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THE BIG TERRARIUM

by James Schmitz

They called it “The Little Place” because it was
Jjust like Fred’s farm back on Earth—only where
his fence ended it became strictly “out of this
world!” And in spite of the incredible weather
and the floating Eyes, it could have been bear-
able if it weren’t for the Things Fred had to

share it with!

A "DIFFERENT" NOVELETTE

’I'HE THIRD morning Fred

Nieheim woke up in the
Little Place, he no longer had
to prove to himself that he
wasn’t dreaming. He knew
where he was, all right, along
with the rest of them—Wilma
and Ruby and Howard Coon-
ey and the . Cobrisol. But
knowing it didn’t make him
any happier!

He remained lying on his
back, gazing moodily out
through the bedroom ‘window,
while he wondered how one
went about getting back -to
Earth from here—specifically,
to the Nieheim farm twenty-
two miles south of Richards-
ville, Pennsylvania, US.A. It
wasn’t apparently just a mat-
ter of finding a way out
through the very odd sort ot

barriers that. fenced in the
area. According to the Cobri-
sol, a local creature which ap-
peared to be well-informed,
they would then simply be in
something known as “Out-
side,” which was nowhere near
Earth. At least, the Cobrisol
bad never heard of Earth, and
still wasn’t entirely convinced
that it existed.

“Sometimes, Fred,” it had
hinted gently only last eve-
ning while they sat together
on the front porch, watching a
rather good production of an
Earth-type sunset above the
apple orchard, “sometimes the
memory and other mental
functions are deranged by
transfer from one Place to an-
other. Don’t let it worry you,
though! Such effects almost
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always wear off in time....”

Fred felt Wiima stir quietly
in bed beside him, and he
raised himself cautiously on
an elbow to look at her. The
bed creaked.

Ruby went, “Chuck-chuck!”
sharply from the corner of the
bedroom, where she slept in a
basket. She was a middle-aged
hen ph:asant of belligerent na-
ture, who regarded herself as
the watchdog of the Nieheim
farm. Basket and all, she'd
been transferred along with
them o the Little Place.

Frei remained quiet until
Ruby stuck her head back un-
der her wing. Wilma was still
asleep, and only a rounded,
smooth shoulder and a mop of
yellow hair were visible at the
moment above the blankets.
They had been married less
than two years, and if he and
Wilma and Ruby had been set
down here a]one, he mightn’t
have minded if so much. The
Cobrisol had assured him that
one ordinarily received the best
of care and attention in the
Little Places; and the Cobrisol
itself, though disconcerting in
appearance until you got used
to it, ed to be as agreeable
a neighbor as anyone could
want.

Unfortunately, there was
also Howard Cooney. . ..

OUT IN the kitchen, pre-
cisely as Fred’s reflections
reached that point, a metallic
clatter announced that Howard
Cooney was manipulating Wil-
ma’s big iron skillet on the
stove again.

Fred scowled thoughtfully.
For a recent acquaintance,
Howard certainly was making
himself at home with them! He
was a tramp who had happened
to select the night of their
transfer to sleep in the shed
back of the Nieheim farm-
house; and so he’d been picked
up and brought along, too. Un-
fortunately, whoever or what-
ever had constructed a reason-
ably accurate duplicate of a
section of the Nieheim farm in
the Little Place, hadn’t both-
ered to include the shed. The
first night, at Wilma’s sugges-
tion, Howard had moved into
the living room. After that,
he’d stayed there.

Fred felt he couldn’t reason-
ably object to the arrangement
under the circumstances, but
he suspected that Howard was*
an untrustworthy character.
He'd already begun to ogle
Wilma when he thought no-
body was noticing—and there
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was the disturbing fact that he
was considerably bigger and
huskier than Fred. ...

He'd better, Fred decided
uneasily, work out a method of
getting them all back to Earth
before Howard got the wrong
kind of ideas!

¢¢KAJORNING,” Howard

Cooney said hospitably,
as Fred came into the kitchen.
“Sit down and have some hoot.
Where’s Wilma?”

Fred said Wilma was still
sleeping.

“Me,” said Howard, “I’'m up
with the sun! Or what goes for
the sun around here. Know
what? I'm going to build a
still!” He explained that he’'d
discovered a maze of piping
under the front porch which
wasn’t connected to anything
and which he could use for the
purpose.

Fred doubted Howard would
have any success with his dubi-
ous project, but he didn’t com-
ment on it. The piping wouldn't
be missed. The duplicated
house functioned just as well as
the house back on Earth had;
but it was operated on different
and—so far—incomprehensible
principles. Hot and cold water
ran out of the proper faucets
and vanished down the drains,

but neither faucets nor drains
appeared to be connected to
anything but the solid walls!
Similarly, the replicas of the
electric stove and refrigerator
performed their normal du-
ties—but Fred had discovered
by accident that they worked
just as well when they weren’t
plugged into the electric out-
lets. It was all a little uncanny,
and he preferred not to think
about it too much.

He tried a slice of the hoot
Howard had been frying. Hoots
came in various flavors, and
this one wasn’t at all bad—
quite as good as ham, in fact.
He said so.

“Could have been a famous
chef back on Earth if I'd want-
ed to!” Howard admitted care-
lessly. “This is last night’s
hoot, by the way. There
weren’t any fresh ones floating
around this morning.”

“Howard,” said Fred, “I'm
trying to think of a way to get
us back to Earth—"

“You are?” Howard looked
startled and then frowned.
“Look, Buster,” he said in a
confidential tone, leaning
across the table, “let’s face it.
We got it soft here! Once I get
the liquor situation straight-
ened out, we'll have everything
we need!”
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Fred’s mouth opened in sur-
prise. “You don’t mean you
want to stay here all your life,
do you?”

Howard eyed him specula-
tively. “You ought to wise up!
You never been in stir, have

you? Well, that’s where you
are now!”

“It’s more like a zoo!” said
Fred. “And—"

“Call it a zo00,” the tramp in-
terrupted. “‘Same principle.”
He shrugged his massive shoul-
ders. “Trying to break out is a
good way to get killed, see?
And it’s likely to make it rough
on everyone else. You wouldn’t
want something worse than
being shut up here to happen
to Wilma, would you?” He
grinned amiably at Fred, but
the little gray eyes were shrewd
and, at the moment, a trifle
menacing.

There was just enough sense
in what he’d said to make Fred
uncertain; Howard seemed to
have had some experiences
which could be of value now.
“What do you think we ought
to do?” he inquired.

However, at that point,
Howard became rather vague.
In stir, he said, one had to take
things easy until one had fig-
ured out the system. And then
one made use of the system.

The danger was in getting who-
ever was in charge of the Little
Place riled up by thoughtless
action. ...

OING IN search of the
Cobrisol after breakfast,
Fred admitted to himself that
he couldn’t quite make out
what Howard Cooney was
after. The tramp seemed to
have something definite in
mind, but apparently he wasn’t
willing to reveal it at this time.
At any rate, he’d made it
clear that he didn’t intend to
be helpful about getting them
back to Earth.

He found the Cobrisol coiled
up at the head of a sloping
section of ground which appa-
rently was intended to repre-
sent, the upper half of the
south meadow of the Nieheim
farm on Earth. As such, it was
a few hundred yards out of
place, and the grass that grew
there wasn’t exactly grass
either; but Fred didn’t pay
much attention to such arbitra-
ry rearrangements of his prop-
erty any more.

“Nice day, isn’t it?” he re-
marked, coming up.

“If you’re speaking of the
weather, yes!” said the Co-
brisol. “Otherwise, I'll reserve
my opinion.”
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Fred sat down beside it.
“Something wrong?”’

The Cobrisol nodded. “Pos-
sibly...!” It was a quite odd-
looking creature, with a snaky,
ten-foot body, brick-red in
color and with a rubbery feel
to it, and a head that was a lit-
tle like that of a pig and a lit-
tle more like that of an alliga-
tor. No arms or legs, but it
didn’t seem to miss them.
When it moved slowly, it ex-
tended and contracted itself
like an earthworm; when it
was in a hurry, it slithered
about in sideways loops like a2
snake. “Take a look around!”
it invited significantly.

Fred gazed about. There
was the usual, vague sort of
sun-disk shmmg through the
overhead haze, and the morn-
ing was pleasantly warm. At
the end of the meadow was a
huge, vertical something with
indefinite borders called a
“mirror-barrier,” inside which
he could see the Cobrisol and
himself sitting in the grass, ap-
parently a long distance away,
and the duplicated farm-house
behind them. To the left was
a rather accurate reproduction
of the Nieheim apple orchard
—though the trees were con-
structed more like firs—com-
plete with a copy of the or-

chard section of the Nieheim
trout stream. Unfortunately,
no trout appeared to have been
transferred.

Beyond the orchard was a
thick, motionless mist which
blended into the haze of the
sky. The mist was another bar-
rier; the Cobrisol called it a
“barrier of confusion.” The
first day, Fred had made a de-
termined attempt to walk out
of the Little Place at that
point; it had been a confusing
experience, all right!

ERE WASN'T much
more to the Little Place.
Behind the house, the ground
sloped uphill into another wall
of mist. He could hear Wilma
and Howard Cooney talking in
the back garden; and a number
of small, circular objects that
looked as if they might be made
of some shiny metal floated
about here and there in the
air. The Cobrisol had explained
that these were Eyes, through
which the goings-on in the Lit-
tle Place were being observed.
Their motion seemed aimless,
but Fred hadn’t been able to
get close enough to one to catch
it.

“Everything looks about the
same to me!” he admitted at
last.
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“Everything?” repeated the
Cobrisol.

Its long toothy jaws and
rubbery throat moved slightly
as it spoke, though it wasn’t
actually pronouncing human
words. Neither had Fred been
talking in the Cobrisol’s lan-
guage, whatever that was. It
was a little bard to understand.
They hadn’t been suddenly
gifted with telepathy; it was
just that when you were set
down in a Little Place, you
knew what the other intelligent
creatures there wanted to say.
And it sounded as if they were
using your kind of speech.

Fred had given up trying to
figure it out. ...

“Well, there aren’t any hoots
in sight this morning,” he ac-
knowledged. “Or robols ei-
ther!” he added, after a brief
search of the meadow grass.
“Howard Cooney mentioned
the hoots were gone at break-

1

“Very observant of the
Cooney personl” the Cobrisol
stated drily. It and Howard
bad disliked each other on
sight. “Fred, there are a few
matters I feel I should discuss
with you.”

“Now’s a good time for a
chat!” Fred said agreeably.

‘The Cobrisol darted its head

about in a series of rapid,
snaky motions, , surveying the
area.

“The Eyes,” it remarked
then, “have assumed an unu-
sual observational pattern this
morning! You will note that
two are stationed directly
above us. Another cluster has
positioned itself above the roof
of the house. Early in the
morning, an exceptionally large
number were gathered. among
the trees of the orchard. These
have now largely transferred
themselves to the opposite side
of the Little Place, near the
maze-barrier.”

“I see,” said Fred, wonder-
ing what it was driving at.

“The One who maintains this

‘Place is showing a remarkable

degree of interest in us today!”
the Cobrisol concluded.
Fred nodded.

¢\ 7ERY WELL,” the crea-

ture resumed. “Life in a
Little Place is usually very
satisfactory. The Ones who
maintain them can be regarded
as hobbyists who take a benev-
olent interest in the life-forms
they select to inhabit their
creations, Whereas Big Places,
of course, are designed for
major scientific projects....”
The creature shuddered slight-
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ly throughout its length. “I've
never been in one of those, but
—well, I've heard stories!
Until this morning, Fred, I was
inclined to regard us here as
exceptionally fortunate life-
forms!”

“Well,” Fred said, frown-
ing, “I don’t quite agree
with...what do you mean,
‘until this morning’?”

“There are indications that
this Place is being maintained,
shall we say, carelessly? Noth-
ing conclusive, as yet, you un-
derstand. But indications!”
The Cobrisol jerked its head
in the direction of the mirror-
barrier. “That barrier, for in-
stance, Fred, and one or two
others have been permitted to
go soft overnight!”

“Go soft?” Fred repeated.

“They’re no longer operating
as barriers. If we chose to, we
could go right through them
now—and be Outside! An al-
most unheard-of example of
slip-shod maintenance—"'

Fred brightened. “Well,
say!” He got hurriedly to his
feet. “Let’s try it then!” He
hesitated. “I'll go get Wilma
and Ruby first though. I don’t
like to leave Wilma alone with
that Cooney character!”

The Cobrisol hadn’t moved.

“I'm afraid you don’t have

the picture,” it remarked. “You
assume that once you’re Out-
side you'll be able to find your
way back to the place you call
Earth?”

“Not exactly,” Fred said
cautiously. He didn’t like to be
evasive with the Cobrisol, but
he wasn’t sure it would want,
them to leave—and it might be
in a position to make their de-
parture more difficult. “We
could just step through and
look around a little. .

“Even if we weren’t under
observation at the moment,”
the Cobrisol pointed out, “you
wouldn’t live very long if you
did. No life form—as we know
life-forms—can exist Outside!
The barriers are set up to keep
us where it’s safe. That’s why
it’s so irresponsible of the
o.ne__”

L)

Fred abandoned the idea of
taking Wilma with him. He’d
have to make a careful check
first. “About how long,” he in-
quired, “could I stand it out
there, safely?”

“Forget it, Fred!” the crea-
ture advised him earnestly.
“Unless you knew exactly what
to do to get back into the Lit-
tle Place, you’d be worse than
dead as soon as you stepped
out there! And you don’t.”
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“Do you?” Fred challenged
it. )

“Yes,” said the Cobrisol, “I
do. But I won’t tell you. Sit
down again, Fred.

Fred sat down thoughtfully.
At least, he’d learned a fcw
new facts and the k

prove of your attitude, Fred!
How do you intend to kill
him?”

Shocked, Fred protested that
he didn’t intend to kill Howard
Cooney. Human beings didn’t
act like that—or, at least, they

might come in handy.

“A few moments ago,” the
Cobrisol said, “you made an in-
teresting statement! It appears
that you don’t wish to leave
Wilma alone with the other hu-
man?”

Fred glanced at it in sur-
prise. “No,” be said shortly,
“I don’t.”

E COBRISOL hesitated.

“I don’t wish to be tact-
less,” it remarked. “I under-
stand many species have ex-
tremely rigid taboos on the
subject—but might this have
something to do with the pro-
cess of procreation?”

Fred flushed. He hadn’t got
quite that far in his thoughts
about Wilma and Howard. “In
a.general sort of way,” he ad-
mitted.

The Cobrisol regarded him
judiciously. “Wilma is a charm-
ing life-form,” it stated then,
somewhat to Fred’s surprise,
“whereas the Cooney is as ot-
fensive as he is ignorant. I ap-

weren’t supposed to.

“Ah,” said the Cobrisol.
“That is unusual!” It reflected
a moment. “To get back, then,
to our previous subject—"

“What previous subject?”
By now, Fred was getting a lit-
tle confused by the sudden
shifts in the conversation.

“Hoots and robols,” the Co-
brisol said tersely. “They don’t
just fade away—and there were
enough around last evening to
have kept us all supplied for
another week. What may we
deduce from their sudden dis-
appearance, Fred?”

Fred considered. “They got
sick and died?”

“Try again!” the Cobrisol
told him encouragingly. “We
could still see a dead hoot,
couldn’t we?”

“Something ate them!” Fred
said, a trifle annoyed.

“Correct! Something,” add-
ed the Cobrisol, “with a very
large appetite—or else a num-
ber of perhaps less voracious
somethings. Something, fur-
ther, that was transferred here
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during the night, since there
was no shortage in the food
supplies previous to this morn-
ing. And, finally—since it’s
given no other indications of
its presence—something with
secretive habits!”

Fred looked around uneasi-
ly. “What do you think it is?”

“Who knows?” The Cobrisol
had no shoulders to shrug with,
but it employed an odd, jerky
motion now which gave the

same impression. “A Gra-
moose? An Icien? Perhaps even
a pack of Bokans....” It in-

dicated the observing Eyes
above the house with a flick
of its snout. “The point is,
Fred, that the One appears
curious to see what we shall do
in the situation]! Taken togeth-
er with the softening of the
barriers, this suggests a deplor-
able—and, for us, perhaps very
unfortunate—degree of imma-
turity in our particular hobby-
ist!”

FEELING his face go pale,
Fred got to his feet. “I’'m
going to go tell Wilma to stay
in the house with Ruby!” he
announced shakily.

“A wise precaution!” The
Cobrisol uncoiled and came
slithering along beside him as
he strode rapidly towards the

house, “The situation, inci-
dentally, does have one slight
advantage for you personally.”

“What’s that?” Fred in-
quired

“I have noticed that the
Cooney individual is considera-
bly larger and more powerful
than you. But you can empha-
size"to him now that, since we
are in a state of common dan-
ger, this is no time to indulge
in procreational dispites....”

Before Fred could answer,
there was a sudden furious
squawking from Ruby in the
back garden. An instant later,
he heard a breathless shriek
from Wilma and a sort of hor-
rified bellowing from Howard
Cooney. He came pounding up
to the front porch just as the
house door flew open. Howard
dashed out, wild-eyed, leaped
down the porch stairs, almost
knocking Fred over, and
charged on.

Fred’s impression was that
the big man hadn’t even seen
him. As he scrambled up on
the porch, there was a thud and
a startled “Oof!” behind him,
as if Howard had just gone flat
on his face, but he didn’t look
back. Wilma came darting
through the door in Howard’s
tracks, Ruby tucked firmly un-
der her left arm and a big iron
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skillet grasped in her right
hand. Her face looked white as
paper under its tan,

“Run, Fred!” she gasped.
“There’s something at the back
door!”

“You’re mistaken, Wilma,”
the Cobrisol’s voice informed
them from the foot of the
stairs. “It’s now coming around
the house. Up on the front
porch, everyone! You, too,
Cooney! No place to run to,
you know!”

“What’s coming?” Fred de-
manded hoarsely. He added to
Wilma, “Here, I’ll hold Ruby!”

Nobody answered immedi-
ately. Howard thumped up the
steps, closely followed by the
Cobrisol. It struck Fred then
that it probably had been a flip
of the Cobrisol’s tail that halt-
ed Howard; but Howard wasn’t
complaining. He took up a
stand just behind Wilma,
breathing noisily.

The Cobrisol coiled up on
Fred’s left.

“It’s an Icien.... Well,
things could be worse—listen!”

Ruby clasped under his left
arm, Fred listened. A number
of Eyes were bobbing about ex-
citedly in front of the porch.
Suddenly, he heard footsteps.

They were heavy, slow, slap-
ping steps, as if something were

walking through mud along the
side of the house. Fred turned
to the edge of the porch where
Howard had been pulling up
plankings to find material for
his still. A four-foot piece of
heavy pipe lay beside the loose
boards, and he picked that up
just as Wilma and Howard ut-
tered a gasp of renewed
shock. ...

Something—the Icien—was
standing behind the south end
of the porch!

“Ah!” it said in a deep
voice, peering in at the group
through the railings. “Here we
all are!”

FRED STARED at it speech-

lessly. It stood on two thick
legs, and it had a round head
where a head ought to be. It
was at least seven feet tall,
and seemed to be made of
moist black leather—even the
round, bulging eyes and the
horny slit of a mouth were
black. But the oddest thing
about it was that, in adition,
it appeared to have wrapped a
long black cloak tightly around
itself.

It marched on to the end of
the porch and advanced to-

wards the stairs, where it
stopped.
“Are all the intelligent in-
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habitants of the Place as-
sembled here?” the inhuman
voice inquired.

Fred discovered that his
knees were shaking uncontrol-
lably. But nobody else seemed
willing to answer.

“We're all here!” he stated,
in as steady a voice as he could
manage. “What do you want?”

The Icien stared directly at
him for a long moment. Then
it addressed the group in gen-
eral.

“Let this be understood
first! Wherever an Icien goes,
an Icien rules!”

It paused. Fred decided not
to dispute the statement just
now. Neither did anyone else.

“Splendid!” The Icien sound-
ed somewhat mollified. “Now,
as all intelligent beings know,”
it went on, in a more conversa-
sional tone, “the Law of the
Little Places states that a rul-
ing Icien must never go hungry
while another life-form is avail-
able to nourish it....” The
black cloak around it seemed
to stir with a slow, writhing
motion of its own. “I am hun-
gry!” the Icien added, simply
but pointedly.

CONSCIOUSLY, the hu-
mans on the porch had
drawn a little closer together.

The Cobrisol stayed where it
was, motionless and watchful,
while the monster’s black eyes
swiveled from one to the other
of the petrified little group.

“The largest one, back
there!” it decided shortly.

And with that, what had
looked like a cloak unfolded
and snapped out to either side
of it. For a blurred, horrified
second, Fred thought of giant
sting-rays on an ocean bottom,
of octopi—of demonish vam-
pires! The broad, black flip-
“per-arms the creature had held
wrapped about it were lined
with row on row of wet-toothed
sucker-mouths! From tip to
tip, they must have stretched
almost fifteen feet!

Howard Cooney made a
faint screeching noise and
fainted dead away, collapsing
limply to the porch.

“Ah!” rumbled the Icien,
with apparent satisfaction.
“The rest of you may now
stand back—" It took a step
forward, the arms sweeping
around to reach out ahead of
it. Then it stopped.

“I said,” it repeated, on a
note of angry surprise, “that
you may now stand back!”

Ruby clacked her beak
sharply; there was no other
sound. Fred discovered he had
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half-raised the piece of pipe,
twisting it back from his wrist
like a one-handed batter. Wil-
ma held the big skillet in front
of her, grasping it determined-
ly in both hands. Her face
wasn’t white any more; it was
flushed, and her lips were set.
And the Cobrisol’s neck was
drawn back like that of a rat-
tlesnake, its jaws suddenly
gaping wide.

“What is this?” The Icien
glanced at some of the Eyes
floating nearby, as if seeking
support. “Are you defying the
Law?” it demanded.

No one answered; but Fred
realized, in a rush of relief
which left him almost weak
enough to follow Howard’s ex-
ample, that the monster was
licked! It withdrew its horrid
flippers slowly, letting them
trail on the ground, while it
shifted its weight uncertainly
from one thick leg to the other.

And then Ruby burst into a
series of raucous, derisive
sounds that made everyone
start nervously, including the
Icien. The Cobrisol closed its
long jaws with a snap. The
Icien snorted, wrapped its flip-
per-arms back about itself,
turned -and stalked off toward
the apple orchard. Its feet
were huge and flat like the

flippers of a seal, Fred noticed,
which seemed to account for
the odd, sloppy sounds it made
with each step.

- At the edge of the trees, it
turned again,

“This matter is not settled!”
it rumbled menacingly. “But
for the time being, the stream
back here and the trees are my
personal area. You will enter it
at your own risk!”

Its voice and appearance still
made Fred’s skin crawl. “We'll
agree to that” he answered
hoarsely. “But you’ll leave that
area again at yowr own risk!”

The Icien gave him a final,
silent stare before it moved on
into the orchard.

They began to revive How-
ard Cooney....

ODDLY enough, Howard
seemed more sullen than
grateful when he woke up fi-
pally and realized the Icien
was gone.

“If it hadn’t been for my
weak heart,” he growled, “I'd
have clobbered the devilish
creature!”

“An excellent suggestion,”
the Cobrisol remarked approv-
ingly. “You'll find it sitting i in
the trout stream, Cooney. .

Howard grunted and
changed the subject. Within
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an hour after their encounter
with the new neighbor, all the
Eyes had disappeared from the
area, indicating that whoever
was using them didn’t expect
anything of interest to happen

now. But the hoots and robols .

were back in normal numbers.

Apparently, a crisis had
been passed! The only thing
remarkable about the next day
was that the weather turned
hot and dry. The night wasn’t
much of an improvement, and
by noon of the day that fol-
lowed, it looked as if they were
in for a regular Earth-style
heat wave.

Wondering  whether  this
meant that summer was now on
the Little Place’s calendar,
Fred rigged up a makeshift
hammock on the front porch,
which seemed to be the coolest
spot around the house. While
Wilma gratefully napped in the
hammock and Ruby drooped in
a corner with a pan of water
near her half-open beak, he
sat on the front steps putting
an edge to their two largest
kitchen knives. He'd fastened
the knife-handles into longish
pieces of piping the afternoon
after the Icien showed up; they
made quite formidable looking
weapons.

But he wished they were all

safely back home again.

Glancing up presently, he
discovered the Cobrisol in the
meadow, moving slowly toward
the house. Howard Cooney
hadn’t been in sight for the
past two hours, which was one
of the reasons Fred was main-
taining informal guard duty
until Wilma woke up. There’d
been some trouble with How-
ard the evening before, and he
suspected the tramp was still
in a sulky mood, which
wouldn’t be improved any by
the heat.

Twice, on its way to the
house, the Cobrisol reached up
languidly to snap a low-flut-
tering hoot out of the air; and
each time, Fred winced. He'd
convinced Wilma—and nearly
convinced himself—that the
olive-brown hoots and the pink-
ish, hopping robols were mere-
ly mobile vegetables; but he
still didn’t like the way they
wriggled about hopefully in-
side the Cobrisol’s elastic gul-
let, ‘as if they were trying to
poke their way out again.

13 MA’S sleeping,” he

cautioned the creature,

as it came sliding up to the
foot of the stairs.

“Fine,” said the Cobrisol in

a low, pensive voice. “I don’t
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imagine you’ve made any pro-
gress in your plans to return
to Earth?”

“Well, no.... Why?”

“It’s unlikely that there is
any way of doing it,” the Co-
brisol admitted. “Very unlike-
ly. However, if you think of
something, I’d appreciate it if
you invited me to go along!”

Surprised, Fred said he’d be
happy to do that. “I think
you'd like it on a real farm,”
he added, a little doubtfully.

“Cobrisols are adaptabl

There’s fresh trouble coming *
up, Fred!”

“If it’s from the Icien,” Fred
remarked, a trifle complacent-
ly, “I wouldn’t worry!” He
held up one of his weapons.
“There are Icien spears!”

The Cobrisol inspected the
spears. “Very ingenious!” it
acknowledged. “However, am I
right in assuming, Fred, that
the procreational problem in-
volving the Cooney individual
has come into the open?”

Fred reddened again and

creatures,” it assured him.
“But there are limits!” It
glanced indignantly up at their
simmering source of heat and
light overhead. “Do you real-
ize, Fred, that there’ve been
no Eyes around for nearly two
full days? The One has simply
gone away, leaving the temper-
ature on high! It’s inexcusa-
ble.”

Fred hadn’t considered the
possibility that the heat-wave
might be due to an oversight
on the part of the supervisor.
“In that case,” he said hopeful-
ly, “he might be back any
minute to turn it down,
mightn’t he?”

““He might,” said the Cobri-
sol. “Even so, I feel wasted
here! But one thing at a time.

glanced at the hammock.
“Howard did make a pass at
Wilma afier dinner last mght ”
he said then, lowering his voice
a trifle more. “I told him off!”
He had, as a matter of fact,
picked up one of the spears he
was working on and threatened
to run Howard out into the
Icien-haunted night. Howard
had gone white and backed
down hurriedly.

“Ah?” said the Cobrisol. “A
pass?”

Fred explained about passes.

“The Cooney is certainly
easily frightened by the threat
of physical destruction,” the
Cobrisol remarked. “But a
friet d being is dang ly
unpredictable!”

It paused, significantly.
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“What are you driving at?”
Fred inquired.

“An hour or so ago,” said
the Cobrisol, “I saw Cooney
stealing into that section of the
apple orchard that extends be-
hind the house! I found him
presently engaged in conversa-
tion with the Icien—"

“What?” Fred was stunned.
“Why, Howard’s scared to
death of that thing!” he pro-
tested.

“I believe that fear of it
was one of his motivations,”
the Cobrisol agreed. “His atti-
tude was a propitiating one.
Nevertheless, they have formed
an alliance! The Cooney is to
rule over all humans that are
now in this Place or that may
be transferred to it eventually,
while he acknowledges the

was that Howard must not sus-
pect that they knew what he
had done. Now and then, look-
ing at the man—who, since his
meeting with the Icien, had as-
sumed a conciliatory and even
mildly jovial attitude with the
Niehei he had to supp
twinges of a feeling akin to
horror. It was like living under
the same roof with a ghoul!

But one had to admit, he
thought, that Howard Cooney
was being consistent. He had
figured out the system here,
and he intended to make use
of it, just as he had announced
he would do. If it hadn’t been
for the Cobrisol’s alertness, he
probably would have gotten
away with it! In spite of the
heat, Fred shivered.

After another two days, the

Icien as the sup ruler of
all beings here, and as his own
superior. . .. It was decided
that, as the first step in this
program, Cooney is to devise
a means whereby the Icien can
come upon you unawares, Fred,
and eat you!”

RED DIDN'T tell Wilma of
Howard’s gruesome plotting
with the Icien. She wouldn’t be
able to conceal her feelings well
enough; and the conclusion
he'd come to with the Cobrisol

dow and hard looked
as if they had passed through
an extreme summer’s drought
on Earth. It didn’t get much
hotter; it simply wouldn’t cool
down again at all, and the Lit-
tle Place seemed to have for-
gotten how to produce rain. In
the middle of the third night,
Fred was lying awake when
the Cobrisol slid its rubbery
snout up on the pillow, next to
his ear, and murmured,
“Awake, Fred?”
“Yes,” he whispered. It
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must have come sliding in by
the window, though he hadn’t
heard a sound.

“The kitchen,” it muttered.
Then it was gone again. Mov-
ing cautiously, Fred managed
to get out of the bedroom with-
out rousing either Wilma or
Ruby and locked the door
quietly behind him. He stood a
moment in the almost pitch-
black little hallway, grasping
the larger of the two Icien
spears. In the living room,
Howard snored loudly and nor-
mally, as if he hadn’t a thing
an his conscience.

The Cobrisol was waiting
beside the door that opened
from the kitchen into the gar-
den. That was the weak spot
in the house. The windows were
all too high and narrow for a
creature of the Icien’s build to
enter by; the front door was
bolted and locked, and at night
Fred kept the key under his
nillow. But the back door was
secured only by a bolt which
Howard, if he wanted to, could
simply slide back to let the
monster come inside. ...

“The Icien left its pool in
the stream a short while ago,”
the Cobrisol whispered. “It’s
nrowling about the house now.
Do you hear it?”

Fred did. There wasnt a

breath of breeze in the hot,
black night outside; and no
matter how carefully the Icien
might be placing its great, awk-
ward feet, the back garden was
full of rustlings and creakings
as it tramped about slowly in
the drying vegetation. Present-
ly, it came up to one of the
kitchen windows and remained
still for a while, apparently try-
ing to peer inside. Fred
couldn’t even make out its sil-
houette against the darkness;
but after a few seconds, an
oily, alien smell reached his
nostrils, and his hair went stiff
at the roots. ...

Then it moved off slowly
along the side of the house.

“GOING to wake up Coon-
ey now!” The Cobri-
sol’s voice was hardly more
than a breath of sound in the
dark.

This was how they had ex-
pected it would happen; but
now that the moment was here,
Fred couldn’t believe that
Howard was going to go
through with the plan. Aside
from everything else, it would
be as stupid as forming a part-
nership with a man-eating ti-
ger!l

‘There came two faint thumps
—presumably the Icien’s flip-
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per slapping cautiously against
the frame of the living room
window. Howard’s snoring was
cut off by a startled exclama-
tion. Then there was dead si-
lence. After what seemed a long
time, Fred heard the Icien re-
turn along the outside of the
house. It stopped in front of
the back door and stayed there.

It wasn’t until then that he
realized Howard already had
entered the kitchen. There was
a sound of shallow, rapid
breathing hardly six feet away
from him.

For a time, the tramp simply
seemed to stand there, as mo-
tionless as the Icien outside the
door. Finally, he took a deep,
sighing breath, and moved for-
ward again. As Cooney’s hand
touched the door, groping for
the bolt, Fred dropped his
spear and flung both arms
around him, pinning his arms
to his sides and dragging him
backwards.

Howard gasped and went
heavily to the floor. Fred
guessed that the Cobrisol had
tripped him up and flung itself
across his legs. He wasn’t try-
ing to struggle.

“Be quiet or we'll kill you!”
he breathed hastily. Then they
waited. Howard kept quiet.

What the Icien made of the
brief commotion inside the
kitchen and the following si-
lence was anybody’s guess. It
remained where it was for per-
haps another ten seconds. Then
they heard it move unhurriedly
off through the garden and’
back to the orchard again.

In the bedroom, Ruby start-
ed clucking concernedly. ...

¢CNJOW THAT his criminal

purpose has been amply
demonstrated,” the Cobrisol ar-
gued, “the neat and reasonable
solution would be for me to
swallow Cooney.” It eyed

. Howard appraisingly. “I'm

quite distensible enough for the
purpose, I think! If we stun
him first, the whole affair will
be over in less than ten min-
utes—" .

Howard, lying on the floor,
tied hand and foot, burst into
horrified sobs.

“We're not going to hurt
you!” Fred assured him quick-
ly. He wasn’t feeling too sorry
for Howard at the moment, but
Wilma’s face had gone white at
the Cobrisol’s unpleasanl sug-
gestion. “But we’re not giving
you a chance to try any more
tricks on us either. You're real-
ly in stir now, Howard!”

He explained to Wilma that
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they were going to use the bed-
room as a temporary jail for
Howard, since it was the only
room in the house with a sep-
arate key.

“I know you were only jok-
ing,” she told the Cobrisol.
“But I wish you wouldn’t talk
about swallowing anybody
again!”

“The jest was in bad taste!”
the Cobrisol admitted penitent-
ly. It winked a green, unre-
pentant eye at Fred. “Almost a
pun, eh, Fred?”

In the end, they tied How-
ard up a little more comfort-
ably and took turns watching
him till morning. Then Fred
cleared out the bedroom, nailed
heavy boards across the win.
dow, leaving slits for air and
light, and locked the prisoner
inside.

He'd just finished with that
when the Cobrisol called him
into the back garden.

“The other half of our crim-
inal population is behaving in
an odd fashion,” the creature
announced. “I wish you’d come
along and help me decide why
it’s dlggmg holes in the stream-

“nggmg holes?” Fred hesi-
tated. “It doesn’t sound dan-
gerous,” he pointed out.

“Anything you don’t under-
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stand can be dangerous!” the
Cobrisol remarked sententious-
ly. “Better come along, Fr

Fred sighed and told Wilma
to call him back if Howard
showed any inclination to try
to break out of the bedroom.
From the edge of the orchard,
they heard the Icien splashing
around vigorously in one of
the pools of the shrunken
stream; and presently they
were lying on top of the bank,
peering cautiously down at it.
Using its feet and flipper-tips,
it was making clumsy but per-
sistent efforts to scoop out a
deep hole in the submerged
mud.

“Iciens,” “whispered the Co-
brisol, “are so rarely brought
into contact with more civilized
species that not much is known
of their habits. Can you sug-
gest a purpose for this activi-
ty, Fred?”

“Think it could be trying to
dig its way out of the Little
Place?” Fred whispered back.

“No. It’s not that stupid!”
* “Well,” Fred whispered, “I
read about fish once, or it
could have been frogs—those
are Earth animals—that dig
themselves into the mud of a
creek that’s drying out, and
sleep there \lnu] it fills up with
water again.”
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The Cobrisol agreed that it
was a possibility. “Though it’s
already dug a number of holes
and covered them again....”

“Might still be looking for a
soft spot,” Fred suggested.

At that moment, they heard
Wilma call Fred’s name once,
in a high, frightened voice.

OWARD COONEY was

waiting for them outside
the kitchen door. Wilma stood
in front of him, one arm twist-
ed up behind her back, while
Howard held the point of a
small steak knife against the
side of her neck. The two Icien
spears leaned against ‘the wall
beside him.

“Slow to a walk!” he shout-
ed in a hearse, ragged voice, as
they came in sight.

They slowed. The Cobrisol
gliding beside him, Fred
walked stiffly as far as the
center of the garden, where
Howard ordered him to stop
again. Wilma’s chin was trem-
bling.

“I'm sorry, Fred!” she
gasped suvddenly. “I let him
trick me!”

Howard jerked at her wrist.
“Keep your mouth shut!” His
eyes looked hot and crazy, and
the side of his face kept twitch-
ing as he grinned at Fred.

“I'm in. charge now, Bus-
ter!” he announced. “See how
you like it!”

“What do you want me to
do?” Fred kept his voice care-
fully even and didn’t look at
Wilma.

“The snake,” said Howard,
“doesn’t come any closer, or
this knife goes right in! Under-
stand?”

“Certainly, I understand,”
said the Cobrisol. It began to
curl up slowly into its usual
resting position. “And, of
course, I shall come no closcr,
Cooney! As you say, you're in
charge now.

Howard 1gnored it. He
jerked his head at the door.
“You, Buster—you go right
through the kitchen and into
the bedroom! Go to the other
side of the bedroom and look
at the wall. We'll come along
behind you, and I'll lock you
in. Get it?”

Crazy or not, he had it fig-
ured out. Walking slowly to-
ward the door, Fred couldn’t
think of a thing he could do
fast enoush to keep that knife
from going through Wilma’'s
throat. And once he was locked
in—

Wilma’s eyes shifted sudden-
ly past him. “Ruby!” she
screamed. “Sic him!”
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Fred was almost as shocked
as Howard, as the pheasant,
her feathers on end, came half-
running, half-flying past him,
went up like a rocket and
whirred straight at Howard’s
face.

Howard screeched like a
woman, dodged and slashed
wildly and futilely at Ruby.
Wilma twisted free of his grasp
and threw herself to the ground
as Fred flung himself forwards.

He went headlong over the
Cobrisol, which was darting in
from the side with the same
purpose in mind, and rolled al-
most to Howard’s feet. For a
moment, the tramp’s white, un-
shaven face seemed to hang in
the air directly above him,
glaring down at him; and light
flashed from the edge of the
knife. It was another wild
swipe, and it missed Fred by
inches. Then Howard had
jumped back into the kitchen
and slammed the door behind
him.

Y THE time they got
around to the front of the
house, Cooney was racing down
the meadow like a rabbit, head-
ing for the orchard. He dodged
in among the trees and turned
toward the trout stream.
Fred stopped. “We’re not

going to follow him there just
now!” he panted. He glanced
down at the spear he’d grabbed
up before charging off in pur-
suit, and wondered briefly
what he would have done with
it if they’d caught up with
Howard! The Little Place
seemed to bring out the more
violent side in everybody’s na-
ture.

“Come on!” he said, a little
shaken by the thought. “Let’s
get back to Wilma—”

“A moment, Fred!” The Co-
brisol had lifted its head off
the ground peering after How-

ard. “Ah!”

A harsh, furious roar
reached them suddenly from
the orchard, mingled with a
human yell of fright and dis-
may. Howard Cooney came
scampering out into the mead-
ow again, glancing back over
his shoulder. Close behind him
lumbered the black, clumsy
form of the Icien, its flipper-
arms outstretched. . ..

“The confederates,” mur-
mured the Cobrisol, “are no
longer in complete accord. As
I suspected! Come on, Fred!”

It darted down into the
meadow in its swift, weaving
snake-gait. Fred ran after it, a
little surprised by its sudden
solicitude for Howard.
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Everything happened very

quickly then.

The Icien, to Fred’s relief,
stopped near the edge of the
orchard when it saw them com-
ing. The Cobrisol, well ahead
of Fred, called suddenly,
“Cooney! Wait!”

Howard looked round and
saw two other deadly enemies
hurrying toward him, appar-
ently cutting off his escape
from the Icien. He gave a
scream of wild terror, turned
and plunged toward the mir-
ror-barrier.

A warning yell was gather-
ing in Fred’s throat, but he
didn’t have time to utter it.
Howard reached the barrier
and simply went on into it. Ex-
cept that there wasn’t the
slightest ripple, he might have
vanished in the same way be-
neath the surface of a quietly
gleaming lake of quicksilver.

The Cobrisol turned and
came gliding back to Fred.

““The barrier is still soft!” it
remarked. “Well, that’s the
end of Cooney!”

Fred stared down at it, a lit-
tle dazed, He was almost cer-
tain now that it had deliberate-
ly chased Howard into the bar-
rier! “Is there anything we can
do?”

The Cob 1isol curled up com-

fortably in the rustling dead
grass. The green eyes stared
blandly up at him for a mo-
ment.

“No,” it said. “There is
nothing we can do. But in a
while there may be something
to see, and I think you should
see it, Fred! Why don’t you go
back to Wilma? I'll call you
when it happens.”

Fred glanced at the tall,
shining thing that had silently
swallowed up a man. It was a
very hot morning, but for a
moment he felt chilled.

He turned round and went
back to Wilma.

AT HAD occurred, ac-
cording to Wilma, was
that, shortly after Fred left the
house, Howard Cooney began
to groan loudly behind the bed-
room door. When Wilma asked
him what was wrong, he gasped
something about his heart and
ned some more. Then there
was a heavy thump inside the
room, as if he'd fallen down:
and, after that, silence.
Remembering he’d said he
had a bad heart, Wilma hur-
riedly unlocked the door, with-
out stopping to think. And
Howard, of course, was waiting
behind the door and simply
grabbed her.
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Wilma looked too remorse-
ful for Fred to make any ob-
vious comments. After all, he
thought, he hadn’t married her
because of anything very re-
markable about her brains, and
Howard was—or had been—a
pretty good actor! He decided
not to tell hér just yet what had
happened to Howard; and
when he heard the Cobrisol call
him. he went out alon-

“He’s trying to get ou. now,”
the Cobrisol told him. “Take a
good look, Fred! If you ever
go Outside, you'll know why
you don’t want to get lost
there, like he did!”

FRED STARED apprehen-

sively at the barrier which
was changing as he looked at
it. Now it no longer reflected
the meadow and the house; its
strange surface had become
like a sheet of milky glass,
stretching up into the artificial
sky, and glowing as if from a
pale light behind it. There was
also a pattern of shifting and
sliding colors inside it, which
now coalesced suddenly into
the vague outlines of Howard
Cooney’s shape. Only the
shape looked about forty feet
tall!l It stood half turned away
from them, in an attitude as it

Howard were listening or
watching.

“He’s got everything aroused
out there,” said the Cobrisol,
“and he’s begun to realize
it....”
Fred’s mouth felt suddenly
dry. “Listen,” he.began,
“couldn’t we—that is, couldn’t
1—»

“No,” said the Cobrisol.
“You couldn’t! If you went
Outside, you still couldn’t find
Cooney. And,” it added cryp-
tically, “even if I told you how
to get back, they’re alert now
and they'd get you before you

could escape—"

Fred swallowed. “Who are
they?”

“Ni knows,” said the

Cobrisol. “There are a number
of theories—rank superstition,
for the most part— Watch it,
Fred! I think they’ve found
him....”

The shape inside the barrier
had begun to move jerkily as
if it were running in short
sprints, first in one direction,
then in another. Its size and
proportions also changed con-
stantly, and for a few seconds
Howard Cooney’s fear—crazed
face filled the whole barrier,
his eyes staring out into the
Little Place.

Then the face vanished, and
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there were many tiny figures
of Cooney scampering about in
the barrier.

Then he was no longer scam-
pering, but crawling on hands
and knees.

“They have him now!” the
Cobrisol whispered.

There was only a single large
figure left, lying face down in-
side the barrier, and to Fred it
seemed to be slowing melting
away. As it dwindled, the odd
inner hght of the bamer also
di d, until it went

trouble, Fred was appalled. He
didn’t dare finish the thought
that leaped into his mind; he
shut it away, and went hurried-
ly into the bathroom without
replying to Wilma.

A thin, warm trickle ran
from the tub faucet there, and
that was all.

He shut it off at once, afraid
of wasting a single drop, and
started for the kitchen. Wilma
met him in the hall,

“Fred,” she repeated, “the

out. A few seconds later, the
milkiness vanished from it, and
it had become a mirror-barrier
again.

That appeared to be the end
of it.

What actually had happened
to Howard Cooney was some-
thing the Cobrisol was either
unwilling or unable to explain
to Fred. He didn’t question it
too persistently. He had an un-
easy feeling that he wouldn’t
really like to know....

THE MORNING the krtch~
faucets stopp

“I know,” he said briskly.
“We'll take all the pots and
pans we have and fill them
with water from the bathtub.
1t’s still running there, but not
very strong. They might turn
it on again any moment, of
course, but we want to be
sure.

He'd felt he was being quite
casual about it, but as he
stopped talking, something
flickered in Wilma’s eyes; and
he knew they were both think-
ing the same thought.

She reached out suddenly

ing water from their unknown
source of supply wasn’t notice-
ably hotter than the preceding
few mornings had been. But
when Wilma called from the
kitchen to complain of the

and sqi d his hand. “It’s
too hot to kiss you, but I love
you, Freddy! Ys, let’s fill the
pots and pans—""

“Or you do that, while I go
talk to the Cobrisol,” Fred
said. He added reassuringly,
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“The Cobrisol’s had a lot of ex-
perience with these Places, you
gyl It’ll know just what to

What he had in mind, how-
ever, when he left Wilma in
charge of the pots and pans in
the bathroom, picked up a
spear and went quietly out-
doors, wasn’t conversation with
the Cobrisol. There had been
no reason to dispute the Icien’s
appropriation of the entire
trout stream; but now a more
equitable distribution of the
water rights in the Little Place
seemed to be in order,

F IT hadn’t been so breath-

lessly still, the scene around
the house might have been an
artistic reproduction of the
worst section of the Dust Bowl
—or it could have been one ot
the upper and milder levels of
bell, Fred thought. He looked
around automatically to see it
the Eyes had returned—they
hadn’t—and instead caught
sight of the Cobrisol and the
Icien down near the mirror-
barrier, at the orchard’s edge.

He stopped short in surprise.
So far as he could see at that
distance, the two creatures
were engaged in a serious but
not unfriendly discussion.
There was about twenty-flve

feet of space between them,
which was probably as close as
the Cobrisol, fast as it was,
cared to get to the Icien. But it
was coiled up in apparent un-
Loncern.

He walked slowly down the
dried-out meadow toward
them. As he approached, both
turned to look at him.

“Fred,” said the Cobrisol,
“the Icien reports. there isn’t
even a drop of moist mud left
in the trout stream this morn-
ing!” -

The Icien stared balefully at
Fred and said nothing; but he
realized a truce had been de-
clared to cope with the emer-
gency. Somewhat self-con-
sciously, he grounded the spear
—it was useless now—and told
them about the kitchen fau-
cets. “What can we do about
it? In this heat—"

“In this heat, and without
water,” the Cobrisol agreed so-
berly, “none of us will be alive
very many hours from now!
Unless—"

“Fred!” Wilma’s «call
reached them faintly from the
porch.

He turned, with a sinking
feeling in his chest. “Yes?”

“The — bathtub — just —
quit!” Her distant, small face
looked white and strained.
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Suddenly, Fred was extraor-
dinarily thirsty. “It’s all right,
honey!” he shouted back.
“We're going to fix it!” She
hesitated a moment, and then
went back into the house. He
turned to the other two. “We
can fix it, can’t we?”’ he plead-
ed.

“There is a way, of course,”
the Icien rumbled. “But—" It
shrugged its black leather
shoulders discouragedly.

“We’ve been discussing it,”
said the Cobrisol. “The fact is,
Fred, that the only one who
can remedy this situation is
yourself! And, undoubtedly,
the attempt would involve ex-
treme risk for you personal-
ly....”

Fred guessed it then. “One
of us has to go Outside to fix
it; and neither of you can do
it. Is that it?”

The two creatures stared at
him.

“That’s it!” the Cobisol
agreed reluctantly. “I can’t ex-
plain, just now, why it would
be impossible for either of us
to go Outside—but between us
we can tell you exactly what to
do there! The risk, of course,
is that what happened to Coon-
ey will also happen to you. But
if you mal:e no mistakes—”

“He’ll panicl” the Icien

growled darkly. “They all do!”
“No,” said the Cobrisol.

_“It’s been dome before, Fred.

But not very often.” ,

Fred sighed and wiped a film
of dirty sweat off his forehead
with a hand that shook a little,
but not too much. It seemed to
him they were making a great
deal of conversation about
something that couldn’t be
helped!

“Dying of thirst,” he point-
ed out reasonably, “gets to be
pretty dangerous, too! What
am I supposed to do?”

S SOON as he’d stepped
Outside, he realized that,
though the Cobrisol and the
Icien had warned him of this
particular problem, his real dif-
ficulty would be to remember
exactly what he was supposed
to do.
Basically, it was very simple
—but he didn’t want to do it!
Irrelevant thought-pictures
were streaming through his
mind. Wilma’s white, tear-
stained face as he’d seen it last,
just a moment ago—but that
moment was darting off into
the past behind him as if a
week passed with every heart-
beat here! Clusters of bright,
flickering memory-scenes of
their farn® back home on
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Earth, swirled next through his
head.... The reason for this
kind of dlsturbance, the two
creatures had told him, was
that he didn’t want to know
what was going on Outside!

It was too different. Differ-
ent enough, if he hadn’t been
warned, to hold him here
shocked and stunned, trying to
blind himself mentally to the
strangeness around him, until
it was too late—

That thought frightened
Fred enough to drive the little
escape-pictures out of his head
as if a sudden gust of wind had
swept them up and away to-
gether, He'd just recalled that
he had very little time here!

He looked around.

It wasn’t, he thought, really
as bad as he’d expected! He
got the instant impression—
partly, at least, because of
what he’d been told—that he
was standing in the middle of
the audible thought-currents of
a huge mechanical mind. Not
audible, exactly; the currents
seemed to be tugging at him or
pulsing rhythmically through
and about him, in all direc-
tions. Most of them, as the Co-
brisol had ined, appeared
to be connected in some way or
another with the up-keep of
the Little Place. But there were

others, darkly drifting things
or very deep sounds—it was
hard to distinguish really just
what they were most like—that
were completely and terrifying-
lyincomprehensibleto

Fred....

Some of those were the dan-
gerous ones! He wasn't to give
them any attention. He waited.

E MOMENT none of
those dark, monstrous
waves seemed to be passing
anywhere near him, he quickly
verbalized the first of the three
things they had told him to
think here:

“The Little Place has be-
come too dry for the life-forms
in it! There should be water
and rain again in the Little
Place!”

He held the thought, pictur-
ing rain coming down in sheets
all over the Little Place, the
trout stream running full
again, and water pouring freely
from all the faucets in the
house. Then he let the pictures
and the thoughts go away from
him. For an instant, there
seemed to be a tiny shifting, a
brief eddy of disturbance pass-
ing through all the mental
flows about him.

Hurriedly, he formed the
second thought:
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“The tcmperaiure has be-
come t0J high for the life-forms
in the Little Piace! The tem-
perature musi be adjusted to
their normal living require-
mants!”

This time, he’d barely fin-
ished the thought before it

.seemed te Fe plucked out of his
mind by a sudden agitated
swirling in the living currents
about h'r1. Then he had a sense
of darkeang, and some:hing
huge and det..lly and invisible
went flow:ng closeiy past, trail-
ing behind it a flutiering ap-
parition that brought a sound-
less scream of terror into
Fred’s throat. It was a shape
that looked exactly as Howard
Cooney bad looked in life, ex-
cept that it was no thicker than
a sheet of paper! For an in-
stant, as Howard’s eyes glared
sightlessly.in his direction, he
had the impression that some-
where far overhead Howard
had called his name. Then the
thing that brought darkness
with it and the fluttering shape
were gone.

The other disturbances con-
tinued. In some way, the Out-
side was growing aware of his
presence and beginning to look
for him!

The next order he hadn’t
discussed with the others, since

he was certain they would have
cried to talk him out of giving

““The life-forms in the Liitle
Place that were taken away
from Earth must be returned
unharmed to Earth!”

Hastily, thinking of the Co-
brisol, he added:

“Including any other life-
forms that would like to come
along—except Iciens!”

Something like a long crash
of thunder went shaking all
through him—appareritly, that
last set of 'instructions had up-
set the entire Outside!

Fred didn’t bother to think
out the final thought. He
shouted with all his strength:
“And I should now be standing
on the other side of the mirror-
harrier inside the Little Placel”

Instantly, he was there. Rain
was slamming down in sheets
all about him, like an Earthly
cloud-burst, as Wilma, laugh-
ing and crying, grabbed him by
an arm. Hand in hand, they
ran through the soaking mead-
ow toward the house, the Co-
brisol streaking ahead of them.
The Icien was nowhere in sight.

“I DIDN'T say exactly how
muck rain and water!”
Fred admitted. They had dis-
covered they couldn't turn the
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faucets off now! It didn’t mat-
ter much, since the surplus wa-
ter vanished down through the
drains as usual. But, two hours
after Fred’s return to the Lit-
tle Place, the cloud-burst out-
doors was con!mumg in full
strength.

The Cobrisol lay in a corner
of the kitchen, its teeth chat-
tering, as if it were chilled.
Wilma had shoved blankets un-
der it and piled more blankets
on top, and they had lit the
stove. Actually the temperature
had dropped only t¢ the equiv-
alent of a rather warm, rainy
spring day on Earth.

“I should have cautioned
you,” the creature remarked,
between fits of chattering, “to
limit your order for water!
You had no way of knowing
that Cobrisols react unfavor-
ably to excesswe atmospheric
moisture.

“This capsulxting you men-
tioned,” Wilma inquired ocon-
cernedly, “does it hurt?”

“Not at all, Wilmal” the Co-
brisol assured her. “I shall
simply shrivel up rather sud-
denly—it’s a completely auto-
matic process, you see, and not
under my control—and form a
hard shell around myself. As
soon as things dry out -suffi-

ciently, the shell splits, and
there I am again!”

Fred had offered to go back
Outside and rephrase the order
concerning the water, but he
was rather relieved when eve-
ryone told him not to be fool-
ish. At worst, the Cobrisol
would simply go dormant for a
while, and the disturbance
caused by his visit obviously
hadn’t settled out yet.

From time to time, strange
lights went gliding about er-
ratically inside the mirror-bar-
rier, as if the Little Place’s me-
chanical wardens were persist-
ing in their search for the in-
truder. Occasional faint trem-
ors passed through the founda-
tions of the house, and there
were intermittent rumblings in
the air, which might have been
simulated Earth-thunder, to ac-
company the rain.

“There’s a good chance,” the
Cobrisol explained, “that all
this commotion may return the
One’s attention to the Little
Place, in which case we can ex-
pect normal weather conditions
to be re-established promptly.
Otherwise—well, I'm sure you
agree with me now, Fred, that
only an absolute emergency
would justify going Outside
again!”

And, of course, Fred did
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agree. He hadn’t gone into spe-
cific details concerning his ex-
perience there, since he knew
it would be disturbing to Wil-
ma. And neither had he men-
tioned his order to get them
transferred back to Earth—al-
most anything seemed justified
to get away from a place where
your future depended entirely
on somebody else’s whims—but
he was guiltily certain that that
was the cause of most of the
uproar!

Now and then they looked
out from a window to see if the
Eyes had reappeared; but none
had. Towards evening, Fred
observed the Icien wandering
about the lower end of the
meadow, trailing its flipper-
arms through rivulets of water
and stopping now and then to
stare up into the streaming sky,
as if it enjoyed getting thor-
oughly soaked. Unlike the Co-
brisol, it was, of course, an
aquatic sort of creature to be-
gin with

Just as he went to sleep that
night, Fred almost managed to
convince himself that when he
next woke up, he would discov-
er they were all safely back on
Earth. However, when he did
awaken, he knew instantly the
Outside hadn’t acted upon that
order. They were still in the

Little Place—and it was rain-
ing harder than ever!

COBRISOL had elect-
ed to sleep in the kitchen,
but it wasn’t lying on the chair
before the stove where they had
left it. Fred was wondering
where it had crawled to, when
another thought struck him.
Expectantly, he separated the
blankets on the chair.

The shell was lying there, a
brown, smooth, egg-shaped
shell—but hardly bigger than a
healthy goose-egg! It was dif-
ficult to imagine the Cobrisol
shrinking itself down to that
size; -but it couldn’t be any-
thing else. Feeling as if he were
handling an urn containing the
remains of a friend, Fred car-
ried the shell carefully into the
bedroom and laid it down on
the bed.

“He said it was practically
impossible to damage these
shells,” he reminded Wilma.
“But it might be better not to
let Ruby peck at it.”

“I'll watch her,” Wilma
promised, big-eyed. From the
way she kept staring at the
shell, Fred gathered that Wil-
ma, too, felt as if the Cobrisol
somehow had passed away,
even if it was only a temporary
arrangement.
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“He’ll \probably be hatching
again pretty soon,” he said
briskly. “I'll go checL on the
weather now.

He opzned the front porch
door and stopped there, ap-
palled. A sheet of water cov-
ered the entire meadow and
lapped up to within forty feet
of the house! In the orchard,

half the trees were submerged.

Considering the slope of the
ground, the water would be at
least ten yards deep where it
stood against the mirror-bar-
rier. And the rain still
drummed down furiously upon
it!

He checked his first impulse
to call Wilma. News as bad as
that could wait a little! The
barrier stood there, placidly
mirroring the scene of the
flood. Except for eerie rum-
bling sounds that still echoed
in the upper air, the Outside
seemed to be back to normal.

So, if he swam across now,
Fred thought, before it rose
any higher—

The order would be a quite
simple one: “Reduce rainfall
and water-level to meet the
normal requirements of the
life-forms within the Little
Place.”

And if he did it immediately,
Wilma wouldn’t have a chance

to get all upset about it.

Of course, if he got caught
Outside this time—

She and Ruby would be just
as badly off one way as the
other, he decided. He wasn’t
going to get caught! It would
only take him a few min-
utes. ...

HE CLOSED the porch door
quietly behind him,
stripped hurriedly to his shons
and started down towards the
water, mentally rehearsing the
order he would give, to fix it
firmly in his mind. Intent on
that, he almost overlooked the
slow, heavy swirling of the wa-
ter-surface to his left as he be-
gan to wade out. A big fish, a
section of his mind reported ab-
sently, had come up out of deep
water into the shallows, turned
sharply and gone out again——

He stopped short, feeling a
sudden burst of icy pricklings
all over him. A fish? . There
weren’t any fish here!

He turned, slipping and al-
most stumbling on the sub-
merged grass, and plunged
back toward the higher ground.
There was a sudden tremen-
dous splash just behind him
and a surge of water round his
knees. Then he was on solid
ground; he ran on a few yards
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and slowed, looking back.

The Icien hadn’t tried to fol-
low him out of the water. It
stood upright, black and drip-
ping, in the rain-whipped shal-
lows, probably furious at hav-
ing missed its chance at him.

They stared silently at each
other. He might have guessed
it, Fred thought, looking at the
great flat flipper-arms. The
first time he’d seen it, it had
reminded him of a huge sting-
ray. It was an aquatic creature
by choice, and this flood suited
it perfectly!

And it was intelligent enough
to know why he would want to
swim back to the mirror-bar-
rier!

He thought of the speed with
which it had come driving after
him, and knew that even with
his spears he didn’t have a
chance against that kind of
creature in deep water.

The Icien knew it, too! But
it might expect him to make a
final desperate attempt before
the water came lapping Into the
house. ...

Fred walked back to the
porch and pulled his clothes on
again. When he looked round
before going inside, the Icien
had vanished.

LESS THAN three minutes

later, Fred stepped quietly
out the back door, carrying his
spear. He heard Wilma lock
and bolt the door behind him
as he splashed carefully
through the big puddles in the
garden. Then he was trotting
up the rain-drenched rising
ground behind the house to-
wards a wall of misty nothing-
ness a few hundred yards
away.

He wished "~ the Cobrisol
‘hadn’t been obliged to capsu
late itself so quickly; he could
have used that knowledgeable
creature’s advice just now! But
it had mentioned that there
were a number of soft spots in
the barriers around the Little
Place. All he had to do was to
find one that the rising flood
hadn’t made inaccessible, step
through it, and give one quick
order to the huge mechanical
mind that was the Outside.

That was the way he had ex-
plained it to Wilma. He had a
notion the Icien wouldn’t at-
tempt to stop him outside the
water, even if it knew what he
was up to. Spear in hand and
in his own element, he didn’t
intend to be stopped by it, anv
way!

He had covered half the dis-
tance between the house and
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the nearest barrier when a new
inhabitant of the Little Place
stood up unhurriedly behind a
rock twenty yards ahead of
him, blocking his advance.

Fred stopped, startled. For
a moment, he had thought it
was the Icien. But then he saw
it was much closer than he had
thought and quite small, hard-
ly four feet high; though in
every other respect it was very
similar to the black monster. 1t
spread its flipper-arms wide,
opened a black gash of a mouth
and snarled at him, fearless
and threatening.

He thought: It’s a young
one!

The Icien had started to

breed. ...

Holding the spear in both
hands, Fred walked rapidly to-
wards it. Iciens at any age ap-
peared to be irreconcilably hos-
tile, and he didn’t care to wait
until the big one came along to
join the dispute! If it didn’t
get out of his way—

At the last moment, with a
hiss of fury, the Icien cub wad-
dled aside. Fred stepped cau-
tiously past it—and stopped
again.

N ARMY of the little hor-
rors seemed to be rising
up in front of him! They

sprouted into view behind boul-
ders and bushes, and came hur-
rying in from right and left.
There was a burst of ugly,
hoarse Icien voices, which
sounded very much like a sum-
mons to their awesome parent.

For a setond or two, Fred
was chiefly bewildered. Where
had that horde arrived from so
suddenly? Then a memory of
the big Icien, scooping out
holes in the mud of the half-
dried trout stream, flashed up;
it must have been sowing its
brood then, in some strange,
unearthly fashion. Obviously
their growth rate simply wasn’t
that of Earth creatures.

He half turned and speared
the first one as its flipper-tip
gripped his leg. The blade sank
into its body, and it snarled
hideously, striking at him
while it died. He pulled out the
spear and slashed at another
which had rushed in but
stopped now, just out of reach.

Three had moved in behind
him, apparently with the inten-
tion of cutting off his retreat to
the house. But he was still
headed for the barrier. He
dodged to the left and turned
uphill again; another line of
them confronted him there!

As Fred hesitated, he heard
Wilma cry out to him. He
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glanced back and saw she had
come out of the kitchen, carry-
ing the other spear—and that
the big Icien was striding pon-
derously along the side .of the
house, on its way up from the
flooded meadow. ...

He turned back.

He had to spear two more of
.the ugly young before he got
down to the garden; and the
second of the two clung howl-
ing and dying to the spear-
shaft. He dropped the spear,
bundled Wilma into the kitch-
en and slammed and bolted the
door almost in the big Icien’s
face. Seconds later, the black
pack was roaring and banging
against the outside wall. A flip-
per slapped and tore at the
window-screen, and he jabbed
at it with the tip of Wilma’s
spear until it vanished.

WILMA WAS shouting in
his ear. “What?” he yelled
dazedly.

“The Eyes!” she shouted.
“They’re back!”

“The Eyes?” Then he saw
she was pointing up out the
window into the rain.

More than a dozen of the
odd shiny gadgets drifted there
in the air. As Fred stared, a
huge one—almost ten feet
across—sailed slowly and ma-

jestically past the window. The
roaring outside the house
stopped suddenly, and there
were splashing sounds every-
where from the garden, as it
the Icien and its brood were
departing in great haste.

But the thundering racket in
the upper air was growing loud-
er by the second—and chang-
ing now in a manner Fred
couldn’t immediately define.
He stood listening, and sudden-
ly a wild notion came to him.
He turned to Wilma.

“Quick! Get into the bed-
room!”

“The bedroom?” She looked
startled. “Why?”

“Don’t ask!” He hustled her
down the hall ahead of him.
Ruby was screeching her head
off behind the closed door.
“Grab Ruby—make her shut
up! I'll be right back.”

Recklessly, he tore open the
front door and looked out.
Young Iciens were still stream-
ing past on either side of the
house, hurrying awkwardly to
the water’s edge and plunging
in. The big Eye—or another
one like it—was stationed in
front of the porch now, turning
slowly as if anxious to take in
everything. For a moment, it
seemed to Fred that it was fo-



36 SATURN

cusing itself directly on
him....

He closed the door and hur-
ried back into the bedroom.
Wilma was sitting on the bed
with Ruby in her lap and the
shell of the Cobrisol under one
hand. He sat down beside her.

“What do we do now, Fred?”

“We just wait]” He was
trembling with exhaustion and
excitement.

“Those noises—" she said.

“Yes?”

“It sounds to me,” Wilma
told him wonderingly, “exactly
like two people were having
themselves a big fight next
door!”

“Or up in the attic,” Fred
nodded. “And it sounds even
more like one person is being
told off good by another one,
doesn’t it?”

“By a much bigger onel”
Wilma agreed. She was watch-
ing him shrewdly. “You know
something you haven’t told me
yet! What’s going to happen?”

“I'm not sure,” Fred admit-
ted. “But I think in a minute
or two—"’

The world suddenly went
black.

T WAS still black when Fred
found he was inki
again. He decided he must have

been unconscious for some
while, because he felt stiff all
over. Now he was lying on his
back on something hard and
lumpy and warm. Wilma’s
head, he discovered next, was
pillowed on his arm, and she
was breathing normally. Some-
where near the top of his head,
Ruby clucked away irritably as
she tended to do when she was’
half awake.

“Wilma?” he whispered.

“Yes, Fred?” she said sleep-
ily. And then, “Where are wer
1It’s awfully dark herel”

He was wondering himself.
“It’ll probably get light soon,”
he said ingly. Wilma was
sitting up, and now she gave an
exclamation of surprise.

“We’re outdoors somewhere,
Fred,l This is grass we're lying
on—” .

“Itwasmagnificently
donel” another voice re-
marked, startlingly close to
Fred’s ear. It was a small,
rather squeaky voice, but it
seemed familiar.

“Who was that?” Wilma in-
quired nervously.

“I think,” said Fred, “it’s

the Cobrisoll!” He groped
about cautiously and found the

shell lying next to his head. It
appeared to be cracked down
the long side, and something
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was stirring inside it. “Are you
uncapsulating again?” he in-
quired.

“Correct!” said the Cobrisol.
“But allow me to continue my
congratulations, Fred. You ap-
pear to have resolved success-
fully a situation that had baf-
fled even a Cobrisol! Need I
say more?”

“I guess not,” said Fred.
“Thanks—"

“Wilma,” the Cobrisol re-
sumed, “you seem concerned
about this darkness—"

“I'm glad you’re back, Co-
brisol!” she told it.

“Thank you,” said the crea-
ture. “As I was about to ex-
plain, the appearance of dark-
ness about us is a common phe-
nomenon of transfer. Nothing
to worry about! And—ah!”

They all cried out together,
a chorus of startled and expec-
tant voices. Around them, like
black curtains whisking aside,
like black smoke dispelled by a
blower, the darkness shifted
and vanished. Yellow sunlight
blazed down on them, and the
two humans threw up their
hands to shield their eyes.

Then they lowered them
again. It was, after all, no
brighter than was normal for a
clear summer day! They were
sitting at the top of a sloping

green' meadow. They looked
out over it, blinking. ...
“Why!” Wilma said, in a
small, awed voice. “Why,
Fred! We’re home!”
Then she burst into tears.

SOME HOURS later, sitting
on the front porch of the
farm house—the real front

- porch of the real farm house—

Fred remarked, “There’s one
thing I just don’t get!”

“What's that, Fred?” The
Cobrisol lifted its head in-
quiringly out of the hammock.
It was about the size of a
healthy rattlesnake by now and
accepting a sandwich or two
from Wilma every half hour.

Fred hesitated and then
told the Cobrisol quietly about
the gruesome, fluttering thing
he’d seen Outside that looked
like Cooney.

“There are various theories
about what happens to those
who get lost Outside,” the Co-
brisol said thoughtfully.
“There is no reason to provide
you with additional material
for nightmares, so I won’t tell
you what I think you saw. But
it was the fact that the Icien
and I were acquainted with
some of those theories that
made it quite impossible for
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either of us to do what you
did!”

It paused. “Otherwise, eve-
rything seems clear enough
now. The One who collected
you and Wilma and Ruby and
the Cooney was obviously as
immature as I suspected. He
had no right to do it. Your in-
terference with the mechanisms
of the Outside created enough
disturbance to attraet the at-
tention of a mature One, who
then chastised the offender and
returned you to Earth where
you belonged—"

E COBRISOL sniffed the
air greedily. “That’s an-
other bacon-and-egg sandwich
Wilma is fixing!” it remarked
with appreciation. “Yes, I'm
sure I'll like it on Earth, Fred.
But your hypothesis that my
shell came along by accident is
highly debatable. For one
thing, you've noticed, of
course, that we have retained
the ability to understand each
other’s speech-forms—which, 1
gather, is not the rule among
different species on Earth!”
“Well—" The fact had es-
caped Fred’s attention till now.
“That could be an accident,”
he pointed out. “They just l’or—
got to switch i off, or what-
ever they do.”

“Possibly,” the Cobrisol ac-
knowledged. “I believe, how-
ever, that having become aware
of our cooperative efforts in
the Little Place, the mature
One decided to utilize the
special talents of a Cobrisol
in whatever Project is being
conducted on Earth. Had you
thought of going into politics,
Fred?”

Fred chuckled. “No! And I
don’t blame you for not being
able to get rid of the feeling
you’re still in some Place or
other. But this is Earth—and
nobody else has any Projects
here! You'll realize all that, by
and by.”

“No doubt,” said the Co-
brisol. “What’s that passing
way up high above the apple
orchard, Fred?”

Fred looked, and leaped ex-
citedly out of his chair. “Hey,
Wilma! Come quick!” he
shouted. “No—it’s gone now!
Boy, they are fast..

Then his voice trmled off,
and he felt his face go pale,
as he turned to stare at the
Cobrisol.

“A flying saucer!” he mut-
tered.

“Oh?” said the Cobrisol. “Is
that what they call the Eyes
here, Fred?”

THE END



