship. With no hiding
place.”

OLLAND didn’t answer.

It was one thing to fail
in a Status Advancement Per-
mit and have your status re-
duced; it was quite another
to die in the process. Out of
frustration and anger he had
blamed the Snoop, but it real-
ly wasn’t the Snoop’s fault.
The Snoop hadn’t been any-
thing but an observer, as far
as he \could tell. He could
place the real blame at Julia
Randall’'s doorstep, though.
The more he thought about
it, the angrier he became.
That girl. Yes,” that girl
Climbing all over Holland to
get where she was going. And
still his wife, as of right
now...

“Say, wait a minute,” said
Holland. “All aspects of the
status of the suprior spouse
can be claimed by the infer-
ior.”

“You were the Twelve and
Julia the Four,” the Snoop
reminded him.

“No. I'm thinking of an-
other aspect entirely. Julia is
still under the extended pro-
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tection of her exit permit
from New York, because she’s
contracted a marriage with
Larry Gurdin. But until the
moment that marriage is ac-
tually joined, I'm still her
husband. Therefore, if legally
I share the advantages of her
status, the clerk at the Status
Office made a mistake. I'm
not fair game after all, am I?”

“It’s a subtle point,” said
the Snoop. “But I like your
mind, Holland. With all its
devious ways. However—"

“Uh-oh,” mumbled Holland.

“Yes, whatever those verbal
grunts mean. I merely want
to point out that when a
Climber determines to bring
about your violent demise, he
won’t stop to study any loop-
holes in the law. You’ll be
dead and unlamented before
the loopholes are found. Per-
haps they would then strip
the victorious Climber of his
status points, but that
wouldn’t concern a dead man,
would it?”

“You mean—even if I'm
right, that wouldn’t help me
with those two birds over
there or anyone like them.”

“Precisely. I should also
like to point out, by the way,
that if you left here now and
ran all the way you might
possibly reach the spaceport
before the Earth liner blast-
ed off.” And, when Holland
stood up quickly, pushing his

chair back: “It wasn’t a very
good idea anyway. Sit down.”

HOLLAND glanced at the
two mortuary flunkies,
who were still thorough stu-
dents of Robert Holland’s
every move. As Holland
watched them, one of them
glanced at his wrist-chrono,
relaxed considerably and
leaned across the table to mut-
ter something to his compan-
ion. They smiled and lit cig-
arets.

“They realized you've
missed your spaceship,” the
Snoop told Holland. “They
figure you’re not going to
make a break for it now.”

“What am I supposed to
do?” Holland groaned. “Just
sit here and wait until they
decide which one of them will
kill me?”

“You could make a break
for it; you’re armed.”

Holland considered his
chances. He was closer to the
exit than the mortuary flun-
kies were. They were obvious-
ly armed, and watching him
like a pair of hawks; and
while each one probably
hoped he could earn Holland’s
twelve points for himself, a
sudden attempt at flight on
Haqlland’s part might swing
the balance in favor of a joint
effort.

“They’d never let me leave
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here alive,” Holland told the
Snoop.

“Alone, they wouldn’t; but
look who’s coming.” Laugh-
ter bubbled in Holland’s
throat. Holland grimaced. He
didn’t feel like laughing; it
was the Snoop.

HOLLAND looked up sud-
denly, Snoop-motivated.
Larry Gurdin came in quickly
through the door, spotted Hol-
land and rushed toward his
table. Larry’s face was white,
his eyes big. He glanced about
furtively; he did not resem-
ble his confident bear of a
father in the slightest.

“Holland,” he said, falling
into a chair. “Thank God I've
found you.”

“How did.you know where
I was?” Holland demanded,
grim visiong of half of Venus
flocking to the little bar and
grill to be on hand for his
demise,

“I was to meet Julia in your
hotel lobby. When she wasn’t
there, I went upstairs, think-
ing you had somehow found
out—"

“Hah!” Holland spat, sur-
prised at the pretty triumph
he felt. “Then you admit
everything?”

“It doesn’t matter. Not
now.”

“It certainly doesn’t,” the
Snoop agreed.

“I found.them there,” Gur-
din said, “Your wife—"

“She told you we're mar-
ried?” .

“My life’s in danger,” Lar-
ry said, “and so is yours; I
think we can help each other.
They—they were very cozy.
I know my father. That look
in his eyes—like when he
wins a big bridge-building
contract. I went to the Status
Office, found out what hap-
pened, knew you’d be some-
place near the spaceport—"

“All right, you’re a good
detective. What do you
what?”

“Get off your high horse,
Holland; you’re fair game for
anyone now. Well, aren’t
you?” And, when Holland
nodded glumly: “Of course,
I'm not; but when my father
and your wife form an al-
liance—"

“Marriage?”

“YES, BUT will you let
me finish? She’ll con-
vince him we were out to get

him, She’ll distort the truth,

poisoning his mind against
me, and—""

“Admit it, you damn hypo-
crite. Wasn’t that the idea?”

“I,” said Larry Gurdin
haughtily, “never would have
laid a hand on my father. Nat-
urally, if through ignorance
you had gone ahead with your
original plan—and if Julia
and I had followed through
with ours—we stood to inherit
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my father’s sixteen points
upon his death.”

“But Julia was never really
fond of you. She seems fond
of your father, genuinely. Is
that it?”

“Yes,” Larry admitted.
“Probably, they’ll get married.
Believing he can’t trust me—
although I'd be more than
happy to drop the whole thing
now—my father will decide
to be a Climber for the first
time in hig life. They’ll take
a Permit out on my life; but
since my father is thoroughly
naive when it comes to Climb-
ing, your Tulia will be the ex-
ecutioner.”

Holland chuckled. He wait-
ed for the Snoop to make
some comment. but the Snoop
was silent. He glanced quick-
ly at the two mortuary flun-
kies, who were looking not at
Holland but at Larry, discuss-
ing this unexpected complica-
tion in low tones. “That’s
tough,” Holland said finally.
“What do you expect me to
do about it?”

“Without help, you'll never
leave Venus alive. I can give
you that help; I'll do it pro-
vided you help me.”

“How can you get me off
Venus?”

“We Gurdins are wealthy.
A disguise. A bribe to a space-
ship captain with no ques-
tions asked...”

¢CYT’S A chance,” the Snoop
told Holland. “He could
probably do it.”

“What do you want in re-
turn?” Holland asked.

Larry licked his lips, his
eyes darting anxiously to the
door. “Kill Julia.”

“But I have no status on
Venus. Even if I wanted to,
I conldn’t take out a Permit.”

“I’m not asking vou to take
ot a Prmit. Kill her.”

“Murder,” said Holland
coldly “is crime punishable
by life imprisonment.”

“You know Tullia”, Larry
pleaded. “You lived with her
aboard the spaceship; you
know her habits. If you can
kill her without getting
caught, that will buy your
escape. If you refuse, it means
your own life and you know
it.” .

“But to commit murder—"

“Man, you’re a Climber,
aren’t you? What’s the differ-
ence how you label it? Don’t
tell me you have moral com-
punctions?”

“Not after the way Julia’s
been double-dealing.”

“Then what is it?”

Holland shrugged. “The
last thing a Climber worries*
about is getting ' caught. It
doesn’t matter; there’s no
necessity to cover your tracks.
But at murder I'd be a nov-
ice.”

“That”, said Larry “is your
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problem. If you consider it a
bigger problem than your lack
of status on Venus—”"

“No. No, I don’t. Are you
sure about your father and
Julia?”

“Sure enough to believe my
life’s in danger. He said he
was taking her out to our es-
tate. My guess is they’ll stop
at the Status Office first for
a Joint Permit.” Larry gulped.
“Oh me.”

“And if I said yes?”

¢ OME TO the estate
with me,” Larry Gurdin
said eagerly. “I'll pretend to
be pretending I think you're
Julia’s brother; you pretend
to be in the dark about every-
thing, They’ll suspect noth-
ing. If you succeed in killing
Julia, I know my father will
forget about the whole thing.
Well, what do you say?”
The Snoop stirred in Hol-
land’s mind. “Agree to it,”
the Snoop said. “Even if
you’re not sure. At least
young Gurdin can .help you
leave this place alive.”
Holland nodded. “All
right,” he said slowly. “It’s
a deal. But first,” he ges-
“tured toward the two mor-
tuary flunkies, and explained.
A few moments later, Larry
got up and walked to the bar
to order something. This
placed him behind the two
mortuary flunkies, who were
new giving Holland all their

attention. When Holland then
stood up and came tdward
them, the two would-be as-
sassins were suddenly busy
studying their fingernails, the
grease-splattered menu, each
other, the checkered table-
cloth, the very bad oil paint-
ings of Venusian flora and
fauna on the wall, anything.

OLLAND smiled as he

reached them. “Don’t
turn around,” he said in a
conversational tone. “My
friend is watching you; he’s
holding a blaster in his hand.
If you try anything, he’H kill
you.”

“There must be some mis-
take,” one of them men blurt-
ed.

The other
turned ashen.

“Here’s what,” Holland
said. “Sit perfectly still. I'm
getting out of here.” He
watched the ashen one turn
around and look at Larry Gur-
din, becoming, if anything,
whiter. Holland went on:
“Give me all your money,
please.”

“Our money?”

“Come on. Yes.” He waited
while they went through
their pockets. He collected
their money. “Now,” he asked,
“are you hungry?” And, when
they didn’t answer: “Because
you’re going to order a meal,
a large meal.”

one merely
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“But you just took our
cash; we couldn’t pay—"

“Now you’re beginning to
understand. Waitress!” Hol-
land yelled.

A plump girl appeared with
her little order pad. “My
friends,” Holland said, “would
each like the biggest steak
you have, with all the trim-
mings.”

“Domestic  or
sir?”

“Terrestrial. It's more ex-
pensive, isn’t it? Splendid.
They will also start with two
Sun of Venus cocktails, native
clams, chowder ”

“Honest,” said the ashen
one. “I'm not very hungry.”

Holland looked behind him
at Larry Gurdin and went on
ordering the rest of the din-
ner. The waitress departed
with a professional smile.

“When they find out we
can’t pay,” the ashen one
groaned, “they’ll call the po-
lice.”

“Fine,” said Holland, and
waited until the girl brought
their drinks. He smiled,
toasted them with an invisible
glass, signaled Larry, and
headed for the door. Larry
covered his retreat, then fol-
lowed him outside.

“That was very neat,” Larry
said in the bright hot glare
of the Venusian cloud-blan-
ket.

“I thought so.”

terrestrial,

“You’re shrewd, Holland;
you should do very well at
Bridge Haven.”

“Bridge Haven?”

“Our estate. Come on, we'll
get a ’copter cab.”

v

7§ "\ HIS IS an unexpect-
ed pleasure,” Saul
Gurdin said. He was

wearing slacks and a sport
shirt, lounging clothes circa
mid-twentieth century style.
He still looked like a bear. He
addressed his words at Hol-
land, avoiding his son’s eyes
altogether. “Julia has been
telling me so much about her
brother.”

Brother? thought Holland.
For Larry’s benefit? Proba-
bly. Saul Gurdin knew that
Larry was aware of the truth
about Julia and Holland,
Holland decided. But the
elder Gurdin did not know
if he were supposed to be
aware of it, from his son’s
point of view.

“Is Julia here?” Larry
asked.

“Preparing herself for din-
ner,” Gurdin said. “You're

barely in time.”

“And plenty hungry,” Hol-
land admitted. He needed
time to think, and realized he
wouldn’t get it. He found the
idea of killing Julia sans
status advancement surpris-
ingly appealing. She de-
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served it, certainly; often a
status victim didn’t.
“That’s excellent,”
Snoop told him.
“What’s excellent?”
“It’s the first moral dis-
tinction of that sort I’ve seen
you make. An out-and-out
psychopath wouldn’t.”

the

“YOU’RE always harping
on psychopathy,” Hol-
land retorted silently while
the elder Gurdin led them in-
side through a long, alabaster
white Georgian portico.
“True, I am. Did it ever oc-
cur to you that psychopathy
might be the bane of life?”
“I never thought about it.”
“Well, it did occur to you
that life in abundance seems
to have been the aim of our
Creator, didn’t it?”
“I guess so,” Holland said.
“And if one life-form—or
better still, one single entity
—is indifferent to the contin-
ued existence of another, is
as a matter of fact, quite will-
ing to end it without adequate
motivation—"
“You lost me somewhere.”
“One kills for food, or to
protect one’s mate or off-
spring, or in self-defense—
but in a completely artificial
system like the social status
system here in your culture
one kills, indifferently, for
what on the natural level is a

completely unsatisfactory rea-
son.”

“You mean status advance-
ment? But it’s getting ahead.”

“Yes? How?”

“well_’)

“Additional status does not
necessarily mean additional
wealth, even granting wealth
as a sufficient motive for kill-
ing. Status advancement
brings no more food, or pro-
tection of self or family, no
greater health, no longer life,
no increased number of pro-
geny. What you gain, I take
it, is social prestige?”

(1 ELL,” Holland said,

suddenly and strangely
on the defensive, “the ulti-
mate goal of a Climber is
Thirty-two and immunity.
That’s protection for the self
and family, isn’t it?”

“How many Thirty-twos
have you at any given time?
Ten? A dozen perhaps? They
are hardly significant, Hol-
land. But to return: the point
I make is that for the first
time you actually weighed
killing. Tell me: At this mo-
ment would you rather kill
Saul Gurdin legally, and gain
his status points—assuming
that were possible—or murder
Julia outside the law because
of her double-dealing?”’

“Julia,” Holland said at
once,
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“You see? There’s hope for
us.”

‘(Us?”

“I am neither parasite nor
disinterested observer. I told
you our relationship was sym-
biotic.”

“I still don’t see how.”

“Life,” said the Snoop.
“The purpose of the Universe.
Life and more life. A psycho-
pathic society is anti-life. If
you grant this, if you grant
both of these points and if, as
it has been postulated both by
your religion and your astro-
physics that there is a con-
stant conserver of the physi-
cal universe, doesn’t it seem
possible to you that a conserv-
er of the life of the universe
might also exist?”

“You?” Holland gasped,
forgetting himself and using
his voice.

“What was that?” Saul Gur-
din asked.

“Nothing. Nothing.” They
had entered the estate proper,
now. It was vast and Georg-
ian, two dozen Monticellos
asprawl over the filled in Ve-
nusian marshland. Holland
could smell the marsh and
wondered what they used for
insect control at night,

¢CCNOOP?” Holland called
inside his mind. The
Snoop didn’t answer.
“There’s Julia now,” Gur-
din said.

Julia came across a polished
hardwood floor toward them.
She wore a white low-necked
gown which fit the mood of
Bridge Haven. Holland half-
expected to hear the lilting
strains of a minuet and se¢
the great hall fill with curt-
seying girls and bowing men.

“Larry!” Julia cried, run-
ning into the younger Gur-
din’s arms. It didn’t seem to
bother Saul Gurdin at all,
Holland observed. Naturally,
it wouldn’t. If they had al-
ready taken out the Permit on
Larry, which seemed likely,
Julia would want to gain and
hold his confidence. “I've
been waiting for you to come,
hoping you would come to-
night so you could show me
around Bridge Haven,” she
said. “Your father wanted to
do the honors, but it wouldn’t
have been the same. Do we
have time before dinner?”

“I doubt it,” Gurdin replied.
“Dinner is probably ready
now. What you children for-
get is that a Venusian day is
nearly a month long; you
don’t have to worry about
nightfall. Well, shall we eat?”

HEY DID, in a dining

room as unnecessarlly vast
as this mammoth Monticello
had augered. That is, all but
Larry ate. Larry said he
wasn’t hungry, although he
did take coffee from the pew=
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ter pot which was brought to
the table. After dinner, Saul
Gurdin leaned back with a ci-
gar and patted his belly,
which had swelled consider-
ably. “You children take the
grand tour if you want,” he
said. “Brandy and a cigar is
what I want.”

“Join us, Bob?” Larry
asked, as Julia took his hand
and led him from the table.

“Now, Larry,” Julia said,
pouting. “I hardly ever get a
chance to be alone with you.
I’'m sure my brother will un-
derstand; won’t you Bob
dear?”

“But he hasn’t seen Bridge
Haven,” Larry protested
weakly.

“After cigar and brandy, let
your father show it to him,”
Julia said by way of dismiss-
ing the subject.

Larry looked forlornly at
Holland, but followed Julia
from the dining room. “Bran-
dy?” asked Saul Gurdin.

“What about our conversa-
tion of this afternoon, Mr.
Gurdin?” )

“Yes, that. Well, you see—"
Gurdin’s voice trailed off in
sullen confusion,

“Well, well, well,” Holland
caid, “Don’t tell me Julia de-
cided an additional criss-cross
was possible.”

“What do you mean by
that?”

“Nothing, I guess.” Gur-

din’s attitude, however, served
to confirm his son’s suspi-
cions.

“I'm still considering it,”
Saul Gurdin said and abrupt-
ly launched himself into an
effusive lecture on the points
of interest at-Bridge Haven.
This took the better part of
half an hour and showed no
signs of ending until a scream
cut the flow off in mid-sen-
tence,

“That was Julia!” Gurdin
gasped. He sounded very sur-
prised.

TOGETHER, they ran from
the dining room. The
scream had seemed quite dis-
tant to Holland, but Saul Gur-
din covered ground with un-
expected speed, if not grace.
They sped through sculptured
gardens and across streams
which were spanned by minia-
ture suspension, cantilever,
concrete-arch and continuous
truss bridges.

Julia screamed again. Much
closer. A hot wind pluckcd at
Holland’s clothing. With the
heat and humidity, they
couldn’t run much further.

“The marsh,” Gurdin pant-
ed; “she’s in the marsh.”

And then, crossing a final
bubbling stream—flowing
from a hot spring, Holland
decided—they came upon
Larry. He was standing per-
fectly still, leaning forward
from the hips slightly.
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He was watching Julia.

Who was waist-deep in
quicksand and floundering.

“Courage!” Gurdin cried.
“Courage, child; I'll get some
branches.”

“Extend your arms like
floats,” Holland said practi-
cally. “They’ll distribute your
weight so you'll sink more
slowly. And don’t flounder
like that; you’ll only go
quicker. Keep calm. We'll get
you out with -the branches.”
He could hear Gurdin plung-
ing back across the miniature
bridge toward the nearest of
the gardens.

“My boy,” the Snoop said
paternally. “Do you realize
you’re trying to save her
life?”

“Gurdin saw; it would be
murder. Then the younger
Gurdin couldn’t help me.
Don’t worry, I'm not getting
soft.”

“But I thought—"

“Well, you can just forget
it”

Julia wailed, “It’s pulling
me. Like wet hands.”

“You’re rationalizing,” the
Snoop persisted. “What did

Gurdin see? An accident, pos-:

sibly. Julia hasn’t accused
Larry.”

“She will, before she goes
under—if we let her go under.
We can’t.”

URDIN came plunging

back across the bridge
with several large uprooted
shrubs. Snorting and panting,
he thrust them out across the
bog toward Julia, who
grasped the branches. The
quicksand was now sucking
almost at her armpits. Except
for TJulia’s immersion, the
sand looked wet but quite in-
nocent.

“Here,” Saul Gurdin told
Holland. “Grab these shrubs
and pull.”

Hol'land did so. Between
them, they drew Julia loose
slowly. The sand made faint
sucking. protesting noises.
Larry Gurdin stood there
watching, mopoing his brow.
When Julia finally reached
firm ground, she sank down
on it, exhausted.

“Did Larry—" Gurdin be-
gan.

Julia shook her head and
pointed mutely at her throat.
The elder Gurdin surprised
everyone by producing a small
flask. uncorking it and tilting
it to her lips. Julia swallowed
and gagged, her eyes sudden-
ly filling with tears. Some-
where nearby, a bird chattered
angrily at them.

“Well?” Gurdin repeated.
He was looking at Larry now,
his face livid. _

“I told her about the bog,”
Larry said. “She insisted on
seeing it. She said, ‘What’s
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quicksand like? I never saw
it’ We came here; she tried
to push me. We struggled and
she fell in.” He out-stared his
father. “Let her try to deny
HAY

“Are you strong enough to
walk now?” Holland asked
Julia.

“I think so.”

E HELPED her to her

feet. She stood there for
a moment, leaning against
him, brushing the slime from
her gown.

“Well, deny it,” Larry said
hotly.

Julia didn’t look at him. “I
don’t want to talk about it,”
she said. “I only want to get
away from here. I'm
drenched.”

They began to walk back
across the bridge, Julia lean-
ing against Holland for sup-
port. “If you tried to murder
your future mother—" Gur-
din began.

“Then you admit it!” Larry
cried.

“Certainly I admit it. Julia
and I will be married, won’t
we, my dear?”

Julia looked first at Larry,
then at Holland. Holland tried
to keep his face blank. Julia
nodded slowly, drawing away
from Holland and walking
without aid when they
crossed the third bridge. No
one said anything on the long

walk back to the house, but
Larry tried to catch Holland’s
eye several times, particular-
ly as they crossed the deeper,
swifter streams. Holland
couldn’t help smiling but, he
realized, it might have been,
the Snoop. '

“Snoop,” he said, “what am
I going to do now?”

“Larry wants you to kill
Julia. He tried once and
failed. He probably knows he
won’t get another chance.
Julia wants your protection.
Saul Gurdin—"

“_Isn’t sure,” Holland fin-
ished for the Snoop. “Why
doesn’t Julia contradict Lar-
ry’s story, though?”

“She wants your protection,
but she’s still going to try for
Larry. She doesn’t want to
talk about it, doesn’t want
Saul Gurdin to know she’s
afraid. What are you going to
do, Holland?”

“That’s what I just asked
you.”

HE SNOOP had the ad-

vantage. It went away to
the back of Holland’s mind
and although he tried to sum-
mon it, there was no response.
There was likewise no re-
sponse from either Gurdin or
from Julia all the way back to
the great house. They walked
like robots, Holland thought,
each immersed ' in his own
plans,
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One of Gurdin’s servants, a
leathery-skinned old settler
with a grave face surprising-
ly like a chimpanzee’s, opened
the front door for them, then
plucked at Holland’s sleeve as
Holland walked past him.
“Begging your pardon, sir,”
he said. “You're Robert Hol-
land, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” said Holland auto-
matically.

“Heard all about you on the
video,” the old man said.

Holland waited until the
others had walked on, then
grasped the old man’s tunic
and drew the chimpanzee face
close to his own. “What are
you going to do about it?” he
rasped.

“Oh, not I, sir. Nothing.
Absolutely nothing. I am an
o0ld man. I have no‘ambitions.”

“Just don’t you forget it.”

“No, sir. I won’t.”

Holland began to walk
away.

“But the others, sir.”

“Others?”

“I thought I would tell you.
They don’t like old Jonah.
Well, and what of it? I lose
no love on them. However,
certain of them are dreaming
of ways to collect a certain
twelve status points. The
cook. The gardener. Even the
chambermaid. Fair game, they
said. Right here in this house.
Oh, there’s nothing specific.
But my advice is to be on

your guard, sir. Every step of
the way.”

“THANK you, Jonah,”
Holland said with feel-
ing. The old man stuck a dry
hot paw in Holland’s hand.
Holland shook it and went af-
ter the others. Outside Bridge
Haven, it was bad enough.
Fair game. Anyone could kill
him, legally, but first they
would have to identify him.
Here he was known, and fair
game as elsewhere.

He wondered if he should
leave immediately. It seemed
like a sensible idea, except
that the chances of spacing
out for Earth without help
were nil. But if he could kill
Julia now at.once, Larry Gur-
din would help him; that was
the bargain. A vision swam
before his eyes. Julia, ex-
hausted, drawn from the bog.

Suddenly, quite unexpect-
edly, he felt sorry for her. It
was ridiculous, he told him-
self. He had an impulse to
laugh again. He cursed the
Snoop thoroughly, but the
Snoop did not respond. Why
should he feel sorry for Julia?
She had double-crossed him
cheerfully enough, hadn’t
she?

“Sympathy,” said the
Snoop. “Empathy. Con-
science. You’re making splen-
did progress, Robert, May I
call you Robert?”
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“What the hell kind of
splendid progress is that. I'm
fouling up my own chances.”

“Perhaps not. At any rate,
you’re almost cured. How do
you feel about Climbing, Rob-
ert?” ’

“Why—indifferent! I just
don’t care about it. Besides, if
a man didn’t use up all his
energy thinkine of new and
better ways to Climb, status-
wise, he might be able to con-
centrate on making more mon-
ey or having a good time, or
getting married and raising a
fine family—"

“Substitution. The first
out-phase. If we can get you
off Venus in one piece, you’ll
be a new man. And you won’t
be alone. You’ll be surprised
at the number of Climbers
who have been cured.”

“Cured? How?”

¢¢QYMBIOSIS,” said the
Snoop. “My mind is not
liké yours. I’'ve been living in
yours, but vou've also been
living in mine. Since mine is
directed toward your
thoughts, that means you've
been examining Robert Hol-
land’s mind through the eyes
of a Snoop. Purely a figure of
speech, naturally, since I have
no eyes. At any rate, that is
where the symbiosis—watch
out!”
Holland had been walking
through the well of the spiral

staircase which ascended to
the upper storeys of the man-
sion. He heeded the Snoop’s
warning almost instinctively,
lunging aside as something
large and heavy landed on the
marble floor not two feet
from him with a dull thud.
Holland looked up but could
see no one on the staircase,

What had fallen—what had
almost struck him—was a
suitcase. Holland hefted it.
Fifty pounds or more, he
judged. He opened it. The
sultcase was filled with hun-
dreds of microreader spools.
Dropped several storeys, it
made a weapon of sorts. Prob-
ably not lethal, he thought.
The attempt had been a crude
one, but there were born
Climbers and there were fail-
ures, The next attempt might
not be so crude.

It might even be successful.

“What floor?” Holland
asked the Snoop.

“Third, I think.”

“Let’s go.”

VI

HE CHAMBER-
M A I D, a tall gray-
haired woman with

considerable fuzz on her up-
per lip, was feeding wet
clothing into the wall ironer
when Holland found her. He
dropped the suitcase at her
feet but she didn’t bat an eye-



SOCIAL CLIMBER 81

lash. Crude but cool. Well],
there were people like that.

“Are you alone up here?”
Holland demanded.

“I think so.”

“Then you tried to kill me.”

She shrugged. “There’s a
law against it?”

“No, damn you, but—*

“You can’t kill me, Mr. Hol-
land. No one saw me make the
attempt, so it wouldn’t be
self-defense. I won’t lie to
you. If I get another opportu-
nity, I'm going to try again.
With more success, I hope.
I’'m only a Six. you see. Inci-
dentally, do you have any ad-
vice?”

She spoke so matter-of-fact-
ly that Holland found himself
replying: “Advice on what?”

“You’re quite a Climber, I
hear. Advice on committing
status murder.”

“Go,” said Holland, *“to
hell.” He was trying hard not
to giggle. The Snoop seemed
giddy; the Snoop wanted to

giggle.

AUL GURDIN was alone

downstairs. He looked
very unhappy. “Julia’s in
bed,” he said. “Fagged, I
guess. Larry’s mooning, if
Venus had a moon. What do
you want?”

“Did you know I was fair
game?”

“Servants told me. They’re
an ineffectual lot; got to

keep them happy. You can
take care of yourself, can’t
you?”

“Not when I'm asleep. Not
when my food is poisoned.”

“You can always leave if
you want to. Can’t you?”

“Where would I go?”

“Umm-mm. But you can’t
stay here permanently. Do
you have some kind of a deal
with Larry? Or Julia? I'm be-
ginning to think I wouldn’t
put it past either of them.”

“I thought you want to
marry Julia.”

“Sex and self-protection. A
wife can’t take out a Permit
against her husband. But if
you're planning something—”

Holland took out his blaster
and pointed it at Saul Gurdin.
The big bearish face blanched.
“I could kill you now,” Hol-
land said. “I'm not going to;
I only want to prove a point.
You're safe. If I have any
deal, it doesn’t concern you.
Now. I'm tired. It’s been a
long day. I want a safe place
to sleep.”

“Second floor,” said Gur-
din. “Any room. You can bolt
the door from the inside. All
right?”

Before Holland could an-
swer, someone yelled. It
wasn’t Julia. It sounded like
Larry,

“Not again,” Gurdin wailed.
“I'm beginning to wonder
about Climbing. I should have
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left well enough alone, as
thev say.”

“It was upstairs!” Holland
shouted. “Let’s go.”

“To the rescue?” tlhie Snoop
asked. The Snoop sounded
amused.

“Larry’s my ticket off Ve-
nus,” Holland said, running
for the stairs.

THEY MET the tall gray-
haired chambermaid on the
landing. “It came from in
there,” she said, pointing at
one of the doors in the long
hallway.

There was the sound of
things being thrown, things
shattering. Holland ran to the
door grasped the handle,
shook it. “Open up!’

“Help!” Larry Gurdin cried
from inside the room,

The door was locked. Hol-
land rammed it with his
shoulder once, bruisingly. The
door held firm. He fired his
blaster at the lock mechanism
and kicked the door in.

Larry Gurdin was on the
floor. His shirt was torn and
bloady. but the wound seemed
superficial. The bedroom was
a shambles. Julia stood over
Larry, poised on one foot like
a dancer. The heel of her
‘raised shoe was retracted, re-
vealing the three inch metal
spike. She glanced at Holland
and Saul Gurdin, not seeing
Larry roll over and away. She
brought the heel down swift-

ly where his neck had been.
The metal spike caucht in the
hardwood floor. She shook
her foot to get it loose, but
the spike held fast.

Larry climbed unsteadily to
his feet, staggering toward
her, his arms outstretched.
“I'll kill' you with my bare
hands.”

Julia strained frantically,
her foot abruptly coming
clear of the trick shoe. Her
momentum carried her head-
first toward Larry, her head
butting his chin and jerking
his head back. He stumbled
toward the bed and sat down
on it.

“You!” Julia screamed at
Holland and Saul Gurdin. “If
you hadn’t interfered, he’d be
dead by now.”

“A fine bargain you made,”
Larry told Holland sullenly.
“I thought I'd have to do it
myself. But she—"

Julia flung herself at him,
shouting, “You call yourself a
man!” They rolled off the
bed, their hands about each
other’s neck.

“By God, I'll kill him my-
self!” Saul Gurdin stormed,
grabbing the blaster from
Holland’s hand. Without
turning, Holland drove his el-
bow into the older man’s
stomach and heard a woosh of
air, which meant that Gurdin
was out of commission for a
while.
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I_}OLLAND ran to Julia
and Larry, kneeling near
them, trying to pull them
apart. Larry kicked him;
Julia tried to bite his hand.
He tore them apart but they
both began to attack him,
Julia with tooth and nail and
Larry with awkward fists.
Saul Gurdin reeled toward
them with the blaster; his
face was green. He clubbed
at Larry with the stock of the
large hand-weapon but hit
Julia instead. She screamed
and fell away from Holland.

Just tHen the chambermaid
rushed into the room with a
triumphant smile, plucked the
weapon from Gurdin’s hand
and pointed- it at Holland.
“Twelve Points!” she cried,
and fired.

But Holland was already
moving before she fired. He
felt the blaster sear air over
his head, moved inside her
long arm before she could fire
again and grappled with her
for possession of the weapon.
He got it and pushed her
away. She stumbled over
Julia, who was just trying to
get up.

“What do you want?” Julia
gasped just before the cham-
bermaid slugged her with a
hard bony fist.

“You're fired!” Saul Gurdin
cried, walking toward the
chambermaid, who was now

wrestling on the floor with
Julia. Gurdin tripped over the
spike shoe and fell on top of
them. The chambermaid
screamed.

“You turncoat,” Larry told
Holland, coming for him.

“Me?” Holland parried a
clumsily-thrown right cross.
“Me, a turncoat? I only want
to get out of here with my
skin.”

LARRY swung again. It was
his best punch and it took
Holland on the side of the
jaw; Larry went very white
when Holland merely backed
up a step, shook his head and
waited for more—if any.

There wasn’t any. “I’'d al-
ready arranged it for you, be-
fore I came to Julia’s room.
It’s the spacer Orion, leaving
in five hours.”

“But why, if you thought
I__”

“I wanted to get rid of you.
I -thought you might make
trouble. I—"

Saul Gurdin appeared from
the swirl of arms and legs on
the floor. He cuffed his son
soundly with an open right
hand. Larry sat down, which
made Julia desert the cham-
bermaid with a glad cry, and
attack him with an even glad-
der one.

“You could have killed Lar-
ry with the blaster when he
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attacked you,” the Snoop told
Holland.

“What for? He couldn’t
hurt me. I'm fed up with—"

“Wonderful!” chirped the
Snoop, if a silent voice could
be said to chirp. “My work
here is almost finished. Lis-
ten to me, Robert. You'll get
away. Larry’s arranged things
for you with the captain of
the Orion. On Earth, you’ll
find others who are cured.
You’ll know them by their ac-
tions, their behavior, their in-
difference to Status which,
unlike Saul Gurdin’s former
indifference, is permanent.
You understand?”

“No. I—’l

“You will. It's happening
now, Robert. You're cured of
psychopathy.”

“How can you tell?”

“I can tell. It has nothing
to do with you. It’s me; it’s
my reward. Perhaps—who
knows?—I'm a Climber, too.
A Snoop cures psychopathy,
which is a Snoop’s purpose on
any world in the universe, and
then a Snoop—a Snoop—"

“Snoop? Snoop, where are

you?”
IT HAD happened before,
X but not like this. The Snoop
was going, permanently. He
could sense it.

“—~buds—" The Snoop’s fi-
nal word. Buds? What the
devil did the Snoop mean by
that?

Larry and Julia were fight-
ing. Julia, who used teeth, el-
bows and knees uninhibited-
ly, wds getting the better of
it. All at once, she stopped.
She stood up. “Who?” she
said. “What—?"

Larry wiped blood from his
face. He looked bewildered;
he seemed to be listening to
something.

“Who said that?” the cham-
bermaid. demanded. No one
looked at her. “Voices...” she
added.

Saul Gurdin alone seemed
composed. He was almost
smiling. “Snoop?” he said.
Holland knew what the an-
swer would be. Snoop I am.

The Snoop was a Climber
too. The Snoop cured people
—and budded.

IThe Snoop?

Four Snoops now.

Holland turned around and
went outside. No one tried to
stop him, If careful, he should
be able to reach the space-
port, he thought. The captain
of the Orion had been paid,
expected him.

“Be careful,” someone said
behind him. He turned
around. It was Julia, bué it
wasn’t Julia’s voice.

“Good luck,” Gurdin called
after Holland. It wasn’'t—
quite—Saul Gurdin’s voice ei-
ther. “And thank you, Hol-
land.”

*




