



[image: Cover Image]





BACK TO THE TIME TRAP


Keith Laumer


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







PROLOGUE


Roger Tyson was in his living room, sitting in a grossly overstuffed chair in a pink-and-yellow floral design, which, he realized, would appear grotesque to anyone who didn’t know how much Sears had charged him for it. Q’nell came in from the kitchen with a plate of hot-from-the-oven tollhouse cookies and a glass of cold milk.


Roger looked up at his beautiful bride, whom he never called “Nellie,” and admired for the zillionth time her perfect profile, her slender neck, and the soul-stirring curve of her right breast. Stifling the impulse to reach out and caress that organ, he picked up a cookie instead.


“This is the life, Nellie,” he murmured, and pulled her down into his lap. Prosser on Torts fell to the floor with a forlorn thump!


“Stop it, silly,” Q’nell ordered without conviction.


Just then the phone rang. Roger ignored it, but Q’nell picked it up. She listened with a puzzled expression and said hesitantly, “Yes, it is, but—” She recoiled slightly from the instrument in her hand.


“It’s a Mr. Ucker,” she told Roger, who put up a hand like a traffic cop.


“I’m not here!” he barked. “Besides, it couldn’t be! That was all a delirium-dream, remember?”


Q’nell put the phone in his hand, patted his cheek, and went back into the kitchen, casting an anxious glance back at him.


“Never mind how I am!” Roger yelled into the phone, “And I am definitely NOT ‘your boy’! And I don’t care what dire calamity is about to befall the world! Solve it without my help!”


Roger’s eye was caught by a quick movement over behind the home entertainment center, over seven hundred bucks at Simon’s, on the blink, and not even paid for yet. His ire intensified. “Q’nell!” he yelled. “Bugs! As big as rats!”


Q’nell came back in, her expression one of mild curiosity.


“T’son,” she said softly. “What—”


“Over there!” Roger barked. “Behind the telly! A huge black bettle! Don’t you even know how to keep this place clean? If there were no food scraps lying around, bugs wouldn’t be attracted!” He realized he was motormouthing and shut up abruptly.


“It’s six P.M.!” he said suddenly, then changed his tone to a wheedling one: “Let’s watch Daphne’s Dilemma.” Without awaiting her agreement as she sat beside him, he used his new remote to switch on the TV. The screen flickered and brightened, showing a reddish, rutabaga-like entity with head-tentacles and sharp-pointed limbs like metallic crab-legs. Roger switched off and threw the control unit from him. Q’nell exclaimed and went after it. “Roger,” she said reproachfully, using the name she employed only when seriously displeased with her mate’s behavior.


“All right! All right!” Tyson groaned. “You see? He’s already starting to ruin everything!”


“Oh! My casserole!” Q’nell exclaimed and headed for the kitchen.


“Didn’t you see him?” Roger yelled after her.


Her pert features poked around the door. “See whom, dear?” she cooed.


“The Rhox!” Roger barked. “Instead of Daphne, we got the Rhox!”


“What rocks, Roger?”


“The Rhox!” Roger snapped. “That Oob fellow! Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten!”


“Roger,” Q’nell said reproachfully, coming back to sit beside him again and take his hand in hers. “Didn’t we agree that was a delirium induced by the shock of the accident?”


“Sure,” Roger agreed, “but we know we were lying!” He took her shapely chin in his hand and turned her face so that he could look into her eyes.


“The Trans-Temporal Bore,” he said distinctly, “Culture One, and the null engine, and that damned love-nest contract with R’heet!”


“Roger, we agreed we’d never mention all that again.”


“Right!” Roger gobbled. “But I have to. Didn’t you see him on the TV just then?”


“Whom? R’heet?”


“No! Oob!” Roger corrected. “We agreed not to talk about him, but when I see him right here in our living room …! And there was the phone call before that! It was UKR, warning me, or whatever; wanted me to volunteer for some kind of suicide mission!”


“Why, don’t you do it, T’son.”


“Don’t worry!” Roger said fervently. “Do you think I’m crazy?”


She patted his hand. “Let’s not go into that again, dear,” she urged softly, looking concernedly into his eyes.


“Watch! I’ll show you!” He retrieved the remote tuner and switched it on. The distraught face of a pretty young woman appeared, registering disquiet, or perhaps a bad smell.


“Don’t be so upset, Daphne,” Q’nell suggested. “Fenwick is coming back; he was only delayed by a flat tire.”


“To Perdition with Fenwick!” Roger yelled. “The trouble with TV is they all just look like nice-looking young folks who came to Hollywood to see if maybe they could make it on the tube. Take Fenwick, there; he doesn’t look like a brain surgeon—he looks like a TV actor!”


“I see what you mean, Roger,” his bride agreed. “But is it worth getting all upset about?”


“It is if it means wrecking my home!”


“Silly boy. It’s only a soap opera. Fenwick is moving on Daphne, not me.”


“That’s not what I mean. I saw him! Just a second ago, right on the screen!”


“Certainly you did. That was just a flashback, so we’d know about the flat tire.”


“I don’t mean that! I mean that Rhox!”


“Oh, you mean that desert background in the Auburn ad. Lovely! They shoot all those ads in Arizona, I read in the TV Guide.”


“What do you mean, ‘Auburn ad’?” Roger demanded. “Auburn folded back in the Depression!”


“No, I mean Auburn-Cord-Deusenberg,” Q’nell amplified. “The big car company.”


“That’s what I mean, too!” Roger cut her off. “There hasn’t been an Auburn ad since 1933.”


“Don’t be silly, Roger,” Q’nell urged. “They didn’t even have TV in 1933!”


“Of course not!” Roger answered. “That’s my point!”


“Why, didn’t you like the lovely desert scenery?” Q’nell wondered. “I always thought you wanted to go there someday.”


“I mean Oob!” Roger corrected. “With UKR phoning me, and Oob popping up on the tube, I feel like we’re right back in the Time Trap!”


“But, Roger,” Q’nell pointed out. “We aren’t; we’re right here at home, perfectly safe and happy. And your cookies are getting cold. You know you like them while the chocolate chips are still melted.”


Roger grabbed one and stuffed it back. “Umm, delicious,” he murmured. Q’nell kissed him. The phone rang again.


“Don’t answer it!” Roger ordered, and resumed what he was doing.


“Roger, not right here in the living room,” Q’nell objected mildly. She picked up the phone.


“Oh, yes, Mary,” she said, nodding. “Tomorrow will be fine. About three, then?” She hung up. Roger grabbed the phone:


“UKR?” he yelled into it. “Leave me alone, dammit! I’m not going!”


Q’nell took the phone and cradled it again. “You weren’t invited,” she reported. “It’s strictly a hen party.”


“Look!” Roger blurted. “He’s back!” He pointed to the screen, where Oob, his usual robust magenta darkened to a dull beet-red, was waving his tentacles wildly.


“Tyson!” he called. “Help! In the name of the Builder, help me! They’re overwhelming the Control Center! Just come over here, I beg you!” His color faded to a sickly off-white. “Farewell!” he croaked. “I’m done for, Tyson! Perhaps if you act in time, you can still avert—” A shiny blue-black beetle-like creature obtruded between Oob and the camera. Roger just had time to glimpse rows of shredding-hooks on its momentarily exposed underside before it fell on Oob and his voice trailed off in an agonized wail as the creature began to devour him alive.


“Hold it! That’s different!” Roger blurted, and rushed to the TV, where, behind the embattled Rhox, Daphne was now holding a match to the corner of a document, watching it begin to blacken and curl. “We have to stop it!” Roger groaned.


“Roger!” Q’nell interceded. “It’s only the fake will she had Ben make up to fool Winslow into revealing himself! It’s all right! Do sit down! You’re spoiling the whole segment!”


“I’m not talking about that dopey soap,” Roger retorted. “Didn’t you see Oob just then, when he practically filled the screen—and that blue cockroach that was eating him?”


“I don’t know what you mean,” she said concernedly. “Do sit down, T’son, and tell me what you’re talking about!”


“I’m talking about the damned Museum, or filing system, or laboratory slides, or whatever!” Roger replied in a tightly controlled tone. “I know we agreed to forget the Trans-Temporal Bore and Culture One and all that, but nobody can really just forget something! And here it is back! Oob and UKR within five minutes of each other! They’re trying to reinvolve us!”


“Why,” Q’nell asked reasonably, “would anyone want to involve us, of all people, in such nonsense?”


“It’s not nonsense!” Roger yelled, then, “I’m sorry, dear, I didn’t mean to shout at you.”


The TV burped and flashed spectral colors, then cleared to show a crisp, 3-D image of a lumpy shape like a potato, only dull red, with a wide, lipless mouth, a single enormous eye, and multiple appendages.


Roger stared. “But it’s turned off!” he stated in a tone of astonishment, and pushed the OFF button again. There was no change, except that Oob extended a limb like a stainless-steel crab leg—out a good six inches beyond the glass surface of the screen, Roger realized wildly. The pincers-tipped member groped over the control knobs. The image brightened. Roger advanced, reached out and switched channels to UHF. Oob dwindled away for a moment, then reappeared, more vivid than before.


“Thank you, my boy,” he said in his familiar gluey voice.


“What are you doing here?” Roger demanded, as Q’nell grasped his arm and tugged gently.


“If you’ll just come and lie down awhile,” she suggested.


He shook her hand off and whirled to face her. “Can’t you see him?” he demanded. “It’s Oob! You remember Oob! He was the rutabaga on the Yamaha who was chasing you the night we met!”


“That was part of the delirium, Roger,” she chided. “We agreed—”


“I don’t give a damn what we agreed!” Roger barked in a strangled voice as he attempted to suppress his fury at her imperturbability. He felt a touch from behind, and spun to face Oob, the Rhox, standing on pointed limbs not two feet away, while Daphne chattered on the screen behind him.


“There’s no point in fighting it, lad,” Oob told him sternly. “She can’t see me: I’m in tight focus. There are imbalances in the Cosmic All which only you, due to your accumulation of Y-energies during your transit of the Bore, can remedy. Just come along quietly.”


“Never!” Roger yelled, at which Oob sidled deftly past him to confront Q’nell. She smiled sweetly, Roger saw in the instant before he launched himself at the monster’s back. Oob fended him off with a complicated thrust of ropy tentacles. Q’nell screamed.


“That’s more like it!” Roger clutched her. “I know you didn’t see as much as I did of Oob the last time, but anybody can see he’s not somebody you’d want climbing out of your practically-new sixty-five-dollar Atwater Kent!” He released the sobbing girl and grabbed two of Oob’s muscular tentacles; not without effort, he tied them in a square knot. Oob responded by turning a pale pink and uttering a despairing wail.


“How did you know?” he sobbed. “That sneaky UKR must have tipped you off that intertwining my prime manipulator with my tertiary stabilator-limb would inhibit the function of my stasis-node!”


“He did indeed!” Roger confirmed, wondering what the Rhox was talking about. “Now,” he went on, maintaining the bluff, “if you’ll just go back where you came from—”


“But how can I, with my node paralyzed?” Oob demanded. “If I should attempt to override—”


The doorbell clang!ed in the same instant that Oob ceased to be present. Roger was groping empty space, as Q’nell sank, sobbing, to the (truly hideous, Roger noted absently) floral-patterned carpet. He sprang to her as she sat up, looking dazed but unhurt.


“The door!” she said, and got to her feet. “Roger, do see who’s there! It’s probably poor Mary, wondering where I’ve gotten to.”


Roger obediently went along the short hall and opened the fake old-English oak door, to admit an elderly gentleman of distinguished appearance, clad in a fur-collared overcoat. Behind him a vast and lovely Cadillac phaeton stood at the curb, a liveried driver at the wheel.


“Holy Moses!” the stranger said. “Roger! You haven’t changed a bit! Not a bit, by golly. I’d have known you anywhere!” He seized Roger’s limp hand and pumped it vigorously.


“Have we met?” Roger mumbled. “Come in, sir, come in.”


The newcomer stepped inside, sniffed, looked down the hall and turned a puzzled expression on Roger.


“Why?” he demanded. “Why do you live here in this dump—I mean in such modest surroundings? You, the most amazing psychic of all time—and generous, too, no doubt about that! You could be living like a king—like me!” He caught a glimpse of Q’nell as she came along the brown-papered entry-hall.


“Ah, my dear!” he bleated. “You, too, look just as you did the last time I saw you, there in the trench at St. Mihiel! So charming! But I still don’t understand! You’re him, and he’s you, and yet you’re not! But I only came to express my gratitude, whoever each of you are, or is, or whatever!


“After the war,” the old fellow went on, “I was able to trace you by the billfold you dropped, you know; I wanted to return it, and to find out why, in Heaven’s name, a beautiful young woman was wandering about on the battlefield!” He paused. “You can imagine my amazement when I found that the owner of the wallet was actually a man, just as the name ‘Roger Tyson’ suggested. But anyway, here you both are, and so am I! I acted on your tips, of course, my dear, and got out of Consolidated Wagon and Buggy just in time. I tell you, they were dropping like flies all along the Street that black October day! But not Charles S. Shlumph, nosirree! I had mine! I weathered the Depression, and when World War Two started up, I was able to endow a Hopeless Alcoholic Unit in honor of Ron, and, yes, Ludwig, too! After all, we all shared the same hardships, so why cut him out just because he happened to be on the losing side, eh? After all, my own great-grandfather came from Pomerania! Got through that one OK too, thanks to my aircraft stocks, and I’ve been looking for you ever since, to thank you!”


“Just who—” Roger started, then looked surprised as a ghostly Mazda lamp of one hundred watts appeared above his head.


“Charlie Shlumph! In the trench!” he blurted. “There was this German with the terrible ‘yokes,’ and the Englishman, and an American—you! I almost recognize you now! I told you about the future! Warned you about the Crash, and then—”


“Then you turned sideways and disappeared,” Charlie supplied. “We hunted for you, explored the trench half a mile in each direction, and not a trace of you did we find! Not even a footprint! That’s why I determined to find you and have you explain that whole bizarre incident. Ron didn’t survive the war, poor boy, and Ludwig was all caught up in Herman Göring’s World Peace Movement, so thereafter … anyway, please explain.”


“It was like this,” Roger replied. “At that particular moment, Q’nell and I had temporarily exchanged bodies, so while it was me there in the trench, I looked like I was her. OK so far?”


“No!” Charlie stated with feeling. “Go on!”


“Well, we finally got that straightened out, and met UKR in person, and got Oob quieted down, and arrived at the Terminal Locus, and found out from the Builder all about the Bore.”


“Bored?” Charlie queried. “By no means, kiddo! I don’t claim to understand, but who said I have to understand? My net worth, thanks entirely to your tip, is just a bit over ten billions, and—”


“ ‘Ten billions’?” Roger gasped. “You mean dollars?”


“I don’t mean Burmese kyats!” Charlie confirmed. “Anything you wish that money can accomplish is yours!” He beamed, his smile fading as his gaze drifted past the Tysons to the room behind them. He edged back, looking horrified.


“It’s the Thing!” he squeaked. “The Nightmare Thing! I first caught a glimpse of it back in the trenches; since then it’s pursued me in nightmares, and a few times I thought I caught a glimpse of it in a crowd, or across the street—but it’s here! Now! Right in your living room! I’m going mad!”


Roger caught his arm. “No, you’re not crazy,” he soothed. “That’s just Oob.”


“It’s … coming this way!” Charlie gasped and pulled free of Roger’s grip. He blundered toward the door.


“I’ll go for help,” he croaked.


Behind Roger, Oob spoke up. “Kindly calm your friend, T’son,” it urged reasonably. “I’m here to warn you—”


“Threats!” Charlie yelled. “It’s uttering dire threats! Shoot it!”


“There is a clear distinction between the denotations of the forms ‘threaten’ and ‘warn,’ ” Oob pointed out didactically. “Even in your simple language. Pray don’t waste time shooting me: I’m truly weary of the bother of replacing these simple third-order extrusions every time you people destroy one. It’s quite pointless, you know. Aren’t you interested in what it is about which I’ve come to warn you?”


Roger whirled to face the grotesque creature, at the same time drawing Q’nell to his side. “Go ahead,” he snapped. “Whatever it is, you have no right to burst in here in that silly fashion, crawling out of the TV and scaring my wife to death!”


“I simply moved my Aperture into congruity with the glass surface,” Oob explained patiently, “in order to avoid upsetting you.”


“Sure!” Roger retorted hotly. “We see rutabagas climbing out of the middle of Daphne every day!”


“Kindly desist from referring to my extrusion as a ‘rutabaga,’ ” Oob requested testily. “The relationship is remote.”


“So what’s this big warning?” Roger demanded. Q’nell hugged his arm.


“The Bore has been broached at many points,” Oob told them solemnly. “By an alien life-form introduced, accidentally, I suppose, by those infernal meddlers of Culture One again. I should have sterilized that place as soon as I saw it.”


“That’s a terrible thing to say!” Q’nell burst out. “Even though there are some pretty ridiculous people there, it is a very highly evolved society, with many commendable traits! Are you sure it was old R’heet and his I-team who—?”


“It hardly matters, my dear,” Oob told her. “The salient point is, the Bore is seriously compromised. You know what that means!” He displayed a gnawed-looking tentacle. “The monsters tried to eat me alive,” he added.


“Yes, I saw.” Roger felt, and looked, horrified. “You don’t mean …?”


“Precisely,” Oob confirmed, almost smugly, and withdrew.


“That’s probably what UKR was trying to tell me,” Roger lamented. He turned back toward the garishly papered, carpeted, and slipcovered living room, Q’nell beside him, Charlie trailing.


“Say, Misternmiz Tyson,” the veteran said to their backs, “I guess you’re wondering what it is I came to see you about—” He broke off short as a probing, jointed, metallic limb poked from the TV screen.


“Say, that’s a funny place to have a winder!” he exclaimed.


Roger went over to the tube and said, “Shoo!” and Oob’s leg was withdrawn.


Charlie came over and looked at the black screen. “What is it, Tyson?” he inquired. “Got all them knobs on it. What’s it for? Some kinda radio?”


“Sort of,” Roger agreed. “Only with a picture, too.”


“A picture o’ what?” Charlie demanded.


“A moving picture; in color,” Roger amplified.


Charlie showed his gums in a wintry smile. “OK, Roger, forget I ast. No need to go smarting off.”


“I’m not ‘smarting off,’ you damned old fool!” he yelled. “If you weren’t so ignorant—”


Q’nell touched his arm and he fell silent. Q’nell smiled at Charlie. “He’s upset,” she explained. “Do forgive him.”


“Sure, honey, no offense,” Charlie mumbled. “I just come by to …”


Roger noticed a stray buckle evidently torn from Oob’s complicated harness; he picked it up and tossed it through the portal. Charlie goggled.


“Oh, a garbage disposer!” he declared, and tossed a crumpled Luckies package after the button; it bounced off the glass, and Charlie recovered it. “Ain’t as easy as it looked,” he complained.


Roger switched the set on, and at once Daphne’s tormented features appeared, reciting a speech of welcome to her mother who, having been reported dead, had reappeared suddenly.


“I get it!” Charlie cried, “Garbage in, garbage out!” Absently, he pulled over an ottoman and sat down, his eyes fixed on the screen. He frowned. “But what good’s that?” he demanded.


Roger grabbed up the telephone and dialed the office of the sheriff. There was no answer. He put a protective arm around Q’nell.


“There’s no telling when that damned Rhox will pop out of there again,” he griped. “We have to do something! I think I’ll go down to Withers’ Hardware and ask Chuck to send a man out to repair it!”


“But, T’son,” Q’nell objected, “it’s not broken; it’s just that Oob has aligned his Aperture with the screen!”


“Didn’t you hear him?” Roger barked. “The Bore is compromised ‘at many places’! We’ll have camels in the park, wild Indians charging up Main Street, and extinct critters lurking in the hedges!” he predicted wildly. “We have to do what we can!” He went to the front door and stepped out, carefully not slamming the door. “Women!” he snorted. “Offering you cookies while the continuum falls apart!” He got into the car and headed down the street.




CHAPTER ONE


Bob Armstrong got out of bed and into the shower. As the hot water sluiced away the gummy veil of drowsiness, he glanced out the small window he had installed in the shower cubicle to allow him to look at his garden while he bathed. He looked, he stared, he goggled. A wall of deep-blue ice loomed half a mile away, and a group of rather bedraggled deer, reindeer, or caribou—you know, the ones with the clumsy-looking antlers and big feet—were grazing half-heartedly on the sparse lichen growing on the rock precisely where his rose bed ought to be. The garage was gone, an arm of ice extending out from the glacier having pushed it aside.


Bob got it together after a full minute and dashed for the phone, punching in the sheriff’s number.


“Zzzz, pop, zzz. I’m sawry, that number is nawt in service,” a canned voice told him.


“Certainly it is, you damned fool!” he yelled back. “That’s the sheriff’s office!” The recording said it again. Bob slammed the phone down, knocking the little capsule-shaped light bulb out of it. He stalked to the bedroom window and yanked the curtain aside. Where the expanse of more or less neat suburban houses had covered the gentle slope, a lumpy snowfield stretched unbroken to the wall of ice, bits of roof and siding poking from it.


“The hothouse effect!” Bob protested. “Where is it? We’re not supposed to have an ice age, we’re supposed to drown when sea level rises because the ice caps have melted, because of the CO2 has built up, because …” He ran out of “becauses” and went back in and turned off the shower and dried himself on a big, fluffy towel, then got dressed in the shirt and slacks he always wore for his foursome on Saturdays.


At the door, he paused. The air was definitely nippy. He reached in the closet and pulled out the heavy jacket he used in the winter when he went out to bring in firewood. He felt foolish pulling it on in midsummer, but when he stepped outside, he was glad he had done so. It was cold out here! And—


“No,” he corrected himself, “There isn’t a mastodon grazing on Fred Meyer’s lawn! Couldn’t be!” He backed inside, grabbed up the phone on the hall table, the one he hardly ever used, and tried the sheriff again. Busy signal: gawp! gawp! gawp! He dropped it and stepped outside again.


To his left, he saw a dense stand of large, and clearly old, spruce, where yesterday Austin Street had run past. He slammed the door behind him and stalked off into the snow, not looking toward Meyer’s lawn. “Damned government, messing with the climate!” he reassured himself. Looking back, he saw that his house was the only undamaged one in sight, the drift of lumpy ice and snow being pushed by the glacier having forced the others off their foundations. Shocking! Even as he watched, the heaped glacial debris heaved and the moraine advanced another twenty feet. It was almost touching his back porch now.


By late afternoon, after he had tramped through the three-inch snow layer, all unmarked by other footprints, he noted uneasily, to visit the city cop-house, the sheriff’s office and the Storm, or state troopers station, finding all three deserted, he decided to try Henessey’s; there were always a few fellows there, to talk to.


Henessey’s was a large former harness store converted into a big, cheerful saloon the year before Prohibition. It was open, but deserted. Only Paddy, the cat, was there, rubbing against Bob’s shins in greeting. Bob called, but there was no reply. Suddenly acutely lonely, he tried the pay phone. It told him in a tone of reproach, that the number listed for the mayor’s office was “nawt in service!” He punched “O” for operator and got nothing. Back in the street, he heard a dull rumbling sound, punctuated by louder crash!es, coming from the north. He walked toward the sound. At an intersection, he looked over that way and saw another lobe of the glacier, this one closer, already moving into the downtown area. He watched the six-story Gazette tower shake, shedding ornamentation, then fold wearily in the middle and drop with surprising suddenness out of sight in a cloud of dust.


Bob went to the nearest car parked at the curb; the driver’s door opened when he tried the handle. Feeling a little guilty, he hot-wired the ignition, checked the gas gauge, and pulled out into the snow-covered street. No other traffic moved. Then he saw someone ahead and accelerated toward him. It was a young fellow in a black jacket; he had run from a store into the middle of the street. Two others joined him, then more, until a dozen or so youths occupied the middle of the intersection. Each seemed to have a bag of some sort in his hands, and each had emerged from a different store. Looters!


On impulse, Bob braked, pulled to the curb in front of Withers’ Hardware. The lock was broken; he could see the splintered wood of the jamb from the car. He hurried inside, feeling guilty, and bent over the display of hunting weapons in a glass-topped case. He picked up the Remington ten-gauge he had long coveted. He found a small duffel bag and filled it with fat, heavy boxes of ammunition, paused at the counter to put three twenties and a ten under the pad the cash register was sitting on, and hurried back to his stolen car. The gang was closer, talking loudly to each other. He saw they were headed for a new pickup parked in front of Dick’s Cut Rate Liquors.


As he drove slowly toward them, they spread out in a ragged line across the street and made gestures in his direction; then one ran to the nearest car, a heavy late-model Lincoln, and pulled it out crossways into the street, thus effectively blocking the way.


Bob edged to the left to go behind it, and the line broke and rushed him. One grinning lad smashed his windshield with his bag of loot, the glass shards just missing Bob’s eyes. Bob braked hard, then gunned it, sending the attacker sliding off. He made it past the back bumper of the Lincoln.


The rest of the thugs were close now; he accelerated and two of the unwashed teenagers had to leap to avoid being hit. In the mirror he saw them pause to direct poisonous looks after him; then a fusillade began, as the scum threw objects from their grab bags, which bounced off the car. One made a solid hit on the side window, inches from Bob’s jaw, but the glass held; then he was past. He drove off, and the yells receded behind him.


Around a corner, he pulled into a parking lot to load his shotgun. As he finished, the Lincoln pulled up beside him on the passenger side; the jolly boys piled out, fanning out in a semicircle around the car. Most of them were wearing fur jackets designed as ladies’ wear, with TIGER crudely painted on their backs in blue. One or two had pistols, which they handled awkwardly.


They stood and peered uncertainly in at Bob until he got out of the car and looked over the top at them. They began to edge closer, and he reached inside and brought out the Remington and laid it across the top of the car. The boy under his sights was a burly, red-haired degenerate, with LUMP painted over his pocket. He raised his hands as if to ward off a slap and began babbling.


“Please, Mister, I didn’t do nothing…. Me and my friends here, we need help!”


“You’re lucky,” Bob told the momentarily nonplussed group. “I’m Big Jake Gronek; eleven homicides—and I’m going to give you a break because you didn’t know that. Now scram! I’ll only shoot the last one in sight. Now!” He cocked the weapon. They ran in all directions, shoving each other aside to reach cover first. When the last of them had disappeared down an alley, unshot, Bob released a breath and clicked on the safety, tossed the piece inside the car, and got in. Good thing they didn’t know he was really just a draftsman.


He was sitting behind the wheel, considering his next move, when a cop car came around the corner and parked across from him. A fat cop got out. Bob rolled down the window and called cheerfully:


“Top o’ the morning to ye, Ossifer!”


The cop replied with a scowl and allowed his hand to rest on the flap of the holster at his hip.


“Watcher doing here, Mister?” the representative of Law and Order barked, all set to stimulate his gonads with an exercise of petty authority. “This here area has been evacuated,” he told Bob in a domineering tone. “What’s yer name?”


“Fred Hiesenwhacker, sir,” Bob said timidly.


“Well, Fred,” the cop drawled. “Looks like you got a little explaining to do.” He glanced inside the car, saw the shotgun, and recoiled.


“Now, just don’t go getting excited!” he urged.


“I’m perfectly calm, Ossifer,” Bob reassured the anxious beadle.


“Now, I was just asting, sir, you unnerstan’,” the cop explained. “What you’re doing here, sir, if you don’t mind my asting? Town’s been evacuated, you know. The ice—well, I guess you know all about that, same’s me.”


“Not quite,” Bob corrected. “Tell me about it.”


The cop removed his cap, ran a finger around the sweatband and replaced it on his lumpy head. “Sweating—in this here cold snap,” he commented. “But the ice—seems like it’s got something to do with the nucular tests in the atmosphere the Realigned Underdeveloped Nations’ Tribunal has been running in the North Pacific. They say—the scientist fellers say—RUNT blowed a few cubic miles o’ coral dust up there, and cut down on the sunlight, or like that. The ice cap started to grow and now it’s all the way down here to Brantville. Been moving ever’body out to the relocation camps. How’s come you’re still here?”


“I’m a scoutmaster,” Bob told the curious cop. “Looking after the troop, you know; the little rascals dodged me, though. I saw some of them go up the alley there. Better see to it they’re cared for.”


“Absolutely!” the cop agreed. “Pore little kids running around here, loose, nobody to see they get their lunch and everything. See you around, Scoutmaster.” He set off toward the alley mouth. Bob sighed and had just decided to rest his eyes for a moment when he saw something move at the limit of his peripheral vision. He looked again. A squat, bulbous something with tentacles, moving swiftly on crab-like legs that clattered softly on the greasy blacktop, was busy at a rank of garbage cans. Bob squeezed his eyes shut and opened them suddenly, as if to catch himself off guard. The monstrous shape was still there.


“Must be hungry,” Bob hypothesized. “Looking for something to eat.” Against his will, he started up, backed, and swung the car around to come up alongside the rummaging monstrosity. It turned a single large and baleful eye on him, dropped the garbage-can lid with a dreadful clatter and darted in close to Bob’s open window.


“Say, Tyson,” it said, alarmingly.


Bob stared at the foot-wide mouth which had opened where a fellow would expect the ribs to be. “Name’s not ‘Tyson,’ ” he grunted.


“Oh, of course,” Oob concurred. “All you fellows look alike to me. Just wait here a moment and I’ll get right back to you. This is disastrous!” he added. “I’d no idea—” He fled.


Just then, Bob noticed the sound of a car. The street gang! He looked around wildly, and saw a normally dusty year-old Chevy four-door turn in at the lot and pull over beside his car. Roger Tyson, his eyes fixed on the stranger, got out.


“Hi!” he called. “You haven’t seen anything of a rutabaga, have you?”


“He was just here!” Bob blurted. “He had all these legs and tentacles and things! He seemed upset about something. He’ll be right back.”


“You’re taking it calmly,” Roger observed. “Aren’t you curious as to who or what he was?”


“Nope,” Bob replied cheerfully. “I’m more concerned about that.” He pointed. Roger’s eyes casually followed in the indicated direction; he gazed at the fissured, chalk-white mountain just over on Third for a full minute before its significance dawned on him.


“Come on,” he said to Bob. “I think Oob came this way: we’ve got to find him and—”


“Who’s ‘Kube’?” Bob wanted to know. “Slow down, pal, things are going a little too fast for me! Where is everybody? Some cop came along and told me RUNT has been doing dirty nuclear tests or something, loaded up the atmosphere with dust, and—”


“Nonsense!” Tyson cut him off. “It’s all the fault of—well, I don’t exactly know who’s fault it is, but there are these holes in the Trans-Temporal Bore, see? And somehow the Pleistocene has gotten superimposed on Now, or vice versa, and—”


“All I caught was something about a ‘tempermental bore,’ ” Bob interrupted. “That ice is headed this way, and if something isn’t done, by next year it will cover the place where Brantville used to be!”


“Sure, sure, I know all that,” Roger answered the excited fellow. “A cop, you say? Where’d he go?”


“Down the alley,” Bob supplied. “The same one the Tigers went down. Probably done for. Didn’t hear any gunfire.”


“Tiger?” Roger echoed. “Odd; another anomaly. This is getting serious. Gunfire?” he reacted belatedly. “What gunfire?”


“Didn’t hear any,” Bob repeated.


“Then what are we talking about?” Roger demanded.


“Talking about the glacier sprang up overnight,” Bob told him disgustedly. “You got a mind like a grasshopper, pal,” he carped.


“I’m sure you mentioned gunfire!” Roger insisted. His eyes went past Bob to the shotgun in the car seat. “What was that about tigers?” he demanded.


“Not Panthera tigris,” Bob explained. “A street gang.”


“Who’d you shoot?” Roger demanded.


“Who, me?” Bob said in a tone of wonderment. “You hear any gunfire?”


“There you go again about gunfire,” Roger complained. “We’ve got trouble enough without starting any irresponsible shooting!”


“Never fired it,” Bob stated, his eyes following Roger’s to the Remington. “Nice weapon,” he grunted. “We might need it yet,” he added.


“I tried to phone the cop-house,” Roger told Bob. “All of ’em. No answer. They’re probably out chalking tires.”


“That, or posing for TV cameras showing how they help little kids cross the street,” Bob agreed glumly. “Where are they when you need one?”


“They know better than to stick their nose in if there’s real trouble,” Roger reminded him. “Mess around with actual lawbreakers, a fellow could get hurt.”


“Let’s try the bank,” Bob suggested. “They couldn’t move out so fast; have all that cash and papers to move.” The First National was at the center of the block, an incongruous Roman Revival facade between painted cast-iron fronts from the 1880s. Roger and Bob went up and through the big glass doors—and stopped short. They were back outside, looking across a broad plaza lined with unfamiliar buildings. The great ice-cliff was not in sight.


As Roger and Bob went back down the marble steps of the First National, they heard a sound from just around the corner.


“A sort of metallic scraping,” Roger tried to explain to Bob, who was nodding. Both men had halted to stare toward the source of the noise. It came again, louder. Then a shiny blue-black rod appeared from behind the brick building on the corner, six feet above the pavement. It twitched, waved around aimlessly. Another appeared, then a large pointed object of the same glossy midnight-blue poked out hesitantly.


“That reminds me of something,” Roger blurted. “Wait up, Bob!” he called after the latter, who had started on; he halted as a glistening blue-black creature the size of an M-20 tank hove into view. The rods were its antennae, the pointed thing a leg, of which, Bob quickly saw, it had six—their scrabbling on the concrete was the source of the sound they had heard.


“Ye gods!” Bob yelped. “It’s some kind of giant beetle!” At his shout, the creature, for there appeared no doubt it was alive, shifted its bulk so as to bring an immense compound eye to bear on Bob. Then it lurched toward him. Greenish matter was trailing from a gaping wound on its abdomen.


“It’s hurt!” Bob yelled, and fled up the steps. Roger followed, barely avoiding the advancing behemoth. Inside the lobby, he overtook Bob.


“It’s one of those bugs invading Oob’s level,” he told the uncomprehending draftsman. “Only bigger.”


“You mean there’s more than one?” Bob demanded. “I’d call that overkill.” He went back to the entrance to peer out at the plaza.


“It’s gone,” he reported. “It couldn’t have gotten clear that fast on its own, so it must have had help.”


“Sure,” Roger agreed. “There’s millions of ’em, all sizes from step-on to anti-tank gun.”


“Where’d they come from?”


“I’m a little hazy on that,” Roger admitted. “From another energy level, is all I can say for sure.”


“What’s that mean?” Bob insisted.


“It’s all these divisions in the Meniscus. They got in, and now they’re invading in force. They tried to eat Oob.”


“Roger,” Bob said sternly. “Just level with me: why didn’t I ever see one of those giant beetles before, if they’ve invaded in force?”


“They’re not all giant,” Roger explained. “You’ve probably seen and squashed lots of small ones. And the invasion just recently happened. I guess. Hard to say, with the temporal flux all mixed up like it is.”


“Oh,” Bob said. “Meanwhile, let’s try to do something intelligent.”




CHAPTER TWO


When Rusty Naill ran out of gas, he was about a quarter mile from the beach. He said “Damn!” without conviction and unshipped his oars. After casting a glance at the palm forest backing up the white sand beyond the surf, he settled down to pull strongly for shore. The wind wasn’t helping any; looked like rain, too.


After half an hour of exertion in the noonday sun, he was tired, blistered, totally fed up, and in trouble in the surf. A six-foot comber had half-swamped his flat-bottomed skiff, and when he had lunged to save his tackle box, which went anyway, he managed to fall overboard. Dog-paddling frantically across the face of a comber, he caught a glimpse of the small boat upside-down before it was smashed down on the hard sand. Doggedly, he swam for shore. When his feet touched bottom, he stood and waded the rest of the way, or at least until a breaker slammed his back and knocked him down. His groping hand made contact with his tackle box, which he clung to as he got to his feet. The lid had been knocked open and the box was empty. He tossed it aside.


Cursing silently, Naill plodded up onto dry sand and sat down. He glanced idly out to sea and was startled to see what at a distance looked like one of those old galleons or whatever; closer, pulling hard for shore, a big rowboat manned by swarthy fellows in head-bandannas like movie pirates. One of them even had an earring.


Rusty eased over behind a clump of palmetto and lay flat, wondering why he was hiding. Probably the idea of pirates, he scoffed at himself.


The rowers drove the heavy whaleboat through the surf to ground its prow on the beach. The men, harangued by a big fellow with bristly black whiskers, lifted a large and apparently heavy steamer trunk over the side of the boat and staggered with it high up the slope of the beach, almost to the palms, until Blackbeard—“ ‘Blackbeard,’ ha!” Rusty said sarcastically to himself—yelled; then they dropped the chest and the other men came forward with shovels. Sand flew as they plied their digging utensils enthusiastically.


One man stepped back, wiped his brow and spoke to the whiskery fellow, who drew from his waistband a long-barreled pistol of antique design and fired it, point-blank, into the other man’s midsection, throwing the victim three feet onto his back.


The other men paid no attention at all. Rusty scroonched down even closer to the itchy white sand. “They must be making a movie!” Rusty told himself, not believing it. He looked around as much as he dared, without lifting his head. The view was of totally deserted beach in both directions. “No cameras in sight,” he reported. “Must be some kind of telephoto equipment.” He felt uneasy for a moment, wondering if the electronic eye was on him, then reminded himself that if there were cameras, there was nothing to worry about.


Just then one of the men came striding in his direction. Rusty scroonched even closer to the sand. The fellow came directly up to the palmetto, and urinated two feet from Rusty’s head. Funny, he thought, how a fellow always liked to pee against something; probably went back to the instinct to mark the territory.


The little group on the beach had finished digging, and were lowering the box into the excavation. Then they tumbled the dead man in, and refilled the hole. When the spot was neatly smoothed over, the whiskery fellow yelled something, and the party fell in ranks and shuffled back to their boat and rowed out toward their galleon.


Rusty relaxed and even scratched a few of his insect bites. When the ship, all sails set, was a mere speck, he stood and strolled over to the scene of the minidrama. The gravesite was easy to see, being well marked with footprints. Rusty stood looking down at it, trying to assimilate the fact that a man was buried there—a fellow who, only ten minutes ago, had been alive and scratching, just like him…. This line of thought led nowhere Rusty wanted to go. He looked around again for the concealed cameras, and saw nothing. He decided to go up over the sea-oats and out to the highway, flag down a car, and get to the sheriff’s office to report the murder. He plodded upslope, the dry sand squeaking under his boots, and from the top of the slight rise, looked at the dense growth of sabal palms ahead.


“No road,” he remarked to himself. “That’s funny.” For a moment he felt disoriented, as his memory automatically pulled back to his reason for being down at the beach in midmorning, when he ought to be out setting his nets before the damned tourists in the cattle-boats stirred everything up.


Nothing; except he’d gotten his boat swamped as if he was some tourist instead of a licensed captain. He looked, saw the skiff upside down above the tide-line; the oars were nearby.


“Dammit!” Naill swore. He must have been hung over to let a thing like that happen. He took inventory of his aches and pains: Nope, not hung over; feel good. Better get back. He set off toward his boat, idly wondering why he couldn’t make out the Don-Ce-Sar up the beach. The old dump was hard to miss since they gave it that new pink paint-job last year. He glanced up at a sound; a lumbering Coast Guard Consolidated PBY flying boat was cruising past, just like during the war. Rusty watched a ghost crab duck into its hole. A fifty-pound jewfish was attracting flies just above the surf-line.


“Damn red tide again,” he thought, resentfully. “They oughta spend some money curing the tide, instead of shipping cargos of cash to places most folks never heard of to buy gold beds for local gang-leaders.”


That reminded him of the crew in the rowboat. He glanced out to sea, and it looked like—by God, the boat was coming back! Must have seen him! He went past the sea-grape bushes and over the rise and, having no choice, into the palm jungle.




CHAPTER THREE


It was two A.M., and Julian was sitting at a table on the sidewalk across from the farmer’s market, eating his onion soup and reflecting on the curious events of the day: first, that crazy old woman at the pension, yelling broken French at him and flapping her apron as if she were shooing away geese, when he came down for breakfast. Then the crowd in the street, clustered around some shop; looked like it just had paintings in the window, but people were yelling and even throwing things. He had skirted the crowd, netting a few dirty looks from the fringe participants, and had strolled on over to the river, and pretty soon a clatter broke out up the side street, and a horse with big blinkers on his head, and broken harness-straps flying, came galloping down and across the grass strip and pulled up hard at the water’s edge. Julian decided he needed a more peaceful spot in which to sit down and think, so he went along past the usual rank of sad-looking fellows displaying awful bad paintings on easels, and into a bookshop. A big, burly fellow with a mustache was examining his own right fist, while a slender, artistic-looking young fellow harangued him.


“I’m telling you, Wemedge,” the latter was declaring vehemently. “He’s great! Some day—”


“Skip it, Scott,” the burly man snapped, and walked away. Julian looked at the books on the nearest shelf. Brand-new dust jackets gleamed in garish colors. Above, dull cloth bindings bore almost illegible titles in faded gold-leaf.


“A History of the Pre-Raphaelite Movement by Felix Severance,” he managed to decipher. He was about to take the old volume down when a sprightly dark-haired young woman came up and inquired, in English, if she could be of help.


“Oh, I see you know Felix’s work,” she changed the subject. “So sensitive! Too bad he doesn’t know what to be sensitive about.”


“Sylvia, that sounded like a dirty crack,” the artistic fellow in the gray flannel spoke up. “Felix is just a little ahead of his time.”


The big man playfully punched his shoulder and said, “Come on, Scotty; time for an aperitif.”


Julian took the chair offered by Sylvia and took a deep breath of calm, peaceful bookstore air.


“This is what I like about Paris,” he told himself. “This could be almost any day in the last two hundred years, except for the clothing styles, of course, and the cars.” Just then a car backfired in the street outside. Julian looked around to see a beautifully-restored Citroën, from about the twenties, he guessed, cruising past, chauffeur-driven. The driver was hunched over the big sticking-straight-up steering wheel, his mustache bobbing as he spoke to the machine.


Julian rose, thanked Sylvia and went back out into the fresh-ground-coffee and fresh-baked-bread aroma of the street and crossed over, ducking another restored antique—must be some kind of old-car do going on, he realized—and into a cafe.


His coffee was superb, and the croissant as light as a feather boa. Julian sighed with contentment, then shivered as he saw something—he couldn’t put a name to it—came hesitantly through the door. At first he thought it was alive, then quickly realized that a thing like a bushel-sized rutabaga, with waving tentacles and spiky, lobster-like limbs, couldn’t possibly be a living creature; then changed his mind when it turned its single large, blue eye on him. He rose and backed away as it veered to come directly toward him.


“Hi, Roger,” said a glutinous voice, which Julian was forced to acknowledge came from a foot-wide mouth like a sabre wound.


“I’m n-not Roger,” Julian told the entity. “I was just browsing, you know….”


“No, of course you’re not Roger,” the thing acknowledged readily. “Wrong locus entirely. But still, perhaps you’d be able to assist me in any case.”


Julian rose hastily and fled back to the bookstore. “S-Sylvia,” Julian called. The dark-haired young woman was at his side at once, making soothing sounds.


“Sorry about yelling like that,” Julian said, “But what is that?” He pointed to the rutabaga now jittering in the doorway. Her eyes followed.


“Oh, that’s just a little rough spot I’m having planed and refinished,” she said as if in explanation. “People used to trip over it.”


“I don’t mean the floor!” Julian cut her off sharply. “For heaven’s sake, Sylvia, I mean that!” His finger was almost touching Oob’s nearest tentacle.


“It’s so rude to point,” Oob snapped. “She can’t perceive me, Roger. I’m in tight focus. Come along, my boy, we’d best talk in private.” He went past the chair toward a curious line of flickering light that seemed to have sprung up in mid-air. The line swelled, like an edge-on disk rotating to face him, Julian thought. Oob approached it—and abruptly the outré creature was gone. Julian sat down on a low table of paperbacks, rubbed a hand across his face, and looked appealingly at Sylvia.


“Didn’t you see it?” he pled. “It was like a rutabaga, only bigger, with tentacles or something, and an eye at the top, and externally-jointed legs below. It spoke to me, called me ‘Roger.’ ”


“No, Julian,” the woman said quietly. “I didn’t see it, but it’s gone now, isn’t it? Let’s just pretend it was never here, shall we?” She was backing away as she spoke.


Julian sighed and looked at the spot where the apparition had vanished. “Hallucinations, he muttered. Then. “Sorry, Sylvia, just a little game I was playing.” As he spoke, he watched the tip of an externally-jointed leg poke out from nothingness, grasping as if for purchase, and a moment later the apparition was back, staring at him with its lone eye, now looking baleful, rather than benign.


“Come along, fellow!” it barked. For a moment, Julian didn’t understand. He hesitated, one of Oob’s tentacles made a grab, then wrapped around his arm and tugged, thrusting him toward the glowing disk. Julian tried unsuccessfully to avoid the shimmering surface, but was quickly pushed to it—and through it. He stumbled, but maintained his equilibrium. He stared around wildly: a complex structure of polished rods and crystal planes rose from a stretch of smooth-mowed lawn. He spied a bricked path and went to it. The rutabaga was nowhere to be seen.


He had to go back! Julian turned, saw the oil-on-water-colored patch hanging there, impossibly, two feet above the grass. He leapt for it, tripped over his feet, and fell heavily. At once hands grasped his arms, helping him up.


“Sorry about that, old man,” an unctuous voice said almost in his ear. “We were trying to bag that Rhox, you understand, and somehow snagged you up, quite by accident.”


“Sure!” Julian burst out, jerking free of the grip on his arm. “You’re out collecting geological specimens, so my quiet afternoon turns into a waking nightmare!” He paused to take a breath and to look around for the rutabaga, but saw only a waiting stretcher and a small group of white-clad men and a few women—not bad, he noted, eyeing a truly lovely blonde girl. At once, he smoothed his lapels, gave his slicked-back hair a swipe of the hand, and arranged a more dignified expression on his face.


Amazing! his every-action-observer-mind commented. At a moment like this, I’m automatically moving to give her the impression I’m a dominant, self-assured male, quite capable of providing food for a mate and her young!


Even as he derided himself, he was elbowing past the handsome if slightly jowly fellow who had helped him up, to zero in on the blonde beauty. She smiled tentatively at his intent gaze and shifted her pose slightly to emphasize the curve of her hips (able to bear his son), her breast (able to feed his son), and her thigh (able to outrun predators, human and animal).


“Hi,” Julian said, quite overwhelmed by the glossy, pale hair and rose-petal cheeks (healthy female). “I’m Julian.” He extended a hand tentatively. “Bon jour,” he offered. “Je m’appelle Julian.”


“Why?” the beauty inquired.


Julian paused in his assault. “ ‘Why,’ what?”


“Why do you call yourself “J’lan?” she asked interestedly.


“Well, I don’t actually call myself,” he improvised. “But that’s what Mater named me,” he amplified, a bit of annoyance in his tone.


“Oh, you needn’t be angry, J’lan,” the girl chided and took his hand in her amazingly soft and warm one, tugging him imperceptibly (almost) closer to all those beguiling charms.


“I’m M’liz,” she told him, parting her poignantly curved lips to show perfect teeth (able to eat and stay healthy).


“Well, Liz,” Julian stammered as he felt the pressure of those well-formed mammaries against his chest. “Oh, sorry!” he blurted, recoiling slightly. Her face was an inch from his now. Her breath was as delicate as the fragrance of a spring bouquet. Her lips were so soft, he thought in delight. And the way her pelvis fits against my belly and legs in amazing! Say! I like this place! What a red-hot mama this one is!


A firm hand on his shoulder tugged him back.


“Look here, fellow!” the male voice barked, not so oily now. “You’re a stranger here, of course, but it so happens M’liz and I are about to sign a cohabitation contract!”


The girl snuggled closer; she nibbled Julian’s ear. “Pay no heed, J’lan,” she whispered. “R’heet is such a stick-in-the-mud.”


The pressure on Julian’s shoulder increased. Suddenly he resented it. He released M’liz and spun to glare face-to-face at the bigger man, whom he shoved violently, going into a boxer’s stance. “Want some more, buddy?” he demanded in a taunting tone. Buddy took a step toward him and Julian left-hooked him. Buddy fell heavily.


M’liz caught Julian’s arm. “Oh, you needn’t, J’lan!” she cried. “R’heet doesn’t mean any harm. He just didn’t understand!” By now she was looking down stonily at Buddy as he lay on his back, blinking.


“He won’t bother us again,” she stated in a tone of command. She turned back to Julian, who hesitated only momentarily before embracing her warmly.


It’s not fair! the jeering critic-mind cried. I’m a damn fool to dally with this dame, but … that slim waist (emphasizes ample, child-bearing width of pelvis), those nice boobs! That golden hair! Precisely two eyes, one nose, a mouth that’s the right size: a normal female of exactly the right species!


“Don’t I have enough problems?” he inquired of himself, savoring her sweet mouth, “without horsing around with some sugar-daddy’s petite amie?” Her arms were holding him closer to all those goodies. Only a complete boor would use force to get away from her; beside which, she sure was nice!


The blow to the side of his head sent him reeling, his grip lost. His feet tangled in some damned vine; he hit face-first. At once, M’liz was kneeling beside him, cradling his head in her hands, and making cooing sounds. He tried to roll away, just as the pretty girl shrieked and reeled back. She was staring up past Julian, her hand to her cheek. R’heet stood staring stonily down at her, ignoring Julian.
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