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  September 1953


  INVASION FROM THE MICROCOSM


  August Derleth


  THE POOR PROFESSOR WAS A VOICE CRYING IN THE WILDERNESS . . . UNHEEDED, UNBEUEVED . . . UNTIL A WOMAN’S TOUCH PROVED HOW RIGHT HE WAS!


  I RAN INTO Tex Harrigan that day at the Cliff-Dwellers’ Club. He was sitting moodily at one of the windows looking out over the sunlit lake.


  “What’s the matter?” I said. “You look like the last rose of summer. Reporter’s blues?”


  “I’ve been thinking,” he said.


  I said I was glad to hear it, but he did not look upon my levity with pleasure.


  “The way the world’s going nowadays you hear about all kinds of things,” he said. “You take Professor Feddersen.”


  “I don’t know the name.”


  “No. Chances are you never will. But then, you never can tell. He was a queer duck, all right. But you tell me where mental quirks begin and where they end. He was an inventor down in a little hamlet called Guinness, about seventy miles southwest of Chicago, a God-forsaken little place with thirty-odd people living in it. Just the same, he was an honest-to-goodness inventor, but he got into the movie shorts and the newspapers because he also did zany inventions in the manner of Rube Goldberg’s drawings. The bona fide stuff was legitimate; the zany stuff was meant to entertain. It entertained him most of all.


  “We used to do routine stories on him. He was a tall, willowy old fellow, with a dome-like skull, out of which sprouted a few thin wisps of silky hair. He had fierce, intent eyes, black, as I recall them, and a thin, pursed mouth, high cheekbones, hollow cheeks, bushy eyebrows, half white. He could be engaging enough; he had a good sense of humor. The last few times, however, I noticed him getting more and more serious, and it wasn’t like him.


  “Well, I got sent down on a routine assignment—he’d done some whacky thing designed to operate a slough of household gadgets while a machine rocked the baby to sleep—and he opened up on me.


  “ ‘Tell me, Harrigan,’ he said, ‘do you ever think very much of this world of ours?’


  “I said I didn’t have time to think about it a hell of a lot.


  “ ‘No, nobody has. Still and all,’ he went on, dead serious, ‘I wonder if we oughtn’t to think about it a little more. Here we are; we don’t know where we came from or where we’re going, and lately the thing’s been bothering me. Now we’re in the middle of atomic experiments, and I’ve been thinking. What if we exist in relation to some greater universe just as atoms exist to us?”


  “It took me a while to digest that. I turned it over and over in my mind, but of course it didn’t make sense. He could see I was having difficulty.


  “ ‘Just imagine how big we must look to an ant. We know how small an ant looks to us. Well, suppose we’re no bigger than ants to creatures on other worlds.’


  “ ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘That’s easy. That’s the way it was in the days of the brontosaurs.’


  “ ‘An atomic world,’ he said. ‘Suppose an atom holds a universe. After all, size is relative. It might be possible for a duplication of our own universe to be held within an atom. On the other hand, we might seem atomic in size to even greater universes.’


  “I began to smell a story. ‘Listen,’ I said, ‘you’re on to something. Give out.’


  He hedged. He wasn’t ready to admit anything but that he’d been giving the problem some thought. In the end he took me over to a microscope and told me to look into it. I did.


  “ ‘What do you see?’ he asked.


  “ ‘Nothing but a green dot, a pin-point or smaller.’


  “ ‘Let me magnify that.’


  “He did. The point came out a little more clearly.


  “ ‘If you look close you’ll see that it has a body, what passes for legs, arms, a head. Could be tentacles.’


  “ ‘Bacteria?’ I guessed.


  “ ‘A form of life,’ he said.


  “ ‘Where’d it come from?’


  “ ‘You tell me.’


  “I kidded him. I accused him of playing with atoms. He had access to the cyclotron at the University of Chicago, and it might have been. He didn’t track along. He was too preoccupied to joke.


  “Well, about two weeks later, Cary called me into his office and asked me whether Feddersen wasn’t my boy.


  “ ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘What’s he invented now?”


  “Cary threw me a press dispatch. ‘Scientist Warns of Sub-Microscopic Invasion.’ The old boy was giving out stories about an invasion by creatures from an atomic world. ‘Ha, he’s off his nut,’ I said.


  “ ‘Go to see him.’


  “Orders were orders. I ran down to Guinness.


  “The old boy looked haggard. Can you beat a deal like that? Invasion by an army you couldn’t see? He was dead serious.


  “ ‘What’s it now?” I asked. ‘Have they begun to move in on us?’


  “He just led me over to his work-bench and pointed. ‘What do you make of that, Harrigan?’


  “That’ was a pretty peculiar outfit, admittedly. About the size of a matchbox, I thought at first it was a working model of a torpedo. But, no, it looked more like a rocket in miniature.


  “ ‘Try to lift it, said Feddersen.


  “I tried. It was heavier than lead. I could hardly budge it. ‘What is it?’ I asked.


  “He told me. He had found it almost buried in the ground of a woodlot adjoining his property. He had got it into the house only with the help of two neighbors. He had immediately attempted to discover of what metal it was made; he had not yet been able to do so. Since it was so obviously the work of—well, for lack of something better to say—human hands, he had tried to find an opening in it. He had not succeeded in this, either. Yet it seemed clear that it was a model of some kind of rocket, probably operating on a jet principle like those with which our government has been experimenting. It was possible that it was one of their models, manufactured to scale. Feddersen might have got it anywhere—I was wary of him, knowing his zaniness. It was not beyond him to have put together an elaborate hoax, and for all that I knew about it, he could have told me the thing was made of Martian granite.


  “Except, of course, that he didn’t.


  “ ‘And how does that tie up with your warning of a sub-microscopic invasion?’ I wanted to know.


  “ ‘I don’t know that it does. But I’ve been wondering where the invaders came from—and how they came. Perhaps this is the answer.’


  “He never cracked a smile, and he seemed genuinely worried.


  “ ‘That thing,” he went on, ‘is capable of carrying millions of them.’


  “ ‘And what do they do for artillery and machine guns or whatever they use?’


  “He brushed this aside. ‘Oh, they wouldn’t need weapons as ancient as that,’ he said.


  “ ‘Or maybe they’re vegetarians and intend to devour all the foliage.’


  “ ‘Or carnivores,’ he agreed soberly. ‘I have thought of that. If they have a basal metabolism similar to that of our own shrew, they could make away with a good deal of food in a day.’


  “Well, he went on to talk about his observations. Seems he had been putting the things under the microscope . . .”


  “Hold on, Tex,” I cut in. “If he couldn’t see them with the naked eye, how could he put them under the microscope?”


  “Why, they were everywhere. He could scoop up a handful of dust and find them. What he saw disturbed him.


  “ ‘I’m convinced they’re making preparations for some major action against mankind,’ he said.


  “I thought he was kidding. ‘Oh, come,’ I said. ‘If they’re as small as all that, what can they do?”


  “ ‘You forget that they may have weapons far beyond our comprehension. Death rays, paralysis rays, poisons unknown to our science—why, the possibilities are unlimited. And since they’re invisible to the naked eye, what can impede their movements? I think it an extremely fortunate fact that they chose my home for their base of operations—a coincidence, of course, but how fortunate for the human race!’


  “What could he do? I asked him.


  “ ‘For one thing, we’ll have to contain them.”


  “ ‘Ha! That’s a term I’ve read a lot of times with reference to Europe and Asia. Ever since Locarno.’


  “ ‘The principle’s the same,’ he said, never cracking a smile. ‘As far as I know now, their base of operations doesn’t extend beyond the house—or perhaps beyond this room. So in effect they’re contained right here within these walls.’


  “I conceded that he had made a beginning. He could call out the militia at any time. I could imagine the boys of the National Guard shooting up a couple of million microscopic invaders.


  “There wasn’t much of a story to be had in Feddersen. I got him a two-column spread on an inside page, and I figured that was that.


  “But no, inside a week he was back. He was trying to alert the Secretary of Defense to the dangers of planetary invasion. It made quite a story. I got it first on the teletype. Can you treat a thing like that seriously? Well, neither could the wire services. ‘Amateur Scientist Says We Are Under Attack,’ they put it. ‘Cause for Alarm, Holds Alarmist Inventor.’ Feddersen telephoned me; he was indignant.


  “By that time, of course, Cary had told me to pick up another story on him, preferably with a comic slant.


  “I ran out to his place and found him stewing around, in a pretty frantic state.


  “ ‘Look, Harrigan,’ he said, ‘I know positively these fiendish aliens are perfecting some hellish assault on our civilization. They mean to take over the Earth, no less.’


  “ ‘That’s a pretty large territory for microscopic armies.’


  “ ‘Don’t make fun of me. This is my field, and I know what I’m talking about.’


  “ ‘You scientists are all alike. It wasn’t more than three decades ago most of you were keeping up the fiction that the atom wasn’t fissionable.’


  “ ‘No one’s infallible,’ he agreed. ‘Just the same, we’re under attack, and I can’t seem to get anyone to take me seriously.’


  “Now, I’d never really studied Feddersen’s microbes. I undertook to do so. I looked at those bugs or specks or whatever you want to call them until I began to feel like one. As a matter of fact, I got so I thought of them as microscopic imitations of human beings. They certainly seemed to have a pair of arms and a pair of legs. They had ex-cresences I’d call heads. Feddersen confirmed all this. But how many bacteria come out looking vaguely like men? God knows!


  “Feddersen had something under a slide and I had to take what he told me it was. An alien invader from an atom-size universe. It might have been a form of bacterial life, for all I knew. Some of them seemed to give off a black effusion—in miniature, like a squid, you know. Some of them appeared to be carrying something—but that may have been an optical illusion; if they were microscopic, what they carried was almost sub-microscopic. I couldn’t say they carried weapons. Feddersen could and did.


  “ ‘I put it to you,’ I said to him, ‘that this is nine-tenths imagination on your part, Feddersen.’


  “He denied it, angrily. ‘Harrigan, I’m the scientist—not you. I’ll take your word for journalism; you’ll take mine for science.’


  “I tried a new tack. “Then, if they’re intelligent beings, no matter how small, they must know were on to them.’


  “ ‘Of course. And it doesn’t trouble them. They aren’t afraid of us, don’t you see? That only proves my contention.’


  “I couldn’t see that and said so. Trouble with people like Feddersen is they’re apt to become dogmatic at the drop of a hat. Feddersen figured he couldn’t be wrong; maybe you get that way after the kind of publicity he was accustomed to getting for every one of his zany or sane inventions.”


  The waiter came up and asked whether we were drinking. Harrigan ordered a whiskey and sour; I did the same. Harrigan lapsed into brooding silence.


  “What became of Feddersen?” I-prompted him.


  “I was coming to that. I didn’t get much of a story out of him that day. I couldn’t do a comic turn, Cary’s orders or not. There wasn’t any reason to doubt Feddersen’s sincerity—only his judgment.


  “He gave me quite a rigmarole that day. He had things pretty well figured out. He was sure that the invaders were in some sort of communication with their home star or planet or whatever it was—maybe even an atom-sized microscopic world inside our own planet—and that, once conditions were right, a full-scale invasion would begin.


  “ ‘But if we can’t see these things, how can we fight them?’ I wanted to know.


  “ ‘We’ll devise some means,’ said Feddersen. ‘Science always comes through.’


  “ ‘Seems to me the first thing to be done is find something to make them visible. If one can be seen under a microscope, then a million ought to be plain to the naked eye.’


  “ ‘A million in one spot, yes,’ he agreed. ‘But they won’t be in one spot. So far they’re just in this room, and they’ve gone back to their ship.’


  “ ‘Oh, it is their ship?’


  “ ‘It must be. They’ve taken possession of it, and they’re using it for their immediate base.’


  “How did he know that? Why, he said, by watching their movements, the directions they took. Always to and from the queer thing he had dug out of the ground across the road. He had not actually seen any of them going in or out of the craft—if that’s what it was. But he had been able to see concentrations of them without the aid of his microscope—thin green lines, thinner than a hair—which he took to be marching columns. Marching columns! That’s how far gone he was Could I put down anything about it for newspaper use without making him look like the grandfather of all the whacks? No, I couldn’t.”


  Our drinks came, and once more Harrigan sat looking out of the Club windows to the lake, not watching the boats, but just staring. He shook himself presently, and went on.


  “Well, the end came sooner than I expected. It was only about a week later when the telephone rang one day and there was Feddersen at the other end of the wire, so excited he could hardly talk.


  “ ‘Harrigan—another’s come in!’


  “ ‘Another what?”


  “ ‘Another of those queer ships—space ships. It came flying through the window, broke the glass, and came down beside the first one. I’ve been trying to get in touch with you for quite a. while . . .


  “ ‘How long ago?’


  “ ‘About an hour.’


  “ ‘I’ll be right out.’


  “I went out and sure enough, there was another of those curious rocket-like craft. I say ‘craft’ because I don’t know what else to call them. Models, maybe, Miniatures. I’ve said that before. As I say, that’s what they might have been. I’m not a scientist, only a reporter, and my job’s just to report what I saw. And that day I saw two of those things, side by side, and the busted window, with the glass inside, showing it had been broken from the outside. Circumstantial evidence, of course. But of what?


  “Feddersen was sure he knew, the full-scale invasion was about to begin. But why in Guinness? Why not Chicago or New York or London? Simply because Guinness was where they had first landed. And with what weapons? Feddersen thought he knew that, too. They had some sort of disintegrators. He even had what he called proof for me. He rolled up one pants leg and showed me where he had been attacked.


  “ ‘I felt those pricks and got out of the way just in time,’ he explained.


  “There were tiny holes in his flesh, all right. They could have been made by a red-hot pin. They went in perhaps an eighth of an inch. Can you imagine how much disintegrating they’d have to do to take over our world? Ha!


  “The only thing I couldn’t quiet explain to my own satisfaction was that second craft or model or whatever it was. How had it come there? Or had Feddersen gone to the lengths of catapulting it through the glass into his house? And, if so, how had it come to settle down so easily beside the other one? No, there was a mystery there. Of course, he could have arranged to catch the thing in a hammock or some such arrangement, and then lowered it to where I saw it. But how farfetched can you get?


  “ ‘Are they wounds or not?’ he demanded.


  “ ‘Sure. Pin-pricks,’ I said.


  “What kind of evidence do you want, Harrigan?’ he asked.


  “ ‘Only something my readers can believe.’


  “ ‘Well, then, take a picture of those two things.’


  “ ‘No sooner said than done,’ I told him. ‘Just the same, it won’t be enough for our readers. We have a highly intelligent body of readers . . .’


  “His answer to that was unprintable.


  “I figured that something was bound to happen sooner or later to bring the thing to a head. And something did. Not quite what I figured, though. Professor Feddersen simply disappeared. Something made a shambles of his study. His niece telephoned the police, and I went down as soon as the wires began to carry the story. The police were looking for me, anyway.


  “Seems Feddersen had let out a shout and, when his niece had come running to see what it was all about, he had said, ‘They’re attacking. Get hold of Tex Harrigan at the Register and tell him to come right out. She had tried, but I was on an assignment somewhere else. She had gone into his study to report that, and he had vanished. Moreover, all the furniture on one side of the room had sort of fallen together, as if something had crushed it. She went straight to the telephone and called the police.


  “When I got there, the room was still the way she had found it. So she said at the time. Actually, though, there was one little difference. Was it trivial or important? I wouldn’t begin to say. She mentioned that later. At the moment I was busy looking at the damage. The chairs looked partially burned. So did the desk and the rug. The two rockets by the window were untouched. Everything looked just as if something had begun to eat it away—like termites—because there weren’t any remains except the untouched portions of the furniture.


  “What made me uneasy, however, were the things on the floor. Feddersen’s eyeglasses, for one thing. Fragments of what I’m pretty sure were human teeth. Some wisps of silky half-white hair. Now, add that all up with a little imagination and you can come to some pretty startling conclusions. But leave out the zealous imagination, and you have a highly explosive minus quantity. Feddersen could have arranged the scene with ease.


  “He was never seen again.


  “Two little things, though, have always nagged at me.


  “First, those models of rocket ships. Of course, we gave the story a big play, and the ships or models were eventually picked up and examined by other scientists. They were found to be almost solid, of some kind of metal or metal alloy with which our own men weren’t familiar, but which they felt sure had been put together by Feddersen. Inside they had tiny canals or passages, almost like flaws in the structure, leading to pockets or rooms, and some kind of incredibly minute instruments of which the scientific brethren could make neither head nor tail.


  “Well, by the time we got the report from them, the head we gave the story was a natural—‘Feddersen’s Zaniest Invention!’


  ‘The other thing is fascinating material for speculation.


  “I said, you remember, that the room was just as Feddersen’s niece found it, with one trivial change. The microscope was still in place and, when I had a moment that day Feddersen disappeared, I scooped up a handful of dust and put it under glass. Those little green things were still in it, but every one was dead as a doornail. I tried again and again to find something alive. I couldn’t do it.


  “Finally I cornered the niece. ‘Look,’ I said, ‘just what happened when you came into the room?’


  “ ‘Why, I saw Uncle was gone and I ran out to call the police.’


  “ ‘And then?’ I prompted.


  “ ‘I came back in to make sure he wasn’t here. He wasn’t.’


  “ ‘So that’s all?’


  “ ‘That’s all,’ she said. ‘Except . . .’


  “ ‘Except what?’


  “ ‘Well, forgive me, Mr. Harrigan, it’s hardly worth mentioning. It’s a very small thing. When I came back the second time and looked, I had the impression the furniture was still wasting away, but before I could collect my thoughts I felt something pricking me on the legs. I never know what kind of bugs or things my uncle works with, and I never care. But I had no intention of being bit up. So I went out and got some powdered DDT and sprinkled it all over. Did it matter, do you think?”


  “Ha! Did it matter? Did it, indeed! Think of it—. Possibly an entire interplanetary invasion wiped out by one dose of DDT!”


  LUENA OF THE GARDENS


  Paul Brandts


  A lost Earthgirl finds herself and her world . . . and a man, too!


  IN THE first moment that Luena closed the heavy iron gate behind her and entered the Garden, she sensed the presence of something alien. The rows of lettuce, carrots and tomatoes, generally so noisy and unruly at this hour of the morning, were entirely too quiet. None of the flowers were doing their giddy, foolish little dances. Even the savage Virginia creeper, usually straining so insanely at the heavy wires that bound it to the garden wall, was quiescent.


  Her first thought was that one of the giant cabbages had broken from its cage and was doing harm to whatever was nearby. She pushed aside the black feedbag suspended from her waist, touched her hand to her Carnac for reassurance, then mounted the orange causeway that led into the heart of the Garden . . . But an inspection of the cages revealed nothing amiss. Each of the fat monsters was safe inside, and asleep as usual, its strange body concealed by the protective mantle of leaves.


  But when she came to the open space beyond the cages she noticed motion for the first time, near the far wall of the Garden in a lonesome clump of maize which was weaving about in indignation and distress. At the same moment that she caught her breath in alarm, the cornstalks were thrust violently aside and a man burst forth.


  He was very different from any of the men she had seen in the city or in the temple grounds; his body tall, his face white and hairy, and his clothes odd-looking and tight-fitting. He came forward, his eyes fastened upon her, and called in a hoarse but penetrating voice:


  “Now, don’t you move, and don’t make any sound, and nobody’s going to hurt you.”


  He was plainly an intruder and it was her manifest duty to destroy him, but her instinct as usual was to help rather than to harm. “Go back! Go back, whoever you are! It is very dangerous for a stranger here!”


  “Don’t you think I know something about that?” He was brushing yellow grains of corn from his arms and shoulders in a casual manner. “Sean Tulley doesn’t go into a strange place without finding out something about it first.”


  “I insist that you leave at once!” To emphasize the urgency of her words she turned into a branch of the orange causeway and came toward him, gesturing imperatively. “The plants in this Garden are ones Tes Kempak imported from a far-off place called Earth, and crossbred them with our native varieties! They all have strange properties, and many are very dangerous!”


  “So that’s the reason behind it.” He nodded wisely. “Well, lady, a smart man is one who makes good use of his warnings.” In demonstration of his superior sagacity, he made a-careful detour around the ugly, menacing branches of a bramble bush, and approached by way of the cleared space near the creeper-clad wall.


  His actions served only to bring home the true extent of his ignorance. The bramble bush, as any child knew, was as harmless as a swamp-puppy. While the Virginia creeper . . .! No Taalite in his right mind would venture within ten feet of a tendril of the creeper, while he—he was walking beneath it!


  To her vast relief he turned away almost at once from the hard, clear ground near the wall, vaulted with lithe sureness over a row of squash and stood in the ditch at the foot of the causeway, staring up at her.


  “Now, surely you wouldn’t go chasing me away so soon? After I lay there for an hour, with that crazy corn pecking at me and swatting me, and just to get a look at you—Surely you wouldn’t be chasing me away so soon?”


  There was an odd, half-humorous twist to his mouth that disarmed part of her fear, and curiosity vanquished thirst. “At me? You came here to look at me?”


  “And why shouldn’t I? After I heard men talking about you in every port along the Oberara—and after I said to myself, ‘Sean Tulley is the man who is going to find out for himself?’ ”


  “The Oberara?” His words together with his appearance put a wild theory into her head. “Surely you are not one of the Earth-pirates of the Oberara?”


  “I am that.” He sounded quite satisfied with himself. “And now you know me to be one of those monsters, are you going to give the alarm and claim a reward?”


  “No, I won’t, not if you promise to leave at once! You—What do they say about me in the ports along the Oberara?”


  “I’ll tell you.” He was studying her as closely as if to memorize every detail of her features. “They’re saying that in the experimental Gardens of a man named Kempak, a girl works who does not look like a Venusian at all but like an Earthgirl. They’re saying that maybe she was captured from Earth parents when she was very young, and brought up by the Venusians.”


  “Oh, that sort of story.” She was disappointed. “They say those things because the girls in the city sometimes call me disgusting names, like Earthgirl, or whitefaced worm. They do it because they hate me.”


  “There could be another reason for the stories.” His voice was almost a whisper. “It could be that—By all the moons of Jupiter, it’s true!” he interrupted himself explosively. “It’s true, every word of it! Your complexion is not yellow at all! It’s dyed! It’s dyed. You’re a lost child of Earth!”


  If he had expected her to react in some fashion, or even to pay heed, he was doomed to disappointment, as her mind was suddenly engrossed by a new worry.


  The Virginia creeper on the wall. While they had been talking, a stray coil of the vine had managed somehow to squirm free from the heavy bands of wire, and was poised in the air, the antennae of the beautiful red flowers quivering with curiosity, the blue-black berries pulsating angrily. At this point the branch of the causeway was perilously near the wall—and she was well acquainted with the rubbery quality of the body of the creeper. Was it only her fancy, or was the stray tendril rearing to strike?


  “I haven’t made you understand, girl.” He was watching her in a puzzled fashion. “You don’t belong with the Venusians. You’re not of the breed. You’re a flower blooming in alien soil. You—”


  At this instant the arm of the creeper was a gray blur as it slithered through the air, and in a simultaneous motion Luena pulled up her Carnac and fired.


  The arm of the vine evaporated within the core of a brilliant white light, and the Earthman bellowed with astonishment as he flung himself aside. There was a sudden motionlessness that pervaded the entire Garden. Tulley was quiet for so long that she feared the vine had actually reached him, or he had been injured by the explosion.


  Then he turned over slowly and . . .


  His expression was almost ferocious, but he made no movement of any sort until he had carefully appraised the situation. He looked at the gun in the girl’s hand, and then at the wounded creeper, which had gone into a silent but terrible fury down the entire length of the garden wall, all of its coils squirming and straining insanely against the heavy metal bindings. He glanced also at the trail of the berry-juice on the ground, a smoking, stinking trail that bit deeply into the soil itself.


  His face grew calm, and he pulled himself to his feet.


  “I owe you my thanks, girl. You’ve done me a great favor.”


  “I’ve done a terrible thing!” she cried despairingly. “The Virginia creeper is Tes Kempak’s especial pet! He values it above everything else in the Garden! Now I don’t know what he’ll do!”


  His face darkened. “I wouldn’t care to see a girl hurt because of something I’ve done,” he said grimly. “I will lie among the trees and wait for this Tes Kempak. When he comes I will kill him.”


  “No, no, you must leave at once! It is only a minor offense to harm the vine! But it would be treason if I were discovered with an alien in the Garden!” As he still stood stubbornly, she went on beseechingly: “Your words are strange and disturbing—but you will only do me harm if you stay!”


  “I think you are right,” he agreed thoughtfully. “It is my great fault that I am too courageous. However, before I go we must make an arrangement.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Lost flower of Earth, I have many things to speak to you about. I must awaken in you something you may not even know is there. Is there no place near here where we can meet, and where no one would see us?”


  “In back of the temple is a grove of trees which the priests call sacred, and where the common people of Taal never enter. It is very lonely there. But it would be folly for us to meet there. We—”


  “I will expect you there at nightfall.” Even as he spoke he turned, and before she had time to catch her breath was off with quick sure steps among the variegated rows of flowers and vegetables. When he came to the rear of the Garden he clambered into an apple tree, ran out on one the limbs and, after a brief tussle with some of the more unruly of the branches, disappeared over the garden wall.


  For some time after that Luena stood stock still, her mind a fever of strange new ideas and sensations. Telling her she was indeed an Earthgirl! The Earth-pirate had said such an unkind thing, of course, because her appearance was so unprepossessing and homely. But somehow the mere look of him had seemed to open up new worlds before her, and lay siege to her imagination with vivid, almost spectral pictures of faces and vistas she had never seen in the real world—or perhaps had seen many long ages before. The face in particular swam before her, that of a middle-aged, kindly woman who looked toward her with a calm, self-denying love such as she had never known among any in the city of Taal. And her body suddenly yearned toward that face, with a longing so intense and painful it left her amazed and trembling all over . . .


  A movement of the injured creeper recalled her to herself, and with an effort she banished the disturbing thoughts from her mind. Tes Kempak had taught her what to do in an emergency. Even her morning task of feeding the vegetables must be foregone. She must summon help at once.


  But when she came breathlessly into the foreyard of the House of Kempak a few minutes later, in search of the head gardener, she received an unpleasant surprise. She was confronted by Tes Kempak himself. His narrow face was darker than usual, his little black eyes very bright, and it was obvious that he was in a rage.


  “Never since I emerged from the egg have I been faced with such ettrontery!” he roared at her. “After I brought you up in my own house, with the careful severity I would accord one of my own children!”


  She was amazed that he had found out so soon, and very fearful. It—it was because you have placed too great a responsibility on the most worthless of your servants, Master,” she stammered. “One of the coils of the Virginia creeper succeeded in freeing itself, and I was overcome with panic. I am such a coward. I—”


  “Not until Venus sees a month of sunny days will I forgive this! I will pull his yellow beard for him! I—” He broke off, and as if with an effort fastened his attention on her words. “What is this nonsense about the creeper?”


  “You are right to be angry, Master. I should merely have paralyzed the coil of the creeper, not destroy it. But I was so frightened—”


  “Pooh! Do you think I am talking of so trivial a matter? Suppose you have burned one of my plants—the medicines of Canna will mend it in no time. I am talking about the bulletin which Ankatta has posted in the foyer of the temple—and which you have certainly heard about.”


  “Master, I have not been in the temple. And the kitchen girls refuse to gossip with me—”


  “You would do well to acquaint yourself more fully with the affairs of the temple, and the palace, as well. This, as it happens, concerns you. Ankatta, the old fool, has placed your name among those of the girls he wishes to serve before the altar of the Flame.” When she stood dumbly, not understanding, her silence served to whet his fury to a keener edge: “After I brought you up in my own house, fed you, clothed you, protected you from the sons of the Haakon families! And at the whim of an old idiot you are to be taken from me! I will not tolerate it!”


  “I am afraid I do not understand—”


  “You are not asked to understand!” His face was almost purple. “You are asked to do only one thing! Go! Go to the high priest, Ankatta! Yell him that, entirely of your own will and without influence from me, you have decided to decline his request! If you disobey me you will spend a month regretting it! Go!”


  She found Ankatta in the room adjoining the altar of the Flame, reclining on a window seat with a closed book in his hands, in an attitude of meditation. He composed his features into a look of benevolence as she approached, and even rose, which was a great honor.


  “Ah, Luena! I see my request has been brought to you! Your promptness is commendable! Sit here on the seat beside me! . . . Very well, if you wish you may stand! Do you think an—um—older person has no understanding of the fears and hesitations of a young woman?”


  “My lord, I am not worthy of the honor you have planned—”


  “Now, now, Luena, I have watched you for a very long time. Do you know I have taken a more personal interest in you than in any of the giddy daughters of the noble families?”


  “I decline to serve before the altar of the Flame.” Not having the least idea how to say it, she had brought it out in a rush and with unforgivable bluntness.


  But the old man was not angry, merely grave and interested. “You are being impulsive and not wise. You have lived so long in the hard, stem household of Kempak, you cannot even imagine what the life of a temple girl is like. You will dress in splendid, many-colored robes, Luena. You will lie on soft couches. You will—”


  “I cannot be a temple girl.”


  His face was suddenly bleak. “Have you heard of what happens to those who defy the will of the Flame?”


  She had. In fact, she had once by chance caught a glimpse of one of the victims of the Beast of the Flame, and the memory seared her with fear and rendered her speechless.


  His expression became mild as the wise old eyes studied her. “There is something in back of this. You yourself would not have the courage to beard me like this . . . I have it! The voice is yours but the words are those of Tes Kempak! Is it not so?”


  “My master forced me, by a threat, to tell you of this.”


  “Of course! Tes Kempak has risen so fast in the world, he is emboldened to subject me to a test of strength! Of course!”


  A silence fell, during which Luena did not have the courage to raise her head. When it finally grew unbearable, she looked up and saw with surprise that Ankatta had again stretched himself out on the window seat, in an attitude of meditation.


  “What do you wish me to do, my lord?”


  “Do?” He roused himself with an effort. “Why, there is nothing to be done, my dear. Ankatta has requested a girl to serve at the altar. Tes Kempak has seen fit to decline the request. And there the matter rests.” He made a gesture of dismissal.


  When Luena was troubled of mind or frightened, or when the company of the other servants in the House of Kempak had become unbearable to her, there was one place to which she was accustomed to go. The sacred grove was shunned by the people of Taal because of unholy night-mysteries the priests were reputed to perpetrate in its depths, and today she found it as silent, solemn and deserted as usual.


  In the very heart of the grove was the tallest and grandest tree of them all, its great trunk entirely concealed by a veil of white which hung from its branches like an old man’s beard. Luena crossed over to it, passed swiftly through the surrounding mantle of white—and collided rather violently with the large chest of Sean Tulley.


  Instantly his big hands connected themselves behind her. “Many girls have come to a rendezvous with me in the past,” he smiled, “but none so eager.”


  “Let me go! You have hurt me! Let me go!”


  He made a little comic face. “The reward of virtue. Like an impatient lover, I came early. And behold . . .”


  “I was very lucky to find you—because it gives me the opportunity to tell you to leave Taal at once, and never return.”


  “Leave Taal?” he echoed with great disappointment. “We men of the sea have so few opportunities to get our hands on a pretty girl—and you wish me to leave?”


  “It is not merely because there is danger for you here. You have come, you say, because of your belief that I am an Earthgirl. It is not true. I have thought about it carefully, and it is not true.”


  “You are so sure?” He was studying her very intently.


  “I am sure. It is true that I have strange memories of my childhood, when I lived among people far away from Taal. But they were not Earth-people.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because I have heard tales of the Earth-people on the islands of the Oberara—the pirates. They are a violent and warlike breed, and the women with them are healthy, strong and very brave. I am not like that at all. I am very weak, and I am a pitiful coward.”


  “But that isn’t so at all!” he remonstrated. “Could anyone have been calmer or braver than you were, when you saved me from that monstrosity?”


  “It is true that my face may have appeared calm. But my face is a mask, like the yellow paint I put on to make me look like the women of Taal. Inside I was shriveled up with fear . . . I have lived too long in the House of Kempak, Sean Tulley. I have seen too many things, and suffered too many things. I—I—” Her voice faltered, and she could not speak.


  “Perhaps I have come just in time, little lost flower,” he said tenderly. He again placed his arm around her. “Now listen to me, flower of Earth. There is a road before you. It is an easy road. It is the road-to a new life. Inside the great red flowers that rim the bay, I have a boat concealed. It is a boat swifter than those of the stupid Venusians. It—”


  “What an invaluable piece of information,” said a new voice, cold and clear as ice. “Taal will be very grateful.”


  They wheeled about simultaneously. Tes Kempak was just stepping through the mantle of white, behind him one of the white-uniformed members of the palace guard. Both men held Carnacs on the ready.


  Tulley made a sound deep in his throat, and thrust her aside. He reached toward his coat, and for the first time it occurred to her that he might be armed. But his action was far too slow. His whole body was bathed suddenly in the cold blue-white flame of the Carnac, a violent tremor seized him—and Luena turned away.


  For a fleeting moment she had dared to hope, because his voice had been so confident, the arms that had held her so sure and strong. But now without looking any further she knew what was happening. The fire of the Carnac! While it wreaked no apparent harm to the body’s casing, inside his organs were being dissolved in raging, insatiable acids.


  Tes Kempak did not deign to glance at his fallen enemy. “I knew you had permitted an alien to enter the Garden. One of my flowers told me. Some of them possess powers even you do not know about.” He continued in a musing tone: “It is amazing how the spark of rebellion flickers within the breast of even the meanest and humblest serf.”


  He took her hand and led her away from the tree, and she obeyed as always in the past, her head bowed, every line of her body eloquent with submission.


  “Of course, the whole incident should prove of advantage to me,” he said. “A boat captured from one of the Earth-pirates. An invaluable prize. It—” He broke off as there was a sound behind as of scuffling feet, then a half-choked scream. He pushed her violently aside as he turned.


  When by his action she was forced to raise her head, she beheld a sight that amazed her. Tulley had been resurrected to sudden and savage life. He had grappled with the guardsman, and even now was holding the other’s smaller body over one of the great roots of the tree. The struggle had thrust aside much of the beard of white that surrounded the tree, and every detail of the scene was revealed as the body of the guardsman jerked convulsively, then slid lifelessly to the ground.


  During all this the astounded Tes Kempak had been busy with his gun, but the pirate walked into the very heart of the blue flame. “You’ve played with your toys long enough,” he grinned. “Now it’s my turn.” The cylinder he was holding was so small his big hand almost concealed it, and there was no sound or any flash of light; but Tes Kempak was thrown to the ground as violently as if struck by lightning.


  “These Venusians think we Earthmen are barbarians without knowledge of science,” said Tulley contemptuously. “One of the first things our scientists discovered was a defense against the rays of the limpak.”


  He turned to the trembling girl and surveyed her with an almost humorous expression. “Your decision has been made for you. We are partners in crime. We must flee together.”


  “Don’t you realize what you have done?” she cried despairingly.


  “You don’t mean you’re sorry for what happened?”


  “No, no, that isn’t it! But don’t you see that Kempak was wearing his uniform of an officer in the palace guard?” As his expression remained blank, she continued: “Every officer in the guard has a protective device in his coat! When he is hurt in any fashion, an alarm is automatically flashed to the other members of the guard!”


  “But how would they be able to find us here?”


  “Their audio devices will bring them to us in minutes! More than that, every gate in the city will be closed until they discover the murderer of Kempak!”


  “And when they examine the body, they may guess that an alien killed him,” he said, after long thought. “You are the only one who can help me, lost flower. Have you friends who can hide me until the alarm blows over?”


  She was amazed to find him relying on her in an emergency, even more amazed to discover her brain responding. “No, I have no friends in Taal. But I know something that may help. There has long been bitter hatred between Kempak and the high priest Ankatta, hatred which the other guardsmen share. The bodies are lying in the sacred grove. If I go first to the soldiers, I may be able to convince them one of the priests committed the crime—”


  “And maybe they won’t even close the city gates!” he finished swiftly. “An excellent idea! Meantime, I know of only one place to hide!” With his usual swiftness of decision he turned, and before she had the chance to say another word was running silently as an animal into the gloomy depths of the wood.


  When he was gone, she was conscious of so heavy a weight of misery in her breast that it threatened to stifle her. Did he not realize on how weak a reed he was leaning? Could she, and she alone, be a match for the minds and cruel strength of the soldiers? Yet he had trusted her, and after moments of painful indecision she forced her lagging feet to the head of the grove.


  When she came there a new and unpleasant surprise was in store for her. As she had anticipated, a little company of soldiers was approaching on the double, headed by a man named Calatta, whom she recognized because he had visited now and then at the House of Kempak. But, as she had not expected, another group of men was also in view, dressed in the green robes of the temple novitiates, and headed by none other than Ankatta himself. They, too, were approaching at an unusually rapid pace, and she guessed that the priests with their secret devices had intercepted one of the messages of the soldiers, and were determined to find out for themselves what form of mischief was afoot in the sacred grove.


  The two companies arrived at about the same time, each carefully ignoring the other. It was Calatta who spoke first, his voice gruff and very unfriendly:


  “I just saw you come from the grove, girl. Speak up! What have you seen there?”


  “I have been a witness to a terrible thing! I—I—” The unforeseen advent of Ankatta had confounded her completely, and she was unable to continue.


  “This shows the result of the military training,” interposed the high priest in a sharp, authoritative tone. “You have the manners of an animal, Calatta. Was it necessary to frighten the girl?”


  “Tell me what you have seen there,” repeated the soldier, this time more moderately.


  Because she had not wit enough to think of anything else, she burst forth with the story she had already prepared: “I was walking near the grove, when I saw my master Tes Kempak and one of his men enter. I followed curiously. Two men were waiting there, dressed in the robes of the temple novitiates—it was like a pre-arranged meeting.” She did not dare look toward Ankatta, or any of them. “They talked. I saw Kempak shake his head violently, and it seemed to me he was growing angry. Then one of the green-robed men drew forth a strange device from under his coat, raised it—and I saw the bodies of both Kempak and the other convulse suddenly, and fall to the ground. I turned and ran.” Her story had sounded awkward and insincere to her own ears, but when she gained the courage to raise her head, there was a look of eagerness in Calatta’s eyes.


  “I have heard stories of strange weapons the priests carry under their robes,” he said. “Indeed, it is common talk. Yanna, Gam.” He turned to two of his men. “—search the grove.”


  Ankatta’s face held no anger, merely great wonder. “There is something in this I do not understand,” he muttered. “It is entirely beyond belief that two of the novitiates would do such a thing without—without—”


  “Without authority from you, would you say?” interrupted Calatta smoothly. “I could hardly disagree on that.”


  “I can see that it will be necessary to have the girl questioned by the servants of the Flame,” continued the old man reflectively, “in order to weed out the kernels of falsehood from the truth in her story.”


  “Deliver the girl over to the custody of those who may be suspected of the crime?” asked the soldier contemptuously. “That would be clever indeed.” As he spoke a communicator-device attached to his helmet began to sputter, and he listened for a time. From the look of rage and venom that came over his features, Luena knew that the two soldiers he had sent into the grove had discovered the bodies.


  “What the girl says is partly confirmed,” said Calatta. “Two men are dead, one of them our leader—and the manner of their passing was very strange.”


  Ankatta seemed to waken for the first time to the gravity of his peril. “This is a scheme of the palace guard to provoke hatred against my loyal servants!” he exclaimed furiously. He reached inside his robe, and the guardsman in an answering gesture pulled a small-arm halfway from its holster.


  For a long moment the two men stood there; and indeed the entire group was frozen into a silent tableau, pregnant with menace. The quarrel in the offing, had it been allowed to take its natural course, might conceivably have worked well for the fortunes of the girl. But it was her own weakness that marred the fulfillment of her careful plan. The past years of misery and subservience, combined with an overpowering consciousness of her present danger, took their toll. Losing her head completely, she turned and ran in panic.


  Her action had the worst possible effect, as she discovered when a semblance of reason returned and she looked behind.


  The two companies, after the first moment of mystification had passed, had united in the face of the common problem, and two men from each group had detached themselves and taken up the chase. They were moving along at an easy lope, making no effort to use their weapons or overtake the fleet-footed girl, as they knew the pursuit could have only one conclusion.


  The feeling in her breast was one she had known only too often before. She was panicked completely due to an abject terror of the unfeeling, brutalized people around her, and she felt that she must run, run until her lungs burst and her legs failed beneath her. Yet she knew at the same time that her flight was a hopeless one, because there was no place of refuge.


  She occasionally passed some of the citizens of Taal, as her path led near the parade grounds on the outskirts of the city. They looked after her curiously, but she knew that none would intercede. The people of Taal had long since learned to keep well away from any business the soldiers were engaged in. She was making instinctively for the Kempak properties, and after crossing a small bridge she turned into the first gate which looked familiar, which happened to be that of the Kempak Gardens.


  She was at once confronted by a sight that was unpleasant yet welcome at the same time. Sean Tulley was there, crouched on his haunches. beneath the dubious shelter of a bramble bush. On the instant he saw her he arose.


  It was evident that he was totally unaware of the clamor outside. He said wryly, “When I stood up the bush pecked me. When I sat down the flowers pricked me. So I compromised.”


  When he had spoken of his “hiding place,” it had not occurred to her to speculate concerning its location. Now by her cowardice she had betrayed them both. When she had regained her breath she told him what had happened, ending with the words, “It is as I told you. I am too much of a weakling.”


  “Now, don’t you go worrying about it,” he responded matter-of-factly. “It was a good idea, even if it went astray. Now it will have to be a fight—although I don’t know where we can take cover in this stinking place?”


  His words suggested a new train of thought, and she said suddenly: “I know of a way. Out of the Garden—perhaps even-out of the city itself. But too dangerous for us to take.”


  “What are you talking about?” he asked eagerly.


  “It is a pity that the way is closed to us. But come, I will show you.” She led him to one of the cages of the giant cabbages. Inside was one of the usual fat, sluggish monsters, but this one was leaner than its fellows, and its leafy mantle had a yellowed and decadent look.


  “This is something I discovered only two days ago—and which I believe even Tes Kempak didn’t know. You see that cabbage? The body inside the cloak of leaves has succeeded in eating its way down through the wire flooring of the cage. It is probably burrowing its way to join its wilder brethren in the swamps. I looked inside the cage—I know it is gone.”


  “Excellent!” exclaimed Tulley. “How do we get into the cage?”


  “I have a key. I am one of the gardeners.” She fumbled at her pouch, and the pirate at once took the sliver of metal from her hand, opened the cage door.


  She was beyond making any further protest. She was well aware that Tulley’s resolution and valor were founded upon his complete ignorance of the nature of the creature that might be in wait for them, somewhere in the ground below. Yet, since no path before her offered any hope for salvation, she might as well take the one as the other. She merely watched as the man ran swiftly along the causeway, opened all the other cages.


  “That will give them something to think about—in case they get too anxious about us,” he said, returning. “Come along now.”


  He locked them both in. The girl, standing before the sticky, noisome hulk of greenish-yellow leaves, was again irresolute. It was not until there were sudden noises at the gate of the Garden that she bolstered up the ragged remains of her courage, pushed her way through. Instantly she was falling, or rather sliding, down a warm, muddy incline.


  She came down upon her hands and knees in semi-darkness and in mud. Fortunately there was enough space here, and the dark opening that bulked ahead, although uninviting, was ample. When Tulley came plunging down she was crawling onward.


  She was dismayed to discover that it led downward. Had the tunnel been a smaller one, so that the warm mud with its suctionlike powers could have attached itself to her entire body instead of merely to her hands and knees, progress would have been impossible. As it was, the going was heartbreakingly slow, and there were times when the stale air threatened to overcome her.


  Later on she could not remember many of her thoughts during the nightmare journey. She did not allow her mind to dwell on what might be behind, and indeed no sound came from that direction, save once when there was a high-pitched screaming, very far in the distance. She did not speculate upon its origin. Her one clear recollection was the time when the tunnel took an upward slant, and that moment of wild hope when there was a glimmer of light ahead.


  She pulled herself out moments later, and came to her feet on a surface that was blessedly firm and had many rocks in it. She was in a cavern. Tulley was at her side almost at once, and both of them realized their good fortune. There were dark openings in the side of the cave, and they had no doubt that the burrowing monster had created one of them in its search for freedom. But there was also the cave-mouth, round with light and barely fifty feet ahead, and they made toward it.


  The danger that came was the more terrible because it was unexpected. It looked like a great rock at the side of the cave, immobile and dirty-white in color, with what might have been cracks along its surface but which were actually large veins. Its strange sensory system had no doubt given it warning of the approach of intruders, and caused it to remold its amorphous bodily organism into the semblance of a rock. Only when they were very near did it bloat up suddenly, and fall toward them.


  Luena screamed and stumbled backward. Tulley, who was not to be taken off guard, had his gun in his hand and discharged it in the same second. The cabbage, in the interest of its camouflage, had also caused its cells to take on the attribute of solidity, one which they did not normally possess—which was lucky, because otherwise the weapon might have had no effect at all. As it was, so great was the power of the monster that there was an awful moment when it seemed as if it would succeed in making its way through the tremendous aura of force, then it began to recoil.


  Immediately afterward the two Earth-people witnessed a strange sight. The vegetable, in its effort to pierce the waves of energy, had literally been sliced to ribbons, and the many parts of its body were strewn about the floor. Luena, watching with trepidation, recalled descriptions she had heard of attributes of the curious creature. As if in answer to her thought, the segments on the floor bloated themselves ferociously and, all the parts exhibiting the same qualities of life as the whole, began crawling.


  “Like shooting fish in a barrel!” said Tulley. And the entire cavern became filled with acrid, stinging smoke as he discharged his weapon again and again. Luena, too, pulled out her Carnac and fired wherever she saw movement. After several minutes of this both sprang forward and ran toward the mouth of the cave.


  At the moment that they came to the opening the strain of what she undergone threatened to overcome the girl, and Tulley, sensing her need, put his arm around her. The last sight she recalled as he swung her into his arms was the floor of the cavern, which was literally covered with little blobs of different sizes, like little worms, all of them inching relentlessly forward.


  Then she blacked out entirely.


  When she recovered consciousness Luena was prone on a hard surface with rough edges to it, and her body was being rocked back and forth. Above her were tall red things, that waved about as if straining for a look at her. She lifted herself to her elbow and saw that she was in a boat, with Tulley crouched over a small engine, and that the red things were the flowers which rimmed the bay near Taal city.


  Tulley, seeing that her eyes were open, gave her a sympathetic smile. “You don’t have to worry any more. Soldiers, cabbages and priests—they’re all far behind us.”


  There were still anxious moments, however, while the boat wrestled its way strenuously through the stubborn flowers. During this interval her mind went irrelevantly to an entirely new subject.


  “Sean Tulley, when I am with your people will I be a free woman or a slave?”


  “A slave, of course!” he said with surprise. “As a captured woman, you will be required to obey without question any orders I may give.”


  “I don’t think I would ever obey you in that fashion!” she pouted.


  “Now, that’s peculiar,” said Tulley, and although she could not see his face she guessed that he was smiling. “None of the other women slaves ever do, either.”


  At this moment the boat burst through the last of the flowers, and the unimpeded power of its engine carried them as swiftly and lightly as a bird into the free waters beyond. Luena was being borne into an entirely new world, to be the slave of an Oberara pirate—and she was wildly, gloriously happy.


  THE CAPTAIN’S GETAWAY


  Robert Abernathy


  BOLD WAS THE CAPTAIN, PIRATE OF THE VAST INTERPLANETARY SPACES . . . BUT THE SCIENTIST WAS BOLDER!


  YALMAR GUNN leaned over the table and shook his large, hairy fist in the little Scientist’s mild face. The gesture was pure drama, but, Norry Falk told himself, obviously Gunn was a man of dramatic gestures.


  “By the stars,” he bellowed with all the ferocity at his command, “you’ll hand it over, or I’ll lift my ship tonight and blow your deleted city to atoms!”


  The two other men at the council table in the Perkunian tower chamber held their breaths. For that matter, Norry Falk, Savant Twens Dalen’s thirty-year-old assistant, had been holding his consistently since the space captain’s voice had begun to rise and he Bad taken to fondling his flame pistol. Now even the hard-faced lieutenant whom Gunn had brought with him to the meeting removed his pipe from his mouth and seemed to grow tense.


  Falk eyed bitterly the captain’s holstered gun; in view of the growing distrust between the men of Science City and the crew of the Fomalhaut, there had been a no-weapons clause in the terms for the parley. Ridiculous, perhaps, since the warship’s guns completely commanded Science City from its berth out on the airless surface. But Falk wished ardently that he had smuggled in at least a small needle-gun on his own account.


  Twens Dalen, blinking a little at the large fist as the other let it fall, still clenched, was speaking, with a choice of words which betrayed a passion for precise statement. “It is not a question of those alternatives, Captain,” he said quietly. “If Science City must be blown to atoms, as you put it, it will not be by your agency.”


  “What the hell do you mean?” Gunn scowled with all his big blond face. He had once been accustomed to be polite—almost silky, in fact—with the personnel of captured cargo or passenger vessels in the depths of space; but those had been occasions on which he had held all the cards. Now his nerves were on edge; before he had left his bridge to come to the parley, he had rechecked a certain set of figures on the calculator, and the results might have shaken even a better balanced individual.


  Dalen blinked again; but a little of his studiedly courteous manner fell from him as he spoke. “I’m aware, Captain Gunn, that you are the representative of no stellar government whatsoever; in short, you are a private. Furthermore, your ship escaped to Perkunas after a brush with a Bellatrician patrol cruiser in deep space, and you believe yourself to have been pursued. You have calculated the time required for the patrol ship to change course; it should arrive within twenty days.”


  As the pirate, silenced for once, merely stared at him, the Savant explained gently: “You see, Captain, Perkunas, though technocratically governed and devoted to the pursuit of pure science, has its working classes and its taverns—where some of your crew on leave saw fit to talk.”


  The Scientist’s circumlocutions had given Gunn time to recover his wits. Without moving, he said sullenly, “Okay, Doc, so you can’t be kidded. But I’m not trying to kid you when I say that unless you hand over that deleted space drive, I’m going to get sort of rough with a few atomics. You know now just why I’ve got to have it.”


  There was a deadliness in the last statement that made young Norry Falk wish even more urgently for a needle-gun. It might just be possible, he reflected, to snatch the pirate’s own weapon from its holster and use it . . . But the timidity of one born and bred as a comrade of Science on isolated Perkunas, with its scant million of people and its poverty-engendered immunity to raids and strife, held him back.


  Dalen said, “You seem to hold the illusion, Captain Gunn, that you are in a position to dictate to me—to our planet. That is an error.”


  “And what do you mean by that?” demanded Yalmar Gunn, his cold blue eyes narrowed.


  Dalen did not answer at once. Instead, head bowed, he was examining his wrist watch, an elaborate radium timepiece; he seemed to be adjusting it. At last, still concealing the dial from Gunn, he raised his eyes and said expressionlessly, “I frequently use this chronometer as a timer for certain mechanisms. At present, the vibration frequency which it emits is keyed to a single control in my laboratory directly beneath this tower. If the chronometer is not set back, once every three hours, to a certain definite point, this control will automatically disintegrate the five tons of radioactive copper which form our power reservoir.” He paused, then added, with a touch of apology, “An elementary device for purposes of personal security. I cannot claim that it has any scientific merit.”


  He did not need to add that such an explosion would blow not only Science City, but most of the planet of Perkunas, and the ship Fomalhaut along with it, quite literally to atoms.


  By a Herculean effort, Norry Falk kept his face immobile. That was necessary, for if he had allowed anything to show there Gunn’s alert, fox-faced lieutenant might have read from his expression that there was no such control as Dalen had mentioned—indeed, no five tons of atomic copper buried under Science City. And had there been, the gentle chief of the Perkunian Scientists would never have gambled with a million lives, even to save his most precious secrets.


  But Captain Yalmar Gunn took the threat at face value, for the moment, at least, and on that basis he thought very fast indeed. He was motionless for one staggered moment—. Then, with a roar, the blond pirate lunged headlong across the small table, seized Dalen’s left wrist in a bruising grip, and twisted it savagely until he could see the chronometer dial.


  In almost the same fraction of time, his companion, pipe still in mouth, moved like a rattlesnake to seize Gunn’s flame pistol from its holster and train it on Norry Falk, pinning him, as it were, against the chair in which he sat.


  For a few seconds they were a tableau. Then, with a satisfied grunt, Gunn released the Scientist’s wrist, almost thrusting him over backward, and straightened up. He whipped a stylo from a pocket of his jacket, and fumbled in another pocket for a scrap of paper.


  The slight, gray-haired Savant massaged his wrist and said something under his breath which might have been a credit even to Gunn’s vocabulary. Then he controlled his breathing and said quietly, “I shouldn’t trouble to write down that reading, Captain. Too much time has already passed—. And even if your time-sense were perfect enough to permit you to make exactly the proper allowance for the time since I set it last, the chronometer is adjusted to run at a varying rate requiring three factors for its determination.”


  If Gunn had been even half a scientist instead of a credulous swashbuckler, he would never have swallowed that. But after one indecisive moment it was plain that he had. He glared, crumpling his paper in one huge fist.


  Then he said the obvious thing—said it with a bravado which proclaimed him uncertain: “You won’t do it. You won’t blow your whole deleted planet to hell just to keep me here.”


  “I wouldn’t do it,” said Twens Dalen gravely, “merely to keep you on Perkunas. I assuredly don’t want you here. But in view of your threat to blast the city, I cannot allow you to lift your ship.”


  Gunn revolved the situation for a space, biting his lips painfully. It was, after all, a business he could understand. The old match-over-the-powder-barrel business. If a man thinks he has to die in one of two ways, he will choose that by which he may take his enemy with him. In fact, Gunn had heard of a rather similar case, which had ended unfortunately for all concerned—in the explosion of the old-line battleship Virgo.


  Men are always the same in a pinch, and even this gray-headed, milk-and-water Scientist might be reluctantly classed as a man. Moreover, Gunn had the common conviction that Scientists as a rule are cold-blooded devils—the sort who would blow up a planet as unconcernedly as he would blow his nose.


  “It comes to this,” said Dalen. “You cannot possibly leave Perkunas without my permission. I cannot afford to grant you that permission. We seem, Captain,” he added thoughtfully, “to be seated on opposite horns of a dilemma.”


  Gunn, who most passionately did not wish to die, never thought of mentioning that he had nothing else to lose, since if the Bellatrician patrol caught him they would certainly vent certain grudges against him in a very signal manner. Instead, he suggested, with the air of one proffering a very small coin: “Suppose I give you my word I won’t blast you if you let me lift?”


  “I’m afraid,” replied Dalen regretfully, “that that wouldn’t be quite adequate.”


  Norry Falk, watching the two principals in the meeting like a hypnotized bird, wondered how much longer this could go on. He also wondered how much more of it his nervous system could stand. It seemed impossible that either the pirate or his sly-looking lieutenant could long fail to see through the bluff.


  Feeling his facial expression unable to hold up under the strain, he half turned to look out through the double windows of the tower chamber, from which an excellent view of Perkunas’ surface showed a vista of red-lit desolation awesome even to one who had known it all his life. As an excuse for his action, the raider Fomalhaut lay out there, a long, gleaming giant on the runway three miles away.


  It was while he stared glumly at that, trying to calm the jangling of his nerves, that the import of Dalen’s next words hit him.


  “In spite of all difficulties, Captain,” said the master Scientist, “I think we may be able to reach a compromise. As a man of Science, I have nothing against you and no interest in your quarrels with the government of Bellatrix or of any other system. Therefore—while I repeat that I must refuse to give you my space drive—I am willing to sell it to you.”


  Falk spun around from the window. The two pirates remained as they were—Gunn still standing, with hard knuckles resting on the polished plastic table-top.


  Hope and suspicion gleamed across his florid face. “What’s the catch?” he demanded hoarsely.


  “I’m not trying to trick you,” said Dalen with asperity. “I’m offering to sell you the space drive, exactly as I described it to you on the day of your arrival—when I still believed you to be a legitimately-authorized ship’s captain—in return for the supply of fuel which you have aboard the Fomalhaut. I understand that amount to be some twelve tons—a quantity which will serve admirably in a series of experiments which I contemplate. Naturally, I am otherwise motivated to make this offer by the mutual discomfort of our circumstances.”


  Gunn thought hard. He was accustomed to put two and two together rapidly—though more complex operations left him baffled—and he did it now.


  “Before I make any bargains,” he said cautiously, “I like to know what I’m getting.” He laid two blunt fingers on the table in front of the Scientist. “One: Even if I’ve got the space drive, how do I get away from the deleted Bellatrixers without a deleted gram of fuel? And Two—.” He hesitated. Then, convinced that his opponent held most of the cards, he threw his own down, face up. “How do you figure on making sure I don’t go ahead and give you the double-cross anyway?”


  Twens Dalen showed his disgust at the pirate’s crudity. He almost snorted. “You don’t appear to have listened to my first description of the space drive,” he said acidly. “If you had, you would be aware that no power is required for its use—.”


  Gunn had started pacing to and fro, pushing his chair out of his way with a nervous irritability in sharp contrast to the collected coolness of the aging Scientist. He interrupted, “Yeah, you said that. Practically a perpetual motion machine. I’m no physicist, but I know damn well there’s a law of conservation of energy!”


  “If you don’t believe that the space drive will work,” answered Dalen coldly, “you don’t want it.”


  Gunn made a distracted gesture. He glanced out toward where his ship lay on the lava plateaus under the red light of the sun; but he saw instead the armed fury that was the Bellatrician patrol cruiser, less than a hundred billion miles away now, flinging itself toward the Perkunian sun at a speed not far from that of light. Decelerating now, on the scattered track of ions left by his own deceleration. They already knew that he had headed for the red dwarf star, either to land on its single planet or to lose himself in its electrical aura. They would know where to find him . . .


  He cursed the Scientist briefly but violently, and said, “I want it.”


  “Very well . . . I will add a little to my former explanation. Briefly, the space drive requires no energy, and the effective velocity attained by its use is infinite. To understand this statement in its entirety, you would need to have an understanding of the trepidational theory of universe-building, with its corollary of the energy-death . . . But perhaps, at least, you are familiar with Einstein’s law of mass-velocity relationships.” Gunn shook his shaggy blond hair, and with an effort said nothing. “Surely you are aware that the mass of a ship in flight varies according to its velocity,” the Scientist went on. “At the theoretical limit—the so-called speed of light—its mass would be infinite; but to reach such a velocity you would have to expend an infinity of fuel. So far as Einstein knew when he formulated his theory, about a thousand Earth-years ago, nothing ever attained that ultimate.


  “But, almost thirty years ago, Utrell of Perkunas succeeded in demonstrating the existence in our own space-time of particles which move at the theoretical limit of velocity, and whose mass consequently is infinite. From the cosmological standpoint, of course, this indicates clearly that our Universe has entered the final stage of degeneration, and will in time cease to exist as we know it . . . For practical purposes, however, such particles represent a source of infinite power, only requiring to be tapped. That is what my space drive does.”


  “How?” demanded Gunn.


  “The mathematical explanation is somewhat abstruse; you would find it quite incomprehensible. The gross effect is the establishment of a static field which transmits the energy of any particle striking it to all the matter within the field.”


  Now Yalmar Gunn’s shrewd mind saw the implications, and he leaped at once to the point, with an abrupt fierce eagerness. “And you can set up a field to include the Fomalhaut?”


  The Savant nodded casually. “Without any essential change in the mechanism. I am willing to deliver to you a complete working model of the space drive as soon as you have unloaded twelve tons of atomic fuel outside Science City. You won’t be needing it.”


  Gunn hardly heard him, for all at once the tremendous possibilities of the space drive had begun to unfold themselves before him. Five minutes earlier, the end of his illegitimate career had seemed certainty. Now . . .


  He saw himself become invulnerable, Outrunning the fastest warships with ease, raiding at will into the very hearts of the peopled systems. He tried to keep the eager tremor out of his voice as he said slowly, “Okay, Doc. Any chance is better than none. You’re on—if the deleted thing works.”


  “It works,” said Twens Dalen flatly, and rose to close the conversation.


  Gunn likewise stood up; then a thought stiffened him with suspicion. “Wait—a—minute! What about deceleration?”


  “The field,” Dalen informed him, “is directional and reversible. Naturally.”


  “Shake on it,” said Gunn with satisfaction. The Scientist took the proffered paw not without distaste, and winced at the big brute’s grip. The captain went on, “I’ll have the fuel chargers unloaded by tomorrow merging—that’s twenty kilochrons on this asteroid, isn’t it? And I’ll have my crew on board, if I have to sweep every gutter in Science City.”


  It was marvelous how, with an escape avenue in sight, the pirate captain became once more the roughly efficient leader of men. Twens Dalen smiled covertly, and even Norry Falk, on edge as he still was, could not but be amused at the manner in which Gunn began to fire orders at his fox-faced lieutenant before the two had started down in the tower elevator.


  When the door had slid to, the two men of Science looked at each other and drew a deep breath apiece. Then, with one accord, they both glanced out over the city to where the Fomalhaut, a gleaming and splendid thing of sky-piercing power, lay on the high plateau.


  “That will be gone tomorrow,” said Dalen, with deep relief.


  Later, in Twens Dalen’s lower-level laboratory, the two carefully went over the little machine—if the term “machine” can properly be applied to a stable complex of matter and of tangible and intangible forces—which was in essence a modification of Utrell’s apparatus for the detection of high-speed photons.


  The device, unused for half a dozers Perkunian years, was in perfect working order. Twens Dalen extracted a partly-fused metal coil from a scrap compartment, and placed it in the static field. His assistant finished setting the directional control for vertical, and activated that control. A whispering sound began as air sucked into the field. And the metal coil was gone.


  A detector, however, had registered its departure in terms translatable by human eyes; the coil had gone straight up, with an instantaneous acceleration of the order of 200,000 mpsps—an acceleration which, simultaneously applied to its entire mass, must have left the coil still a coil, though it had passed without apparent hindrance through the solid ceiling of the laboratory and, some distance above it, the airtight shell over Science City.


  “It works,” said Twens Dalen laconically. He crossed the room to a vision screen which was connected to every scanner inside or outside the city; a single adjustment brought the landing strip with the piratical visitor into view. The tiny figures of vacuum-suited men could be seen in the shadow of the huge hull, struggling in pairs with the weight of die thousand-kilo fuel chargers, a heap of which already rested in the plateau two hundred yards from the vessel. “Our plan also.” Falk shook his head ruefully. “Don’t say ‘our plan.’ I had no idea what you were about until you offered him the space drive.”


  “It’s for both of us to carry out, Norry,” said the older Scientist. “I’m deputizing you to deliver the drive to Gunn—and to get away without being held as a hostage.”


  “Uh!” said Falk.


  But he was cocky enough the next day, after his safe return from the pirate vessel.


  “Nothing to it, after all,” he informed the Chief Scientist, seated with a somewhat tense group of others before one of the large visiplates in the main relaxation room. Falk cast a glance at the screen, which showed the Fomalhaut still resting on the plateau in the dim red light of the early sun. “Just,” he said, dropping into a comfortable chair and leaning far back, “a matter of hiking out to the ship, tossing the space drive into Captain Gunn’s eager clutches, and hiking back. He was so happy at getting his hooks on it that he didn’t even consider detaining me, though I fancied there was one moment when he didn’t feel too kindly toward me—when I told him he couldn’t use the space drive to withdraw to a discreet distance and then turn his atomics on the city, because he’d be out of range before . . .”


  He broke off, and with all the rest stared hard at the screen. An instant before the Fomalhaut, a thousand feet of gleaming nio-steel, had lain out there; now the space ship was gone as if it had never existed, vanished like the metal coil in Twens Dalen’s laboratory—at ultimate speed.


  For a moment the assembled Scientists, awed despite their foreknowledge, gazed at the spot where it had been. Then as one man they rose and pounded each other on the back.


  The captain of the Bellatrician patrol cruiser was a five-foot anthropomorphous robot. There are few men, save those of Gunn’s type, who are willing to sever themselves from all human ties to live the life of interstellar space.


  It said, puzzled, “Am I to believe, Savant Dalen, that you have not only allowed the pirate Gunn to escape, but to escape with a weapon more potent than any yet invented?”


  Twens Dalen shook his head brusquely. “He has escaped, yes, and you can never catch him. But the space drive is not a weapon; and Gunn will never come back to menace your shipping or anybody else’s. You fail to understand, as did he, that infinite velocity means—infinite velocity.”


  The Bellatrician robot seemed puzzled, if lensed eyes can express bewilderment. “Indeed I fail to understand. You have said that the Fomalhaut escaped into space at the velocity of light.”


  The Scientist smiled. “That is correct. Gunn and his ship are now traveling at the limiting velocity of light. Therefore, according to Einstein’s law, time no longer exists for them. They will traverse all of space-time in an instant.


  “Gunn is alive and unharmed; indeed, he is immortal. He lives in an everlasting now which is the moment of his departure from Perkunas; and thus he will live-forever.”


  D.P. FROM TOMORROW


  Mack Reynolds


  THE UTTLE MAN WAS VERY SINCERE, VERY . . . BUT THEN SO MANY OF THESE GUYS ARE!


  THE PHONE rang and Ed Kerry picked it up and said, “Daily Star.”


  He listened for a moment and said, “Yeah,” and then, “Hold on a minute.” He stuck a hand over the mouthpiece and said to the city room at large, “It’s one of these drunks settling some bet. He wants to know when Lord Byron died.”


  Sam, over on the rewrite desk, said, “He died on April 19th, 1824.”


  Kerry said into the phone, “He died April 19th, 1824,” and hung up.


  Jake, the city editor, had been leaning back in his swivel chair, his feet up on the desk. He said to Sam, “How do you know?”


  Sam shrugged and said, “Just happened to.”


  Jake said idly, “Offhand, I can’t think of any information that makes less difference than when Byron died.”


  Ed Kerry said, “It’s the queerest thing in this business. Some jerk phones in and wants to know what caliber gun it was that killed Lincoln, or maybe how many molecules there are in a drop of water. And what happens? Somebody in the city room always knows the answer. It’s the same on every paper I ever worked for.”


  Jake growled, “You can’t tell them to go get lost. These characters who phone into newspapers at the drop of a hat might stumble on the biggest story of the year ten minutes later. You don’t want them phoning some other paper because they’re sore at you for not telling them who got in the first punch in the Dempsey-Firpo fight.”


  Kerry said, “Yeah, but what gets me is that when these jerks ask their screwy questions, somehow or other they always get the right answer.”


  Somebody on rewrite said, “I remember once some drunk phoned in about four o’clock in the morning and wanted to know how tall Jumbo, Barnum’s elephant, used to be. The guy who was working next to me says, ‘Eleven feet, six inches,’ without even looking up from the story he was on.”


  Jake said, “It’s because on a newspaper you got a whole room full of guys with a lot of general knowledge. Remember back in the 1940s or 1950s or whenever it was, they, had this ‘Information. Please’ program on the television?”


  Sam said, “It was radio back then.”


  Jake growled, “What difference does it make? Anyway, these guys knew all the answers and there were only maybe three or four of them, mostly newspapermen. In a city room you’ve got a dozen or more men who’ve read so much that it starts . . .”


  The phone rang again and, since nobody else stirred, Ed Kerry sighed and picked it up again. He said, “Yeah?” He repeated that a few more times and then, “Hold it, Ted. I’ll ask Jake.”


  He looked over at Jake and said, “It’s Ted Ruhling. He’s over at Leo’s . . .”


  “This is Ted’s night off,” Jake grunted.


  “. . . He says he’s got a refugee over there with a story,” Ed Kerry finished. The phone was still squeaking and he put the receiver back to his ear-.


  “A refugee, yet,” Jake snorted. “What’s Ted got in mind? He must be sober; when he’s drunk he’s got more story sense. We’ve had so many Martian refugee stories . . .”


  “This isn’t a Martian,” Kerry said. “It’s a guy claims he’s from another space-time continuum.”


  Somebody on rewrite said, “That does it. Now I’ve heard it all.”


  Jake began to say, “Tell Ted Ruhling to have himself a few more drinks and forget about . . . No, hold it. Tell him to bring the guy over here and we’ll get the story. Maybe it’ll be good for a humorous piece; besides, there’s nothing going on anyway, we’ll get some laughs.”


  Ed Kerry said into the phone, “It sounds like a real story, Ted. Jake says to rush the guy over here.” He hung up.


  Sam, over on rewrite, scratched himself reflectively. “I’ve seen a lot of stories in my thirty years in this racket, and I’ve seen a lot of stories about refugees. Refugees from Asia, refugees from Europe, refugees from South America and from Texas; even refugees from Luna and Mars. But I’ll be a makron if I ever heard of a refugee from another space-time continuum.”


  Kitty Kildare bustled from her tiny office and hurried breathlessly toward Jake’s desk.


  Ed Kerry said softly, “Kitty looks like she’s got another world beater. Tear down the front page, Jake.”


  Kitty gushed, “Jake, I really have something for tomorrow’s column. Actually, I mean. Jake, this . . .”


  Jake held up a weary hand to stem the tide. “Kitty,” he said, “listen. That column is yours; you can put anything in it you want. It’s none of my business. For some reason or other, people even read it. Don’t ask me why.”


  Kitty Kildare simpered. “Now, Jake, you’re always pulling my leg.”


  Jake shuddered.


  Kitty went on, “But you’ll see tomorrow. Actually, I mean.” She bustled out of the city room and off to whatever story she had found to cover for her column.


  Ed Kerry said wonderingly, “Kitty can get breathless over any story hotter than a basketball score.”


  Jake said, “What’s another space-time continuum? Seems to me I read about it somewhere, or . . .


  Sam laughed. “Now we know Jake’s secret vice. He hides in his room, locks the door, and reads science fiction.”


  The city editor scowled. “I don’t get it.”


  Sam said, “Another space-time continuum is one of the favorite standbys of these science-fiction writers. You know. The general idea is that there are other, well, call them universes, existing side by side with ours. We aren’t the only space-time continuum; we’re only one of them.”


  “One theory is that there are an infinite number of continuums,” Ed Kerry put in. “That means that somewhere everything is happening, has happened, and will happen.”


  Jake growled, “Shut up, Ed. Sam’s explanation was getting bad enough, but . . .”


  Sam said, “No. Ed’s right. According to one theory, there are an infinite number of alternative universes, some of, them almost identical to this one. For instance, in an infinite number of universes, Hitler won the second world war. In an infinite number of others, Hitler was never born. In still others, he spent his whole life as a paperhanger.”


  “Wait a minute, now,” Jake said. “You mean to tell me that somewhere, in some other spacetime whatever-y’call-it . . .”


  “Continuum,” Ed Kerry supplied.


  “All right. Anyway, everything possible has happened, will happen, and is happening? Everything, no matter how unlikely?”


  “That’s the theory,” Sam told him. “Consider, for instance, how improbable this space-time continuum in which we live really is.”


  Jake snorted, “Holy Wodo. Ted Ruhling has brought in some screwy stories in his time, but a refugee from ..


  “Here he comes,” somebody whispered.


  “Okay, boys,” Jake said softly. “The works. Somebody tell Jim to bring “his camera.”


  Ted Ruhling wavered unsteadily toward the city desk, ushering along a little, wistful-looking character dressed in clothes that looked oddly out of style. The stranger’s hair was going grey and his small face was much lined; he looked to be about forty.


  Ruhling blinked at Jake and said, with considerable dignity, “This story is beyond the call of duty, y’realize, Jake. Oughta getta bonus. Wanta introduce Martin Cantine; refugee from another space-time continuum. Met him by accident in Leo’s Bar.” He slumped into a chair as though the effort of the introduction had exhausted him.


  Jake got up and held out a hand to the little man. “Welcome to . . . uh, that is, welcome to our universe, Mr. Cantine.”


  Ed Kerry and Jim the photographer and several others crowded up with notebook and camera.


  “Mr. Cantine,” Kerry said excitedly, “what do you think of our space-time continuum’s girls?”


  “Shut up, Ed,” Jake said from the side of his mouth.


  But the little fellow answered seriously. “The same as I think of those in my own, of course.”


  Kerry said, as though disappointed, “You mean there’s no difference?”


  Martin Cantine found himself a chair, sat down, and said, earnestly, “I see that there must be some misunderstanding here. You gentlemen must realize that the continuum from which I fled was almost exactly like this one. Almost exactly. I note, for instance, that this city has identical buildings and in other ways is precisely like my own, except, of course, for the time element.”


  “Oh, oh,” Sam said. “Here we go. The time element.”


  “What’s different about the time element?” Jake asked cautiously.


  The little fellow frowned worriedly. “I hope I can explain it to you. You see, the device which was constructed by my friends to enable us to flee our own period was designed to remove a living person from one space-time continuum and to place him in another. But it must be realized that in transporting ourselves to another space we at the same time, of necessity, transport ourselves also to another time. In all, we transport ourselves from another space, another time, and another space-time continuum. Actually, of course, the three are really one. Is that clear?”


  “No.” Ed Kerry said.


  “Shut up, Ed,” Jake growled. “Go on, Mr. Cantine.”


  Mr. Cantine was pleased that at least one person was following him.


  “Our device was set to remove me only slightly in space, and, consequently, only slightly in time. If I am correct, my time was about ten years after yours.”


  Jake closed his eyes for a long moment. Finally he opened them again and said, “Let’s have that last again.”


  “In my space-time continuum,” the little man said, “I lived about ten years in your future. In other words, in 2030.”


  “I get it,” Sam said. “Ten years from now our space-time continuum will be like yours when you left—in most respects, that is. What you did was travel backward in time for ten years and to a slightly different continuum.”


  Ted Ruhling had managed to stay awake thus far. But now that he saw everything was under control he muttered, “Bonus,” and slumped forward on the desk at which he was sitting.


  Jake looked at him and grunted bitterly.


  Ed Kerry said, “Well, let’s get the rest of the story. Why did you leave home and come to our fair continuum?”


  Martine Cantine frowned. “I thought you realized that I was a refugee. Didn’t Mr. Ruhling explain on the phone?”


  “Of course,” Jake told him. “Now just what were you a refugee from, Mr. Can tine?”


  The little man took a deep, dramatic breath. “From Gerald Twombly, the most vicious despot the world has ever seen!”


  Ed Kerry choked on that. “Twombly!” he said, trying to hold his laughter. He swallowed hard, then said, very seriously, “How do you spell that?”


  “Gerald Twombly. T-W-O-M-B-L-Y,” Martin Cantine told him. “And now that you have been warned, you’ll be able to defend yourself against this scourge.”


  “I missed something there,” Jake said.


  The little refugee explained, “As I pointed out, this continuum is almost exactly like mine. The principal difference is that you are ten years earlier in time; Gerald Twombly is not as yet in power. You have time to fight him, expose his nefarious schemes.”


  “Twombly,” Ed Kerry said. “I love that name. Hitler, Mussolini, Caesar, Napoleon—none of them quite have the ring of Twombly.”


  Jake looked up at the clock on the wall. They were going to have to start work on the bulldog edition. Besides, he was getting tired of this nut. He nodded his head to Bunny Davis, down at the other end of the room, and she surreptitiously took up a phone and called the city hospital.


  Ed Kerry was asking, “Just what form will this despotism take?”


  Martin Can tine leaned forward earnestly. “The most vicious and bloody the world has ever known. People have forgotten, it has been so long since dictatorship has existed, how ruthless persons in power can become to maintain themselves. We’ve also forgotten that many of the devices that have been invented in the past one hundred years can be turned to horrible use by a police state. Truth serums, for instance, used ordinarily for psychiatry, but a terrible weapon in the hands of a secret police. Cybernetic-controlled wire and radio tapping devices that can listen to every conversation that takes place over instruments throughout the whole planet and immediately flash a report whenever anything the slightest degree removed from what is permissible is said. Radar . . .”


  Jake yawned. “And just how did you manage to escape this guy . . . er, Twombly?”


  Cantine frowned. “I am not the inventor of the S-T Invertor, but one of several who have been secretly removed to another continuum to escape Twombly’s secret police. I am not exactly clear on the workings of the device.”


  “Shucks,” Ed Kerry said. “I was afraid of that. Tell us what you do know about it.” He was beginning to give up the pretense of taking notes.


  Martine Cantine looked from one to the other, frowning. He was beginning to suspect the truth of the situation, and a red flush was creeping up his neck.


  “I am afraid you gentlemen think I am exaggerating,” he said.


  “I wouldn’t exactly put it that way,” Jake told him, stifling another yawn. “But part of it seems . . .”


  The little man came to his feet, his expression tight. “I see,” he said. He took a deep breath, then went on slowly, and very sincerely. “Even though you think me a charlatan, I beseech you, for your own sakes and for this continuums’s—investigate this Gerald Twombly. You must. Or your space-time continuum will . . .”


  Two white-coated interns came through the door and looked about questionably. Jake motioned to them and they advanced.


  Jake said, a touch of unwonted kindliness in his gruff voice, “Here are two friends of yours, Mr. Cantine.”


  The little man looked about him unbelievingly. “But . . . but . . . you think I’m insane. You don’t realize . . .” He shook off the hands of the interns, and spun about desperately to confront the city editor again. He began to shout, “But you must . . . Gerald Twombly! . . . You must . .!”


  They led him out, struggling.


  There was an embarrassed silence in the city room. The gag had not been as amusing as they had expected.


  “Well, let’s get to work,” Jake said. “Kerry, you see if you can do up a stick or so on this Cantine.


  Gag it up a little, but don’t go overboard. Jim, did you get a decent shot of the little guy? Those phony clothes he’d had made up for himself might make a . . .”


  Sam, over on rewrite, said, “You know, the funny thing was that his story made a certain amount of sense.”


  Jake snorted. “Every nut’s story makes a certain amount of sense. The only trouble is that, when you check it, it doesn’t hold up.”


  “What’d’ya mean, check it?” Sam said argumentatively. “What part of Cantine’s story were you able to check?”


  Jake growled, “For one thing, this guy Twombly. What a name for a dictator. Anyway, who ever heard of a Gerald Twombly? Did you Kerry . . . Jim . . . Bunny . . . Sam?”


  They shook their heads. So did everyone else in the city room.


  Jake shrugged. “Okay. There you are. This character says that in ten years Twombly’s dictatorship is going to be so rugged that we’ll all be wanting to take a powder out of here to another what’d’ya call it?”


  “Space-time continuum,” Sam said grudgingly.


  “Yeah. Well, none of us have ever heard of him. Remember what I said earlier about all the general knowledge you find on a newspaper’s staff? Okay, where’s somebody that’s even heard of this guy?”


  “I guess you’re right,” Sam admitted. “But he seemed to be kind of a nice little duck.”


  “The nut factories are full of nice little ducks,” Jake grunted. He tossed a story over to the rewrite man. “Here, shut up and get to work or you’ll be getting as screwy as he is.”


  Sam grinned and took up a pencil. “Okay, Jake.”


  Kitty Kildare hustled into the room, brandishing a sheaf of paper. “Jake,” she said breathlessly, “wait until you see my column tomorrow. I’ll have them dying, dying. Actually, I mean.”


  Jake shuddered. “Okay, what is it this time?”


  She closed her eyes and breathed ecstatically. “A wonderful man; actually, I mean. I have the first interview he’s ever given. He has a new political system he’s advocating.”


  Ed Kerry said sarcastically, “I’ll bet his name’s Twombly.”


  Kitty turned and stared at him. “How in the world did you know?” she said.


  FRITZCHEN


  Charles Beaumont


  YOU NEVER MET ANYTHING LIKE FRITZCHEN . . . AND, BEUEVE US, YOU WOULDN’T WANT TO!


  IT HAD once been a place for dreaming. For lying on your back in the warm sand and listening to the silence and making faraway things seem real. The finest place in all the world, for all the reasons that ever were.


  But it had stopped being this long ago. Now, he supposed, it wasn’t much more than a fairly isolated cove, really: a stretch of land bleeding into the river at one of its wide points, cut off like a tiny peninsula; a grey, dull place, damp and unnatural from its nights beneath the tidewaters—decaying, sinking slowly, glad to be eaten by the river. As Edna had put it: Just a lot of dirty wet sand. Not a place for dreaming anymore.


  Mr. Peldo shifted his position


  by Charles Beaumont


  and sighed as he remembered. He took from his mouth the eviscerated end of a lifeless cigar, flipped it away distastefully, watched as the mud whitened and oozed where it landed and the spiders lumbered clumsily away in fright.


  The spiders made him think of his snakes. And soon he was thinking, too, of rabbits and goldfish and ooo wow-wow puppy dogs, all flop-eared and soft, common as a blade of grass—and his bread-and-butter. His living.


  He was almost relieved to hear Edna’s coarse voice beside him.


  “Jake.”


  She would now make some complaint about the foolishness of this whole trip, adding that it made her sinuses runny.


  “Yes, Chicken, what is it?”


  “Go and see to Luther.” Go-and-see-to-Luther. Eight-year-old kid ought to be able to see to himself, by God.


  “All right. Where’d he go?”


  “Somewhere over in that direction, there by the trees. I’m worried he might think of going in the water or get lost.”


  Mr. Peldo grunted softly as he pulled his weight erect. Exertion. Oh well, that was all right. Soon he would have started with the frustration, thinking about the lousy pet shop and his lousy life. Better to hunt in the trees for spoiled brats.


  It was hard going. Had to end in a few yards, of course, but still, it was . . . exciting, in a small, tired, remembering way. He pushed aside a drenched fern, and another, needles of wet hitting him.


  ‘Luther.”


  Mr. Peldo continued for a few feet, until he could distinctly hear the current. A wall of leaves rose at the curve, so he stopped there, let the last of the thrill fall loose from him, then listened.


  “Luther. Hustle, boy.”


  Only the water. The vibrant, treacherous river water, hurrying to join the Sound and to go with it to the ocean.


  “Hey, Luu-then.”


  Mr. Peldo stabbed his hands into the foliage and parted it. From the window, by peering close, he could see his son’s back.


  “Boy, when your father calls you, answer him, hear!”


  Luther looked around disinterestedly, frowned and turned his head. He was sitting in the mud, playing.


  Mr. Peldo felt the anger course spastically through him. He pushed forward and stopped, glared.


  “Well?”


  Then he glimpsed what his son had been playing with. Only a glimpse, though.


  “Fritzchen!” Luther pronounced defiantly, shielding something in his hands. “Fritzchen—like I wanted to call Sol’s birdie.”


  Mr. Peldo felt his eyes smart and rubbed them. “What have you got there?”


  “Fritzchen, Fritzchen,” the boy wailed. There was another sound then. A sound like none Mr. Peldo had ever heard: high-pitched, whiny, discordant. The sound an animal makes when it is in pain.


  Mr. Peldo reached down and slapped at his son’s mouth, which had fastened like a python’s about the calf of his left leg. Then, by holding his thumb and forefinger tightly on Luther’s nose, he forced him to drop the thing he had been hiding.


  It fell onto the slime and began to thrash.


  Mr. Peldo gasped. He stared for a moment, like an idiot at a lampshade, his mouth quite open and his eyes bulged.


  A thin voice from across the trees called: “Jake is there anything wrong? Answer me!”


  He pulled off his sport coat and threw it about the squirmy thing. “No, no, everything’s okay. Kid’s just acting up is all. Hold your horses!”


  “Well, hurry! It’s getting dark!” Mr. Peldo blocked Luther’s charge with his foot.


  “Where did you get that?”


  Luther did not answer. He glowered sullenly at the ground, mumbling. “He’s mine. I found him. You can’t have him.”


  “Where did it come from?” Mr. Peldo demanded.


  Luther’s lower lip resembled a bloated sausage. Finally he jerked his thumb in the direction of the river bank.


  “You can talk!”


  Luther whimpered, tried once again to get at the wriggling bundle on the sand, sat down and said, “I found him in the water. I snuck up on him and grabbed him when he wasn’t looking. Now he’s mine and you can’t have—.”


  But Mr. Peldo, having recovered himself, had plucked off the coat and was staring.


  A place for dreaming.


  Roadsters that would go over two hundred miles per hour. Promontoried chateaus with ten bathrooms. Coveys of lithe young temptresses, vacant-minded, full-bodied, infinitely imaginative, infinitely accessible . . .


  “JAAAAke! Are you trying to scare me to death? It’s cold and my sinuses are beginning to run!”


  Luther looked at his father, snorted loudly and started for the trees.


  “He’s Fritzchen and he’s mine!” he called back as he ran. “All right—I’ll get even! You’ll see!”


  Mr. Peldo watched the small creature, fascinated, as all its legs commenced to move together, dwarfed, undeveloped legs, burrowing into the viscous ground. Shuddering slightly, he replaced the coat, gathered it into the form of a sack and started through the shrubbery.


  Edna’s nose had turned red. He decided not to show Fritzchen to her, for a while.


  “Got no empties,” Sol said slowly, eying the bundle. Mr. Peldo held at arms’ length. Sol didn’t care for animals. He was old; his mind, had fallen into a ravine; it paced the ravine; turned and paced, like a contented baboon. He was old.


  Mr. Peldo waited for Edna and Luther to go around to the living quarters in the back. “Put the capuchin in with Bess,” he said, then. “Ought to have a stout one. Hop to it, Sol, I can’t stand here holding this all day.”


  “ ’nother stray?”


  “You—might say.”


  Sol shrugged and transferred the raucous little monkey from his carved wood cage to the parrot dome.


  Then he looked back. Mr. Peldo was holding the jacketbundle down on a table with both hands. Whatever was inside was moving in violent spasms, not the way a dog moves or a Yabbit. There were tiny sounds.


  “Give me a hand,” Mr. Peldo said, and Sol helped him put the bundle, jacket and all, into the cage. They locked it.


  “This’ll do for a while,” Mr. Peldo said, “until I can build a proper one. Now mind, Sol, you keep your mouth strictly shut about this. Shut.”


  Sol didn’t answer. His nose had snapped upward and he held a clinched hand behind his ear.


  “Listen, you,” Sol said.


  Mr. Peldo took his fingers off the sport coat, which had begun to show a purplish stain through.


  “First time it ever happened in sixteen years,” Sol said.


  The silence roared. The silent pet shop roared and burst and pulsed with tension, quiet electric tension. The animals didn’t move anywhere in the room. Mr. Peldo’s eyes darted from cage to cage, seeing the second strangest thing he had ever seen: unmoving snakes, coiled or supine, but still, as though listening; monkeys hidden in far comers, haunched; rabbits—even their noses quiet and frozen—; white mice huddled at the bottom of mills that turned in cautious, diminishing arcs, frightened, staring creatures.


  The phlegm in Mr. Peldo’s throat racked loose.


  Then it was quiet again. Though not exactly quiet.


  Sol quit his survey of the animals and turned back to the occupant of the capuchin’s cage. The sport jacket glistened with stain now and from within the dark folds there was a scrabbling and a small gurgling sound.


  Then the jacket fell away.


  “Tom-hell, Jake!” Sol said.


  The animals had begun to scream, all of them, all at once.


  “Not a word to anyone now, Sol! Promise.”


  Mr. Peldo feasted. He stared and stared, feeling satisfaction.


  “What in glory is it?” Sol inquired above the din.


  “A pet,” Mr. Peldo answered, simply.


  “Pet, hey?”


  “We’ll have to build a special cage for it,” Mr. Peldo beamed. “Say, bet there ain’t many like this one! No, sir. We’ll have to read up on it so’s we can get the feeding right and all . . .”


  “You read up.” Sol’s eyes were large. The air was filled with the wild beating of birds’ wings.


  Mr. Peldo was musing. “By the way, Sol, what you suppose it could be?”


  The old man cocked his head to one side, peered from slitted eyes, picked out the crumpled sport jacket quickly and let it fall to the floor. It dropped heavily and exuded a sick water smell. Sol shrugged.


  “Cross between a whale,” he said, “and a horsefly, near’s I can see.


  “Maybe it’s valuable—you think?” Mr. Peldo’s ideas were growing.


  “Couldn’t say. Most likely not, in the face of it.”


  The chittering sound rose into a sort of staccato wail, piercing, clear over the frantic pets.


  “Where in thunder you get it?”


  “He didn’t. I did.” It was Luther, scowling, in his nightclothes.


  “Go to bed. Go away.”


  “I found Fritzchen in the water. He likes me.”


  “Out!”


  “Dirty stinking rotten lousy rotten stealer!”


  Sol put his fingers into his ears and shut his eyes.


  Luther made a pout and advanced towards Fritzchen’s cage. The sobbing noises ceased.


  “He hadda lock you up. Yeah. I was gonna let you loose again.” The boy glared at his father. “See how he loves me.” Luther put his face up to the cage, and as he did so the small animal came forward, ponderously, with suctionlike noises from its many legs.


  Mr. Peldo looked disinterested. He inspected his watchstem. Neither he nor Sol saw what happened.


  Luther stamped his foot and yelled. The right side of his face was covered with something that gathered and dripped down.


  “Luther!” It was Mr. Peldo’s wife. She ran into the room and looked at the cage. “Oh, that nasty thing!” She stormed out, clutching her son’s pink ear.


  “Damn woman will drive me crazy,” Mr. Peldo said. Then he noticed that the shop was quiet again. Sol had thrown the damp jacket over Fritzchen’s cage. There was only the sobbing.


  “Funny!”


  Mr. Peldo bent down, lifted the end of the coat and put his face close. He jerked back with abnormal speed, swabbing at his cheek.


  There was a sound like a drowning kitten’s purr.


  Luther stood in the back doorway. Hate and astonishment contorted his features. “That’s all he cares about me when I only wanted to be good to him! Now he loves you, dirty rotten—.”


  “Look, boy, your father’s getting might tired of—.”


  “Yeah, well, he’ll be sorry.”


  Fritzchen began to chitter again.


  When Mr. Peldo returned to the shop after dinner, he found a curious thing. Bess, the parrot, lay on her side, dead.


  Everything else was normal. The animals were wakeful or somnolent but normal. Fritzchen’s cage was covered with a canvas and there was silence from within.


  Mr. Peldo inspected Bess and was horrified to discover the bird’s condition. She lay inundated in an odd miasmic jelly which had hardened and was now spongey to the touch. It covered her completely. What was more, extended prodding revealed that something had happened to Bess’s insides.


  They were gone.


  And without a trace. Even the bones. Bess was little more than skin and feathers.


  Mr. Peldo recalled the substance that had struck his face when he examined Fritzchen’s cage the last time. In a frenzy he pulled off the tarpaulin. But Fritzchen was there and the cage was as securely locked as ever.


  And easily twenty feet from the parrot dome.


  He went back and found the capuchin staring at him out of quizzical eyes.


  Luther, of course. Monster boy. Spoiled bug of a child. He had an active imagination. Probably rigged the whole thing, like the time he emasculated the parakeet in an attempt to turn it inside out.


  Mr. Peldo was ungratified that the animals had not yet gotten used to Fritzchen. They began their harangue, so he switched off the light and waited for his eyes to accustom themselves to the moonlight. Moonlight comes fast to small towns near rivers.


  Fritzchen must be sleeping.


  Curled like a baby anaconda, legs slender filaments adhering to the cage floor, the tender tiny tail tucked around so that the tip rested just inside the immense mouth.


  Mr. Peldo studied the animal. He watched the mouth especially, noting its outsized relationship to the rest of the body.


  But—Mr. Peldo peered—could it actually be that Fritzchen was larger? Surely not. The stomach did seem fatter, yet the finely ground hamburger, the dish of milk, the oysters, sat to one side, untouched. Nor had the accommodating bathing and drinking pool been disturbed.


  Then he noticed, for the first time, that the mouth had no teeth. There did not appear to be a gullet! And the spiny snout, with its florid green cup, was not a nose after all, for the nose was elsewhere.


  But most curious of all, Fritzchen had grown. Oh, yes, grown. No doubt about it.


  Mr. Peldo retired hours later with sparkling visions of wealth. He would contact—somebody appropriate—and sell his find for many hundreds of thousands of dollars. Then he would run away to Europe and play with a different woman every night until he died of his excesses.


  He was awakened a short-time later by Sol, who informed him that the bird of paradise and one dalmatian pup had died during the night. He knew because he’d heard the racket from clean across the street.


  “Oh, not. the ooo wow-wow,” said Edna. “Not the liddle puppy!”


  Luther sat up in bed, interested.


  “How’d it happen?” Mr. Peldo said.


  “Don’t know. No good way for definite sure.” Sol’s eyelids almost closed. “Their innards is gone.”


  Edna put her head beneath the covers.


  “Fritzchen?”


  “Guess. Y’ough’t’a do somethin’ with that crittur. Bad actor.”


  “He got out—that it?”


  “Hey-up. Or somebody let him out. Cage is all locked up tight as wax,’n it wailin’ like a banshee.”


  Mr. Peldo whirled to face his son, who stuck out his tongue.


  “See here, young fellow, we’re going to get to the bottom of this. If I find out that you—.”


  “Don’t think t’was the lad,” Sol said.


  “Why not?”


  “Wa’l . . . that there thing is thrice the size t’was yesterday when you brung’er in.”


  “No.”


  “No nothin’. Stomach’s pooched out like it’s fit to bust.”


  Mr. Peldo got up and rubbed his hand over his bald head.


  “But look, Sol, if it didn’t get out, and—Luther, you didn’t let it out, did you?”


  “No, ma’am.”


  “—then how we going to blame it? Maybe there’s a disease going around.”


  “I know, I know,” Luther sang, swinging his feet in the air. “His nose can go longer.”


  “Be still, boy.”


  “Well, it can! I saw it. Fritzchen did it on the beach—hit a bird ’way out over the water and he didn’t move out of my hands.”


  “What happened to the bird, Luther?”


  “Well, it got stuck up with this stuff Fritzchen has inside him, so it couldn’t do anything. Then when it was all glued, Fritzchen pulled it back closer to him and shot out his nose and put his nose inside the bird’s mou—”


  Mr. Peldo felt his cheek, where the molasses had gathered that time. Both he and Luther had thought of it as an affectionate gesture, no worse than a St. Bernard leaping and pawing over you, raking your face, covering you with friendly, doggy slobber.


  That’s why Luther had gotten angry.


  But Fritzchen wasn’t being affectionate. It didn’t work only because Fritzchen was too small, or they had been too big.


  Mr. Peldo remembered Bess.


  Edna poked her head out of the covers and said, “You listen to that! The neighbors will kill us!”


  The sounds from the shop were growing stronger and louder and more chaotic.


  Mr. Peldo dashed to the hall and returned with a telephone book. “Here,” he said, tossing it to his wife, “get the numbers of all the zoos and museums.”


  “He’s mine, he’s mine!” Luther screeched.


  Sol, who was old, said, “Jake, you never you mind about that. You just fished up something quaar, is all, and the best thing you can do is chuck’er smack back where she come from.”


  “Edna—. Get those numbers, do you hear me? All the museums in the state. I’ll be back.”


  The wailing had reached a crescendo now.


  And Luther had disappeared.


  Mr. Peldo put on a robe and hurried across the frosty lawn to the back door of the shop.


  “Luther!”


  The small boy had a box of kitchen matches, holding a cluster of these in his hands, lighting them and hurling them into Fritzchen’s cage. The fiery sticks landed; there was a cry of pain and then the matches spluttered out against moist skin.


  “Luther!”


  “I wanted to be good to you,” Luther was saying, “but then you hadda take up with him! Yeah, well, now you’ll see!”


  Mr. Peldo threw his son out the door.


  The painful wail became an intermittent cry: a strange cry, not unmelodious.


  Mr. Peldo looked into the great jeweled milk-white eyes of the creature and dodged as the snout unrolled like a party favor, spraying a fine crystal glaze of puce jam.


  Fritzchen stood erect. He—it—had changed. There were antennae where no antennae had been; many of the legs had developed claws; the mouth, which had been toothless the day before, was now filled with sharp brown needles. Fritzchen had been fifteen inches high when Mr. Peldo first saw him. Now he stood over thirty inches.


  Still time, though. Time for everything.


  Mr. Peldo looked at the animal until his eyes hurt; then he saw the newspaper on the floor. It was soaked with what looked like shreds of liquid soap-jelly, greenish, foul with the odor of seaweed and other things. On it lay a bird and a small dog.


  He felt sad for a moment. But then he thought again of some of the things he had dreamed a long time ago, of what he had now, and he determined to make certain telephone calls.


  A million dollars, or almost, probably. They’d—oh, they’d stuff Fritzchen, at. all odds, or something like that.


  “Dirty rotten lousy—.”


  Luther had come back. He had a crumpled-up magazine saturated with oil and lighter fluid. The magazine was on fire.


  The monkeys and the rabbits and the mice and the goldfish and the cats and birds and dogs shrilled in fear. But Fritzchen didn’t.


  Fritzchen howled only once. Or lowed: a deep sound from somewhere in the middle of his body that seemed to come from his body and not just his mouth. It was an eerily mournful sound that carried a new tone, a tone of helplessness. Then the creature was silent.


  By the time Mr. Peldo reached the cage, Luther had thrown in the paper and was squirting inflammable fluid from a can. The fire burned fiercely.


  “I told you,”. Luther said, pettishly.


  When the fire was pulled and scattered and trampled out, an ugly thing remained in the cage. An ugly blackened thing that made no noise.


  Luther began to cry.


  Then he stopped.


  And Mr. Peldo stopped chasing him.


  Sol and Edna in the doorway didn’t move either.


  They all listened.


  It could have been a crazed elephant shambling madly through a straw village . . .


  Or a whale blind with the pain of sharp steel, thrashing and leaping in illimitable waters . . .


  Or it could have been a massive hawk swooping in outraged vengeance upon the killers of her young . . .


  The killers of her young!


  In that moment before the rustling sound grew huge; before the windows shattered and the great nightmarish shadow came into the shop, Mr. Peldo understood the meaning of Fritzchen’s inconsolable cries.


  They were the cries of a lost infant for its mother


  GATEWAY TO YAMARA


  E. Everett Evans


  A STRANGE GATE LED HIM TO A STRANGE FATE . . . AND AN UNDREAMED-OF NEW LIFE!


  “Watcher of the Gate reporting to Yamara. Two men-things from above have climbed within the Walls, and one of them has just stumbled through the Gate.”


  “Report received. Continue your watch.”


  The graceful young woman stretched lazily, then concentrated curiously. She saw an enclosure of about an acre’s extent, surrounded by a weatherbeaten wall. This, in turn, was concentrically surrounded by a similar but larger wall, thirty feet away.


  Within the enclosure a slim, good-looking young man was staring with amazement at a sort of shimmering spot of light in the center of the encircled space. Even as she looked, he took a few rapid steps forward into the haze of light. Instantly he disappeared from the enclosure.


  THERE WAS a moment of vertigo that wracked him, and then Fred Foxe fell to the ground—or rather, fell further than the ground on which he had been walking. About three or four feet, he guessed, as he picked himself up, unhurt but surprised.


  He saw his companion, George Roberts, standing a few feet away, also apparently unhurt. The other was looking around him with a puzzled expression in his usually stolid face.


  George turned and saw him.


  “Fred,” he said. “The walls—they’re gone.”


  The statement startled Foxe, and he glanced back quickly. A feeling of consternation ran through his veins like a thread of ice.


  He turned again and took one swift, comprehensive look about his new surroundings. He saw a little clearing, carpeted with a heavy growth of tall, rank grass of which every stalk bore on its tip a small, star-shaped blossom of some pastel color. There was jungle beyond, huge fem trees that spread intense gloom below them. The air was hot and steamy. An upward glance at the sun hanging low over the trees shocked him. It was a swollen, blood-red sun. After a moment, he nodded to himself, and the sense of shock passed.


  “Well,” he said aloud. “Were where we expected to be—approximately.”


  Roberts turned slowly. “Yeah? Where are we, anyway?”


  Fred smiled. “Just about where we were a minute ago, George. But . . .” he added, “. . . I wouldn’t say we were anywhere in Canada or the United States, or even in North America. Lord knows what this continent is shaped like right now.”


  “What in the devil are you talking about?” Roberts grunted impatiently. “Are we here, or aren’t we?”


  “Don’t you see, George?” Fred said, his grin warm with victory. “We did it! We found the Time Gate—and we got through it! When I got you into this deal I told you the stories the Indians have been telling me—and this proves that they were right!”


  Roberts looked around ruefully. “You got me into something, all right,” he said. “These jungles look worse than the ones you dragged me through in the South Pacific. Think there are any Japanese snipers in those trees?”


  “I doubt it,” Fred smiled. “Old as the Japanese Empire is, it’s not even a gleam in the Sun Goddess’ eye right now.”


  “Right now! Right now!” Roberts said nervously. “You keep saying that! When is right now, anyway?”


  Fred was thoughtful. “That’s just it. When we passed through that shimmering spot of light back there inside the walls, we didn’t travel very far in space, but I think we went a long, long way back in time. The Indian legends I’ve been listening to mentioned repeatedly a ‘Time Gate’ into which people disappeared, never to be seen again. And I think that spot of light was it.”


  Roberts, huge, stubborn fighter that he was, who had been cool and daring under enemy fire as Fred’s patrol leader in the Pacific, shivered frankly. “It don’t sound so good, does it?”


  Fred looked at him grimly. “Sorry you came, Sergeant? I told you the score. You said my years of wandering around the Canadian hills for my doctor’s degree in paleontology and listening to old Indian legends had sent me off my rocker, but you agreed to come looking for this place, anyway. You came of your own free, will—so don’t start griping now.”


  “Yeah, okay, Lieutenant,” Roberts agreed grimly. “I ain’t got nobody to blame but myself for listening to your crazy talk about time gates and wacked-up Indians.” Then he grinned. “But I never was as smart as you was, so give it to me again—slow. Just where are we?”


  “I think,” said Fred slowly, “that Time Gate is a place where the Past and the Present meet; that when we went through it we went backwards in time a thousand or a million centuries. I’m positive we’re now in some pre-history age, but in the same geographical location.”


  “Ain’t eddication wonderful!” Roberts said witheringly. He looked around again, then exclaimed, “Hey, lookit the sun.”


  “I did. Eons ago the sun appeared much larger and redder than it does back in our normal time.”


  “You mean it really isn’t any bigger?”


  “No, it’s just the refraction of this heavier, damper air that makes it seem so big. Like the moon does some nights. But, whenever or wherever we are, we’d better see about whether or not we can get back when we want to. I’m not particularly anxious to stay here the rest of my life.”


  “Gosh, me neither.”


  “The ground level is apparently lower than back in our time,” Foxe said as they both turned and looked back. “I remember falling several feet when I came through. But I can’t see anything to show where the gate is, can you? No shimmer of light; no anything.”


  Roberts searched carefully. “Me neither.” Then their situation seemed to penetrate. “Yipe! What a spot!” he groaned.


  “Uh-huh!” Fred agreed.


  There was a strained silence between them as they carefully examined the ground. Soon Roberts called, and Foxe joined him. They examined even more carefully a spot which showed some marks in the dirt, above the grasses and other weird vegetation had been crunched and broken.


  “This must be where we landed.” Foxe was feeling in the air with his hands as he spoke. Finding nothing, he picked up a rather long stick and tried with that to locate the enigmatic and illusive time fault through which they had fallen.


  “Now, Yamara?”


  “Wait! He intrigues me. He has passed the first barrier; he has scientific curiosity.”


  “Which one do you mean, Yamara?”


  “Silence, stupid fool!”


  “Well, that’s that,” Foxe said at last. “It appears we stay here for some time, at least. That being the case, we’d better fix us some sort of place to live in.”


  “Yeah, the afternoon’s about gone. What kinda place?”


  “All the jungle stories I’ve read seem to speak favorably of some sort of a tree-house. Find a couple or stout limbs that’re parallel, build a floor across them with branches . . .”


  “. . . and put up some sides and a roof, eh?”


  “Sure. That puts you away from the larger ground animals, if any, and all you got to worry about are tree-climbing cats.”


  “Speaking of animals, how much ammo you got?” Roberts counted rapidly. “I only got thirty rifle shells, and a couple extra clips for my automatic.”


  “I have twenty-seven shells and four full clips,” Foxe inventoried.


  “And our hatchets and skinning knives. Boy, we’ll have to be careful not to waste no shots.”


  They started across the clearing toward the jungle, searching for a tree large and strong enough for their purpose, yet easily climbable. Foxe, in die lead as usual, was intensely interested in the giant fem-trees, which so clearly showed him they were now in the Carboniferous age-period.


  “There’ll be coal and oil under and about those walls, in the present,” he thought, then grinned to himself, “the old present.”


  The jungle was heavily undergrown with bushes, interspersed with fallen branches, rotting leaves and fronds from an incalculable number of preceding centuries, making the going tough. There was a riot of color everywhere, from millions of strange blossoms, which covered not only the ground but much of the trees as well. There were huge creepers or lianas that drooped from and made strange interlaced patterns between the trees.


  Foxe was pleased to discover that he could still enjoy this breathtakingly beautiful scene, even while he was trembling inwardly at their dangerous predicament. He pushed resolutely on.


  Suddenly he heard a groan and a curse behind him. Swiveling about, he recoiled at the sight of a tremendous snake, looped along the branch of a tree under which he had just passed. Its head and a dozen feet of its enormous body were swinging downward. Cold with sudden revulsion, he saw his friend struggling helplessly yet valiantly in its constrictive coils.


  Wave on wave of sickness flooded Foxe, for he had a phobia against snakes. But he fought it down and, tugging his hatchet from his belt, ran forward toward the struggling man and serpent.


  Roberts saw him coming and yelled, “Watch his head. Don’t let him fang you!”


  “Constrictors aren’t venomous!” Foxe yelled back. He leaped onto the cold, writhing body. His hatchet slashed cruelly into the reptilian body. Roberts’ arms were so pinioned by the coils about him that he could not move to fight in his own defense, although his heavy-shod feet were kicking at the snake’s body where he could reach it.


  The huge python squirmed and twisted more swiftly, seeking now to envelope this new foe in its great coils.


  Foxe kept chopping at the same time trying to keep himself from being encoiled. One of the evolutions of the snake freed Roberts’ left arm. He quickly yanked his knife from its belt-sheath and joined Foxe in slashing at the great body.


  It was hard to hit twice in the same place on that swiftly moving sinuousness. But they kept at it. Great wounds were beginning to sap the reptile’s enormous strength. Its movements became slightly slower. The men’s chopping and slashing blows were now more accurately placed. They managed to greatly enlarge one wound. Finally Foxe chopped completely through the backbone. He and Roberts concentrated on that spot, and soon cut through the huge body.


  The severed section, still convulsively entwined about Roberts, and with Foxe clinging to it, dropped to the ground, where it continued its writhings. Aided by Foxe, the imprisoned man was finally extricated from the horrid folds.


  “You hurt?” Foxe gasped anxiously.


  “Nope, just winded and squoze.” Roberts staggered away from the remains, and sank to the ground.


  Foxe leaned against a nearby tree. “Snakes! Ugh! Hate ’em. To actually touch one . . . I never have thought I . . .” He was nauseatingly sick.


  When at last he recovered a bit, Foxe saw Roberts sitting on the ground, silently watching, sympathetic.


  “Looks like that tree-house idea ain’t so hot,” the big man said finally. “Especially if that baby’s got any relatives. Maybe we better go back to the clearing, make a fire, and stand watches this first night. Tomorrow maybe we can figure out something better, eh?”


  “You’re right there. No more of this damned jungle for me during the dark. Me for the wide-open spaces.”


  ‘“Now, Yamara? They destroyed Teffani!”


  “Wait, I tell you! He had great physical and psychic courage. The second barrier could not stop him.”


  “Of what barriers do you speak, Yamara?”


  “You would not understand.


  Watch, protect, and do not molest!”


  “I hear and obey!”


  Beside a blazing fire, Fred Foxe stood looking about the deepening shadows of the unfamiliar world. A few feet away his companion lay stretched out in highly vocal slumber. They had dined on the last of their rations. It had been too late to think of hunting for meat, nor had they seen any small animals as yet at any time.


  As soon as they had returned to the clearing, they started gathering a great pile of dry wood for their night-fire. Roberts carried the heaviest loads, although Foxe used his lesser strength just as vigorously. But soon he noticed that his huge companion was carrying smaller loads; that he was beginning to stop and rest frequently; that he often rubbed his sides as though to relieve a pain.


  “Take off your shirt, George,” Foxe commanded. “I want to have a look at you. That snake must’ve hurt you.”


  “Aw, it’s nothing.”


  “Then I want to see nothing!” He helped remove the shirt, and gasped aloud at the great black and blue welts revealed.


  “I take first watch, George, and no arguing,” he snapped. “You lie down and get some rest and sleep. You’re lots worse off than you’ll ever admit. Those bruises aren’t going to heal in a few minutes, you know. Man, you’ve really been squeezed. Sure no ribs are broken?”


  “Well, all right, Lieutenant,” George agreed slowly. “No, there’s no ribs busted. And you be sure and call me at midnight. I’m no sissy, Fred, and I can take . . .”


  “Okay, Okay, I’ll call you. Now pipe down. Make yourself comfortable and rest. One good thing, it’s hot enough here so we won’t catch cold sleeping on the ground without bags or blankets.”


  It was, indeed, humidly hot. Both men had long since shed the heavy mackinaws they had been wearing against the Canadian winter cold before they came through the Time Gate.


  “One sleeps, Yamara. The other stands guard, but is drowsing.”


  “Watch and protect, but do not allow yourself to be seen.”


  “I do not understand your forbearance, but I hear and obey.”


  But Foxe was not drowsing. His eyes were continually darting about, watching closely his surroundings, even if his body was still.


  A sudden movement, half-seen from the comer of his eye, roused him to greater vigilance. He wheeled to face it, his rifle at the ready. Just within the fringe of jungle growth he saw a dim, wraith-like figure gliding noiselessly among the bushes and between the boles of the fem-trees.


  Foxe threw more wood on the fire, then examined more closely this strange apparition in the light of the higher-leaping flames. This time he saw not one but a number of them. Slowly revolving his body he could now see them all around him, all moving so silently, seemingly aimless.


  Yet the two men were completely surrounded.


  Foxe stood perfectly still for moments, nervously watching. Slowly he lifted his rifle. He tried to pierce the gloomy depths to see more clearly who or what was out there. Several times he was on the point of waking Roberts, but each time withheld as the mysterious, spectre-like figures made no hostile move.


  “Doggoned if I can make out whether they’re men, animals or what,” he muttered. The thought of ghostly spirits entered his mind, but he pushed it roughly aside. “I don’t think they’re men—those shapes are too amorphous for that. And if they’re animals, they’re like nothing I ever saw or heard of.”


  He strode forward with what he hoped was the appearance of boldness. “Might as well find out now as later,” he grunted. The misty, phantom shapes did not seem to retreat before his advance, merely continued their apparently aimless moving about.


  Suddenly the night air was rent with peal on peal of raucous guffaws that echoed among the trees and across the clearing, waking Roberts and bringing him to his feet with a bound, to find Foxe almost doubled up with laughter.


  “What’s up?” Roberts demanded, running forward, his gun ready in his hand.


  “You are,” Foxe replied at last, wiping the tears from his eyes. “So now you can take over and let me get some sleep. Boy, that was the grand champion of all waking nightmares! Thought we were being surrounded by a ghostly army, and it’s just those masses of drifting fog-mists.


  “Aw, go get some shut-eye, you slap-happy sap.”


  “I intend to. How are you feeling now?”


  “Okay. Plenty stiff and sore yet, but not as bad as I was. The rest did me good.”


  “It is afraid of shadows and dancing mists, Yamara.”


  “Yet now he sleeps calmly. It takes fineness of character and mental stability to overcome the barriers of the Unknown. The future race we seek must have those characteristics—and that delicious sense of humor.”


  Day woke up, yawned rosily, and smiled upon the visitors from the far future. Riotous noises broke out from myriads of strange-looking birds. Whether they sang only at dawn, or the men had been too preoccupied to hear them before, was a question the two debated briefly.


  After a breakfast of fruits which Foxe saw the birds eating, and so considered safe for human consumption, the men set out to search for water. A little gurgling brook not over a dozen yards into the jungle across the glade, provided not only this but also yielded some very fine fish which big George Roberts, happy at the chance to supplement his meagre breakfast, carried back to the fire and cooked. It tasted, but did not look like, trout.


  “Well, we won’t starve, at least,” Roberts licked his fingers and belched contentedly as they stood on the bank of the stream once more.


  “And this brook’ll make a pathway for us to start our explorations,” Foxe declared. He began to move upstream, and Roberts followed. As he pushed along, Foxe blazed several trees along the bank so that they could find their way back to the clearing of the Gate.


  They had gone several miles, sometimes having to hack their way through walls of dangling branches, fronds or lianas. Roberts was leading when they broke through a last wall of heavy growth to find that the narrow brook widened into a more marsh-like place, another semiclearing.


  Foxe saw Roberts striding forward even faster, but soon noticed that the big man was having increasing difficulty in lifting his feet each time he set one down.


  “Stay back, Fred!” Roberts yelled suddenly. “It’s quicksand, or something like that.” He tried to turn back, but Foxe saw that even in the brief pause his companion had become mired nearly to his knees.


  Foxe swiftly began gathering a quantity of large, fallen fernfronds and was laying them as a pavement when Roberts, twisting at the hips to look backward, saw him. “Stay out of here, you darned fool! No use you getting caught, too!” His own efforts to extricate himself seemed but to drag him in deeper.


  “Stand still, George!” Foxe commanded peremptorily. “You won’t sink so fast if you don’t struggle. I’ll get to you pronto!”


  But he didn’t, for no matter how thick he piled his improvised paving, it would not hold his weight.


  “Well, it was nice knowing you, pal,” Roberts grinned, whitefaced. By this time he was in nearly to his hips.


  “Shut up, you dope,” Foxe snapped, but there was a catch in his voice. “We’re not licked yet.


  Looking swiftly and purposefully about, he ran back towards the edge of the jungle. Clambering into a small tree, he hacked furiously at a long, tough liana with his hatchet. It took only moments to cut off a long section and this he carried back to the slough. It took several attempts, but he finally managed to throw one end so that Roberts could catch it.


  Foxe dug his heels into the ground and started pulling. His face grew red, cords stood out in his neck, and his muscles ached with the strain, but the suction of the muck merely pulled the lighter man forward, rather than releasing the imprisoned man.


  “Stand by to go to their aid, but wait out of sight.”


  “Why, Yamara? It is an easy way to be rid of them.”


  “You dare question me? Obey, instantly!”


  “I guess it’s no use, George,” Foxe panted, his strength gone, his limbs trembling from the strain.


  “Tie your end around a tree. I’ll pull myself out.”


  Foxe did so, and the muscles on Roberts’ powerful arms, shoulders and back stood out in ridges as he put all his splendid strength into effect. Slow, heart-breaking moments passed as the tug of war continued. Inch by hard-fought inch Roberts was withdrawing his imprisoned body from the gripping quicksand. But that terrible constriction of the snake had taken toll of his vitality; his struggles became weaker and less successful long before he had released a quarter of his submerged body.


  Desperately Foxe looked around him, trying to think of some method of more efficient leverage. His searching eyes noticed a slim but stout-looking tree that seemed more like the trees he knew than those other arboreous ferns. At once a childhood trick sprang into his memory.


  “Got an idea, George! Slack off a minute!”


  With a quick twist he unfastened his end of the liana and, holding it clasped firmly in one hand, climbed as fast as possible up the sapling. As he neared the top, it bent further and further beneath his weight. When he dared climb no higher for fear of breaking or splintering the trunk, he tightly tied the liana to it.


  “Get set, George!” he yelled. “Be ready for the yank when I jump!”


  “Right! Let ’er go!”


  Glancing down to see that the way was clear below him, Foxe yelled “Geronimo!” and sprang away and down from the bentover tree. As it whipped back into place, Roberts was pulled clear of the sucking bog and lay, panting and winded, on the edge of more solid ground.


  “He has loyalty, too, and resourcefulness. These, too, are characteristics the race needs.”


  Back in the clearing of the Gate, which somehow neither of them wanted to leave for very long, both men slept long and soundly that night, not bothering to keep watch. The great, swollen sun was well up into the sky when they finally woke and arose. A bath in the brook, and they ate ravenously, then made ready for the day’s expedition, this time in the opposite direction.


  This time Foxe led the way. They had gone less than a quarter of a mile when, through the foliage to their right, a building of some sort was glimpsed.


  It appeared to be of the same sort of stone construction as the two great walls back in the Canadian woods, but riot weathered and old as they were.


  “What on earth is that?” Roberts gasped.


  “I don’t know,” Foxe shook his head while he studied the strange structure. “Looks like it might be a castle. Or more probably,” as an afterthought, “a temple of some sort. But we certainly want to look at it.”


  “Well, what you waiting for? Let’s get going.”


  “Yamara, they approach directly to the Place of Living.”


  “I observe. Test them. But do not kill!”


  The two men had turned to wade ashore when a sudden noise stopped them. Almost at once a gigantic, lizard-like snout appeared, followed by a long neck and the forefeet of a huge body.


  The thing stopped, too, as it spied them, then with a coughing grunt came on toward them at surprising speed.


  “Back, fast!” Roberts yelled as he whirled and started back up the creek. “No room to fight here. Back to the clearing!”


  Foxe was almost treading on the big man’s heels in the retreat. Splashing, stumbling through the foot-deep water, they reached the glade barely a few yards ahead of their pursuer. As soon as they were on dry land they separated, and turned to fire.


  “Aim at the eyes!” Roberts yelled again as they fired at the great head of the giant reptile. The beast was about forty feet long from nose-tip to end of horny-skinned tail. It stood about fifteen feet high at the shoulders. The (extended neck was carapaced, the head long and snouted, the open mouth exposing a large number of sharp-pointed teeth.


  Their shots were hitting the monster, biting and spanging against its thick, bony hide, disconcerting it so that it seemed in a great state of indecision, turning first toward one and then the other of the men. Its movements were so erratic and swift that Roberts’ idea of blinding it was not so easily carried out.


  Both men were on the move every second, to escape the rushes of the huge dinosaur, its darting head, or its threshing tail. Its skin of bone-like, over-lapping plates or scales seemed to stop most of the bullets, although it was beginning to bleed in places.


  Suddenly Roberts stumbled just as the thing was starting in his direction. Foxe saw him try to roll out of the way, but the giant also stumbled. A great foot stepped squarely on the man’s head.


  “George!” Fred Foxe howled in bitter anguish.


  “Yamara, I . . .”


  “I saw. It was accident. I do not condemn.”


  In a furious rage, Foxe started pumping bullets at the giant saurian. Then he steadied, quickly, grimly, and with his shots tried to locate and puncture the heart or some other vital spot.


  The huge reptile swung about and started in the direction from which that hail of stinging bullets was coming. Foxe ran to one side, then turned towards the rear of the monster. There was a tremendous swish of the great tail, which caught Foxe squarely in the side. He felt a wave of pain, then realized he was flying through the air. He landed with a shattering impact, and fainted.


  “Yamara, the blow knocked him through the Gate!”


  “I observed. Again I know it was unintentional.”


  “Orders, Yamara?”


  “Do nothing, but get out of sight. He is of the breed that will return, for he has pertinacity of purpose. See, even now he awakes and is crawling back to the Gate.”


  “Then it were better to kill him.”


  “Silence, fool! He has the qualities the future race must have. And leave that other body alone until I give word to move it.”


  Fred Foxe came out of his dazed faint to find himself back inside the inner wall surrounding the Time Gate. Groggily he. sat up, then crawled over to where he and Roberts had dropped their packs when they first climbed down inside the inner wall. He carefully skirted the Gate in doing so.


  From his own pack he got a bar of concentrated food and a can of fruit juice, upon which he lunched, shivering in the winter cold as he did so. When finished eating, he took a couple of antifatigue pills, then lit a cigarette. Getting out the first-aid kit, he applied antiseptic to and bandaged his various cuts and scratches, and taped his badly-sprained wrist.


  Then he stood up slowly, looked around at the familiar Canadian woods, at the distant Rockies. At the foot of that peak was the Indian village they had started from—when was it? Days ago, weeks, a month? Beyond that stretched the long trail out of this little-explored region, and at the end of it, civilization, the modern world as he knew it.


  He turned and looked at the shimmering light of the Gate. And beyond that lay the dead body of George Roberts, his buddy, who had fought at his side through so many dangers, only to end this way.


  He picked up the two packs, pitched them through that enigmatic, shimmering Gate, then jumped through it. Expecting the drop, he landed standing.


  His first task was to dig a grave in the soft loam at the edge of the little clearing with a trenching shovel. In this he reverently buried the remains of his unfortunate friend.


  “So long, fellow. You were a real man!” he saluted the long mound.


  Making sure both rifles were loaded, he slung one over his shoulder, and with the other at the ready in his hands started once more down the little creek. His sharp eyes peered carefully about and ahead, lest he again be taken unawares by one of those fierce denizens of this primitive world.


  “Yamara, he comes again.”


  “As I told you he would. He has every good trait of character that we desire. Your task with him is done. Return to your watch of the Gate.”


  “I hear and obey.”


  As he again caught sight of the now forbidding stone temple or castle, Fred Foxe left the little stream and proceeded more cautiously than ever towards the strange edifice. He climbed warily up the broad stone steps, and went slowly through the opened doorway. Inside he saw a fairly large, bare room, about thirty feet square, he guessed. Leading from it on the other three sides were hallways, empty, dim and mysterious.


  He stood motionless, undecided as to which way to go first, when suddenly he had the strangest feeling, as though a will other than his own had taken charge of his mind and was forcing him to enter the right-hand hall. Down this he walked for about fifty feet, his curiosity keeping him from objecting to such cavalier treatment. Coming at last to a large wooden door, he opened it.


  Instantly the strange mental control was withdrawn, and he gasped at the sight before him. This stone room was barbarically yet beautifully decorated with dozens of softly-tanned skins of various beasts, most of which he could not recognize, spread about the floor. There were huge hanging drapes and tapestries covering the walls, and brilliant flowers were strewn everywhere about the room. But his eyes noted those things only in one passing glance.


  For in the center of the room was a stone bench or bed, covered thickly with more of the soft furs and with silken robes of various hues. On it half-reclined a girl or young woman, whose startling beauty held him rooted to the spot. There was something fascinatingly lovely about her.


  “Her coloring!” he marveled then, as he saw it more clearly. “That long, wavy hair is a silver-blue. Can it be a wig? But it doesn’t seem like one. And that pearly-grey skin!” He noted that, grey though it was, it was a living, healthy luster, and after the first shock it was unutterably lovely—far from the dead-grey one sees in very ill people.


  He advanced several steps nearer her, drawn by the glowing welcome in her glorious eyes. When he was close enough, he saw that they were a deep lavender, almost the shade of purple fleur-de-lis. Altogether, she was the loveliest woman he had ever seen.


  “Hello,” Foxe said hoarsely at last. “I hope I’m not intruding. But it seemed as though I was rather expected to come here.”


  She spoke in reply, and her voice was musical, but her words were meaningless to him. However, her smile was entrancing, and when she beckoned him to come to her, he slipped his guns and packs to the floor. He went up to the couch. She extended her graceful hand to him, grasped his, and drew him down beside her on the couch.


  His heart was beating rapidly as her fragrance assailed him. She looked deeply into his eyes, and he felt his senses leaving him—and realized just as he dropped off that he was being very swiftly and thoroughly hypnotized. He was asleep before he could fight back.


  When he awakened—he had no conception of how long he had been under—he was amazed to find that he could understand her words, could reply in her own language, although his tongue had some trouble making the strange sounds his mind knew.


  When he remarked on this, she smiled warmly.


  “Yes, it was for that reason I had to place you in sleep, that I might teach you our language quickly. I apologize and hope you are not angry. May I now explain the things you so want to know about me, about us, and this place?”


  She poured two tall goblets full of a sparkling wine, and he sipped appreciatively as he listened to an astounding explanation.


  “I am called Yamara, and I am from the planet known to your scientists as Venus,” she began. “I and others of us came to your Earth for a very special reason, but to make you understand I will have to go back into our planetary history a bit.


  “For some unfortunate biological reason the males of our race have always been very small dwarfs, you would call them. Their heights ranged from two to two and a half of your feet. The females, on the other hand, have always been from five to five and a half feet tall, during maturity.”


  Yamara explained that the race of Venus had a known history of about twenty-five thousand years, and that their science had long ago reached a high point in almost all lines of study.


  “One of our biological chemists,” she continued, her vivid eyes flashing, “finally discovered a drug that would stimulate the male growth glands, and make our men grow taller. It was greeted with great joy by everyone, and put to use at once—too quickly, as it turned out. It was so generally used that in two generations our men began equalling the women in height.


  “This was important to our men,” she said earnestly. “They had always had to battle the psychological effects of a great inferiority of spirit, because of their small size, in spite of the fact that the women always loved and respected them.


  “But soon an appalling thing became apparent.” Foxe felt his blood quicken as he saw tears in her lovely eyes. Obviously, the remembrance brought intense feeling with it. “It was found that the men of the second generation grew tall and strong and mentally splendid until they were about thirty Venerian years old.” She paused, then went on. “Then—then they rapidly deteriorated, and before thirty-five were dead! It all happened so suddenly, so unexpectedly, that this second generation were almost all dead before we could find a counteragent. At present there are less than a thousand native males alive, and since all have taken the growth drug, we know that in a few years all will be dead.”


  Foxe took one of the girl’s slim hands, which gripped his with surprising strength under her emotion. But she continued bravely, telling how the scientists of Venus had long ago developed rockets for flight, and how some daring adventurers had pierced the planet’s eternal cloud-blanket and discovered that which was never visible from the surface—the great universe about them. Huge flying laboratory-observatories had been established in satellite orbits above the clouds, and from these the scientists had learned the secrets of the heavens, including the fact that there were other worlds in the solar System.


  “With the dying off of our men, we put our greatest resources of knowledge and man-power into the construction of interplanetary ships, in the hope of finding assistance on other planets.”


  A crew had made a successful trip to their nearest outer neighbor—the Earth—but had found to their dismay that it was in a very primitive age; that the man-like creatures on Earth were little more than animals.


  “Why, we . . . oh, I see,” Foxe started and interrupted himself. “I keep forgetting that I’m now back in the Carboniferous age.”


  “That’s right. However, our own history made us feel sure that in time these beast-men would develop into real persons, just as ours had done. And, best of all from our viewpoint, these males were as large or larger than their females, which augured well. Our deepest thinkers felt sure it would be possible to open a Way into the future, and this was done in the Time Gate through which you passed.


  “Through this Time Gate from time to time came men of many future ages, whom the Venerian women tried to enlist in their fight for survival. However, they did not want just ‘males’. They desired and needed mates who would have the finest and highest qualities possible, qualities which they wanted their race to possess. For that reason a series of testbarriers had been devised, in order that only those with the proper attributes would be chosen.”


  Foxe shook himself mentally. It sounded like an amazing fantasy, all this she was telling. Yet he felt it was truth. He had fallen more and more under the spell of this bewitchingly lovely Venerian girl. She was, in his eyes, as fine or finer than any Earth girl he had ever known. Like most men, he set high standards for his female companionship, and he had never yet encountered a woman who promised to possess the unique and extraordinary qualities he sought.


  Apparently, from the fact that he was here, listening to her, he had been considered acceptable. But George Roberts—. Why had he been killed?


  Yamara read the question from his mind.


  “That was entirely an accident, for which I am deeply sorry. The guardian creature, whose simple mind I control, was ordered to test you both, but not to kill. But when your friend stumbled, the beast tried to swerve but also stumbled, and stepped on his head. Yes, your friend would have been most welcome.


  “Incidentally, the guardian, Drakoni, was once one of our males, as was Teffani, the great snake you killed. They and other males accompanied our expedition here, and just before their bodies died we transferred their, egos, their life-forces and minds, into those bodies, the best we could find, that they might continue to live and serve us. Unfortunately, they are gradually becoming more beast than man, as the instincts of their bodies gain greater control of their mental processes.


  “But to conclude. This is our problem, and the way we have tried to solve it. The need is desperate, if our race is to survive. We ask your assistance, personally.” The glorious eyes were turned pleadingly upon him, and she leaned toward him, hopefully, imploringly.


  Fred Foxe was almost dazed with the idea. He had no strong personal ties to hold him to Earth or to his own time. It would be a tremendous adventure—going to another planet. And as for Yamara, he was already half—. He tried to stop the thought, flushing as he remembered her mind-reading ability.


  He rose swiftly and paced the room, thinking furiously, for he was an ambulant thinker. Should he go, or not? In a way it was a cold-blooded proposition; in another a great challenge to his manhood.


  “One sure thing,” he muttered to himself, “I’ll never have another moment’s peace of mind if I don’t think this out and decide here and now.” He looked at her.


  “It will take some doing, you know—,” he said, “—to agree to give up everything that is real and familiar to me in my own world.”


  Her gorgeous eyes met his. “I know,” she said softly. “Think carefully before you decide. You are under no compulsion to do this. It-must be entirely of your own free will.”


  He drew a deep breath. “And if I decide—against—?”


  “You will be taken back to the Gate and guided through it,” she said. “No one will hinder you.”


  With some effort he tore his eyes away from her. No compulsion! The temptation to say the hell with everything, that all he wanted was to be with her, was almost overwhelming.


  He continued pacing and thinking. The adventurous excitement of the thing alone was tempting, too. But there was so much more to be considered. Could he possibly find happiness and contentment on Venus, after the first flush of excitement had worn off? Could he exile himself to a new world, to new conditions? Could he leave everyone and everything he knew and liked here?


  For nearly half an hour he prowled forth and back, chainsmoking and studying the problem. He felt sure the girl was not now controlling his mind—that she was wisely leaving it to him to decide for himself.


  Yamara answered briefly and concisely the occasional questions he asked, but he noticed that each time he looked at her she was mutely beseeching, imploring. And—was there something else in those limpid eyes? Did he read there a dawning love for him, personally—or was it wishful thinking on his part? For himself, he knew now, definitely, that he had fallen in love with her. She was the one woman he wanted, the one in all the world who seemed to fulfill the requirements a man sets for himself in choosing the woman who is to be his mate for all time.


  Finally he came back and sat down beside her again, his shoulders straight with resolve. He took her slender little hand, and gazed deeply and long into her eyes.


  “I . . . I’ll accept on one condition, Yamara.” He flushed and stammered a bit, but spoke honestly. “I . . . I’ve fallen in love . . . with you, and if I can be your mate, and yours only, I’ll go with you. Is that possible, and are you willing?”


  She gave him a rapturous smile and drew him into her lovely arms. “Of course it is possible. As for my willingness, I—oh, my darling! I have been hoping and praying to my gods that you would make that very request!”


  Late that night, after Foxe had finally fallen asleep, the beautiful Venerian girl carefully drew herself from his arms, rose and tiptoed from the room. She went down one of the long halls, and into a large,, dormitory-like room filled with beds, on each of which reclined another startlingly beautiful young woman. At sight of the newcomer they all rose and pushed eagerly forward to greet her.


  She smiled and nodded exultantly, joyfully.


  “Ah!” came from the group in a relieved and satisfied sigh.


  “Who is next?” she asked them.


  One of the girls came forward. “I am.”


  “You all saw and heard everything?”


  “Yes,” they nodded agreement. “We observed carefully and understand perfectly.”


  “Good.” She turned to the chosen one. “Hurry to the place of sleeping before he wakens. But be very careful-never to let him suspect. For he is, as you have all perceived, the finest specimen of his species we have yet caught in the Gate. We must keep him happy and contented here, that he may breed as many of us as possible—before he discovers that all we yamara are identical.”


  ASTEROID 745


  Martin Pearson


  YOU BELIEVE IN GHOSTS-SPACE GHOSTS? MAYBE NOT—BUT DON’T BE TOO SURE!


  “IT’S A rather strange thing to be expected to tell a ghost story out here in interplanetary space. The captain has asked me to do this rest period and I’m a man who obeys orders. He says you passengers asked for a ghost story this time and, what’s more, you want a ghost story of space.


  Now, that’s not an easy thing to do. Ghosts and space travel do not quite hit it off with each other. Ghosts belong to the old world, the air-bound, land-bound, seabound world, a world where people were dominated by ugly castles and power-mad little men with twisted minds, and where the spirit was warped and bent by the desires of little, land-locked souls. Dirt and lust and night fright: those are the things that called forth ghosts. We haven’t had much of that these past seventy years, thank heavens.


  Somehow, out here in the spaces between the stars, between the worlds, there’s no room for that sort of horrible thing. There’s fright, sure, for there’s lots of danger between the stars. There’s eerieness, sure, on those strange planets and bits of asteroidal rock. But there are no ghosts of twisted little minds, generally speaking.


  Nonetheless, I do know one incident which I consider a true ghost story of space. I can’t account for it any other way. The whole thing fits the ghost pattern, though of course we didn’t realize it at the time.


  It was many years ago, when I was only a junior hand aboard a prospector ship poking around the asteroids. We had been out for a month, had a few more days to go before heading back to base on Juno. We were all a bit restless, because thus far we had had no luck. We’d made landings on three asteroids so far, without being able to get a worthwhile bite out of our Geigers. Chief Braun was in an ugly mood and we were all hoping we’d strike something on this fourth and last landing.


  We were angling to make our hook-down on this last rock we had closed in on. Asteroid 745 it was, Mauritia by name, an average size for the type, perhaps twenty miles in diameter. From our radars and scopes it checked up as moderately spherical, primarily rock, no atmosphere, of course—you don’t expect any—, probable outcroppings of metal, iron for sure, according to the reflected rays, but otherwise nothing to get excited about.


  Braun swore he’d have us all transferred to base jobs if we didn’t turn up something this time. He was never a pleasant man to work with, and I almost wished he’d make good his threat. He was excitable, given to sullen periods and violent dislikes. In fact, I think he was a trifle nuts. He was wild about a certain ancestor he claimed to have. A character named Hitler, who lived about two hundred years ago and figured in one of the last two or three world wars.


  This Hitler figured as a sort of superman of that benighted century. He’d made himself dictator of Germany—at that time the four German states were one country—and set out to conquer the world. Did a lot of damage, too, if I remember my history lessons. He was killed when his capital in Berlin was captured. Or so the books claim, anyway.


  Now this Braun claimed to be a direct descendant of his. He had a long story that he claimed he had heard from his father who’d heard it from his mother. This Hitler was supposed to have died childless, but according to Braun he had one child who was given to his wife’s family to raise and who took his wife’s family name, which was Braun.


  Anyway, it all seems downright silly today, but if a man’s got a bug on a thing like this, I suppose it helps his ego. Just why he should think it mean’s something to be the descendant of one of those Twentieth Century military nuts I don’t know, but then I’m not Braun.


  Whatever the case, Braun sure tried to act like his ancestor. He had books about this dictator, he had pictures, he raised a little toothbrush mustache like this character had, and in general he raised hell. He didn’t dare try to rake up any of that old conqueror’s race nonsense, because that’s against the law, and the one thing this Braun bully was afraid of was getting his record muddied. He’d probably have tried it if he dared.


  So Braun lined us up when we’d completed our landing and secured the ship to the rocky plain about us. He read us the riot act, said we had better be sure we returned with some evidence of ore, said he’d keep his radio turned in to our helmet phones and he wanted us to keep ours turned on. We were to report everything to him as we progressed and he wanted to hear our Geigers clicking.


  So the four of us prospectors humped out of the port in our suits, with our junk tacked on all around, and sailed our way off in all four directions. In spite of carrying a small mountain of equipment, we still weighed practically nothing and had to be careful how we bounded along. Braun stayed behind, alone. He was going to sit by the transmitter and heckle us. This had happened before, and it undoubtedly gave him a sense of power.


  What I liked to do in a case like that was to get completely around the planetoid and turn off my helmet. I-could claim that I couldn’t receive him through the planetoidal core. He mightn’t believe me, but he couldn’t prove it, could he?


  Anyway, I did get about four miles away, beyond a ridge of rock, when I got some slight ticks on my counters. You are bound to get something, but unless it comes in strong it’s never worth the effort to the Syndicate. Still, it’s well to report these things. Besides, when you get a few ticks you may find a strong streak near it.


  So I settled down, magnetized my land shoes, and started walking slowly about the vicinity, poking and probing. You can’t imagine what it is like unless you have tried it. You may have seen photos and even movies of asteroid prospectors at work, but you have to be there to get the full effect.


  You are out of sight of any living or moving thing. You are alone in a completely bleak landscape, all grey and black rock, with infinitely deep crevices, with nasty meteor scars that look like old-time battlefield shellholes. Above, the sky is dead black and filled with cold stars and occasional moving ones, passing asteroids. There is nothing, simply nothing, friendly or calming about the scene. It is a scene of permanent, perpetual death.


  In the midst of this, you stalk slowly about, waiting for a series of clicks to sound in your ears. . Also hearing Braun yap at you. He’s sitting back there in the ship, listening to the sounds of our breaths over his pick-up, hearing the slight clicks, and talking to us, urging us to greater effort, as if that could possibly do any good.


  All this was going on in my ears as I strolled back and forth. I could hear him talking to the three other fellows. Incidentally, none of them had any more luck than I did.


  Then I heard Braun swear. “Who’s that coming back to the ship without notifying me?” he yells. There’s no answer. He calls each of us separately and we all claim we’re working. I heard each man reply myself. But Braun is still swearing.


  “One of you is lying or else is crazy! I see you coming back very well, you fool! Whoever you are, you have left your equipment! You’ll pay for it!”


  I was a bit puzzled. I wondered who was coming back to the ship and why. Perhaps one of the other chaps had forgotten something and didn’t want to admit it over the phones. Perhaps there was something he wanted to tell Braun in secret. It made me nervous.


  Braun’s voice sounded again in my earphones. “Who are you? Identify yourself! Any nonsense, and you’ll never see space again!”


  Still I heard no answer. At this moment my ticking prober sounded a bit quicker. I paid no more attention to Braun’s ravings against the man coming back and bent to my work. My streak seemed to be shaping up now. I, worked the prober back and forth, traced the radioactivity to a whitish pocket near a small ridge. The white was frozen gas of some sort.


  I unpacked my heater and melted the mass away. Underneath was a metallic outcropping which was surely radioactive. I unpacked my digging equipment and set out to blast off a chunk for further analysis. While I was working I heard Braun still ordering the returning man to identify himself and to explain what he was doing.


  I leaned on my tools a moment and listened, for what was going on was quite unusual. Why should a man return—and without his stuff? Did he have an accident?


  “Yes, the space lock is open, you dunderhead!” Braun was fuming. “Come in, come in, so I can report you! Did you break your communicator? You’ll pay for it!”


  In my helmet phone, I heard Braun get up from his seat and start the pump of the space lock. Idly I poked a loose rock with a tool, saw the rock fly off and vanish from the impact of my light stroke against its near-weightlessness.


  The pumping sound of the lock ceased. I heard the inner door click open. Braun’s voice roared out, “Who are you? How did you get here? Where is your space suit?”


  There was no answer that I could hear. “You don’t need a space suit!” shouted Braun, a little high-pitched. “How is that possible? How did you get here?”


  Again I heard no sound in reply. But Braun’s voice, still higher in pitch, a trifle on the hysterical side, came again. “It’s a lie! It’s a trick! You can’t be standing here! What did you say your name was? You look funny! You dress funny!”


  No reply. But this time, after an interval, I heard Braun, apparently in a comer of the room, shouting hysterically, “Your name is Mauritz, Leopold Mauritz. Yes, yes. But what do you want of me? And why is your head so lopsided? What has happened to your skull?”


  I heard a sound of rushing about, as if Braun was trying to hit something or somebody. Then there was a hissing sound as of air escaping, then silence.


  I tripped my helmet phone on, called in. There was no answer. The line was dead.


  Staking out my find, I hastily loaded my equipment and started back.


  When I came within sight of the ship, the other three men were also arriving. We stood side by side before the lock and conversed by means of direct contact.


  What we saw was this: The space lock was open, the air had escaped, and Braun was lying half in and half out, dead from strangulation. That was all. How the lock had gotten open I can’t say, except that Braun in his frenzy must have operated the hand switch from the inside without checking the outside controls. I find it hard to believe that Braun would do that, for he was much too experienced a hand.


  But then if Braun had not done it, who had? There was no one else around. We four were the sum total of living things on the planetoid Mauritia, I checked with the others. They had all heard Braun’s strange conversation. None of them had heard any answers.


  It is down in the records that Braun died of a mental fit. We all four testified to what we had heard and the infallible lie-detectors bore us out completely. None of us had returned to Braun. But Braun was dead, cold and blue and frenzied of face.


  That’s the extent of my ghost story. I didn’t see any ghost. I didn’t hear any ghost. But it is my opinion that Braun saw and heard one.


  Why a ghost there, and why did it pick on Braun? Now that’s a question folks always ask me when I tell this yarn. I gave it a lot of thought, and once when I had a leave on Earth I did some research.


  I found that this planetoid, number seven-four-five, was first discovered about 1928 by an amateur astronomer named Leopold Mauritz. He named it after himself, Mauritia. Now this man Mauritz was a fairly successful businessman in his home town, which was Berlin in Germany. But he also happened to be of the Jewish religion, which was one of the things this German superman-character, Hitler, hated.


  I couldn’t find very much on Mauritz, except one final item. He jumped out of a window and killed himself in 1934. He was driven to suicide by the persecution and the lunatic laws set up by this Hitler.


  I also think that Braun’s story of being a direct descendant of that old dictator must be correct. A ghost—if it was a ghost—couldn’t make a mistake, could he? Not on the ghost’s own personal world, anyway.


  MONSTER NO MORE


  Basil Wells


  A LOST HANDFUL OF HUMANS IN THE VASTNESS OF SPACE, THEIR FATE WAS A NIGHTMARE OF GENETICS GOME WILD!


  The Starship was in trouble.


  She was the first ship to span the void between solar systems. The voyage had lasted for hundreds of years, and the crew, and their grandparents, and their grandparents, had never set foot on a planet’s soil.


  But the years had taken their toll. The shielding of the hull was imperfect. The jets cracked and their liners could not be replaced. The air conditioning broke down constantly and there was a constant seepage of precious oxygen into outer space.


  For every normal birth among the thousand crew members there were five or six mutant young. The cosmic rays, filtering through the imperfect shielding, were playing havoc. And the cereals and root crops, too, in the agricultural levels, were changing. Edible food was less plentiful. Sickness and vitamin deficiencies were wreaking havoc, as well.


  Into the thin atmosphere of Ghakk, second of the three planets circling Rhebus IX, they drove the ship, braking as they swung in a tightening orbit about that desert world.


  The jets crumbled swiftly and there was a flareback to the belly fuel tanks. The Starship plunged, in a long curving dive, down toward the ragged canyons and gray-dusted barrens of Ghakk.


  The two escape craft still in commission quitted the stricken ship and dropped planetward on cushioning gouts of flame. And after them space-suited crewmen sprang into space and shook out their nested parachute vanes.


  Only the commander and two of his faithful officers remained aboard to attempt a hopeless grounding on Ghakk.


  The curving globe slid away beneath them, hiding the ship forever from the escaping crew members. And the arid deserts and wind-eroded hills came up to meet the dying ship’s frosted plates.


  Almost they completed the circuit of Ghakk.


  A hundred miles west of the canyons where most of the crew had landed the great ship plowed into the desert, jounced high into the air, and struck again. The three officers died with the first impact.


  For eighty miles the mile-long cylinder, battered and gaping at a thousand rents, skittered along—to comb to rest at last in the shadowy depths of a sunken lake.


  So the years passed on Ghakk, and the mutant crew members banded together, like to like, in widely separate valleys. After a time the mutants bred true—true to their own warped species—and memories of the distant system they had never seen were forgotten, quasi-religious fantasies.


  And, with the centuries, the broad lake where the Starship lay submerged grew shallow and choked with the fine gray dust of Ghakk. In time, like a stranded whale she lay exposed.


  THE LONG-LEGGED monster turned his back on the familiar green canyon depths, far below now in the great valley’s shadows. He knew that he had seen for the last time the canyon of his people, and the barren little side-canyon where his parents, who had loved him in spite of his outlandish legs, had kept him hidden until he was grown.


  He hoped they would not be punished too severely for their refusal to destroy him at birth. One of the Cru having discovered his refuge while hunting pelfs, warriors of the Cru would by now be hot on his trail.


  “Let no monster live in the Valley of Cru.” That was the grim law of the legless “men” of the canyon. And already a miniature blot of moving dust lay far below in the depths.


  For an hour or more he trotted steadily westward through the broken splinters of dead rocky ridges and across narrow arid flats of fine-ground grayish dust. He twisted and weaved in and out, the better to confuse his trail, and where he could his rough leather sandals traversed trackless bare rock.


  He passed greasy-leaved clumps of bluish growth. Pale yellowish cactii thrust grotesquely from the sun-seared soil. And the dust-smothered, toppled wall of some long-forgotten Ghakkan building reared unexpectedly in his path at intervals.


  Now the native lizard race of Ghakk which had built these buildings was grown weak and degenerate, and the Cru had taken over their choicest canyon. Or so the boasting tales of the Cru ancients would have it. The lizard people’s cities and roads were swallowed by the encroaching desert, and their ancient culture was passing with the dwindling water supply . . .


  Something moved in a waist-high thicket close by. He drew his only hand weapon, a long, chip-sharpened dagger of red igneous stone, and he freed the stout, short bow across his shoulder the more easily to reach it.


  The clump of brush was less than five feet in width. He stooped, scooped up a handful of the gritty dust, and flung it into the growth.


  The flesh of a hairy pelf would be good . . . if this was a pelf. Alert and ready, he sheathed his knife even as his bowstring snapped into its nock.


  A coughing, choking sound came from the little copse—a strangled, despairingly human cry—and then a bronze-skinned, four-limbed creature burst out opposite him.


  Two great leaps and he had it.


  He felt soft flesh, and the beast resisted fiercely. He released it quickly after a moment. For he saw that he had captured a female, clad as was he in a brief g-string of furry pelfhide, a short vest of the same material, and coarse, cracked sandals.


  But—and his stomach rebelled with the horror of it—she too was a monster, like himself!


  Instead of the two huge, muscular arms with which true Crus walked, ran, and worked, she had ungainly, tapering, long legs. And her arms, like his, were short and almost dainty, so soft was their appearance.


  Like the lower animals of Ghakk, she used four limbs rather than two. She was atavistic—a throwback to the days when the Cru’s ancestors were little better than beasts.


  And yet it was comforting to know that another shared his own terrible deformity. Perhaps they could become friends and his ever-present sense of loneliness and self-loathing could be forgotten.


  “Who are you, female-who-hides?”


  The woman—and now he could see that her dark, dust-caked hair had hidden a dusky, even-featured face; a rather attractive face for a monster to possess—had stopped sneezing. Her teeth shone.


  “I am Vanna. I come from the Valley of Jaff.”


  “Jaff?” He scratched thoughtfully at his gray-caked chest. “Never heard of it. Did they drive you out from among the Cru who dwell there?” He tugged at a lock of sandy hair.


  “In a way.” She laughed, and he liked the sound. He had never heard his mother laugh—but she had cried often enough, at the sight of him. “A Cruman and his three wives drove me out.”


  “How do you mean, er—Vanna?” He paused awkwardly. “By the way, I am Malan.”


  She bobbed her head pertly. “Well, you see, Malan, Jaff, who rules the Valley of Jaff, wanted me for his sixth mate.”


  “A Cruman wanted you—an ugly monster—for his mate?” Malan laughed scornfully. “It is a story you make up.”


  “I like that! I’m no more monster than are you.”


  “What I said. A monster like you and me. We should both have been destroyed.”


  The girl tapped her forehead.


  “Aren’t you slightly off up here?” she asked, smiling. “But then, who isn’t? I suppose I do look like a harpy.”


  “Are you being pursued, Vanna?”


  “I expect so. Jaff and three of his five wives were hot on the trail last evening. But I traveled at night to throw them off.”


  “Through the cold?” The thought made Malan shiver. He had a single ragged blanket of pelf strapped on his back under which he would huddle in some warm cave nest.


  Vanna tugged out two pelfskin robes that she had been sleeping on inside the little thicket’s shelter, and showed them to Malan. She had laced them together to form a sort of furry nightshirt that reached to her sandals.


  “It was cold,” she admitted. “But better freeze than be beaten and abused by Jaff.”


  Malan twitched an eyebrow. The customs of the Crumen in her native canyon and his own obviously must differ widely. In the Valley of Cru even the mightiest warrior possessed but one mate. Nor would they consider allowing a monster in the valley, even as a slave.


  He shrugged and hoisted the female monster’s blanket to his shoulder. He could not stand here wondering and talking.


  “Come,” he said, turning and starting off. “We must not be captured.”


  Vanna stared after him, with anger, her slender little fingers caressing the dark wooden handle of the knife thrust through her g-string. She stood glowering, while he put a dozen paces between them.


  “Why, that rock-headed brute!” she muttered to herself. “Never even asked me if I wanted to go that way!” She took a hesitant step.


  Malan stopped, grinned back at her and waited.


  “Your voice carries well,” he said. “I think you’re not really angry, are you?”


  Vanna flashed a reluctant smile and shook her head . . .


  The last crimson streamers of Ghakk’s ancient sun revealed the pursuing knot of warriors from the Valley of Cru.


  The two fugitives were quitting a desolate dust flat, hillrimmed and wide, and turned to look back. They saw ten of the Crumen come bounding, on tireless long arms, across the flattened gray expanse but a mile behind them.


  Short they were, less than four feet in height, but broad of shoulder and long of arm. They were legless—only vestigal pads of feet with tiny nailless digits supported their humanoid trunks—but their upper limbs carried them along at a fast pace.


  They carried throwing spears, bows, and short, metal-bladed swords. And most of them bore small packs in addition to the pouched harness about their bodies.


  “We’ll lose them among these rocks ahead,” Malan promised doubtfully.


  “What horrible-looking things they are, Malan.”


  Malan was thunderstruck. Had she never seen Crumen? He stared at her. “But they are Crumen,” he said. “The Cru. We, you and I—are monsters.”


  “You poor gulpin,” Vanna said. “Is that what they tried to tell you? In our valley we know the truth. True Cru have legs.”


  Malan made an expressive sound of disgust.


  “Your people are mad,” he said shortly. “Come, let us turn to the north and escape them.”


  They climbed for a time, the wind-rasped rock of the slope like coarse sandpaper under their clumsy sandals. They came to a ridge that angled northward, affording an easy path for a time.


  The four tiny moonlets, racing close down to Ghakk’s surface, were hidden as the last light from the sun died, but a few moments later the first pale satellite pushed above the eastern horizon. Now they could see where their stumbling feet were placed.


  A second, and a third moonlet appeared. Light flooded the timeworn hills and ragged canyons and crevices. They quit the ridge and crossed a wind-swept apron of creviced rock to a second ridge. But they did not follow the easy way along the crest. The pursuing Crumen could not have failed to see a moving dot, or two dots, silhouetted by the moonlight upon the skyline. Malan knew better than that.


  Vanna fell behind, limping. After a time she stumbled and fell. Malan came back and helped her up. He, too, was sagging with exhaustion.


  “A little farther, Vanna,” he whispered. “The canyon just below us is choked with huge boulders and fallen rimrock. Plenty of good hiding places—maybe caves.”


  “I’ll make it, Malan.”


  Malan put his arm around her waist. The naked flesh was satiny and warm beneath his touch, and for the first time he felt a strange yearning emotion. He knew that she needed his help—that she accepted him as an equal—and he was content to serve her.


  The pale moons sent blurred moving shadows racing before and beside them. They avoided sand and dusty patches of rock, trying to leave no spoor, as they struggled deeper into the rocky jumble.


  It was bitterly cold, with their breath blossoming whitely in the thin air, when they found a rock-hidden tiny cave. There was sand on the floor, and into this they burrowed wearily.


  Malan heaped the three robes . over them and the female monster fell asleep with her head pillowed on his shoulder. A moment later and he, too, was dreaming.


  Something was wrong. Malan was sure of it. He felt the coarse fluidity of the sand and the warmth of flesh other than his own. And his memory was dulled . . . What had happened?


  His eyes opened.


  He was looking up into the face of a female—a long-legged, monstrous female. And her face was familiar. It seemed—then he remembered. Vanna!


  Yet at the same time he could feel a warm, unconscious body at his side, the gentle pressure of its breathing on his flesh even and slow.


  “You aren’t Vanna!” And he groped for his knife.


  The girl-shape wavered and became something else. A Cruman! No! A monster, for his legs were long and muscular. And his hair was sandy and hacked-off roughly about his ears. He looked like—he was—another Malan!


  Malan knew a sudden paralyzing fear.


  “A Shape!” he gasped.


  Vanna stirred. Awoke.


  The monstrous, changeable entity standing before them in the cave grinned in a friendly fashion. His weirdly familiar face shifted like a reflection in a disturbed pool and then steadied. Malan shuddered. Now the Shape would pounce . . .


  He fought at the confining robes and at the hampering clasp of the terrified girl’s hands. He felt the pelf-hide rending.


  “Yes,” agreed the grinning duplicate Malan, “I am, a Shape. I am Rhee, fugitive from my own kind. And I would be friends.”


  Malan came surging up to his feet and grappled the creature. Rhee was unarmed and naked. Rut the body Malan seized was, at once, yielding and powerful. His arms were swallowed up, engulfed by the protoplasmic monster. He was helpless.


  Vanna came at the Shape with her stone silver of a knife bared. And all at once a whip of ropy flesh darted from the strange being’s chest, to strip away the blade in her hand. She staggered backward and to her knees.


  “Sorry to get rough with you two,” Rhee said calmly. “But even a Shape takes little pleasure in having his flesh haggled by edged—”


  “Eat us and be done!” flared Vanna, tears making her eyes bright. “We do not fear you!”


  “I am not hungry, you silly mutant,” the Shape said, chuckling happily. “I eat only vegetables, fruits, and fish. Are you any one of them?”


  “Perhaps we were hasty,” admitted Malan. “You could have eaten us both by now. But, among the Cru, it is said that the terrible Shapes eat one another.”


  Rhee released Malan. And behind the Shape the sun rode high in the heavens. Rhee squatted in the warm sunshine just inside the cave’s entrance. He examined his right hand curiously. A second thumb grew as he stared.


  “Oh, most of us are cannibalistic,” he admitted with a smirk. “Many of my people have devoured as many as twenty of their own kin, or their own offspring. The food supply is rather uncertain in our valley, you see.


  “But it happens that I am allergic to animal flesh. Huge purplish pustules break out over my entire body if I indulge, unfortunately. And, being a variant from the other Crumen, or Shapes, I was naturally forced to leave the valley and hide in these hills.”


  “Now,” sighed Vanna, relief in her voice, “I can sleep nights. Providing, of course, that you join.”


  “Never fear.” Rhee grinned horribly again and changed into a pouchy-breasted old hag with stringly white hair. “I’ll guard you from this forward young monster, dearie.”


  “Don’t dearie me!” Vanna cried, her face flaming. “I’m not afraid of Malan. I just didn’t want you nibbling off a leg or arm.”


  “My error, lovely mutant,” said Rhee gallantly, bowing and switching abruptly again to his masculine form.


  In his haste he forgot the scraggly white hair of the old female. It dangled like a hood of serpents down upon his brawny shoulders.


  “Look, Rhee,” said Malan uncertainly. “As long as a female is with us, and—well—Hadn’t you better hunt up a g-string or something?”


  “Great jets, yes!” A gaudy reddish sash materialized, vanished, and was replaced by a hairy g-string. “I’d forgotten the silly regard you mutant monsters have for clothing.”


  “I suppose you Shapes never bother with garments?”


  Rhee shook his head jerkily. “Nuh uh. We Crumen need no such coverings. Our outer flesh adapts to any temperature. Of course, you mutants find that impossible.”


  Vanna laughed scornfully. “You call yourself a Cru. And Malan calls the ugly legless ones Crumen, too. But my people, with our long legs and unchanging form, we are the real Crumen.”


  “What’s the straight of it, Shape?” asked Malan, sorely puzzled. “Surely you must admit that we are all three monsters!”


  Rhee scratched at his pale Medusa’s locks with a thoughtful set of fingernails. The hair shortened and grew sandy again.


  “The female is wrong—but so are you. Only a true Cruman could adapt himself to any form or environment, as we Shapes do.”


  A shadow, falling across Rhee’s body, cut off Malan’s possible reply. It was a short, compact shadow-legless!


  “The Cru,” rasped Malan, reaching for his bow.


  Rhee fell in upon himself. He became a shapeless blob of writhing flesh and protoplasmic jelly. He flung out a thin whip of colorless, muscular flesh, and the legless one came thudding into their midst.


  Malan quieted him with a fragment of rock. The warrior went limp. Malan stripped off his weapons and flung himself out of the cave.


  A second legless one bounded “toward them, on massive arms. His mouth opened to voice a triumphant cry. And then Rhee’s whip of protoplasmic leathery flesh cut him down. Swift as Malan was, Rhee had preceded him out of the cave.


  “Drag it out of sight,” said Rhee momentarily humanoid from the chest up, “and well polish off the rest of them quickly.”


  Malan dropped another rock against the bald brown skull and tugged the creature behind a huge boulder. There, with strips from the Cruman’s blanket, he bound the mighty arms together.


  “Rhee,” he said huskily, “you’re an all-right Shape.” Swiftly he sprang back to the cave opening and ranged himself alongside his ally.


  Malan, Vanna and Rhee were staggering under burdens of swords, water bladders and extra blankets as they climbed a ridge half an hour later. Behind them six weaponless, bound warriors chafed their bonds furiously against sharp rock edges. The Shape had roped them all very neatly.


  “Without water,” Rhee said, “they can follow no further.”


  “You know this country, Rhee,” Malan said. “Where can we find a deserted and fertile canyon?”


  The Shape laughed.


  “Nowhere?” He took up a fragment of chalky gray stone and knelt before a smooth, darker slab. “See, here is the Valley of Lizard Ones—the true Ghakkans, degenerate though they be. Directly north and west.


  “West again from that is the double, U-shaped Valley of Shapes. And south of the Lizard Ones is the Valley of Giants—also mutant descendants of our race.”


  “No other valleys or little canyons that are habitable?”


  “Two or three.” Rhee nodded. “But monsters too horrible for the Cru or the other mutants to accept exist in them somehow. Hairy things, four, five—even eight—legged. Crawling blind things, yellow and slimy . . .”


  “What would you suggest then, Rhee?”


  “I say let us cross the great fissure that bars this cut-up section from the land west of us. We don’t know what lies beyond—desert or more badlands or fertile plains, or what kind of creatures—but it’s worth a try.”


  Vanna nodded. “Sounds good to me. But how do we cross? Can you sprout wings and ferry us over?”


  The Shape was amused. “I can glide for a short distance,” he said, “but not carrying a load. However, there is one spot, south of the Valley of Shapes, where the great rift narrows to perhaps a hundred feet. There three huge trees grow close together on the chasm brink.”


  “A bridge, eh?” Malan studied the map thoughtfully. “But here, so close to your people’s valley, will we not, be discovered?”


  “It is a chance we must take, Malan. In the late afternoon we can risk it. Only in the morning do the Shapes hunt outside the barrier cliffs.”


  “I’m for it, Malan,” Vanna cried out. “Once beyond the fissure, Jaff and his wives cannot follow us.”


  “I agree also, Rhee.”


  “Good,” the Shape said, absentmindedly blossoming a cuplike bright blue ear from his chin momentarily, before he rose to lead the way.


  So it was that they headed northward for a time, almost to the Valley of Lizard Ones. Toward evening they surprised a hunting party of six grotesque, brownish-scaled, dwarfish saurians, but the sight of them sent the upright little lizard men scampering.


  And with night they found a low-roofed cave, with a narrow entrance, within which they built a fire.


  “The Hairy Beasts,” Rhee told them gravely, “may see the fire and come to attack us. However, as long as the fire bums the light will blind their weak pink eyes and restrain them.”


  “Why worry, then?” yawned Malan, and was asleep. .


  A second later, or so it seemed, he was dreaming that a Hairy Beast sat astraddle his chest. He felt the coarse hair rasping his naked flesh, and the stench of bestial breath was foul and hot in his face.


  The dream was very real. He had experienced these nightmares before. He groaned disgustedly and attempted to roll over.


  Abruptly he was fully awake. The weight was still there, and thick legs wedged his blanket-swathed arms to his sides. His eyes popped wide . . .


  In the dying flare of the ashes he saw the gleaming, dagger-like teeth of the Hairy Beast close above his unshielded throat. They dropped nearer.


  And Malan exploded into action, rolling out from under the apish brute, his arms rending the pelfskin blanket.


  A second blanket splashed down over his head and body. He tore it away, stumbling over Vanna’s sleeping body as he did so, and sprawling, headlong, into the embers of the fire.


  He sprang upright again, cursing, and his eyes searched the shadowed cave for the misshapen brute.


  The Hairy Beast had vanished. Rhee lay curled in his warm hides, his even breathing loud and undisturbed, and Vanna was sitting up, trembling. Perhaps he had injured her as well as frightened her! Her body was quivering in strange little spasms.


  “Vanna,” he said anxiously, sitting down beside her, while his eyes ranged the cave and its entrance. “I didn’t hurt you?”


  He pulled her extra blanket up around her shoulders and put his arm around her to reassure her. But the ugly, broken paroxysms continued—even more violently than before.


  “Now, Vanna,” he soothed. “Now, now!”


  And then, as his mother had infrequently done—when she could conquer her natural, revulsion at touching her monstrous son—he tipped up her face and gently kissed her. She quieted. He kissed her again.


  It was pleasant. He had forgotten what loneliness was like; he had forgotten that they were both monsters fit only, for destruction. He held her close to him for a long moment.


  Vanna pushed him away. Her shoulders started jerking again, and now he saw that she was laughing. And that she had been laughing all the time . . .


  “You looked so funny, Malan,” she almost sobbed in hilarious agony, “when Rhee pretended he was a Hairy Beast!”


  Malan gave her a disgusted shove. He started for Rhee’s nest of blankets. But the Shape was gone.


  Growling under his breath at the two jokesters, he settled again into his blankets. Swiftly his chilled body warmed, and he grew sleepy again. His last thought was how well Vanna’s lithe body had fitted into his arms.


  Vanna knelt beside him, her soft fingers caressing his eyelids. The morning sunlight shadowed her dark eyes and face as they shielded him from its flaming glow.


  “I am ashamed of myself,” she said tenderly, “that I angered you by laughing. Forgive me.”


  She bent lower. He flung aside the blankets and pulled her yet closer. Her lips parted . . .


  “What’s—what’s all this?” a familiar voice cried out .angrily from nearby.


  It was Vanna. Malan sat up. And the Vanna that had melted so pleasantly into his arms, shifted, writhed, and became a laughing, toothless old crone with a twisted, warty chin.


  Malan swung a knotted fist at the drawn lips and jutting chin, and felt a satisfying jolt travel up along his arm.


  “A joke is a joke,” said Vanna severely to the sprawled, but still cackling, Shape, “but there’s a limit. From now on you better stay a Cruman—and with dark hair, too.”


  Rhee’s masculine form returned, a glorious, muscle-rippling, deep-chested, godlike shape that made Malan feel like a boy. And the Shape’s hair was a thick? tangled mop of black. He stood up.


  “I’ll try,” he agreed, his strange new eyes shining like polished brass, “but I make no promises.”


  And for the next three days, while they traversed the desolate reaches of desert and empty, rock-strewn canyons, Rhee kept his word. Only once did he forget himself, and extend a fragile pseudopod to whisk an arrow from Malan’s startled grasp.


  As a consequence Malan was too late to down a shambling, bearlike pelf. And the slate-hued beast waddled hurriedly away among a cluster of eroded greenish boulders.


  That was early in the third day, as they passed near the Valley of Giants, and well it was that they did not slay the pelf. For close on the heels of the clumsy brute came a score of the naked, hairyheaded giants.


  Malan lay close beside Vanna in the shallow cup of sand-floored granite, with Rhee on her other side, and peered cautiously over the rim. A dead stub of cactus hampered full vision, but it also shielded his head from view.


  Twice as tall as Malan were the pallid, elephantine monsters. Their heads were huge hairy masses of varied hues, from which only their tiny eyes and flabby red mouths and teeth gleamed. Many of them possessed extra rudimentary limbs, sprouting at random over their unlovely torsos, and two giants bore two fully-developed heads apiece.


  All of them carried knotted clubs in their misshapen fists.


  “That was close,” Malan muttered, after a long wait. “Did you see them or hear them coming, Rhee?”


  “I should. brag and say yes, Malan. The truth is, I was just being playful when I snatched that arrow from you.”


  “That evens you up for the other morning,” said Vanna, still resentful.


  “Malan hasn’t dared to try kissing you since, eh?” Rhee chortled. “Anyhow, we’d have lost an hour dressing the pelf. And we might have reached the fissure too late.”


  “We must cross tonight?”


  “Rather. The Valley of Shapes is too close at the point to take any chances. We might hide out until the following evening, but my people are skilled at scenting out any sort of edible flesh. Against more than one Shape we would be helpless.”


  “What’s holding us back, then?” demanded Vanna, standing up and thunking her sandals into both their ribs. “Come on, you lazy ones!”


  Three gigantic trees, white-boled and straight, with the rot of age hollowing-out living caverns at their roots. Three forest giants, balanced on the sheer rift’s brink, and lifting two hundred feet into the thin air of dying Ghakk . . .


  Smoke, thin and pale, lifted from fires kindled on the chasm’s side against their massive boles. In theory, the side first burned through would be the direction of fall. In practice—anything could happen.


  They had decided to fell the three trees together, thus preventing any possible emulation of their bridging feat by others.


  Vanna and Malan peered down into the great crack while the flames licked hotly upward behind them. A thousand feet—two thousand feet—perhaps much further, the emptiness fell away below. Darkness shrouded the murky depths, but a rock fragment, after a long interval, sent back the faintest echo of a splash.


  All the face of Ghakk was split and riven in this fashion. Ghakk was a chilling, ancient planet circling a dark-shadowed luminary, and in her dying convulsions her outer husk was shattered.


  Rhee joined them. “The trees’ interiors are aflame now,” he warned. “Once they topple we must hurry across.”


  Malan turned to watch the flames. He frowned doubtfully up at the growing column of heated air and smoke. Fortunately a stiff north breeze, from off the higher desert tableland they had quitted, caught it and ripped it apart. And the dust in the moving air merged with the smoke into a drifting haze.


  “If we slip off the log,” Rhee warned, “the ugly water-lovers, who dwell in the depths, will feast well. It is they who bar any descent into the sunken voids as a way of escape from this island of canyons.”


  “Are they, too, mutants?” Vanna wanted to know.


  “No. When we Cru first came to Ghakk they were there. And long after we are gone the slimy amphibians will live on in their watery gulfs.”


  The fires crackled loudly. And the sun was nearing the western rim of the encircling uplands. In a few moments the sky would flame briefly with dusty sunset, and then darkness would come.


  With a sudden loud cracking and popping of fibers the largest of the three trees started toppling—squarely out over the void!


  “Perfect!” cried Malan.


  The vast trunk smashed down, its bushy upper branches crashing and splintering on the opposite lip of the crevice. And then, with the slow, inexorable movement of heavy hinges, it buckled in the middle, and slid smoothly into the depths . . .


  Rhee grunted disgustedly, and his erect body slumped into something shapeless for one brief moment. Then he stood erect.


  “Two to go,” he said.


  A moment. Two moments. And then the ominous crackling of the flames was drowned by the snapping explosions of wrenched and tortured wood. And now the two remaining trees leaned outward, together, and thundered down.


  Hastily, the three moved well away from the vast cleft.


  The upper limbs of the two trees meshed together and battled. The right hand tree revolved its fire-blackened bole and bounced toward the watchers. They dropped to the ground cowering, and the ugly cylinder brushed across their prone bodies and was gone.


  They saw the awesome bulk of it upending until it was vertical, as the crown plunged downward into the abyss. There was a rumble of sound and then nothing more.


  The third tree remained, smoke curling from its rotten dry heart. And it seemed to be anchored securely in place.


  “Still game, Vanna?” Malan’s hand was on the girl’s shoulder.


  Vanna clung to his arm, put up her face to clear away the dark hair, and nodded. In the ebbing crimson twilight that had fallen he saw that her lips were thin over locked teeth.


  “Take her over, Malan,” came Rhee’s urgent voice. “Those crashes may bring Shapes—or the tree may burn through.”


  Malan wanted to protest. He should cross first to see if all was safe. And then Vanna could follow. But there was an undertone of recognized danger that Rhee’s voice revealed.


  He helped Vanna up across the hot char to the white trunk. The bark was firm and free of scaly patches, but it was hot under their worn sandals. They hurried ahead, out over the emptiness. And now Malan was thankful for the growing dusk.


  It was like running along a narrow, high-crowned road built above the level of a marsh or lake.


  They reached the limbs, wriggled through and around them, and came at last to the solid rock beyond.


  And when he had taken Vanna a safe distance from the mangled debris of the crushed limbs, Malan turned to go back to join Rhee. Only to see the Shape’s indistinct body come springing lightly from the tree top.


  “The base of the tree was almost burned through,” he told Malan. “That is why I did not come with you. My added weight might have finished it off.”


  They backed away from the entangling branches. It was almost completely dark by now, although two of the wan little moons of Ghakk were lifting above the distant hilltops. They could see the red glow of the tree’s blazing base.


  The tree settled and crunched as though it was preparing for its fatal flight downward. Vanna cried out, pointing.


  Four figures, monsters by the shape of them, were running toward them across the trembling bridge. The moons were waxing. Malan could see that one figure was that of a giant male and the others were females. And even as he watched the great bole shifted, sending a screaming figure gyrating madly into the depths below.


  “Jaff and his mates!” cried Vanna, throwing herself into Malan’s arms. She was sobbing.


  Malan tore away her clinging fingers and pushed her away, even while he unslung his bow and swung his quiver to a readier angle.


  “Go back, Jaff!” he roared. “Vanna is my mate!”


  A bull bellow of amused sound answered. The warrior waved muscular, hairy arms as he halted for a second.


  “Not for long is she yours, dogson,” he jeered. “After I have crunched your skull and eaten of your heart she will be mine.”


  “Keep him talking,” muttered Rhee. “The weakened trunk must break soon.”


  “Back!” cried Malan. “Go back. The tree is ready to crash!”


  “Fool!” said Rhee. “Now he will try to rush us.”


  The warrior laughed derisively and came racing forward. Malan bent his bow and sent an arrow speeding toward that vague moving bulk. Another arrow—a third, and a fourth—and Jaff shrieked and went toppling through the branches he had but reached.


  One of the females turned and went scampering back the way she had come, but the other came swiftly running toward them.


  “Vanna!” she called out. “It is Nian!”


  “She is not unfriendly,” Vanna said. “Of all Jaff’s mates she is the kindest—and the youngest.”


  Malan lowered his bow. He was wondering, thankful that the decision was not necessary, whether he could have killed the female monster. In his brain now was a sense of the difference between Crumen and their mates, a sense that was new to him. The females were to be protected—as he would always protect Vanna . . .


  Branches rasped across the bare rock. The ripping bark and leaves voiced a protesting groan, as the forest giant took its last plunge, and the female came catapulting out of the sky to the rocky ground before them.


  The Shape dragged her limp body back from the brink of the chasm to safety.


  It was noon, and the four who had crossed the crevice were entering the narrow entrance to a sparsely wooded valley. There was game here, and an hour before they had discovered a spring bubbling up through crystalline white sand.


  All of them could live here, Malan was thinking. Here there need be no distinctions of monster or Cruman. His faith in the true Cru being the legless warriors from his home valley was badly shaken. Rhee, with his flexible adaptation to any shape and his ready wits, was certainly much superior to the legless ones.


  And so, reluctantly, he was coming to regard the Shape as a Cruman, even as Rhee had claimed, while Vanna and Nian and he were obviously mutants. Vanna’s claim that her tribe were true Cru was patently false—Nian was proof of that.


  Nian moved gracefully, almost bonelessly, in front of them. Her long, fleshless limbs were double-jointed and flexible. A second pair of tiny pale blue eyes were set close to her narrow blade of a nose, below her wide great eyes . of deepest violet. She was long-faced, with tiny white teeth, and the orange-red of her hair sprouted in weird tufts.


  There was the unhuman beauty of a wild creature about her . . .


  They rounded a sweeping wall of reddish shale and rotten yellow rock, and looked across a dry-crusted swale to where a shallow, mile-wide lake opened. From the calm, dark waters a weird rounded mass loomed.


  “The spassip!” Malan cried out.


  He was dazed. The legend of the spassip that had brought the Cru to Ghakk, a legend he had scarcely believed, was suddenly to become reality. The vastness of the mile-long ship awed him. It was like a hill spanning the lake.


  Just before them, a ready finger of mud extended outward toward the crumpled nose of the spassip. Already the Shape and the monster female, Nian, were racing fleetly across it.


  Vanna and Malan followed.


  Rhee was climbing through one of the rust-stained gaps in the ship’s upper hull. He paused long enough to lend Nian a ropy tentacle, and pulled her up after him. Then they both vanished into the interior.


  A moment later Malan was assisting Vanna through the same opening into a twisted, dust-floored corridor with walls of distorted metal. The broken, webs of fist-sized chedda spiders marked the passage of Rhee and Nian. They followed.


  On either hand strange metal caves, dusty and choked with, debris, opened. They saw strange furnishings of metal and sleek horn-like material.


  They came at last to the dusty, dimly-lighted control room, where the three brave Cru of that age-old legend had died, and they reverently examined the corroded control panels, and ruined equipment.


  Rhee turned from a metallic drawer, a rounded metal plate in his hand, and stalked woodenly over to Malan. Wordlessly, he passed the little medallion to the monster.


  Malan studied the raised figures and the odd lettering.


  “Monsters,” he said, wonderingly, “like Vanna and me.”


  Rhee shook his head, his features fluid and smoothly empty. And there was a listlessness in the motion that chilled Malan. The truth came flooding into his brain.


  He saw the sprawled, dust-coated space suit in which a Cruman had died, and it had long separate legs. Another plaque of dull metal on the wall showed two long-legged creatures standing with clasped hands. In the background loomed a spassip, on which strange symbols were inscribed.


  “The Second Ark.” Malan examined the cryptic, meaningless letters. But he knew the truth now. He knew at last that it was he, he who was a true Cruman, as was Vanna. They two alone were true descendants of the fabulous, brave people who had traveled from some distant planet to Ghakk in this ship. The Shape, the Giants, and the Legless Ones—all of them were mutants.


  So now was Rhee to be considered a “monster” ? A true comrade, with a wisdom beyond his own, who had treated him as an equal even though he had then been classed a mutant . . .?


  He flung an arm around the Shape’s shoulder.


  “All the monsters,” he said, “we left across the rift.”


  And Vanna was smiling agreement. This time it would be different. Mutant and Cru would work shoulder to shoulder to build a life for themselves, to fashion a world where they might be happy and safe . . .


  GANYMEDE HOUSE


  David Grinnell


  IT’S WONDERFUL WHAT YOU CAN FIND AROUND TOWN, IF YOU LOOK


  NEW YORK is just like a regular perpetual World’s Fair, isn’t it? Just full of all sorts of interesting doings, free exhibits, odd characters. I suppose I’m not the first one to go on like this about New York; I guess out-of-towners must be pretty fed up with this stuff, but I don’t care. I’m a native New Yorker—well, Brooklyn, anyway—and I say that it’s a continual carnival.


  For instance, it’s full of what a fair grounds would call “foreign pavilions.” That’s a fancy term which means a sort of store-museum where they display stuff made in different countries. New York is full of them. For instance, in Rockefeller Center, Radio City, that is, there’s several. There’s Sweden House, for one, where they have a very interesting display full of glass and silverware and such. It don’t cost nothing to go in. It’s a store, sure, run by the Swedes, I suppose, but it don’t cost nothing to look, you see. At that, I bought a glass letter-opener for seventy-five cents as a sort of souvenir, last time I was there.


  Then there’s a French House and an Italian House and a lot of others, up and down the streets near Radio City, and they’re all very swell-looking places and make you feel rich just to look at them. There’s even a very swank-looking Finland House, with its windows full of whatever they make in those Eskimo-type countries. In fact, there’s an America House, too, though that never quite made sense to me. What’s the point, here in America? But what I’m getting at is that I like to look into those places, and the clerks always act like they were glad to show everything and don’t care if they never sell anything.


  Well, what I’m getting at—. Oh, I don’t know how to explain it. Maybe I’d better just tell you the story.


  One day I had to call on a customer whose office was in the Fifties, and I was walking down one of the side streets looking at the swank stores, with a half hour on my hands before my appointment. Then I saw a new one. A tasteful glass and chrome front, a lot of the bleached, polished wood fixtures like they all go in for, and so on, but it was a place I’d never spotted before. The sign on the window says “Ganymede House.” Ah, I thought, another county heard from.


  A glance at my watch showed me that I still had time, so I looked into the window. It had the usual sort of stuff these Houses all go in for: some funny-shaped vases, some silverware, some cloth with native designs woven or stamped into it, some trick silvery gadgets I couldn’t figure the use of. Those last things had a card alongside them, reading, “Just arrived from Ganymede City, a new shipment of warpers.” That interested me. I don’t have any need for a warper, whatever that is, but I opened the door and went in.


  It was a brand-new store, I knew at once, from the smell of the fresh paint and the bright new floor waxing. It was a fairly big store as these places usually go, even had a little balcony. There was a lot of free floor space and only a few low glass display cases scattered around casual-like, and shelf-racks along the wall. Everything had neat little cards saying what the objects were and the price, if they happened to think of it. All these Houses are laid out like little museums. That’s what I like about them.


  A clerk came up to me. He seemed a very pleasant sort of chap, very ruddy in complexion, with a nice smile. Before he can ask me if he can help me, I said, “Just lookin’,” like I always did, and he nodded understandingly.


  “We’ve just opened for business today. If you see anything that interests you, please ask me,” he said, and added, “I don’t suppose you are too familiar with Ganymede crafts . . .”


  I nodded again, looking down at a case full of the usual stuff. It was jewelry, pins and metal clasps for women, looking something like the stuff you see in Greenwich Village. Odd designs. I said to the clerk, to be polite, “Ganymede wouldn’t be near Finland, would it?”


  “Well,” he hesitated and said, “you could say that it was as close to Finland as it is to America.”


  I was looking at some trays and didn’t answer him. After all, geography isn’t my strong point, New York being the whole world to me. The tray I was looking at was rather interesting. It was one of a series of such wooden trays, all of which had designs or pictures painted on them. Maybe not painted, they looked almost like photographs sort of worked right into the wood. I examined this tray real close.


  The design on it was real spectacular. Showed a guy in funny armor mounted on some sort of winged dragon, chasing some screwy-looking creatures all full of knobs and legs. The clerk looked over my shoulder and said, “That’s a rather good reproduction of Droomil’s rout of the goombals. A very good buy.”


  It was good, too. A little too fairy-tale sort-of for my own house, but I thought I’d keep it in mind. “What’s the price?” I asked, to be polite.


  “It’s only thirty-seven dollars,” the clerk said, which I thought was more than I could afford to pay for a wooden tray, even if it did have a picture on it that you could look at for hours and see more and more details. I nodded and walked away slowly, looking at other things.


  My time was running short, when I saw a rack with some table stuff on it. Maybe I could get some little thing as a sort of souvenir, I thought. So I looked at some spoons and some cups and saucers, and finally I found a little salt shaker that I thought the wife would like. My wife has a lot of salt and pepper shakers. She kinda collects them. She’s got a pair like a frog and mushroom, and one like a rooster and hen, and so on. So this little salt cellar I thought she’d like.


  The clerk picked it up and looked at the price. “It’s a dollar and ninety-eight cents,” he said, “but it’s really worth the money.”


  That’s kind of high for a thing like that, but I really liked the gadget, so I dug out two dollars. “Wouldn’t there be a sales tax?” I asked.


  The clerk frowned. “We’ve just opened today and we haven’t got our license to collect the sales tax yet. So I suppose you are the gainer. We won’t charge you the tax.”


  Well, it’s good to feel you’re getting away with something. I gave him the two bucks. He dug into a drawer and got out two cents. For a minute he looked at the coins in a puzzled way. “Now, why would they want to make it such an odd price?” he mumbled to himself. He shrugged his shoulders, gave me the pennies, wrapped up the little salt shaker in brown paper, and thanked me.


  I left the place and went about my business.


  Well, to tell you the truth, I’m sorry I didn’t make a note of the address. I can’t seem to find the street that Ganymede House is on, though I think I’ve been on it several times since. I keep telling myself that I’ll look it up in the phone book, but you know when you get to the office you have other things on your mind and never get around to thinking about something like that until it’s too late.


  It’s a pity, too, because I want to buy a dozen more of those salt cellars to give my friends for Christmas. They’re really cute. Take this one, which my wife and I use every day. It’s like a little, round, coppery barrel, and it’s so convenient. It always hangs in the middle of the table just about two inches above the table cloth. And when you want it you only have to start to reach for it. It just moves right over to your plate, tips itself over neatly in mid-air, spills just the right amount of salt, and floats back over the cloth to the middle of the table. And when you take the table cloth off, the thing.” floats up to the ceiling and stays there next to the light fixture until the table is set again.


  If I can find Ganymede House again, I know my friends will really appreciate salt cellars like that.


  THE HEART OF THE GAME


  Richard English


  A Science Fiction Novelette


  ON VOLMORA, a whisper ran across the yellow living fluid under the vast and ancient trees. Each living cell caught the whisper, pondered it. Vacuoles opened in each cell to add each tiny strength to the sending of the message.


  They were but tiny cells in the great leaves of the immortal trees, yet each with its own work and life and interest; each with its own knowing and feeling and doing. The whisper grew, and became a great wind of meaning rushing across the yellow fluids of the ocean. On the farther shores the great trees lifted their leaves and heard. “It comes! The laughter of the babe from nowhere will be among us once again!”


  Down toward the sea of life rushed the metallic shell of “the man-babe”, splashing a geyser of foaming spray as it sledded over the mild, silent surface. The great mouths beneath the surface smiled with grim amusement, and forbore to gulp down the innocent ignorant from the barrens of beyond.


  Within the space-craft, one Richard Horton gazed with awed eyes at the brooding, vasty scape of sea and trees and strange, slow-moving monstrosities not to be described by any earthly tongue. In his mind he heard again the voice of Dr. Fort Masson, saying:


  “We are so used to life’s fixed patterns on this world that we cannot easily understand the differences of which the life force is capable. In our minds life means dogs, cats, cows, men and insects and trees, all the familiar creatures of earth. But life can be anything, is modified by the infinitely varied conditions of its being on the innumerable worlds of the universe . . . into anything!”


  Horton remembered stopping the old man with a raised hand, saying: “I can accept all that, Doctor. I can imagine that life as we know it is but a faint echo of what it can be under better and varied conditions. But it is hard for me to picture this particular violent mass of growth of which you are speaking! Volmoral The place has drawn me, fired my imagination since first I read your reports on it. But why is the thing so important? No other explorer even mentions the world.”


  He remembered now especially the old explorer’s smile, as he murmured: “No other human ever returned from Volmora, Horton! But if any had, they would have brought back far more than from any number of other voyages to the so-called cultured peoples of far planets. Within just one small area of a thousand acres or so, there exists, on Volmora, a most titanic struggle between advanced life forms. It has been going on for untold centuries. Its equivalent on Earth is not to be imagined. Just suppose the nations of Earth had been locked upon one small battlefield for a thousand years! And even that—.”


  Horton had not been able to visualize the picture, the old man saw by his puzzled expression. He went on, trying to depict the undepictable. “There, the greatest enemy of their life is the same vitality and tenacity bequeathed all the upspringing ignorant new life—in other words, life itself! Yet it is that virtue of strengthin-life that is their power, and it is hardest of all to comprehend that the gift of vast and powerful life-force within the individuals brings with it its own set of terrific problems.”


  Horton had stood up then, impatiently, eager to get on with his plans. “I’m going there, Doctor. You have said the greatest treasure in all space would be to learn what those ancients of Volmora have learned in their endless struggles with the obstacles life itself creates. I mean to get some of that treasure!”


  The old man nodded, sighed. “I advise you try elsewhere. But if it must be Volmora, remember you cannot return to brag about your visit, as I did. Our Government has forbidden visits to Volmora, because no one returns. Yet . . . with my talisman in your hand, and the right attitude of simple desire for learning . . . you might live. Yet . . . I don’t know if I am being wise . . .”


  Tearing his mind from introspection, putting all thought of Earth away from him, Horton bent all his attention upon listening, as the old man had taught him. And like a strange wind across the fields of thought that were within his mind, he heard!


  “The game begins! The game begins!”


  There was gargantuan laughter, a vast and many-voiced amusement, an anticipation that was embarrassing in its implication of clownish behavior on his own part. Horton could not recall having been laughed at very often . . . and that thought seemed to bring on a convulsion in his unseen audience. Angrily Horton heard himself exclaiming aloud: “So it’s particularly excruciating that no one in my own world found me comical, is it?”


  The reply rushed through and around him . . . “Excruciating!”


  For Horton, there was little sign of struggle at first. He learned rapidly, he thought. He heard the howl of amusement as his idea of “learning rapidly” with an embarrassment to which he was becoming accustomed, if not immune.


  He learned that all Volmora was knit about with telepathic sensing; that every living creature evaded the telepathic hunting of the predators by the creation of false thought patterns in their minds. Just as on Earth a butterfly seems to be a leaf, or a chameleon takes on the color of a stone, or a mantis pretends to be a twig. That immense hunger, hunting for what would fill it, was sensed mentally by the lesser creatures and evaded instantly by mental posturing, rapid flight, or instant attack—or a combination of all three.


  It was this instantaneous perception of peril and the instantaneous reaction to it that made life possible for the native lifeforms. It was the lack of this faculty that made life on Volmora so precarious to an Earthman. For he could not sense any single mentality among the many that he heard constantly, nor could he react to peril with the speed and quickness of thought. If he did hear or see something he thought was dangerous, it was always a mistake. It was this bungling progress through the jungle that made him so funny to the Volmorans. He would shy from a harmless edible mushroom because he thought it was the back of a monstrous turtle, or turn his explosive pellet gun upon a liana possessed of movement as it tried to move from under his feet. For the Volmorans he was pure slapstick, broad and convulsing and eternally wrong in every one of his perceptions and reactions.


  After some hours of this, one of the ancients conceived a new angle to the comedy, and consulted with the other aged mentalities about him. And presently from a great bulbous monstrosity of growth exuded a flow of red and viscous sap, which presently became surrounded by a film of whitish substance. The globule hung in the brilliant sun-glow, and within it went on swift change. The strength of many minds were at work directing the life in the globule, working with it as a man’s hands would work with clay, manipulating the tiny spore seeded in the red gum-like fluid. Swiftly within the strange womb grew a life.


  II


  Not many hours later, Horton had begun his stumbling exploration of the second great valley of mossy growth that lay between the three arms of rocky outcrops stretching down to the beach where his craft lay on the sands. For a time, it seemed this valley was to be as unrewarding as the first. Then he stepped through a screen of vines and leaves into a glade in the everlasting forest.


  It was a spot of exquisite beauty. Wood-flowers nodded tremendous but delicate cups, tiny scampering forms disappeared beneath the riotous fem leaves, and Horton stood for minutes drinking in the delicious scene and wondering how anything could be so lovely and yet contain deadly threat, impossible peril . . .


  A low voice came to him from deeper in the glade. For an instant as he turned he glimpsed what seemed a human face half hidden by the screening greenery. That voice had seemed to say: “That is the one? Oh, ha ha!” He put this thought down to his overworked nerves, and did not leap off in pursuit of the impossible face. His second thought, that the face had possessed qualities entirely feminine and utterly fascinating, decided him. He had had enough, he was seeing things. He made his way back to the ship and tried to compose himself to sleep.


  But in his bunk he lay frozen in a daze of ecstatic anticipation. He was afraid to move for fear he would destroy the dream of that face that was so much more than any face he had ever been attracted to before.


  Next dawning, after a night of impatient tossing on his pneumatic mattress, he made his way with precipitate and utterly reckless haste back to the spot. Above him through the leaves whispered the everlasting murmur of half-understood meaning, and he was sure he could discern the growing strength of that murmur as it swept on and on through a myriad listening minds. Moreover, it seemed the meaning was a vast glow of pride in their handiwork, an anticipation of delightful foolery to come . . . The words, if he could have put those half-heard, strange concepts into words, would have been: “He is attracted to the She we have made for him! Now we shall see ridiculous fun, as our creature traps him in coil upon coil of . . .” He could find no word for THAT. Perhaps they meant preposterous romanticism, and even as he almost accepted the whispering, he rejected it all as his own fevered imagination.


  Cautiously he crept forward now, determined to surprise the owner of that face if she existed. He peered through the screen of leaves where the face had appeared, and into the bower beyond, refusing the evidence of his eyes. His heart sang strangely as his mind at last accepted the truth of her existence. Here was the nest where she had slept, perhaps dreaming of himself as he had dreamed of her. But she was gone.


  Into the bower he crept, silently, carefully, not to disturb the numerous articles betraying HER occupancy. Chains of flowers strung upon the stems of grasses hung along the wall of vines. Little shells had been put together in child-like patterns of play upon the carpet of soft greenery underfoot. There were dozens of great hard-shelled fruits piled in a nook beneath the root of a tree, and a little knife of hardwood was still moist where she had been prying out the pulp of the purple fruit.


  Horton sat down upon HER couch of piled mosses, and waited. Presently she would think him gone and steal back, and he would perhaps get a chance to make friends. But the sleepless night now took its payment. The finding of the reality of the glimpsed face had caused a release of tension that resulted in an overwhelming sleepiness. His head nodded, he was weary. Perhaps Volmora was not the terrible land of peril old Fort-Masson had tried to picture to him. If this child of the wilderness was able to grow to adulthood alone in this forest, with no protection but her sharp ears and swift feet, so could he survive with his powerful weapons and experience . . . So thinking, with his eyes heavy, he sank gradually into a reclining position, and within fifteen minutes of his vigil’s beginning, he was snoring lustily.


  It was Horton’s first sleep upon Volmora. He went almost at once into a dream state.


  It seemed that he became with complete naturalness a part of a mighty game. He could see the players above him in a misty far-off dimness, gigantic forms that were not rigid or solid, but motile and changing. Yet, in all their slow changing from bulging beast-shape to waving tree-shape to slender, endlessly reaching snakiness, they retained an unmistakable character. Each of them was himself, a self having nothing to do with shape.


  The game was just beginning again. He had been given a part . . . a startlingly important part. The focus of play was all about him, he was the new center. His mind fumbled with the game until he saw the analogy. It was like chess, and he was the hew king! A king was a piece unable to attack or defend except feebly, yet whose freedom and inviolability was the point, the heart of the game. Quite abruptly he understood why the Volmorans had welcomed him. He was the perfect kingpiece, and it enlivened the game to have the king utterly comic.


  He looked about him, and was aware of the Queen, beside him, charming in appearance, but frightening in her utter self-sufficiency and strangely savage mental outlook. She seemed to find him a delectable prospect, a unique and priceless specimen . . . and he was newly embarrassed. Her thought was: “a specimen of un-manhood”.


  She was human in appearance. Haw then could she have mental powers and physical armament so superior to his own? Without conscious thought, instinct told him that the powers of the varied pieces were bequeathed and determined by the whim of the players. And that “whim” was yet ancient and unbreakable law, just as in chess.


  In his dream he examined the other pieces, the beasts of the vast yellow ocean on the enemy side, and the beasts of the endless towering forests and swamps and plains. All, all were pieces in the game being played over and over again by the mighty, distant players.


  There were two groups of players who used this certain area of the planet for their board. The distant group, the rulers of the sea, were far more strange in their unending change. His mind could not grasp any stable thing about them for comparison in his own experience of Earth life. Their characters, wise, subtly sinister, knowing and patient in their vast plans for the game to come, were ruthless in their slow visible evaluation of the various groupings and possibilities of the circular area that included many miles of sea and forest and plain.


  Behind him he was conscious of his own side, the Lords of the Forest, breathing vast windy breaths like great trees in a storm, or like mountains swept by winds, or again, like subterranean vaults, brooding, empty, yet full of living thought. His sleeping mind faltered, trying to grasp the unknowable quality of the subterranean Lords. And he found their thought in himself, delicately conjuring understanding in him, telling him who were his friends and who his enemies in the game now to begin.


  Quite suddenly he was not asleep, and knew he was not alone. Cautiously he peered through his lashes out of slitted eyes, trying to see, without betraying that he was awake, what had approached him in his sleep. SHE was there, in her place in her bower, watching him, waiting for the King to awaken.


  On her soft lips there was a smile, unknowable in its mysterious depth of meaning, so that he saw through the slight motion of delicious lips a distant reflection of thought not her own, but the conveyed thought of the players seeing through the Queen’s eyes. His mind closed now forcibly, he was not to know when they moved him or why.


  He opened his eyes, then, and smiled at the woman’s instant reaction to his waking.


  She sprang back from him, for she had been seated, bending over him and peering intently at his sleeping face. She had been fascinated, but she herself did not know why.


  In one explosive motion she sprang back, reaching up, and in her hands appeared a weapon, a long stick with thorns he knew instinctively were poisoned.


  “Be careful, Beautiful,” Horton heard himself saying in a low, soothing voice. “Those poison thorns are far greater peril than myself.”


  She shook her head, and he knew the words were not meaningless to her, but unnecessary. She understood quite well what he meant. For answer she lay the thorn branch carefully away overhead, in a place from which she had just seized it. Then she relaxed and came toward him, squatting on the soft mosses before him, peering and bending to look into his eyes. She did not need words for speech. She was asking: “Why are you here in my home?”


  He found himself speaking words unnecessarily, for she had divined his meaning before he himself had found the words to fit. “I was waiting for you. I saw your face and could not rest until I saw all of you.”


  “And now that you see all of me—” came into his mind from hers, and he watched her lips parting in anticipation of the thought she peered at behind his eyes, and he could hear the echo of his own thought in her mind as she listened, “—you find me beyond compare. You wish to embrace, to love me, you want my lips . . .”


  Her eyes dropped, and she struggled to withhold her own thoughts from his eyes. Horton, watching, sensed a wrongness, an unearthly slant to her meanings. She was thinking:—“How could I want to give my lips to an out-land beast, of no knowledge and little intelligence? How can you speak of love, who does not have in his heart even the seed of true love?”


  Somehow, listening, Horton heard the pronouns all wrong. He was an “it”, and she was an “art”. They were two very different things, in her mind, and not man and woman at all. His puzzling about this was comical to the unseen players. Yet the fact was that the game was of deadly seriousness, not only to him but to the unseen powers behind, above . . . he did not know where! He sensed that was part of the game, never to know. It was not a game for sport only! It was a game between two vastly divergent ideals, two mighty longterm plans for two divergent futures that could never exist on the same world. It was a very old game. His coming, strangely, had caused a pause, a new alignment of forces, a fresh beginning.


  Horton vaguely wondered if he would ever come to understand and appreciate the nuances, the full, complete, detailed picture of the conflicting futures projected by these two warring plans. The back of his mind abruptly ceased to consider anything but the here and the now of HER, this strange wild human.


  Some flow of message meaning had told him she was the only other human on the planet . . .


  “You can never understand,” she was saying, watching him with a cat-to-mouse look, “having been born on a world where there are many, that I am the only one. The ones who made me are not like me! But those who made you are like you. That is why we are not both it. I am an art, and that is far more than something just accidentally born.”


  Horton tried to digest this, and failed utterly. She turned her face away, dismissing him as a thing of no possible consequence, having no mind. Embarrassment, humiliation, anger, pursued each other through Horton’s mind. He burst out: “Women always put on superior airs for no reason. You are human enough in that.”


  She ignored his outburst, and after a time he swallowed his anger, asked humbly: “This game we play. If we win, what do we win? If we lose, what do we lose?”


  She did not answer, and he leaned sidewise to see her expression, but there was an enigmatic mask over her features. He could neither hear her thought nor guess what it might be. She stood up suddenly in one of her explosive motions, this one eloquent of exasperation. “You do not know, or do you not want to know? It should already be knowledge within you. You are very stupid to ask.”


  Horton pondered over that. Somehow, inside, he knew the answers, but could not assemble them properly in his consciousness. Finally he guessed: “If we win, we win a life of fulfillment of our natural wishes. If we lose, we will be transformed into something we will never find natural. We will find ourselves forced to conform to a pattern of living to which we can never truly adapt. Is that correct?”


  She sat down, gently now, clasping her hands and knitting her brows in concentration. “Of course, you do know all the time! Why should you not believe what you know is true?”


  Horton drifted into a lost contemplation of her beauty, did not even hear her speech. “I do not even know your name. Will you tell me?” he asked, his voice catching in his throat as if reluctant, so that he kept silent and let his mind do the talking.


  “I know your name! Why don’t you know mine?” She was indignant again, and Dick Horton sought again through his mind for this new knowing that he did not need to learn beforehand. “I feel your name is Rhea . . . Rhea what? But I do not know how I know.”


  She sniffed contemptuously. “On this world one does not have to learn any simple thing. Everything has already been learned, and is waiting to be known by you. It is only the new thing, that did not exist before you, that must be learned. When you learn them, then they exist forever! No one has to learn them again!”


  Horton shook his head. It made no sense, yet he knew very well it made greater sense than he was used to having in his mind. So he tried this new-found knowing on it, and found he really knew all about it. One was in mental contact with a myriad of minds. No knowledge was lost. They retained it all in their billion-trillion memories, and when one reached for it, there it was, ready to know!


  III


  “It is time for a move. The focus of power approaches,” Rhea whispered, her face flushed with sudden elation, an anticipation of glorious action to come. Horton flinched from the terrific picture he caught of vast powers moving across the face of this world, intangible, terrible as a tornado, irresistible and ancient beings bent upon incomprehensible goals . . . and himself the focus-to-be of their warring! His knees shook, his hands began to quiver, he found himself unable to rise, until the quaking passed as quickly as it had come. For he “knew” that the game was also a way of bringing about new knowledge, and that they must shift about a new center to bring about new conditions; new forces must be brought into play. These were friendly powers he could hear approaching. As the strength of them became a thunder in his mind, he fell into a trance of unhearing waiting.


  In his trance he followed Rhea, who went gliding into the deeper shadows of the forest, pausing only to snatch a bunch of fruit like grapes from a vine. He picked a bunch, too. They were not grapes, but tasted like nuts without shells.


  They were the first food he had eaten on Volmora except his own tinned rations. He had feared to eat anything, not knowing its effect. But now he would always “know” what was good and what was not good, so long as the game went on. The pleasure of eating the fruit was intense, and he “knew” that this pleasure was compounded of the reaction of many minds to the thought of eating, their memories adding strength to his own pleasure in eating.


  As his trance state diminished into consciousness again, he found himself wondering: “In chess, the players alone do not die. The pieces are all killed, the King as well as the Queen . . . but no! The King is never killed, only imprisoned, deprived of movement!”


  Pondering further, he heard himself questioning the surrounding aura of listening minds, “Must the whole planet be devastated, everything else killed, just to checkmate me? And does that checkmate mean death?”


  His knowing told him Yes to both questions. Rhea turned and smiled, then broke into a laugh. “You are wrong again! There is no real death on Volmora! Bodies sometimes perish, but yourself goes on! I have lived long, over a century of your time since I became a being in the thought of the many. But only when you came did I acquire a body!”


  And then there was no time for questioning or wonder. The air about them was suddenly full of flying forms, which opened fishlike mouths as they flew toward the human pair, and as they struck their teeth ripped and tore. Rhea screamed. Horton threw himself flat, pulling Rhea with him to the ground. Something abruptly diverted the stream of flying things, before Horton had fully understood that they were being attacked by flying fish, here in the depths of a forest. The stream of flying forms passed, a solid phalanx of soaring death, piranha mouths champing under fixed fierce stares, long, vivid wings glittering prismatically, long, steel-strong, slender bodies quivering . . . and was abruptly gone.


  Rhea threw her arms about Horton then, there on the soft moss of the forest carpet, and he found himself kissing the dozens of bleeding gashes on her bare arms and shoulders as he murmured; “There, there, they have gone, and you will soon heal. Let me use my first aid kit.”


  At his words she released herself and drew back, her eyes horrified and her hands pushing him away. “You knew that the proper remedy for such bites is the sap of the boondar tree, yet you want to get your mercurial poisons! Why can’t you learn to know correctly?”


  She hadn’t said a word, but he had heard her horrified thought and, seeking desperately in his mind for the new knowledge, he understood that mercury to her body chemistry would have a virulence unimaginable to an Earthman. He read, too, a dozen simple remedies for such superficial wounds, all better than anything in his kit. He bowed his head in a fearful realization that his suggestion of using Earth’s poisonous antiseptics had not been at all comical to the powerful minds who had created this Rhea . . . and this time his belief went along with the concept of creation. For such beings apparently had the power to clothe a thought with flesh if there was a need for it.


  Into him came a new and powerful thought: “We remember the ignorant medical methods brought to us by the others from your world. You must not again think of using any of that inadequate toxicology based upon an inorganic medicinal pharmacopeia often more detrimental to the one treated than the injury itself. Seek first our own healing methods, always waiting in the myriad ancient memories about you. And if you see the Sea Queen’s flying brutes again, remember to think of yourself as a great beast fond of eating fish, and hold your body quite still. They hunt you by your thought, and it is a most delectable, helpless tidbit you reflect from the listening about you to their hunting scent.”


  So the two, Horton the King and Rhea the Queen, went silently and humbly through the thinking, friendly forest toward the nearby boondar tree that waited consciously for their coming. They spread the already exuded sap with their fingers everywhere the fishes’ teeth had scored their flesh. Within, short minutes the pain went out of the wounds and they knew they would heal now without soreness.


  Then Rhea went through a little ritual of blessing the ground beneath the tree, a kind of prayer of communion with the tree, and they lay down and slept under it. When they awoke they collected several armloads of dried animal dung from the game paths, spreading them beneath the tree for payment, for such was the law. A benediction followed them as they left, and a thrill of pleasure went through them, for they had obeyed the law.


  A thought came to Horton from his own maladjusted self, then, and a shudder went through all the gentle forest . . . or was it gentle only in the seeming it wore like a veil of mist? His thought, that “perhaps he had fallen into a basic error, and should in truth be upon the side of the Sea? For how could the life of the forest ever conquer the boundless ocean?”


  “It is the game, and it goes on! Our life is a part of land life, how then could we be part of the sea?”


  Horton looked at Rhea, wondering if it was really she speaking, and was confused at knowing he could never be quite sure whether he was talking to her or to one of a million other minds which all managed to be present in his “knowing”.


  Rhea looked at him coldly, her lips sliding back from her perfect teeth to reveal a savage sort of snarl that was certainly never meant to be a smile. “So you already wonder if you have made a mistake and chosen the losing side? And for this we make you our King? Perhaps you are right, and we should throw you to the sea and dismiss you from our plans?”


  Unhappy idea, unhappy thinking. He withdrew from his thoughts, and moved softly along beside Rhea, his feet noiseless beside hers on the moss. He let his mind relax into the knowing presence of the many about him, felt their welcome. Living became again a great adventure, the flowers seemed to open afresh, the leaves drooped to caress him, and the thorns lifted themselves from before his path. He felt now an upwelling of contentment, a something vastly more than any homecoming could ever be.


  Suddenly he was aware of the distant great beating of the heart of life, somewhere in the dim greenness of an inviolate and secret forest glade. He heard the heart saying: “This is your natural home, the forest and the glens and the streams that go splashing and rippling down to the quiet rivers.”


  And that distant heart was his own heart, too, as truly himself as the heart-thought of all that multitudinous life that made up Volmora’s citizens.


  Now the light came stronger from above, and Horton wished he could see the sky. Instantaneously he could see, with some distant thinker’s eyes, two suns drifting overhead, one high and one just risen. Though the sky was entirely hidden, he yet “saw” it clearly, deep vivid blue-green, a peacock color striped with lazy white streamers of cloudland, colored bizarrely by the rising second sun into warm rose and flaming scarlet and soft pink and hazy gold. Far off he sensed the yellow sea lying sullenly waiting; he feared it, for it was the enemy watching for the time to hurl its myriad warriors against his own. He feared for his friends of the forest, knowing their bodies must perish in the battles to come until it was decided once and for all who ruled Volmora and what it was to become.


  The game had become very real to him now. He saw his own part more clearly, the long chain of events stretching out from himself to Rhea to the misty future that would eventually mold that future to the all-hearts’ desire. He heard the all-hearts’ heart of hearts beat in reply, distant and dark and profound, and love for this life beyond his own was strong and knowing in him. His arm went about Rhea’s waist. She leaned against him, knowing their new affection was everyone’s natural affection. Together they joined in the thinking of the many minds, feeling the lifeprinciple itself coinciding all its lines of force with all their own, like a general marshaling his armies. Together they rediscovered TO BE, a purpose which was the center of all purpose and their own central will. Dick Horton had never understood that all his thinking was always the life principle of all time’s flows; allied and mutually dependent lifeforms reaching through his mind toward better life. He knew then, with Rhea’s soft, pliant waist within his arm, that never before had he understood what thinking and life-effort were really about. Now he did know, and would always work with all other lives to make the life-field more hospitable for each of them.


  “There are two enemies in life, and only two,” he heard his own voice murmuring. “One is mutually supporting life, the symbiotes. The other is mutually destructive life, the parasites and the omnivores who have developed an errant line of effort from the central principle.”


  “On your world,” murmured Rhea, “the errants long ago conquered and destroyed the natural life-pattern, to substitute a degenerative pattern of their own.”


  “As bad as that?” asked Horton, not caring if he was conversing with Rhea or the all-mind about him. For now he knew it was all the same thing.


  “As bad as that, dear student. Of course, it can always be changed, come to understand its own errant nature and begin to remedy its faults. But it can never become what it would have been had the symbiotes won the first great battle.”


  “Armageddon,” thought Horton, and about him murmured the myriad thinking selves: “Armageddon, an age ago, and the symbiotes died. Then Earth inherited death and age and warfare forever. Sorrow came to live forever with each one, and all minds separated into single warring entities. Forever they try to destroy each the other, never seeing the other as themselves . . . though their true interests are identical, and never opposed. The trees became victims, the forests passed away. The streams dried up, the air became sterile and empty of the trees’ gift of living water. The sun became a deadly enemy, burning away the green base life into deserts. Catastrophe followed disaster, life nearly perished on Earth. Then came a slow resurgence of the symbiotes, left alone by the vanished destructives. And again the name of man became the synonym for death, for he multiplied and he destroyed. Again Earth became barren and blasted with war, and man almost vanished. Think you our forest of life wants MAN?”


  Horton withdrew his arm from about Rhea, and her eyes blazed sudden anger at him. “Fool, you cannot comprehend. They mean man without contact and love! Here, man could be many and strong, and still not lose symbiotic contact. It is not the shape or color of a life that makes it one or the other. It is its point of intent, the deep inner impulse of its energy, the direction of its will.


  “To lose the direction, that is the sin that changes any life-form from a healthy part of all-life to an enemy of all life!” This came from some deep subterranean mind, and Horton accepted it as one with the voice of Rhea.


  “I see.”-Horton lifted his head, recovered from his shock of learning what he himself was to this people so various yet one. His arm moved about Rhea’s waist again, but she threw it aside, her eyes fierce as a mother leopard shielding her cub. “When you truly understand and are truly adjusted and a part of us, I will know! Until then, do not even think of love for me. It will be only pain to you! On Volmora there will be no robot race of erring ant-like-men, tearing the world of life into fragments beneath the tread of their insane armies!”


  Horton bent his head, and walked beside her, silently cursing Earth’s history. For within him was welling up a fountain of understanding, and in the light of that new thought he saw himself for a mutilated fragment of horror from an ancient world of pain.


  “There are no ant armies upon Volmora,” Rhea murmured, her voice softened now to a calm acceptance of him and his unpleasant heritage of horror. “But within the yellow sea many errant forms are developing, and the Sea Queen uses them in the game.”


  “Is all the yellow sea slipping into the anti-symbiote patterns?” asked Horton, reaching out now for what was concealed, the underthinking of the far-off destructive leaders, the terrible cancer that had destroyed his own world and was now seen to be at work here . . . perhaps grown beyond surgery.


  “That is the game!” came Rhea’s voice, but not her own sending. It was instead a terrific source of thought energy that brought her body up taut and vibrant against his own, not in love but in a terrific promise of something vastly more than any mere earthly love of male for female. And as swiftly the promise was withdrawn, became conditional upon his own development. Horton’s self became then a reaching, an enfolding, a branching-out of many mental seeking fingers, and he heard his inner self swear an oath to make a mighty effort toward metamorphosis into . . . what? There was no earthly thought which could hold that concept, the thing he wanted to become.


  “A sad Earth,” he heard the myriad sighs of sympathy. “Sad, sad, not to know the word for self.”


  Horton knew that till this instant he had never had a self, but only a miasma of error, of inner delusion, an ego that twisted forever in tortuous fumbling from error to mistake to dungheap of ignorance.


  Abruptly Rhea laughed, throwing off the whole too-serious discussion with a toss of her dark mane of glossy tresses. She stepped close, holding him for a long second and staring into his eyes. Then she pulled his head down to her soft breast, close and sweet and melting, and a self that was really her own came out and peered from within her into his own inner eyes.


  “Happiness,” said Rhea, her voice a soft murmur of real words above his head. “Win or lose we have ahead many days and nights of love. Forget now, and become again your own poor starved Earth-self, and let me help you grow into our reality.”


  A kiss, was his thought. His act was swift to follow. Their kiss was an oath of dark bliss, a waiting they must enforce while they snatched from the stark game of death to come what moments of peace plight be theirs.


  Then she was gone, and he was alone in the too-bright noon, the forest silent and waiting about him.


  “The Queen has gone upon war’s errand, the King is fixed upon his square,” was Horton’s last conscious thought as he sank upon the grass and slept.


  IV


  In his sleep Dick Horton felt the sullen yellow flood reach for him, lift him, chortle as it bore him away. When he won his struggle to open his eyes, there was a rushing all about him, and a face beside him that was not Rhea’s face!


  The face was familiar, like the face of some half-remembered portrait seen in an ancient mansion. Or a picture held up by an auctioneer, somewhere, that you knew you should know the person, but can’t quite remember. His guessing about the nature of the owner of the face was half scornful, half impressed by the aura of lineage, of pride in power. A lean face, lovely in a bizarre angularity and strength, yet frightening with the suggestion of ruthlessness and self-will . . . Her thought reaching into his mind was mocking: “The King of the Forest does not resist? Where now is the promise of the Heart of the Forest? Where the power of the hosts of forest beasts? What use the wisdom of the ancient dwellers of the undersoil?”


  “Does this capture end the game?” asked Horton, half certain he was dreaming still, and about to awake safe in his forest glade.


  The creature laughed, and he knew that was real laughter, a sound of mockery and bold, rebellious courage in his ears, and no dream. “End the game?” Her voice was sound, too, and he wondered why she should speak thus, like an air breather of his own world, and in his own tongue, until he realized it was the perfection of her mental contact that gave the complete illusion of speech; a trick, perhaps, to impress him. “Hardly, little man. You are not that important. I have captured the new King, yes. To you it is important, and to me. But they can create a newer King, or go on without one. To them, I wonder if you are important.”


  “Why to you?” asked Horton, his eyes and his new knowing faculty searching inwards toward her secret thoughts, while his conscious mind was employed taking stock of her soft sleek shoulders, the piercing grey eyes, the smooth, pointed chin under the mocking red lips.


  “The Sea Queen has always a use for one who can give her what you can give.” Her eyes were suddenly keen with something too deep for Horton’s faculties to search out. He found in his mind only a blankness and a strange mental scent like the hide of a seal under his nose—a scent that told him there was about him no thought-field natural to his mind, but only the grey reaching of many strange deep sea-things, searching for food, for life, for something else even more important yet unguessable to him.


  “I am under the sea?” he asked, trying to pierce the almost-dark around him, and then the motion ceased and she released him. He stood alone as she moved away in the darkness. Fear of the weird, merciless thoughts about him rose up and overwhelmed him. This was not his place; this nest of terrible, alien thinking was too far removed from any possible path of human experience!


  The light came slowly. He saw the wall of dark wetness holding back the inconceivable pressure of the terrible depths, and the Queen striding toward him across the floor of softly glowing glass. Some wild thing in him rose up, then, in answer to her bold beauty, the lithe grace and strength of her, the long clean legs with their swimmer’s webs only adding an exotic touch of fantasy. She laughed at the flush that rose in his. cheeks, and touched his naked arm with her fingertips. He saw that her hand was but slender, too-long bones ending in sharp claws, with the webs between glittering wetly. Yet her touch was not a horror to him, but a strange wonder! His flush deepened, and between them pulsed a recognition of the wild courage and reckless will-to-pleasure in the other, a thing between them strong and new, that would never brook any obstacle barring them from their desires.


  She was woman, well enough, in spite of her mer-woman look. Her breasts were two white poems of alabaster, her waist was a slender pillar of exotic rhythm swaying above her hips, as his eyes approved and would not leave off approving. His heart rose to a thunder in his breast in weird acknowledgment of her beauty’s power over him.


  “What could I have that you would find of value?” asked Horton, his eyes seeking her own while his mind strove against her lure, suspecting some subtle trickery at work, some reason for this capture of his susceptibility that evaded him. His mind strove against the meshes of her trap, but he knew only that he was powerless against her. His mind met in its searching only a mocking myriad of minds each assuring him that he was now of the sea and would so remain.


  “We of the sea want knowledge of your world, for many things have happened there in ages past of which we must know more. We have been cut off by the forest powers from learning of other worlds of life. There is one question we must answer. We think the answer is in you, unknown to you. Too, there is another reason I want you for myself. Need I say what that reason?”


  Her eyes told him; and his mind knew it was true. His heart thundered that it had no will to escape. He tried to think of Rhea and of the great promise, but the knowing thought about him pressed the memory out of him and gave him a mocking emptiness, as swiftly replaced by a false memory of unpleasant forest aisles where only death awaited.


  Willy-nilly, he was grateful to the Queen of the Sea for rescuing him from the death of the forest. His lips opened as he began to tell her so. But there was no need, she knew it, he knew that she would always know his deepest, most secret thought. Some little warning rang futile alarm in his inner mind, and a door swung slowly closed in his heart. Again he tried to release himself from the spell of her strange beauty upon him. But it was all useless, and he moved toward her hungry arms eagerly, thinking only that he had courage to match hers, that together they would snatch great joy and infinite love from the hungry abyss of peril surrounding them.


  Rhea sought for her Earthman a long time, when she returned, but there was only the wet track of the water that had rushed across the forest floor. There was only the certainty given her by the knowing forest minds that the sea had snatched him away. She pondered on the new use of forces by the sea that made it able to send water out of the sea on an errand such as that, where no water had ever flowed before.


  “The King is captured,” said the greater of the many minds of the forest. “But he has not mated yet!”


  “They have provided a mate?” asked Rhea, and sadly knew that they had created such a thing, if it had not already been created long ago . . . perhaps a whole race of creatures similar to men. How could she know?


  They took long council, then, with Rhea listening but not fully understanding, learning only that the vast forces of the sea were drawing together in a deep close at hand. She learned that her own rulers had decided to make a thing of life to send against this Sea army, before it came out to destroy forever the greater minds of the forest.


  Rhea came, after weary days of waiting, to the place near the shore where the new life-thing had been created. It was huge, it looked like a fish, but it was no fish. Terrible were its jaws, huge its head, powerful its driver fins as the sea itself. She stood beside it as a mouse beside a mountain. At last its side opened, and she went in to the place prepared for her there.


  It moved as a turtle moves, down the steep slopes to the sea, with its great fins working so powerfully that the land was thrown up in hillocks beside it. The life-thing struck the water with a roar of waves, slid along the mud bottom into deeper water. It lay there for a time, new-thinking with its vast mind, thoughts deafening to little Rhea. She could hear nothing but its call to the people of the sea.


  Presently the sea people swam toward this beast now entered into the sea, gathered about it, and Rhea knew their minds were captured and enslaved by the vast forces of its thought. Then it moved, swimming powerfully, and beside it gathered ever new myriads of fish forms from the gardens of the sea, waiting now to do their new master’s bidding.


  Rhea lay inside the thing like a tiny seed in the womb of a monstrous mother. Her thought was but a part of the war-thought sent out by the monster war-thing. Her own self slept and waited, watching the shock and chaos of the growing battle about the new beast as a tree might watch the struggling of warring men beneath its branches.


  Her mind went ahead of the deep-diving monster and ahead of the swarms of enslaved seacreatures, fighting now against the Sea Queen’s gathering forces. Down and down into the deeps ahead she went, to find the bubble of force within which walked her man, and within which walked also the Sea Queen to whom they had given her man. Most of all she wanted to pit her strength against the strange strength of that Sea Queen, to learn why they had taken him, and what they meant to do with him. For if she guessed aright, they meant to father a race of monstrous man-like warriors, amphibians to swarm out over the forest and whelm it once and for all under the Earthman’s horrid way of life.


  And all that diving and battling of the beast that bore her was like a dream, through which she slept, her dreaming mind racing ahead of events to reach the heart of the future and there turn aside disaster. In her dream she wept and writhed in pain as she saw the many minds of the sea forces drawing from the Earthman’s mind the plans for garth’s tools of war, the great guns and bombs and gases and deadly viruses Earthmen had used to destroy each other and the other good life on their world. Worst of all was the way of Earth armies. She awoke in a sweat of anger as she learned that they meant truly to use him to father an army of sea-creature slaves. “Sea-ants, like men, but even worse in their predestined will to destruction!” She was crying it out as she woke, and became conscious of the struggle about her beast, the mighty fishes tearing each other to bloody fragments as they were moved by the controlling mind of her powerful war-beast to protect the sides that enclosed her.


  “It is his knowledge of warfare they want,” the Heart of Hearts told her, from its home far off in the forest. “It is his seed, the destructive inheritance from his race’s centuries of terrible error. They want to loose a host of such destructives upon our forests!”


  Rhea was ready, then, the anger in her a great leashed power, as the beast she rode smashed into the bubble of force and burst through. Its side opened, and she stepped out, to face the queenly beauty of the sea-thing they had made to trap the Earthman to their will. From her eyes the on-power streamed, gifted her from the life-strength of the hosts of forest folk, the queen-power her makers had given her. For a Jong minute the taller, lithe beauty of the mer-creature stood against that eye-glance of lightning. Then she bowed her lovely head and sank slowly to her knees.


  Behind her Rhea could see now the black bodies, the massed seabeasts in their deepest nest, and she felt now the full force of their blind hate. She staggered in weakness, for that was a terrible force unleashed against her; she felt her mind burning and withering in her skull. Then a strong arm seized her about the waist, and faintly she heard the voice of her dear, foolish Earthman, crying: “My Rhea, you came, riding that black monster to meet death for me!”


  He lifted her, moved toward the opening in the side of the monster where it lay on the sea floor. Steam came out of its nostrils, and from its great head shot out thought-powered bolts of deadly meaning. The sea rulers coiled and writhed in their black nest, and now collapsed the bubble of force that held back the water from the Sea Queen’s trap, where they had meant to breed the new race of Earthmen-slaves.


  As the terrible pressure crashed down about Horton and his Queen, the sea-rulers wills never ceased to project hatred against Rhea. She straightened in Horton’s arms, her feet touched the glassy pave, thrust forward against the roaring crash of waters upon them.


  The mer-woman, struck, too, by the sudden crash of waters, yet tried to hold her captive. Now she seized them both by the arms, her driver-fins lashing to drag them back from the haven of the opening in the side of the huge thing that had brought Rhea. Rhea twisted from her grasp, caught her by the throat, and as Horton collapsed in the black water, thrust them both through the opening ahead of her, leaping in as the flesh-opening closed like a great mouth gulping in food.


  Still the beast lay there, sending out against the sea rulers great bolts of truth-meaning. They coiled and writhed and twisted their wills into dull knots of futile error to escape the paralyzing truth-power.


  Then with a thrash of great driver-fins the monstrous turtle form twisted, smashed against the force wall of the dark nest that protected the sea rulers, drove its weight into and upon the soft writhing forms of them. And what it did to them as they cast coils of tentacles about it was what all whales do to all squids, slash them into eatable pieces and gulp them in.


  But down upon the forests’ swimming beast came now the whole host of the sea powers, fishes in schools so thick there seemed no water between them, biting and tearing at the dark woody sides of the forest beast. Great tentacular arms multiplied about the beast’s dark sides, holding against the driving power of his fins.


  Every grimy part of the beast was gripped and held by some writhing cable of strength. Ink sacs emptied till all was black as the pit, but still the vast strength of the beast moved, slowly on and on, the center of a terrible moil of threshing destruction. Against the sides of it those three tiny lives who had found shelter there felt the shock and rip and clash of teeth tearing, great bodies thrashing wildly to stay forever its driving force, to drain forever the living power of it. Every inch of the beast felt the force of the tearing mouths of the sea host, striving to tear out its mighty strength by fragments.


  Inside, the minds of the three were assaulted with terrible willforce from the all-mind of the multitudinous life of the sea, but through it all there was felt a cooling force of sustaining will, and some of that was from the sea; and some from the forest far above.


  “There are rebel rulers in the sea, who want no warring with the land, who disapprove of the game!” The thought was in Horton’s mind. “They want us all to live amicably together. They side with the symbiotes of the forest. They say there is no need of the game of war between us!”


  “They are right,” Rhea’s thought answered. “These rulers behind the sea-woman here are errants. They plan everlasting destruction to all life not like their own. And what they call their own are the worst mutants of the life process, the most degenerate of the wrong paths creation can take; they are sea-life in which the original life seed has become distorted into horror . . .”


  “What will you do with this Sea Queen you have captured, my Rhea?” asked Horton, lifting his head from the weariness that had overcome him.


  “I am taking her mind back to the Forest Hearts for them to see what those others put in the flesh they designed for you to mate. They will know then that the ancient laws were broken by this clique behind her. They will know the ancient game has become but horror trying to overwhelm the peaceful folk forever. The Hearts must know, and plan differently.”


  Horton did not wonder who spoke, himself or Rhea or the myriad multitudes of the friendly folk of Volmora’s all-mind. For he knew now that it mattered not at all, for he had found their wills the same as his own in truth, indistinguishable. He had learned that self is an illusion, possible only to one who has had no mental contact with living minds.


  V


  Now, on Volmora„ many lazy suns have circled overhead. The years are many and long since the First became mated to the Earthman. Their children are many. But on Volmora there are no cities and no highways. The machine is still almost unknown, and un-needed.


  In the yellow sea, too, swim great numbers of mer-men and mer-women. All of them claim descent from the First Queen of the Sea. It seems she was created by the urge of the life-union of the sea to mate with a strange air-breather, without fins or gills, when the Sea-Heart saw it was necessary for new ways to come to Volmora.


  Over all Volmora death is little known, for no worthy mind-being is ever forgotten. The all-mind makes a new body for every being whenever the old one wears out. But many live on in the allmind, without seeing any need for a body except during the time of the Feast of Mating, and during the great Fete of the Day of the Armistice.


  There is still a great game the ancient rulers of Volmora play, but it is said they do not take it so seriously as in former times. For there are but few dissidents to the rule of the All-heart, and Love-of-Being keeps all of the Friends within the Covenant.


  There are still the hunters and the hunted, but this is ruled strictly by the Covenant; and mind-beings do not take part in the hunts. Short is the life of him who breaks the Covenant! For the hunter must always destroy the destructive, and there are hardly enough who become errant offspring of the life-force to keep hunters keen on the trail.


  But the skies are always watched for the errant beings who may come from the worlds where error has overcome the Way of Life. And many come, but few are chosen. And fewer yet are those who ever leave Volmora for lesser worlds.


  As King Horton said to the First, only yester-double-day, “To return to Earth would be a mighty game! But would the prize be worth the lost time?”


  And as the First replied: “From your memory of Earth, is not the Way of Life there too weak, and the error too deep-rooted? What plants and what creatures would be left when the game was finally won?”


  Then there was brooding, and a faint voice of ancient weakness spoke through the First, or beyond her: “We are not ready for such an effort, anyway. To overcome a whole world, that a few good seed-lives might be saved from the destruction of the destructives? Is there good thinking in such a project?”


  Horton saying: “You are right! If we two went, we would not have the Heart of Hearts with us, for there is none left alive on Earth from the first beginners, as there was here. We would find ourselves set upon by all men, by every fierce life-form . . .”


  Horton answering the voice that had spoken through him: “We might win man! It would be a worth-while game, and a fine prize!”


  Heart-of-Hearts whispers to them both: “When you are ready, you will be told! Grow strong, and one day soon, you may go and play that finest game on Earth!”


  December 1953


  POTENTIAL ENEMY


  Mack Reynolds


  CAESAR HAD THE SAME PROBLEM AND NEVER SOLVED IT. LORD HELP US IF IT JUST CAN’T BE DONE!


  Alexander the Great had not dreamed of India, nor even Egypt, when he embarked upon his invasion of the Persian Empire. It was not a matter of being like the farmer: “I ain’t selfish, all I want is the land that jines mine.” It was simply that after regaining the Greek cities of Asia Minor from Darius, he could not stop. He could not afford to have powerful neighbors that might threaten his domains tomorrow. So he took Egypt, and the Eastern Satrapies, and then had to continue to India. There he learned of the power of Cathay, but an army mutiny forestalled him and he had to return to Babylon. He died there while making plans to attack Arabia, Carthage, Rome. You see, given the military outlook, he could not afford powerful neighbors on his borders; they might become enemies some day.


  Alexander had not been the first to be faced with this problem, nor was he the last. So it was later with Rome, and later with Napoleon, and later still with Adolf the Aryan, and still later—


  IT ISN’T TRAVEL that is broadening, stimulating, or educational.


  Not the traveling itself. Visiting new cities, new countries, new continents, or even new planets, yes. But the travel itself, no. Be it by the methods of the Twentieth Century-automobile, bus, train, or aircraft—or be it by spaceship, travel is nothing more than boring.


  Oh, it’s interesting enough for the first few hours, say. You look out the window of your car, bus, train, or airliner, or over the side of your ship, and it’s very stimulating. But after that first period it becomes boring, monotonous, sameness to the point of redundance.


  And so it is in space.


  Markham Gray, free lance journalist for more years than he would admit to, was en route from the Neptune satellite Triton to his home planet, Earth, mistress of the Solar System. He was seasoned enough as a space traveler to steel himself against the monotony with cards and books, with chess problems and wire tapes, and even with an attempt to do an article on the distant earthbase from which he was returning for the Spacetraveler Digest.


  When all these failed, he sometimes spent a half hour or so staring at the vision screen which took up a considerable area of one wall of the lounge.


  Unless you had a vivid imagination of the type which had remained with Markham Gray down through the years, a few minutes at a time would have been enough. With rare exception, the view on the screen seemed almost like a still; a velvety blackness with pinpoints of brilliant light, unmoving, unchanging.


  But even Markham Gray, with his ability to dream and to discern that which is beyond, found himself twisting with ennui after thirty minutes of staring at endless space. He wished that there was a larger number of passengers aboard. The half-dozen businessmen and their women and children had left him cold and he was doing his best to avoid them. Now, if there had only been one good chess player—


  Co-pilot Bormann was passing through the lounge. He nodded to the distinguished elderly passenger, flicked his eyes quickly, professionally, over the vision screen and was about to continue on his way.


  Gray called idly, “Hans, I thought the space patrols very seldom got out here.”


  “Practically never, sir,” the other told him politely, hesitating momentarily. Part of the job was to be constantly amiable, constantly watchful of the passengers out here in deep space—they came down with space cafard at the drop of a hat. Markham Gray reminded Bormann of pictures of Benjamin Franklin he’d seen in history books, and ordinarily he didn’t mind spending a little time now and then talking things over with him. But right now he was hoping the old duffer wasn’t going to keep him from the game going on forward with Captain Post and the steward.


  “Just noticed one on the screen,” the elderly journalist told him easily.


  The co-pilot smiled courteously. “You must have seen a meteorite, sir. There aren’t any—”


  Markham Gray flushed. “I’m not as complete a space neophyte as your condescending air would indicate, Lieutenant. As a matter of fact, I’ll stack my space-months against yours any day.”


  Bormann said soothingly, “It’s not that, sir. You’ve just made a mistake. If a ship was within reasonable distance, the alarms would be sounding off right now. But that’s not all, either. We have a complete record of any traffic within a considerable distance, and I assure you that—”


  Markham Gray pointed a finger at the lower left hand corner of the screen. “Then what is that, Lieutenant?” he asked sarcastically.


  The smile was still on the copilot’s face as he turned and followed the direction of the other’s finger. The smile faded. “I’ll be a makron!” he blurted. Spinning on his heel, he hurried forward to the bridge, muttering as he went.


  The older man snorted with satisfaction. Actually, he shouldn’t have been so snappy with the young man; he hated to admit he was growing cranky with age. He took up his half completed manuscript again. He really should finish this article, though, space knew, he hadn’t enough material for more than a few paragraphs. Triton was a barren satellite if he’d ever seen one—and he had.


  He had almost forgotten the matter ten minutes later when the ship’s public address system blurted loudly.


  BATTLE STATIONS! BATTLE STATIONS! ALL CREW MEMBERS TO EMERGENCY STATIONS. ALL PASSENGERS IMMEDIATELY TO THEIR QUARTERS. BATTLE STATIONS!


  Battle Stations?


  Markham Gray was vaguely familiar with the fact that every Solar System spacecraft was theoretically a warcraft in emergency, but it was utterly fantastic that—


  He heaved himself to his feet, grunting with the effort, and, disregarding the repeated command that passengers proceed to their quarters, made his way forward to the bridge, ignoring the hysterical confusion in passengers and crew members hurrying up and down the ship’s passageways.


  It was immediately obvious, there at the craft’s heart, that this was no farce, at least not a deliberate one. Captain Roger Post, youthful officer in command of the Neuve Los Angeles, Lieutenant Hans Bormann and the two crew members on watch were white-faced and shaken, momentarily confused in a situation which they had never expected to face. The two officers stood before the bridge vision screen watching, wide-eyed, that sector of space containing the other vessel. They had enlarged it a hundred-fold.


  At the elderly journalist’s entrance, the skipper had shot a quick, irritated glance over his shoulder and had begun to snap something; he cut it off. Instead, he said, “When did you first sight the alien ship, Mr. Gray?”


  “Alien?”


  “Yes, alien. When did you first sight it? It is obviously following us in order to locate our home planet.” There was extreme tension in the captain’s voice.


  Markham Gray felt cold fingers trace their way up his back. “Why, why, I must have noticed it several hours ago, Captain. But . . . an alien! . . . I . . .” He peered at the enlarged craft on the screen. “Are you sure, Captain? It seems remarkably like our own. I would say—”


  The captain had swung back around to stare at the screen again, as though to reassure himself of what he had already seen.


  “There are no other ships in the vicinity,” he grated, almost as though to himself. “Besides that, as far as I know, and I should know, there are no Earth craft that look exactly like that. There are striking similarities, I’ll admit, to our St. Louis class scouts, but those jets on the prow—there’s nothing like them either in existence or projected.”


  His voice rose in an attempt to achieve decisiveness, “Lieutenant Bormann, prepare to attack.”


  Suddenly, the telviz blared.


  Calling the Neuve Los Angeles. Calling the Neuve Los Angeles. Be unafraid. We are not hostile.


  There was quiet on the bridge of the earth ship. Screaming quiet. It was seemingly hours before they had recovered even to the point of staring at one another.


  Hans Bormann gasped finally, unbelievingly, “How could they possibly know the name of our ship? How could they possibly know the Amer-English language?”


  The captain’s face was white and frozen. He said, so quietly that they could hardly make it out, “That’s not all. Our alarms still haven’t been touched off, and our estimators aren’t functioning; we don’t know how large they are nor how far away. It’s unheard of—. Somehow they’ve completely disrupted our instruments.”


  Markham Gray followed the matter with more than average interest, after their arrival at the New Albuquerque spaceport. Not that average interest wasn’t high.


  Finally man had come in contact with another intelligence. He had been dreading it, fearing it, for decades; now it was here. Another life form had conquered space, and, seemingly, had equipment, in some respects at least, superior to humanity’s.


  The court martial of Captain Roger Post had been short and merciless. Free access to the trial had been given to the press and telviz systems, and the newscasts had carried it in its entirety, partially to stress to the public mind the importance of the situation, and partially as a warning to other spacemen.


  Post had stood before the raised dais upon which were seated SupSpaceCom Michell and four other high-ranking officers and heard the charge read—failure to attack the alien craft, destroy it, and thus prevent the aliens—wherever they might be from—returning to their own world and reporting the presence of man in the galaxy.


  Markham Gray, like thousands of others, had sat on the edge of his chair in the living room of his small suburban home, and followed the trial closely on his telviz.


  SupSpaceCom Michell had been blunt and ruthless. He had rapped out, bitingly, “Roger Post, as captain of the Neuve Los Angeles, why did you not either destroy the alien craft, or, if you felt it too strong for your ship, why did you not blast off into space, luring it away from your home planet?”


  Post said hesitantly, “I didn’t think it necessary, sir. His attitude was—well, of peace. It was as if we were two ships that had met by chance and dipped their flags in the old manner and passed on to their different destinations. They even were able to telviz us a message.”


  The SupSpaceCom snapped, “That was undoubtedly a case of telepathy. The alien is equipped in some manner to impose thoughts upon the human brain. You thought the telviz was used; actually the alien wasn’t speaking Amer-English, he was simply forcing thoughts into your minds.”


  Markham Gray, watching and listening to this over his set, shook his head in dissatisfaction. As always, the military mind was dull and unreceptive. The ridiculousness of expecting Post to blast off into space in an attempt to fool the other craft in regard to his home planet was obvious. The whole affair had taken place within the solar system; obviously the alien would know that one of Sol’s nine major planets was mankind’s home. Finding out which one wouldn’t be too difficult a job.


  Roger Post was saying hesitantly, “Then it is assumed that the alien craft wasn’t friendly?”


  SupSpaceCom Michell indicated his disgust with an impatient flick of his hand. “Any alien is a potential enemy, Post; that should be elementary. And a potential enemy is an enemy in fact. Even though these aliens might seem amiable enough today, how do we know they will be in the future—possibly in the far future? There can be no friendship with aliens. We can’t afford to have neighbors; we can’t afford to be encircled by enemies.”


  “Nor even friends?” Captain Post had asked softly.


  Michell glared at his subordinate. “That is what it amounts to, Captain; and the thing to remember is that they feel the same way. They must! They must seek us out and destroy us completely and as quickly as possible. By the appearance of things, and partially through your negligence, they’ve probably won the first round. They know our location; we don’t know theirs.”


  The supreme commander of Earth’s space forces dropped that point. “Let us go back again. When you received this telepathic message—or whatever it was—what was your reaction? Did it seem friendly, domineering, or what?”


  Roger Post stood silent for a moment. Finally he answered, “Sir, I still think it was the telviz, rather than a telepathic communication, but the . . . the tone of voice seemed to give me the impression of pitying.”


  “Pitying!” Michell ejaculated.


  The captain was nervous but determined. “Yes, sir. I had the distinct feeling that the being that sent the message felt sorry for us.”


  The SupSpaceCom’s face had gone red with indignation.


  It was three years before another of the aliens was sighted. Three hurried, crowded, harassed years during which all the Solar System’s resources were devoted to building and arming a huge space fleet and rushing space defenses. The total wars of the Twentieth Century paled in comparison to the allout efforts made to prepare for this conflict.


  The second view of the alien ship was similar to the first. This time the Pendleton, a four-man scout returning to the Venus base after a patrol in the direction of Sirius, held the intruder in its viewer for a full five minutes. Once again, no estimation of its distance nor size could be made. All instruments pertaining to such detection seemed to fail to function properly.


  And again the alien had sent a message—seemingly, at least, by telviz. We are no danger to you, mankind. Seek your destiny in peace. Your troubles are from within.


  The Pendleton would have attempted to follow the strange craft, but her fuel tanks were nearly dry and she had to proceed to Venus. Her captain’s report made a sensation.


  In a way, the whole business had been a good thing for Markham Gray. As a free lancing journalist, he’d had a considerable advantage. First, he was more than usually informed on space travel and the problems relating to it; second, he had been present at—in fact,-had made himself—the first sighting of the aliens.


  His articles were in continuous demand in both magazines and newspaper supplements; editors clamored for additional material from his voco-typer. There was but one complaint against his copy—it wasn’t alarmist enough, sensational enough. Humanity had been whipped into a state of hysteria, an emotional binge, and humanity loved it.


  And it was there that Markham Gray refused to go along. He had agreed with poor Captain Post, now serving a life sentence in the Martian prison camps; there had been no sign of hostility from the alien craft. It was man who was preparing for war—and Gray knew of no period in history in which preparations for war did not eventually culminate in one.


  So it was not really strange that it was he the aliens chose to contact.


  It came in the early hours of the morning. He awakened, not without a chill of fear, the sound of his telviz set in his ears. He had left it turned off, he knew that. He shook his head to clear it, impatient of the fact that with advancing years it was taking an increasing time to become alert after sleep.


  He had not caught the message. For a brief moment he thought the sound had been a dream.


  Then the telviz spoke again. The screen was blank. It said, You are awake, Mr. Gray?


  He stared at it, uncomprehending.


  He said, “I . . . I don’t understand.” Then, suddenly, he did understand, as though by an inspired revelation. Why they were able to speak Amer-English. Why their ship looked like a Terran one. Why they had been able to ‘disrupt’ the Earth ships’ instruments.


  He said haltingly, “Why are you here?”


  We are familiar with your articles. You alone, Mr. Gray, seem at least to seek understanding. Before we left, we felt it our duty to explain our presence and our purpose—that is, partially.


  “Yes,” he said. Then, in an attempt to check the conclusion at which he had just arrived, he added, “You are going from the Solar System—leaving your home for a new one?”


  There was a long silence.


  Finally: As we said, we were going to explain partially our presence and purpose, but obviously you know more than we had thought. Would you mind revealing the extent of your knowledge?


  Gray reached to the foot of the bed and took up his night robe; partly because it was chilly, partly to give himself time to consider his answer. Perhaps he shouldn’t have said that. He was alone in this small house; he had no knowledge of their intentions toward him.


  Bur he had gone too far now. He said, “Not at all. I am not sure of where we stand, but things should be much clearer, shortly. First of all, your spaceships are tiny. Probably less than ten pounds.”


  About four, Mr. Gray.


  “Which explains why our instruments did not record them; the instruments weren’t disrupted, your ships were really too small to register. That’s where we made our first mistake. We assumed, for no valid reason, that you were approximately our own size. We were willing to picture you as non-human and possessing limbs, organs, and even senses different from ours; but we have pictured ‘aliens’, as we’ve been calling you, as approximately our own size. Actually, you must be quite tiny.”


  Quite tiny, Markham Gray. Although, of course, the way we think of it is that you are quite huge.


  He was becoming more confident now; widely awake, it was less strange to hear the words come from his commonplace home model telviz set. “Our second mistake was in looking for you throughout space,” he said softly.


  There was hesitation again, then, And why was that a mistake, Markham Gray?


  Gray wet his lips. He might be signing his death warrant, but he couldn’t stop now. “Because you are not really ‘aliens,’ but of Earth itself. Several facts point that way. For instance, your ships are minute models of Earth ships, or, rather, of human ships. You have obviously copied them. Then, too, you have been able to communicate with humans too easily. An alien to our world would have had much more trouble. Our ways, our methods of thinking, are not strange to you.”


  You have discovered a secret which has been kept for many centuries, Markham Gray.


  He was more at ease now; somehow there was no threat in the attitude of the other. Gray said, “The hardest thing for me to understand is why it has been kept a secret. Obviously, you are a tiny form of Earth life, probably an insect, which has progressed intellectually as far beyond other insect forms as man beyond other mammals. Why have you kept this a secret from humans?”


  You should be able to answer that yourself, Mr. Gray. As we developed, we were appalled by the only other form of life on our planet with a developed intelligence. Why, not even your own kind is safe from your bloodlust. The lesser animals on Earth have been either enslaved by man—or slaughtered to extinction. And even your fellows in the recent past were butchered; man killed man wholesale. Do you blame us for keeping our existence a secret? We knew that the day humans discovered there was another intelligence on Earth they would begin making plans to dominate or, even more likely, to destroy us. Our only chance was to find some refuge away from Earth. That is why we began to search the other stars for a planet similar to this and suitable to our form of life.


  “You could have fought back, had we attempted to destroy you,” Gray said uncomfortably.


  The next words were coldly contemptuous. We are not wanton killers, like man. We have no desire to destroy.


  Gray winced and changed the subject. “You have found your new planet?”


  At last. We are about to begin transportation of our population to the new world. For the first time since our ancestors became aware of the awful presence of man on the Earth, we feel that we can look forward to security.


  Markham Gray remained quiet for a long time. “I am still amazed that you were able to develop so far without our knowledge,” he said finally.


  There was an edge of amusement in the answering thought. We are very tiny, Mr. Gray. And our greatest efforts have always been to keep from under man’s eyes. We have profited greatly, however, by our suitability to espionage; little goes on in the human world of which we don’t know. Our progress was greatly aided by our being able to utilize the science that man has already developed. You’ve noted, for instance, how similar our space ships are to your own.


  Gray nodded to himself. “But I’m also impressed by the manner in which you have developed some mechanical device to duplicate human speech. That involved original research.”


  At any rate, neither man nor we need dread the future any longer. We have escaped the danger that overhung us, and you know now that we are no alien enemies from space threatening you. We wish you well, mankind; perhaps the future will see changes in your nature. It is in this friendly hope that we have contacted humanity through you, Mr. Gray.


  The elderly journalist said quietly, “I appreciate your thoughtfulness, and hope you are correct. Good luck to you in your new world.”


  Thank you, Markham Gray, and goodbye.


  The set was suddenly quiet again.


  Markham Gray stood before the assembled Military Council of the Solar System. He had told his story without interruption to this most powerful body on Earth. They listened to him in silence.


  When he had finished, he waited for their questions. The first came from SupSpaceCom Michell. He said, thoughtfully, “You believe their words to be substantially correct, Gray?”


  “I believe them to be entirely truthful, your excellency,” the journalist told him sincerely.


  “Then they are on the verge of leaving the Earth and removing to this other planet in some other star system?”


  “That is their plan.”


  The SupSpaceCom mused aloud. “We’ll be able to locate them when they blast off en masse. Their single ships are so small that they missed being observed, but a mass flight we’ll be able to detect. Our cruisers will be able to follow them all the way, blasting them as they go. If any get through to their new planet, we’ll at least know where they are and can take our time destroying it.”


  The President of the Council added thoughtfully, “Quite correct, Michell. And in the early stages of the fight, we should be able to capture some of their ships intact. As soon as we find what kind of insect they are, our bacteriologists will be able to work on a method to eliminate any that might remain on Earth.”


  Markham Gray’s face had paled in horror. “But why?” he blurted. “Why not let them go in peace? All they’ve wanted for centuries is to escape us, to have a planet of their own.”


  SupSpaceCom Michell eyed him tolerantly. “You seem to have been taken in, Mr. Gray. Once they’ve established themselves in their new world, we have no idea of how rapidly they might develop and how soon they might become a threat. Even though they may be peaceful today, they are potential enemies tomorrow. And a potential enemy is an enemy, who must be destroyed.”


  Gray felt sickness well through him “But . . . but this policy . . . What happens when man finally finds on his borders a life form more advanced than he—an intelligence strong enough to destroy rather than be destroyed?”


  The tolerance was gone now. The SupSpaceCom said coldly, “Don’t be a pessimistic defeatist, Gray.”


  He turned to the admirals and generals of his staff. “Make all preparations for the attack, gentlemen.”


  EXPLOITER’S END


  James Causey


  PEOPLE OP TERMITES, IT’S ALL THE SAME. THERE’S A LIMIT TO HOW FAR YOU CAN DRIVE THEM!”


  WE TIME-STUDIED the Term.


  It moved with a pliant, liquid grace, its four arms flickering over the instrument panel, installing studs, tightening screws, its antennae glowing with the lambent yellow that denoted an agony of effort.


  “See?” Harvey’s freckled face was smug. “He rates an easy hundred and ten. Whoever took that first study—”


  “I took it,” I said, squinting at the stop watch.


  You could hear him bite his lip. After only two weeks on the job, on a strange planet ninety light-years from home, you don’t tell your boss he’s cockeyed.


  The Term hurried. Its faceted termite eyes were expressionless diamonds, but the antennae gleamed a desperate saffron. If bugs could sweat, I thought wryly. Now the quartz panel installation. Those four arms moved in a blinding frenzy.


  But the stop watch was faster. The second hand caught up with the Term. It passed him. Rating: Seventy-four per cent.


  I tucked the clipboard under my arm, squeezed through the airlock, and down the ramp. Harvey followed sullenly. The conveyor groaned on, bringing up the next unit, a sleek little cruiser. The Term seized a fifty-pound air wrench, fled up the ramp to the airlock.


  “A dozen feet back to the operation,” I pointed out. “After the next job he’ll have to return forty feet. Then sixty. He’s in the hole.”


  Harvey looked at his shoes. John Barry, the trim superintendent, came puffing down the line, his jowled face anxious about direct labor cost, the way every good super should be. “Anything wrong, Jake?”


  “He can’t cut it,” I said.


  Barry frowned up through the airlock at the Term. Those antennae now shone the soft sad purple of despair..


  We walked past the body jigs. The air was a haze of blue smoke, punctuated with yellow splashes of flame from the electronic welding guns. Terms scuttled like gigantic spiders over the great silver hulls, their antennae glowing in a pattern of swift bright harmony, right on standard, good cost. Harvey’s face was rapt as he watched them. I said harshly:


  “Give me your third Production Axiom.”


  Harvey’s shoulders squared. He said stiffly: “Beauty is functional. The quintessence of grace is the clean, soaring beauty of a spaceship’s hull—”


  “Extrapolate, Harvey.”


  His lips were tight. “What I see is ugly. Terms must be taught individuality. What I see is a fascinating, deadly beauty—deadly because it’s useless. We must sublimate it, grind it down, hammer it out into a useful pattern. Waste motion is a sin . . .”


  “Excellent.”


  We turned into the administration lift, leaving the iron roar behind us, and on the way up Harvey didn’t say a word. I listened for the tinkle of shattering ideals, and said patiently, “You’re here to build spaceships. To build them better and cheaper than Consolidated or Solar. Hell, we’ve even set up a village for the Terms! Electricity, plumbing, luxuries they wouldn’t normally enjoy for the next million years—”


  “Will they fire him?” Harvey’s voice was flat.


  My temper was shredding. “Four-day layoff. His third this month. Terms kick in most of their salary for village maintenance. They can’t afford a part-time producer.”


  I could see that Term read out of the gang, leaving the company village, stoically, while his fellows played a wailing dirge of color on their antennae. The farewell song. I could see him trudging over the windswept peak of Cobalt Mountain, staring down at his native village, and shaking with the impact of the Stammverstand, the tribemind, the ache and the longing. A wheel, shaken out of orbit. The lonely cog, searching for its lost slot. I could see that Term returning to his tribe. And how they’d tear him to pieces because he was a thing apart, now, an alien.


  We walked down the gray corridor, past Psych, past the conference hall, to the silver door marked Methods and Standards. Harvey’s blue eyes were remote, stubborn. I clapped him paternally on the shoulder. “Anyone can call one wrong, lad. Forget it.”


  Harvey slumped down at a computor, and I walked into my private office and shut the door. Harvey’s personnel dossier was in my desk. I.Q. 178, fair. Stability quotient two point eight, very bad. Adaptability rating point seven, borderline. Those idiots in Psych! Couldn’t they indoctrinate a new man properly?


  I waited.


  In a moment Harvey came in without knocking and said, “Mr. Eagan, I want to quit.”


  I took my time lighting a cigar, not raising my head.


  His defiant, pleading look.


  I blew smoke rings at the visicom and finally said, “Since you were sixteen, you’ve dreamed of this. Elimination tests, the weeding out, ten thousand other smart, hungry kids fighting you for this job.” I tasted the words. “When your contract’s up you can write your own ticket anywhere in the system.”


  He blurted: “I came here full of ideas about the wonderful work Amalgamated was doing to advance backward civilizations. Sure, the Terms have a union. They’re paid at standard galactic rates for spacecraft assembly. But you make them live in that village. It costs to run that village. You give it to them with one hand and take it back with the other. All the time you’re holding out the promise of racial advancement, individuality, some day the Terms will reach the stars. Nuts!”


  “That’s Guild propaganda,” I said softly.


  “The Guild is just a bogey you created to keep the Intersolar Spacecrafters Union in line. There’s a Venusport liner due in next week. When it leaves I’ll be on it!”


  I played Dutch Uncle. I told him he wasn’t used to Terminorb’s one-and-a-half gravs, that this was just a hangover from the three to five oxygen ratio he wasn’t used to. But he said no. Finally I shrugged, scribbled something on . an AVO and handed it to him. “All right, Harvey,” I said mildly. “Take this down to Carmody, in Psych. He’ll give you a clearance.”


  Harvey’s face went white. “Since when do you go to Psych for a clearance?”


  I pressed a stud under the desk and two Analysts came in. I told them what to do and Harvey screamed; he fought and bit and clawed, he mouthed unutterable things about what we were doing to the Terms until I chopped him mercifully behind the ear.


  “Poor devil,” panted one of the Analysts. “Obviously insufficient indoctrination, sir. Would you mind if I spent an hour in Psych for reorientation? He—he upset me.”


  My eyes stung with pride. Sam had loyalty plus.. “Sure thing, Sam. You’d better go too, Barney. He said some pretty ugly things.”


  They dragged Harvey out and I went over to the visicom, punched a button. I was trembling with an icy rage as Carmody’s lean hawk face swam into view. “Hello, Jake,” he said languidly. “How’s Cost?”


  I told him curtly about Harvey. “Another weak sister,” I rasped. “Can’t you screen them any more? Didn’t you note his stability index? I’m going to report this to Starza, Don.”


  “Relax,” Carmody smiled. “Those things happen, Jake. We’ll do a few gentle things with scalpel and narcosynthesis, and he’ll be back in a week, real eager, the perfect cost analyst.”


  I’d never liked Carmody. He was so smug; he didn’t realize the sacredness of his position. I said coldly, “Put Miss Davis on.”


  Carmody’s grin was knowing. The screen flickered, and Fern’s face came into focus. Her moist red lips parted, and I shivered, looking at her, even on a visicom screen. The shining glory of her hair, those cool green eyes. Three months hadn’t made a difference.


  “How was little old Earth?” I said awkwardly.


  “Wonderful!” She was radiant. “I’ll see you for lunch.”


  “Today’s grievance day. Dinner?”


  “I promised Don,” she said demurely.


  I swallowed hard. “How about the Term festival tomorrow night?”


  “Well, Don sort of asked—”


  I tried to laugh it off and Fern said she’d see me later and the screen went blank and I sat there shaking.


  The screen flickered again. Starza’s great moon face smiled at me and said sweetly, “We’re ready to start grieving.”


  I picked up the time studies that were death sentences for two Terms, and went down the hall to ulcer gulch, the conference room.


  Lure a termite away from his tribe. Promise him the stars. Make him bust his thorax on an assembly line. He makes a wonderful worker, with reflexes twice as fast as a human’s, but he still isn’t an individual. Even when putting a spaceship together, he’s still part of the tribe, part of a glowing symphony of color and motion. That’s bad for production. Accent on individuality, that was the keynote. The Terms and their union representatives could argue a grievance right to the letter of the contract, but when it came to production standards we had them. Terminorb IV was ninety light-years from the system, and the Terms couldn’t afford a home office time and motion analyst. It wasn’t worth it. Terms were expendable.


  Los Tichnat was committeeman at large for the Term local. He sat regally at the head of the conference table, seven gleaming chitinous feet of him, with his softly pulsating antennae and faceted eyes, and said in a clicking, humorless voice, “The first item is a second-stage grievance. Brother Nadkek, in final assembly, was laid off for one day. Reason: He missed an operation. The grievance, of course, is a mere formality. You will deny it.” Dave Starza winked at me from behind horn-rimmed glasses. He sat like some great bland Buddha, Director of Industrial Relations, genius in outer psychology, ruthless, soft-spoken, anticipator of alien trends. He said in that beautiful velvet voice, “Ordinarily, yes. In this case Nadkek wished to ask his foreman about omitting a welding phase of the operation. While the suggestion was declined, Nadkek showed unmistakable-initiative.” Starza stressed the word. “We appreciate his interest in the job. He will receive pay for the lost day.”


  Around the table, antennae flashed amazed colors. A precedent had been set. Interest in the job transcended even the Contract.


  “Management sustains the grievance?” Tichnat droned incredulously.


  “Of course,” Starza said.


  Nadkek left the conference room, his antennae a puzzled mauve.


  “Next,” Starza said pontifically.


  The next grievance was simply that a foreman had spoken harshly to a Term. The Term resented it. In his tribe he had been a fighter, prime guardian of the Queen-Mother. Fighters could not be reprimanded as could spinners or workers.


  Starza and Tichnat split hairs while I dozed and thought about Fern.


  Starza finally promised to reprimand the foreman. It was lovely, the way he thumped on the table, aflame with righteousness, his voice golden thunder, the martyr, hurt by Tichnat’s unfairness, yet so eager to compromise, to be fair. The next grievance was work standards. Starza looked at me. This one mattered. This was cost.


  I pulled our my study proofs, said, “Radnor, in final assembly. Consistently in the hole. Rating, seventy-four percent—”


  ‘The operation was too tight, Jake. Admit it!”


  The thought uncoiled darkly, thundering and reverberating in the horrified caverns of my brain.


  A thoughtcaster. So the Guild had thoughtcasters now. The Guild had finally come.


  I sat in the dank silence, shaking. A drop of ice crawled slowly down my temple. I stared around the conference table at Starza’s frown, at those Term faces, the great faceted eyes.


  “We gave this worker every chance,” I said, licking my lips. “We put him on another operation. He still couldn’t cut it. Even though we’ve got production to meet, we still give as many chances—”


  The thought slashed. It grew into a soundless roar.


  “Stop it, Jake! Tell them how Amalgamated, under the cloak of liberation, is strangling the Terms with an alien culture. Tell them what a mockery their contract really is! Tell them about that Term you condemned this morning!”


  I fought it. Feeling the blood run from my lip, I fought it. I’d seen strong men driven insane by a thoughtcaster within seconds. My stability index was six point three. Damned high. I fought it. I got to my feet. The room reeled. Those damned Term faces. The shining antennae. I stumbled towards the door. The thought became a whip-., lash of molten fury.


  “Uphold that grievance, Jake! Tell them the truth. Admit the standard was impossible to meet—”


  I slammed the door. The voice stopped.


  My skull was a shattered flywheel, a sunburst of agony. I was retching. I stumbled down the corridor to Psych. Fern was there. I was screaming at her. The Guild was here. They had thoughtcasters. My brain was melting. Fern was white-faced. She had a hypo. I didn’t feel it. The last thing I saw was the glimmer of tears in her green eyes.


  “. . . the neuron flow.” Starza’s voice. “No two alike. Like fingerprints. What a pity they can’t refine the transmittal waves.”


  I tried to open my eyes.


  “The Guild atomized Solar’s plant on Proycon,” Carmody’s voice said quietly. “It’s just a question of time, Dave.”


  “No,” Starza said thoughtfully. “Proycon was a sweatshop. I think maybe they’re hinting that our production standards are a trifle rough. Look, his eyelids fluttered. Bet you he takes refuge in amnesia.”


  “You lose.” My voice was an iron groan.


  We were in Starza’s office. Carmody peered at me with a clinical eye. “I took the liberty of narcosynthesis while you were out, Jake. You told us all about it. How do you feel?”


  I told them how I felt, in spades.


  “I want my vacation now,” I said. “I’ve accrued seven months. I’m going to Venus,” I said.


  “Now, now,” Starza said. “Mustn’t desert the sinking ship, Jake.” I shut my eyes. His voice was soothing oil. “Jake, the Guild as a whole doesn’t know of this plant. Guild agents are free-lancers, in the full sense of the word. They exercise their own initiative, and only report to Guild HQ when the job is done.”


  “Then,” Carmody said, “if we can find out who—”


  “Precisely.” Starza’s eyes were veiled. “Incidentally, Don, you’ve been gone the last four days. Why?”


  Carmody regarded him steadily. “Recruiting. You knew that.”


  “Yet you brought back only a dozen Terms.”


  Carmody drew a slow deep breath. “Word’s gotten around, Dave. The tribes have finally forgotten their petty wars and united against a common enemy. Us! Any Term that exhibits undesirable traits of individuality is now destroyed. I think a dozen was a good haul.”


  “You had the whole planet.”


  Carmody’s grin was diamond hard. “You think maybe I spent a few hours under a Guild mind-control? Is that it?”


  Starza said, “On your way out, send Los Tichnat in.”


  Carmody flushed. “Tichnat’s .the one and you know it! But if he’s not—if you haven’t run down the spy by tomorrow—you can accept, my resignation. I saw what they left of Proycon.”


  The door slammed behind him. Starza smiled at me. “What do you think, Jake?”


  “Tichnat. The second I got out of there, the thoughtcaster stopped.”


  “Doesn’t mean a thing. They can beam through solid rock. Hundred-foot radius.”


  “No exploitation,” I mused.


  “Fanatics,” Starza said. “They’d impede the progress of man. Sacrifice man’s rightful place in the cosmos for the sake of—crawling things! We’ll fight them, Jake!”


  Tichnat entered. He stood stiffly before Starza’s desk, his antennae a cheerful emerald.


  Starza said carefully, “What do you know about the Guild?”


  “Impractical visionaries,” Tichnat clicked. “Lovers of statis, well-meaning fools. They approached me yesterday.”


  A vein throbbed purple in Starza’s forehead. Yet he kept his voice soft. “And you didn’t report it?”


  “And precipitate a crisis?” Tichnat sounded amused. “I was asked if my people were being persecuted. Had I answered in the affirmative there might have been repercussions, perhaps a sequel to Proycon. Oh yes, we know of Proycon. Your foremen are sometimes indiscreet.”


  “Who was the agent?” Starza breathed.


  “Should I tell you, and disrupt the status quo? You would destroy the agent. In retaliation, the Guild might destroy this plant.”


  “Impossible! Guild agents have no such authority—”


  “A chance I cannot afford to take.” Tichnat was adamant.


  “Amalgamated,” Starza prodded, “offers a standing reward of one hundred thousand solar credits for apprehension of any Guild agent. Your village could use those credits. You could equip an atomic lab. You could maintain your own research staff—”


  “Stop it.” The antennae throbbed brilliantly.


  “We are your friends, Tichnat.”


  “Symbiosis, I believe is the word,” Tichnat clicked dryly. “You need us. We need your science. We need your terrifying concept of individuality. We need to lose our old ways. The dance of harvest time. The Queen-Mother. One by one the rituals drop away. The old life, the good tribal life, is dying. You sift out us misfits who chafe at tribal oneness, you offer us the planets!”


  The antennae flashed an angry scarlet. “You think to keep us chained a millennium. A hundred years will suffice. We will leave you. We exiles you have made, we who would be destroyed if we dared return to the tribe, we shall rule this world! You aliens drive a hard bargain, but the dream is worth it!”


  Prometheus, in a bug’s body. The shining strength, and the dark terrible pride.


  “It is no dream,” Starza said gently. “But perhaps you go about achieving it the wrong way. You still refuse to divulge the spy?”


  “I am sorry. Good day.”


  Starza brooded after him.


  “He’s a fool. But he’s grasping mankind’s concepts, Jake. I’d give my right eye for a good semanticist! Basic English does it. Self, want, mine, selfish ego-words, the cornerstones of grasping humanity. Sure, we’ll raise hell with their esthetic sense, but in the end they’ll thank us.”


  I sat, worrying about a secret fanatic somewhere in the plant who, in the holy interests of Mars-for-the Martians, Terminorb-for-the-Terms, might soon plant an atomic warhead in our body shop. I finally said, “What are we going to do!”


  “Do?” Starza chuckled. “Why, slacken line speeds, lower production standards, fifty percent at least. By tomorrow we’ll be down to forty jobs an hour. They want loose standards, we’ll give it to them.”


  “But my cost!”


  “Obscenity your cost. Look, Jake, no matter how you set an operation up, the Terms manage to work in some glittering little ritual. They have to create beauty. Their esthetic sense must be fed. They can’t adjust to quick change. Supposing you cut line speeds by ten per cent. They adjust, but it almost kills them. Then drop thirty per cent. Their ritual loses timing, becomes discordant. What happens?”


  I blinked. “They go mad.”


  “And our little Guild saboteur will be guilty of a few Term deaths. He’ll have violated a basic Guild tenet. He’ll go home with his tail between his legs. Catch?”


  I caught.


  By midafternoon we had the conveyor speeds down thirty per cent. The red line on my cost chart soared precariously. The entire production line slowed to a crawl. We waited.


  At five o’clock it happened. Three Terms in the body shop went mad. It started a chain reaction throughout the trim line. Six more Terms ran amuck and had to be destroyed. Final assembly became a shambles. Starza called me on the visicom, delighted. “Our Guild agent played right into our hands, Jake. In forcing a production slump he’s harming the workers. His next move will probably be a bluff.”


  I wasn’t so sure.


  That evening the executive dining room was choked with a tight, gnawing tension. Department heads spoke in hushed whispers, eyes darting. The man across the table could be a mindless-controlled, a Guild pawn. Smile at him politely .and keep your mouth shut. I ordered thar, a Terminorb arthapod that was usually more delicious than Venusian lobster, but tonight it tasted like broiled leather. It was like eating in a morgue.


  I saw Carmody, at the next table. I nodded coolly to him and he hitched his chair over and said, “By the way, Jake, I’m sorry about Harvey. He’s going back to Earth next week.”


  “Why?”


  “His stability index was too low,” Carmody said smoothly. “Sure, we could have given him the works, but you didn’t want a robot.”


  I said deliberately, “I needed that boy, Don.”


  Carmody got up, his smile infinitely contemptuous. “We don’t all have your stability index, Jake.”


  I stared after him, and the thought suddenly struck me that not once had I considered quitting, ever. Somehow, the thought disturbed me.


  Abruptly the public address speaker boomed.


  “Attention,” Starza’s voice crackled. “To the Guild agent, wherever he may be. Today you murdered thirty-seven Terms. Is this your altruism? Is this your vaunted justice?” He went on, his voice like organ music, sweeping away all doubt, making you proud and glad to be a part of Amalgamated, part of Production, when quite suddenly his voice choked off. Simultaneously another voice ripped through the hall. A cold ironic whisper, lashing at the mind.


  “Altruism, yes. But not as you conceive it. Today you passed your own judgment. You have twenty-four hours to evacuate before this Plant is destroyed. The verdict is final.”


  The dining hall echoed with moans. Hands leaned to agonized temples. The thoughtcaster again, on a wide band frequency. Through the pain I was conscious of Starza’s voice. The Guild was trying to bluff us. We wouldn’t let them. I stumbled out of the hall, my teeth chattering, took the lift down to the first level, and got outside, to walk free in the park.


  Here was Eden. Giant conifers and ferns wove a cool green pattern of delight, and the laughter of the crystal fountains soothed. Terms had fashioned this garden, had created a poem in living green, a quiet fugue of oneness, each leaf blending exquisitely with the next, the unity, the perfect whole. For one weak moment I let the pattern seep insidiously into me, and then, ashamed, focused my eyes on that jarring splash of white in the center of the garden. The ten-foot model of the Amalgamated X-3M, squat with power, lifting on her stern jets. A symbol of Amalgamated’s strength, the indomitable spirit of mankind, beauty born of pure utility. Oddly, a half-remembered poem of the Ancients flitted through my brain:


  
    
      
        
          	
            Dirty British Coaster with her


            salt-caked smokestack,


            Butting through the Channel


            on the mad March days—

          
        

      
    

  


  That was man.


  On an infinity of planets he had met resistance, through force, through guile—even through beauty. And he had conquered. I drew a slow deep breath and sat on one of the benches, staring up at the gigantic horseshoe of the factory, hearing the muted hum of the atomics. Twenty-four hours.


  I tried to run through my axioms, and I was suddenly terrified. I couldn’t remember them! That damned thoughtcaster. Twice in one day. Perhaps there was some gradual neural disintegration. My head hurt terribly. Tomorrow I’d go to Psych for a checkup. I thought about that marble villa in Venusport, and about my bank account. Not enough. Another year, just one more year, and I could retire, at thirty-four. I thought about the Venusian twilights, and the turquoise mists off the Deeps, and wondered dully if I’d ever see Venus or the Earth again.


  I saw Fern, walking among the conifers, her face a pale mask of strain. “You heard it, Jake?”


  I nodded.


  We sat in the aquamarine twilight, and Fern was shivering, and I put my arm around her.


  “Looks like altruism is a relative thing,” I said. “What do they want?”


  “Uncontaminated Terms,” she said bitterly. “No science, no stars, no wars and no progress. A big beautiful planet-mind, the Term mind, forever static, forever dead.”


  “It’s a bluff,” I said. “Our little fanatic’s stalling for time, hoping to stampede us while he finds another way.”


  “For example?”


  “Why do you think we insist on basic English for all Terms? Supposing a foreman should start jabbering Terminese during an operation. The Terms would revert, we’d have a line shutdown. They can’t adjust—say!” A random thought was nibbling at my brain. “Where was Carmody this morning? Just before I reeled in?”


  Her fine brows knitted. “Why, he went—oh, Jake, surely you don’t think—?”


  “Went where?”


  “Down the hall. Towards Personnel.”


  “Towards the conference hall, you mean. He never even examined Harvey!”


  “It wasn’t necessary,” she said uncomfortably. “Don just wanted to verify his stability index.”


  “Sure! So he stood outside the conference hall and put a whammy on me—”


  Fern was smiling. I scowled. “It fits. It has to be him.”


  “Or Tichnat,” she said. “Or Starza. Or me.”


  I stared at her. “You’d do.” My voice shook. “You were gone three months. They could have got to you.”


  Her rich, warm laughter sifted through the twilight, and I wanted to hit her. “They did,” she gurgled, “but I’ve decided to relent, Jake. I’ll spare the plant on one condition—that you take me to the Term festival tomorrow night.”


  I grunted. “Carmody working overtime, I suppose?”


  “If the plant’s still standing.”


  I changed the subject.


  Two hours later Starza called a council of war.


  The conference room was crammed with quivering executives. Starza carefully let the tension build to a shrill crescendo before he said:


  “One of you gentlemen is a Guild mindless-controlled.”


  Ragged silence. Starza’s smile was very faint.


  “You gave us an ultimatum. But destroying this plant is an admission of failure you’re not willing to make—yet. You’ll try another tack. You’re just beginning to discover that this environment we’ve created for the Terms is superior to the primitive jungle. Tichnat!”


  Tichnat stepped forward. His antennae were a proud, brilliant gold.


  “Do you want a shutdown?” Starza asked softly.


  “Are we fools?” Tichnat clicked. “To lose what we’ve gained? To return to our tribe? To be destroyed?”


  Starza’s calm gaze caressed each face, probing. “You see? Stalemate. Whoever you are, you’re bluffing. Tomorrow our conveyor speeds return to normal. You’ll do nothing. You may try to agitate the Terms, but they’re satisfied—”


  One of the superintendents cleared his throat. “Look,” he said unsteadily, “sometimes you can’t afford to call a bluff.”


  Starza said pleasantly, “Any resignations will be accepted right now. You can wait safely in the Term village until next week’s freighter arrives. No repercussions, I promise.”


  The lie was blatant. Carmody stood by the door, his smile strained. It was all too obvious what would happen to any resignees.


  “None?” Starza’s brows rose. “I’m proud of you. That’s it, gentlemen.”


  The next day was a frenetic nightmare. My cost dropped, but it didn’t matter. That was one day when the best company man became a clock-watcher. Line foremen, department heads, cracked under the strain, and were summarily removed to Psych. Carmody and staff worked overtime.


  I toiled feverishly over operation schedules, the crazily fluctuating cost charts. My headache was gone, but I still couldn’t remember my axioms! I felt guilty over not going to Psych, but there just wasn’t the time.


  Hell, I’d never needed indoctrination. I was an Amalgamated man through and through. Finally I grabbed an engineering manual, leafed angrily through it—and sat there, empty and shaking.


  I’d gone insane.


  The words were gibberish. Oh, I could read them all right, but they didn’t make sense. What a filthy trick. Semantic block, Starza would call it. I kept staring at the meaningless words, conscious of a tearing sense of loss. And I wanted to cry.


  Six o’clock was zero hour.


  Six o’clock came, and the factory held its collective breath while nothing happened.


  At six-thirty Starza made a long speech over the public address. About the selfless spirit of man, helping the Terms reach the stars, about how we would never admit defeat, and about how, after tonight, the Term festival would be discontinued. The Terms had adopted mankind’s culture, they had no further need of their effete native customs.


  At seven, Fern and I were walking past Administration towards the lighted square-mile enclosure of the Term village. Fern had never seen a festival.


  “A throwback,” I said, “to their old tribal days. Their harvest, when they pay tribute to the Queen-Mother and pray for good crops and work well done. It’s their yearly substitute for stammverstand. Back in the native villages, whenever a Term’s in trouble, he goes to the council hut and the others join him in a silent, group telepathy. But we’ve just about weaned them, angel! They’ll be individuals soon.”


  We walked down the deserted row of Term huts, past the council hall, to the great story amphitheatre, and sat with the other execs. Fern was very gay and cheerful, but I kept thinking about my axioms, trying to bring them back to life. I felt dead, all dead inside.


  Starza came up, frowning, and I congratulated him.


  “It’s too pat, Jake, it worries me. Where’s Carmody?”


  “Setting up those semantic reaction tests you gave him,” Fern said.


  “But I never gave him—”


  Abruptly the lights snuffed out. At one end of the arena loomed a twelve-foot statue of a bloated Term, limned in a soft pale glow. The Queen-Mother.


  The hush. Then the radiance.


  Slowly the Terms filed into the arena, rank upon rank of living flame. First the fighters, their antennae shining crimson and splendid against the tall night. Then the twin glows of blue that denoted the spinners, the weavers. The golden blaze of the harvesters. The lambent colors crept through the air like a mood, like a dream, and deepened into a shimmering cataract of rainbow fire, a paean of light and glory that whirled and spun in a joyous rhythm as old as the race itself.


  Then—chaos.


  A blinding flare cascaded from the six-foot antennae of the statue. The radiance grew, brighter than an atomic flare, more terrible than the sun. The Terms stood frozen. Beside me, Starza swore.


  This wasn’t in the script.


  That colossal voice.


  Ear-snapping clicks, and liquid vowels. Terminese. The forbidden tongue. The voice blared. I caught most of it.


  “Children, you have sinned. You are defiled with the taint of alien monsters. You have failed the Queen-Mother. Return, my children, return to your tribes. Return to the tabernacle of unity, the one-in-all, the Queen-Mother! For in death there is life, and there is joy in immolation. Return!”


  Lastly, the climax. That last shattering hunk of propaganda that would have been so tritely amusing if it hadn’t been so terrifying.


  “You have nothing to lose but your chains.”


  The giant antennae faded to a liquid silver. The silver of hope, of forgiveness.


  For a moment I was blind. I felt Fern trembling against me. The execs were chattering like frightened sheep. Then I could see. I saw Starza. He was moving down the aisle, cursing in a tight, dull monotone.


  I followed him down into the arena. The Terms stood shriveled, mute. Starza was fumbling at the base of the statue, and he said in a thick horrible voice, “Look.” The loudspeaker. The coiled wiring.


  The Terms stirred.


  Starza leaped to the lap of the statue. He bawled, “Listen! This is sacrilege! You have been victims of a hoax—”


  Not listening, they filed in silent groups out of the arena. Their antennae were the color of ashes. Starza jumped down. He pounded after them. He was shouting at Los Tichnat.


  “I know,” Tichnat droned. He kept walking. “You are right. It does not matter that you are right. The Queen-Mother called.”


  “Listen,” Starza mouthed. “It was a fraud, a trick. You can’t—”


  “We must.” Tichnat paused. For a long moment the great faceted eyes stared somberly. “It was a splendid dream, the thing you offered us. But this is the final reality. And yours is but a dream.”


  He tramped stolidly on, after the others. The council hall door closed.


  Starza clawed at the door. It opened. He was. too late. They sat silently around the great table, the faceted eyes dead, the antennae corruscating indigo, now green, now rose. Communion. The meshing of minds. Starza shouted at them. Stillness.


  Starza looked blindly at me. He was shaking. “Carmody,” he said. “Carmody knows the Term mind. He can do something. Come on,” he said.


  We found Carmody in his quarters, methodically packing. His eyebrows rose as we burst in. “Did you gentlemen ever try knocking?”


  Starza just looked at him. Carmody drew a long breath. “You’ll find my resignation on your desk, Dave.”


  “Ah?” Starza’s voice was very soft.


  “It’s only a question of time,” Carmody said. “Call it the rat deserting the ship if you like, but I’m through.”


  Starza was smiling, a fat man’s smile. “So you really think you can pull it off,” he whispered.


  Carmody shrugged, and Starza calmly took out a sonic pistol and shot him in the belly.


  A sonic blast hemorrhages. It rends the capillaries, ploughs the flesh into a flaccid collection of shattered nerve fibers and ruined arteries. It’s a rotten way to die.


  Starza watched Carmody thrash himself to death on the floor. I turned away.


  “For the record, Jake, he made a full confession. We both heard him.”


  “Just for the record,” I said.


  “It had to be him,” Starza said. “That thoughtcaster blast yesterday morning made reference to your study on the Term. Only Harvey and Carmody knew about that. It couldn’t have been Harvey. He cut his throat this morning.


  “I’ve decided,” Starza said. “This is a Type L planet, after all. The natives are chronically unstable. Hostile, in fact. Pursuant to Solar Regulation 3, we have the right to enforce martial law. It should be six months before an investigation. Meanwhile—”


  “We’ll get production,” I said.


  “We’ll get production.” He wiped his forehead, relaxed. “I’ll send in a full report tonight. Better turn in, Jake,” he said kindly. “I’ll need you in the morning.”


  I turned in.


  You lie awake, staring into the blackness. It gnaws.


  My head throbbed. I should have felt a triumphant relief, but I could not remember my axioms, and I felt a sick dull hate for the thing the Guild spy Carmody had done to me. What happens when you strip a man of everything he believes in?


  He remembers other things.


  Those memories came trooping back like ghosts and I fought them, sweating, but they came. Once upon a time, there was a starry-eyed young engineer who started out to set the galaxy on fire. But he got squeamish, somewhere along the way. So Carmody operated on him. Carmody did things to his brain, made a good production man out of him.


  I remembered now.


  That time I had argued with Starza about standards, nine years ago. And I had resigned. And Starza sent me to Psych.


  Good old Carmody.


  There never would be a white marble villa on Venus. It was a harmless dream, a substitute for what I had lost. But it didn’t matter! Those superimposed patterns had been removed, that thoughtcaster had crippled my thinking, but, by Heaven, I was still an Amalgamated man! They couldn’t take that away.


  But Starza had been wrong about Carmody.


  Nothing definite. But when you dedicate your life into extrapolating curves, frozen chunks of time and motion, into the thunder of jets lifting Amalgamated ships from Terminorb, your mind becomes a very efficient analogue computor, if you know how to use. It used it now. I fed little things, facts, variables, into that computor, and it told me three times. Probability: sixty per cent at least.


  I got up, dressed stiffly. I was trembling. I could still serve, after all.


  I took the lift up to Administration, and walked down that long gray corridor on leaden feet towards the illuminated rectangle of Starza’s office.


  I opened the door.


  “Hello, darling,” Fern said.


  She was unhurriedly burning Starza’s report. Starza sat mutely in his chair, head tilted back at an impossible angle, staring at nothing.


  “It had to be you.” I had never felt so tired. “You would have destroyed, the plant, wouldn’t you? Only I showed you another way. Make the Terms revert. And you had that hypo all ready when I reeled into Psych.” I moved towards her carefully. “You’re so damned altruistic. A Guild mindless-controlled,” I said.


  Fern’s smile was compassionate. She methodically ground the ashes to powder, lifted that calm green gaze.


  “Stupid words to frighten children, Jake. Yes, they kidnapped me. I never reached Earth, three months ago. I was indoctrinated—oh, they didn’t have far to go. Each race to its own fulfillment.” Her eyes were shining. “Look out the window.”


  Numbly, I moved past her. I stared. In the distant blackness, a column of living flame flickered up the slope of Cobalt Mountain. Icegreen, ruby, silver and blue. The Terms were leaving.


  “They’re not ready for individuality yet,” Fern breathed. “In a million years perhaps. Not now. They’re going home.”


  “To die.”


  “The race will live. Individuality isn’t the penultimate, darling. You’ll find out.” I moved towards her. “You’ve got a very tough mind, Jake. You’ll make a wonderful Guild agent—”


  I got both hands on her throat.


  Fern moved. Her right arm was a snake striking, and a steel strength lifted me, turning, against one and a half gravities, and the floor wavered up to hit me in the face. Something broke. I tasted blood.


  Through the agony, I moved. I crawled towards her.


  “They gave me six weeks of hand combat under two gravs,” she said. “Soon you’ll be one of us, Jake. One of the Guild!”


  I stared up at her in a dull horror. I kept crawling.


  “We’ll heal you,” Fern said. “We’ll give you back the dream. We may even work together! Maybe I’ll fall in love with you again, who knows?” Her eyes were brimming. She took out a sonic pistol. “It’s all right, darling. I’ll adjust it for knockout. In three hours we’ll be on a Guild flier. Please, darling,” she said, and I kept crawling. And Fern’s smile was a benediction as she pulled the trigger.


  THE MATING OF THE MOONS


  Bryce Walton


  SHE CAME TO MARS IN SEARCH OF SOMETHING, SHE KNEW NOT WHAT, TO GIVE HER LIFE MEANING, SHE FOUND IT . . . IN A WAY . . .


  THE SUN glared, fiercely detached. The thin air suddenly seemed friendless, empty, a vast lake of poison and glassy water. All at once, the stretching plains of sand began to waver with a terrible insubstantiality before Madeleine’s eyes.


  Even the Ruins of Taovahr were false. And for Madeleine, even if they were not false, there was no sign of the outer garments of dream with which, on a thousand lonely nights back home on the Earth, she had clothed those dusty scattered skeletons of crumbled stone.


  Don, one of the brightest and most handsomely uniformed of all the bright young guide-hosts at Martian Haven, droned on to the finish of his machine-tooled lecture about the Ruins of Taovahr. He, of course, was the biggest chunk of falseness on Mars.


  “And so folks, this is all that’s left of a once great civilization. A few columns and worn pieces of stone. And we can never know now how they lived and loved and died—for no trace whatsoever of an ancient people remain. The dim, dark seas of time have swept their age-old secrets into the backwash of eternity—”


  “Oh God,” whispered Madeleine.


  “Shhhh!” said her father. And her mother blinked at her with a resigned tolerance.


  “But he’s a living cliché,” she said, trying to control the faintness, the dizziness, the dullness coming back as the last illusion drained away. “Even if the ruins were real, he’d make them seem trite.”


  “Madeleine!” her mother gasped, but in a subdued way.


  “But there ought to be something special about a Martian ruin, Mother.”


  Don had heard her. His smile was uneasy, though politely tolerant, as all good hosts were to rich tourists. “You’re hard to please, Miss Ericson. Maybe too hard.” His lingering glance stopped just short of crudity. But the look made it clear that if she wanted the romance all women were assumed to expect at Martian Haven, he could provide it, as he did everything else—discreetly, efficiently and most memorably.


  Mrs. Ericson giggled. She had long since abandoned any hope of Madeleine being, even by stretching the norm, a well-adjusted girl. But much faith had been placed in a Martian vacation, and hope that it would provide Madeleine with some sort of emotional preoccupation, even an affair, if need be—something, anything, that would at least make her seem faintly capable of a normal relationship with a male. Even this fellow Don. For Madeleine was past thirty-five—how far past no one discussed any more—and was becoming more tightly withdrawn every day.


  Don shouted. “All right, folks! Now we wend our way back to Martian Haven, over a trail that’s the oldest in the Solar System, a trail that was once a mighty highway stretching from the inland city to the great ocean that once rolled where now there is only thousands of miles of wind-blown sands!”


  The long line, of exclaiming and sickeningly gullible tourists, either too young and wide-eyed to know better, or too old and desperate to admit the phoniness, ooohhhed and ahhhhed, and the rickshaws and camels, plus a few hardy adventurers on foot, turned with him as Don twisted his own beast toward Martian Haven.


  Even the Ruins, she thought—they were like imported props lying in the sand, like old abandoned bits of a set for a TV production.


  “Madeleine,” her father said, still trying to be a big brother after years of failure. “I really don’t understand this at all. Coming all the way to Mars, and you act like—well—like we’d just stepped around the corner in Chicago to some ridiculous carnival!”


  “I am cursed,” she whispered. “I’m tortured.”


  “What?” her mother said, and stared, with that child-like curiosity with which she had greeted Madeleine’s advent into the world, and which she had never lost.


  “Tortured by the insight that both enables and compels me to see through the sham and pretense.”


  Her father grunted and blinked twice. He almost always blinked twice when she began sounding pedantic like that. He suspected that she did it deliberately to show off his ignorance.


  “Funny,” she said, mostly to herself, “that I allowed myself to be sold this—Mars—the biggest piece of ersatz junk of all!”


  “Madeleine!” her mother exclaimed.


  “The advertisers got here first,” Madeleine said, glancing at Don. “The hucksters.” She stopped talking. Mars offered none of itself, but the others didn’t understand. Mars was only what the hucksters wanted it to be.


  She wondered how she could hang on to the end of the season, even though it was only three more days. They had committed themselves to a rigidly-planned schedule, a clockwork program that had them and the other “vacationing” tourists jumping and squeaking like automatons: Exotic Martian sports.


  Martian tennis played on a hundred-yard court with the players hopping through the rarified air and lower gravity with an almost obscene abandon. Swimming in a strangely buoyant water, called, of course, Martian water. Sandsled racing. Air-hopping with the degravity balloons. Spectator sports, including gladiators who leaped into the phony canals and fought to the death against the hideous-looking Martian rat-fish. There were many other “activities”, in none of which Madeleine had been able to interest herself.


  This last three days promised something called the “Martian Love Ritual under the Double Moons.” And a climactic treasure hunt among the subterranean Martian labyrinths. They too, Madeleine was sure, were artificial.


  Mrs. Ericson adjusted her Polaroid glasses and waved her rickshaw boy into his harness, where his thighs tensed for the long haul. He was an incredibly huge man, taller even than those specially-bred movie stars, who averaged eight feet tall. Madeleine felt faint and clung to her camel. The Martian camels were coughing and wheezing and the sun glared horribly in the early afternoon.


  Mr. Ericson looked with guarded apprehension at the six-legged camel. Don pulled him aboard. “What a helluva beast!” laughed Ericson. Earth camels specially bred by the big travel agencies to have a so-called “unearthly” appearance. Sad creatures with two extra, dangling limbs and a single, half-blind, blood-shot eye, watery and humbly resentful.


  Pathetic mutation, Madeleine thought. Like those horrid rat-fish, like the canals and the games and the ruins and those silly rituals. All ersatz.


  The caravan moved along the high ridge, a narrow trail that wound back toward Martian Haven along the edge of the eroded cliffs.


  “Maybe the only thing that would satisfy Madeleine,” her father said, “would be a real Martian.”


  “But that’s not in the brochure,” Don said.


  “What’s Mars without a Martian?” giggled Mrs. Ericson.


  In her own insular little world, which had been the only one Madeleine had ever been able to tolerate at all, she swayed and bumped to the camel’s movements. “One thing sure, Don,” she said softly. “There were real Martians once. So why all the phony props? You can’t tell me this nonsense is better than the facts about the real Martians.”


  “Ask the boys who built this place. They hired me, they make the rules,” Don said. He did not look at her.


  “How did you ever end up with a job like this, Don?”


  “The outfit that built the Haven hired all the old Martian colonists and their descendants, any who wanted to work for them. So I took a job. Pay’s good. It’s seasonal. Anyway, I like Mars.”


  “Sure,” she said. “You must love it—to corrupt it like this.”


  “Mars was here, it’ll still be here after the last tourist goes.”


  She laughed thinly. Don, with her, was trying to play another role, one he hoped she might find interesting. “You’re a symbol of the phoniness, Don. Trained in the special host schools. Selected for your beautiful resemblance to a statue of Adonis. Artificially created to be an ever-smiling host of good-will, just like these pathetic camels have been bred for an exotic touch. No real intelligence, Don, nor originality. And everything you do or say is right out of the text book on how to make friends and influence tourists.”


  Don didn’t look at her. His fingers trembled on the camel’s reins.


  “What is this fascinating-sounding ‘Ritual of Love’ going to be like?” giggled Mrs. Ericson.


  “It’s an authentic exploitation of actual rituals once held by the Martians,” Don said. “It has a pagan religious significance. The moons were male and female, and when they—ah—united their light, the Martians held feasts, fertility rituals—highly symbolic rites.”


  “Only symbolic?” said Mrs. Ericson, pretending blasé disappointment.


  “Well,” grinned Don, “the Martians were only human. Just as—ah—well—I must say that a number of tourists have a tendency to chuck their inhibitions during the rituals. But if not on Mars, then where?”


  “I still say,” yelled Mr. Ericson from his camel, “that you should spring a live Martian on us.”


  “We get plenty of calls for them,” Don said. “But so far we haven’t been able to scare up any.”


  “What did they look like?” asked Mrs. Ericson.


  “Nobody knows. The only Martians around now are—ghosts,” Don said, with a strange softness. “A few old prospectors, fakirs, beggars live in these hills—hermits. They claim they see Martians, know they’re here. They believe in ghosts. The Martian sun drives them crazy.”


  “Like that old man we saw coming out here,” said Mr. Ericson.


  Don nodded. “They’re dangerous. You must stay away from them, you understand. Or you’ll get the contamination.”


  For the first time, Madeleine felt that Don was touching something real. She straightened. “Contamination?”


  “Those crazy old guys are like lepers. They stay apart from everybody else. But if you go to them, you pay for it. And if you’re contaminated, it’ll cost. If you really get it, you can’t be cured at all. You die.”


  No one said anything. Odd, Madeleine thought, his coming out with scare talk. Didn’t seem to be good propaganda. Then she got it, and laughed a little. “Sensationalism,” she said. “Pure bunk.”


  “What is this contamination?” Mr. Ericson said.


  “An alien virus. Martian. Nobody’s been able to isolate it. If a case isn’t too bad we cure it in the antiseptic wards, but otherwise . . . well, you just wither away and die in a few hours. You’re all shriveled up and look like a mummy.”


  “That’s horrible!” whispered Mrs. Ericson.


  “They’re diseased fakirs who say they can read the sands, predict your future, bring you paradise, for five credits. But stay away from them!”


  And just at that moment, as though on cue, Madeleine thought, the old man stepped out about fifty feet in front of Don’s camel, and blocked the narrow trail.


  “Caravan halt!” Don yelled and raised his hand.


  Not knowing why, laughing and exclaiming, the long line of the caravan halted. And Madeleine stared ahead into the old man’s face. The old man was dirty, bent and very ancient and hairless, with only a soiled robe of crude but heavy cloth hanging on his frame. There was nothing that seemed very much alive about him except his eyes.


  Even he was a stereotype, she thought. The classic old hermit character. The yogi, the magi, the wise old man, the Hindu Rope Trick, look into my crystal ball, I am the teller of the sands—


  But her heart was pounding extraordinarily loud. His eyes—


  Don jumped from his camel. His hands were shaking as he raised his quirt. “Out of the way!” he shouted, then turned slightly. “Don’t come any nearer, folks! It’ll be all right. I’ll have him out of the way in a minute.”


  “We’ll all be contaminated,” whispered Mrs. Ericson.


  “Just stay clear. You have to contact them directly to be contaminated,” Don said.


  He stopped five feet from the old man and raised his quirt. The old man looked only at Madeleine, then shook his head slowly up and down as though reaffirming some special secret. As though he shared some secret with her.


  “Five credits,” the old man said, in a loud whisper. “And I’ll read the sands for you. The Martian sands know all your secrets and the timelessness of your dreams. Let them speak to you, through me, for five credits.”


  Don swung the quirt savagely. It was heavy, and it thudded and smacked across the old man’s face and chest. He fell in the middle of the trail.


  The sun wheeled crazily. Madeleine could hear her mother screaming and her father yelling as she moved, as though in a trance, toward the old man. Her feet slipped, stumbled in the shale. The old man crawled a little, got up, fell again.


  She was screaming at Don to stop.


  The old man had fallen to one side and the trail was clear now.


  “Let him alone! Let him alone!” Madeleine screamed. “He’s out of the way!”


  “Madeleine!” Mr. Ericson shouted. “Come back! Get away from that beggar, right now, or we return to Earth in the morning!”


  For the first time in her life, that she could remember, her father’s threats meant nothing. But the old fear was there as she moved toward the Martian hermit, on a painful tightwire of impulse between threat and desire. She had learned that for any real feeling—fear, joy, pain, or even the dimmest-remembered pleasure, you paid a dear price. But she moved on.


  The old man’s face was bleeding. She saw the long welts of red on the flesh, and the blood-flecks and tortured little broken channels of blood crossing it. Sound roared around her as she eluded Don’s hands and knelt down, took the old man’s head in her arms. She tilted her canteen to his lips.


  There was a kind of strange triumph in the old man’s eyes as he peered past her for only a moment and looked at Don. And from somewhere—Madeleine couldn’t even tell whether it was real—came a thought.


  Madeleine—come back. Come back when you can. And you will find joy.”


  Later she knew how she kicked and screamed at them as they dragged her away. How Mrs. Ericson was embarrassed by the display, and how her father refused to touch her because of the fear of contamination. And her mother weeping, later, because of the disgrace and because of what the other guests would think.


  In the shiny antiseptic ward at Martian Haven, the virus was burned out by a certain number of roentgens of carefully proportioned X-rays, gamma rays and neutron bombardment. She kept thinking of the old man’s eyes, of the stray thought that promised joy.


  She kept seeing the old man lying off the trail among the rocks, how he had raised himself on his elbow, and how he waggled the blood-clot of his head in the glaring sun as they dragged Madeleine away.


  Occasionally she thought of the whole project—in Mars, Mecca of Earth tourists, Martian Haven, Dream City of the Solar System—that was so colorful and impressive and exotic to others, and she wondered if it was all really as ridiculous as it seemed to her.


  She lay there in the dark of the room as evening reached over the dead sea bottom toward the edifice that was Martian Haven. Out there in the big amphitheater, resurrected supposedly from old Martian ruins, Martian Haven, with all of its rich, efficient facilities and staff, was preparing the stage, props and guests for the Love Ritual of the Double Moons.


  The core and centerpiece of Martian Haven was a great cubistic hotel, with the two Martian canals on two sides, renovated, of course, and a five-mile-long artificial lake on a third side. It was somehow designed, in the middle of all that vast emptiness of dead sea, sand and eroded rock, to have a not-ungraceful look of insubstantiality, as though at any moment it might open great wings of some sort and take off into the Martian nowhere by which it was so overwhelmingly surrounded. The side that faced the lake curved in a half-moon, so that it commanded a wide prospect to the eroded hills that had once been mountains to the west and to the east thousands of unbroken miles of desert, that had once, they said, been an ocean.


  When Madeleine opened her eyes, it was night. On many a starry night she had lain inside walls not so different from these, and felt much the same, she thought, surrounded by a desert of her own. Away off there in the blackness, Earth shone palely—and she might as well never have left it at all.


  And then again she saw the old hermit’s eyes out there in the dark, his burning eyes where there should be only sterile emptiness in the night. And his voice calling where there would otherwise have been only the dusty echoes of an arid past.


  Outside now the tourists were gathering in the double moonlight. The weird extrapolation of Earth music that was supposed to be the strains of Martian rhythms drifted to her, and lights flickered from burning tapers where dancers undulated and writhed fitfully. A libidinous expectancy was as heavy as a thick scent in the night.


  Then, only for a moment, she despised herself for not being with the others, for never having been able to participate in the futile make-believe. She felt like a child who had never grown beyond the stage of the most old-fashioned fairy tales. Someone who had gone beyond the looking-glass and had never been able to get back, but who had never quite been able to forget the world from which she had come.


  She could hear her parents and Don talking in the next room.


  “It’s a shame for her to miss the ritual of the double moons,” Don said.


  “She’s always been that way,” Mr. Ericson said. “Staying by herself.”


  “We’ve tried everything,” said Mrs. Ericson.


  “She’s spent half her life on an analyst’s couch,” said Mr. Ericson.


  “She wouldn’t even,” Mrs. Ericson said, “fall in love with her analyst.”


  “She was only in love once,” said Mr. Ericson, “and that had to be with an idiot who was always writing sonnets.”


  “A poet,” said Don. “There used to be a lot of poets.”


  “But not in my life,” said Mr. Ericson.


  “Maybe,” Don said, “your daughter expected a little bit too much from Mars.”


  “Don,” Mrs. Ericson pleaded, “maybe you can do something.”


  “I’ll be glad to try,” Don said.


  So Madeleine lay there and waited for Don, the perfect host, who could supply everyone at Martian Haven with whatever was necessary to insure a pleasant day.


  Later, though she did not turn or make any sign of noticing, she knew he had entered the room and was standing over her. She could see the periphery of his giant shadow projected by moonlight over the colored glass.


  “Madeleine—we’ve got a date for the ritual tonight.”


  “That’s odd, Don. I don’t remember it.”


  “But you didn’t say you wouldn’t attend it with me, when I suggested it this morning.”


  “Well, Don, this is an official rejection of your proposal.”


  She saw his shadow bend, his body drop down beside the couch. She felt his hands on her arm. The peculiar fright went through her.


  “You won’t listen, Madeleine, but whatever you’re looking for here—please forget it! The rituals will help you forget. Try it, Madeleine! Please—”


  Why did he, all at once, sound so desperate?


  “With you?”


  “Why not?”


  “You’re just an artificial dream, Don, that comes true seasonally for people so sick that they can convince themselves you’re real—for a price.”


  “Well, Madeleine—are you so different?”


  “I guess I am.”


  “You just want the impossible. The others—they want little dreams we can give them easily.”


  There was a strain, a tension in him, in his hands, in his voice. Suddenly, his hands held her, and his face was close above her lips. “You’re still young and beautiful to me,” he whispered.


  She turned her face away, and gazed at the tattered and splendid veils of moonlight as Deimos and Phobos neared one another, with undying eagerness to consummate the timeless ritual.


  Dimly, she could hear the communal voices rising to desire.


  “Twin Moons, Love Moons, whirling bright,


  Bring me Martian love tonight!”


  If you could expect too much from Mars, then where could one find the answer to the intangible wish? Sirus. Far Centauris. And at the end of it, the hucksters, the phony props, would be there first. Some people should stay on Earth, she thought, those who are so hard to please. There the veils of space and time might keep the last illusions living. Once you find that even the farthest star is illusory, there’s no place left to go.


  His lips were near her lips. His voice was low. “You are different!” His throat trembled. “You really are. But—I wonder if you’re different enough.”


  She was aware of the awful gnawing emptiness within her that was only intense desire too frightened to be free. And then his lips were crushing to hers and she allowed it, for she knew what was to be her only way out, and the promise of union was a haze in the room like the veils of light from the moons of Mars that joined against the starlight of heaven.


  There was more than the ardent in his intensity. A kind of desperation, his desire to please going beyond the line of duty. The old consuming terror returned.


  She pushed him away. His hands reached, his body crushed. Panic. She felt unable to breathe, and she started to scream. His hand was over her mouth.


  “Don’t look any deeper, don’t probe any farther!” he said, like a suddenly terrible threat. “I beg you, don’t do it! You’re different—beautifully different, Madeleine. But not different enough! None of them ever are!”


  She squirmed away, onto the floor between the glass and the couch, and scurried toward the door. She could hear the gasping, the sobbing desperation in his voice, and his shadow lengthened across the walls.


  Then, as she hesitated in the doorway, he was gone.


  She put on a nylon hiking suit and left the room. The silence of the hall was not real, and the emptiness was not really emptiness. It was like waking and being exasperatingly aware of only the fleeting end of a dream. And as she slipped out a side entrance, even the wailing of exotic musical instruments seemed in a sense not real. Even the silence, the feeling of being followed, watched, even that seemed artificial—it was impossible to substantiate the suspicion.


  Her palms were wet as she slipped along the wall toward the garage where the sandsleds were kept. From the amphitheater she could hear the rituals, the intercessions, comminations, hymns, libations, incense-burning, and who knew what else. She saw the reflection of chrome and artificial glitter disguised as Martian authenticity, the lights hanging like a grove of pastel moons, and the shrill empty laughter of girls uncoiling as bright as tinsel through the sluggish Martian evening. And in spite of the sound and elaborate pretension, it all had the undying feel of lugubrious solitude.


  It had, for a doomed generation driven into inescapable conformity, the necessary quality of a dream in which a stubborn unconsciousness seeks ever for truth. And later, back on Earth, in the rut and groove, it would remain only a dream no one ever talked about to anyone else. After all, it would simply be something that happened on another world.


  She gave one brief, bitter laugh. And even on another world the last desperate dream was false.


  There might be something to be said for release through a pagan orgy under the double moons; she had no moral scruples about it. But the paganism would have to be real, that was the thing. Besides, it was too late. For a moment she pressed her flattened hands against her face and felt tears squeezing through the tightly-locked fingers. She felt as though she might explode somewhere inside and realized how the invisible edges of living had cut her soul to pieces.


  It wasn’t even self-pity any more. It had grown above self-pity to a realism beyond tragedy.


  She felt icy and empty and alone as she lit a cigarette. Through the taper smoke, the glowing amphitheater seemed like a golden porpoise lapped in dawn, and coupled with the expanse of the Haven it nestled in the night to resemble a sleeping question mark, an entity gay and sad and full of what was called life.


  There was no turning back now. There was no turning back, even to Earth, for that would be the most humiliating defeat of all.


  Then she was inside the first sandsled. The sled moved noiselessly out of the garage and whispered away over the sands.


  After only a few minutes the radio frightened her with an abrupt voice like that of a disembodied spirit.


  “Madeleine!”


  She looked back through the trailing skeins of moonlight. A dark spot was overtaking her. She couldn’t go any faster. Evidently Don had one of those racing sleds that hardly seemed to touch the sand at all.


  “Madeleine! Please—for God’s sake, don’t see that old hermit!”


  “For the sake of which God, Don? I understand the Martians had more than one.”


  “Madeleine! I’m begging you to come back!”


  “Why?”


  “You know why.”


  “The contamination!” She laughed. “Your melodramatic devices don’t frighten me.”


  “It’s true. You’ll die—! Come back!”


  “To what?”


  “We’ll talk about it! Just come back!”


  “What’s so dangerous, Don, about my not accepting things here as they’re supposed to be?”


  His voice tightened. “Just stop, stop and come back!”


  She didn’t stop, didn’t bother to answer. She circled the sandsled among the hills, skirting the rocky clefts with a reckless abandon she had never felt before, and her face was flushed as she leaned her head back and laughed.


  “Madeleine!”


  It was the last time he called to her. After that, the silence conveyed an intensity of purpose far stronger than verbal entreaties.


  She swerved the sandsled dangerously among the erosions, and felt the grinding strain at the base of her skull as the sled bounded from one spire and careened toward another, which she barely avoided smashing into head-on.


  She recognized the area. She leaped out of the car and ran, hearing the pursuing sandsled stop somewhere below her as she climbed.


  For an instant dizziness threatened, and the surroundings and the motions of Don and herself and the love moons in the sky seemed wildly, almost dangerously abstracted, as if viewed through drug-glazed eyes. A panicky wash of blood came to her face and she struggled for breath, wanting to cry out. It passed. Her mind groped for reason and the terror receded.


  She went on up to the ridge and found the old man waiting. From that high ridge where the night wind cut coldly toward the Martian south, the lights of the rituals in the amphitheater of Martian Haven flickered in a misty halo far away, like phosphorescent globes of spooky glowing, and frenetic dancings and shiftings of crazed flames.


  The old man had a vague, insubstantial look, only his eyes seemed real, almost too real, in their intensity as he looked at her. He was propped against a block of eroded rock and the wind rustled the fringes of his ragged robe.


  She sat beside him, their shoulders touched. And then, as though slowly dissolving through some chemical reaction, the old man began to fade. Vaguely Don was there, too, in a nebulous transparency like the old man. And Madeleine lay there, her face pressed into the sand. On Mars one should expect, without shock, a different kind of reality.


  Their voices weren’t really voices. Just thoughts, thoughts in the head, feelings, but nothing solid. The thoughts of Don and the old man seemed to be in some kind of time-worn conflict.


  “You encouraged her,” Don was thinking.


  “Those who can see a little should be urged to try to see more. Maybe, sometime, we’ll find one who is different enough to come through to us.”


  “No! It never works that way! They just—die.”


  “Maybe they won’t—always,” the old man thought.


  Madeleine felt strangely disoriented, as though dreaming with delirious fever. All time and space seemed for a moment to be enclosed within that rocky space, itself unmoored and unhelmed upon a dark and compassless ocean.


  Martians, Martians all around, but not a one to see. Like disembodied spirits, they had long ago evolved beyond confinement to fleshly bodies. But Earth people suspected there was something, so the younger ones, like Don, allowed suspicion to take any stereotyped, acceptable form. But the oldsters believed in being honest. Let those who can see—see.


  “Madeleine!” Don was thinking, desperately, as desperate as only pure feeling can be. “Go back—back to the Haven. You can still go back!”


  “But she cannot,” the old man said. “For those who come this far, there’s never anything to go back to.”


  “No—I cannot,” Madeleine thought. “I don’t want to go back.”


  “All right,” Don thought after a while. “All right, Madeleine.”


  Then she was on her feet and moving over sand and stone that seemed alive toward the Ruins of Taovahr—but they were no longer ruins. She heard the murmur of sea-tides and warmer winds sighing over a younger land.


  The sterile sand blossomed. Aridity drifted away. “Don! Is that you, Don?”


  Don seemed to be somewhere, felt rather than heard, sensed, not seen. And instead of ruins, the high white walls and rising towers surrounded by gardens, fountains, and through the gardens a stream of clear water, soft with the pads of giant water lilies, trailing like glass under the moonlight and sympathetic shadows of leaves.


  “Don! You knew what real living was in your youth. It was way, way back in time. Didn’t you? And only if you’re really living do you know where you’re going, and you knew, didn’t you? You gave up the machines, and went on to freedom. You escaped the confining flesh that can be caught up in war, and in hopeless peonage to the radios and teevee and radar and thundering jets that drown out the song of real life, and a horde of cunningly made, treacherous machines—”


  “Madeleine. Join us—the way we are now. You can do it—”


  “I—I can’t see you, Don.”


  “You don’t have to. You just think about it and join us, all of us—”


  “Just—just a spirit of some kind, Don—is that it?”


  “Yes, yes—something like that! You can’t explain it! Just do it!” It was too late, she knew that now. “We’re old, too old, where I come from, Don. When I was very young, I might have done it.” Only the wonder-filled child can go through the looking glass and—stay.


  And he knew she was right, that she was too old. But the old man had promised her a moment of joy. She suddenly saw him—Don—the bright, strong man waiting across the stream. “It’s what you brought to me,” he said softly. “When we were young we looked this way—and we were real.”


  She moved toward the water and her arms lifted to him. At first she couldn’t recognize the woman who bathed there. From the water’s surface a slight vapor drifted, and she saw the wet gleam of naked arms as they lowered and raised and the water shone on the pale loveliness of unashamed nakedness. And then she knew that the woman there, her hair Acting over the water, was Madeleine. She whispered her own name.


  He took her in his arms, and she could hear her breath joining his as the mist drifted up among the buttressed writhings of the trees. She was laughing, her breasts pressed to the damp richness of the loam, and in the water she could see her face, white, with sharp shadows under the eyes and a high look of joy.


  “I love you, Madeleine.”


  His face was above her and his lips crushed to hers, and she could hear the stream Rowing all around her like blood in her ears.


  “I love you, Madeleine.”


  A whisper went through the gray starlight that Mars was turning toward morning. And the waters of the mind drained away, leaving high and clear the common desire that stands like a drowned tower.


  “I love you, Madeleine.”


  She could hear it all fading away—her own joy, the fires—as if everything were melting, a wax candle dying, a wine glass draining, a soft light dimming . . .


  They had found her by following the pathway left by bits of abandoned clothing. There was nothing but the rescue party and thousands of miles of waste around Madeleine where she lay in the ancient, dried-up creek bed. And she was shriveled and dried out and resembled, as Don had predicted, a mummy. But there was a kind of softness of repose on her face that hadn’t been there before. Don stood back and looked down at her and thought about the waste.


  Mr. Ericson ran forward in his purple shirt and fell to his knees whispering, “Madeleine, we’ve found you! Madeleine—Madeleine—can’t you hear your Daddy?”


  “We give you anything you want,” Don whispered, but no one heard him.


  And while Mr. Ericson wept, Mrs. Ericson slumped into Don’s arms as though it was the end of the world.


  A TRAVELER IN TIME


  August Derleth


  YOU CAN’T ALWAYS ESCAPE EVILS BY RUNNING AWAY FROM THEM . . . BUT IT MAY HELP!


  “TELL ME WHAT time is,” said Harrigan one late summer afternoon in a Madison Street bar. “I’d like to know.”


  “A dimension,” I answered. “Everybody knows that.”


  “All right, granted. I know space is a dimension and you can move forward or back in space. And, of course, you keep on aging all the time.”


  “Elementary,” I said.


  “But what happens if you can move backward or forward in time? Do you age or get younger, or do you keep the status quo?”


  “I’m not an authority on time, Tex. Do you know anyone who traveled in time?”


  Harrigan shrugged aside my question. “That was the thing I couldn’t get out of Vanderkamp, either. He presumed to know everything else.”


  “Vanderkamp?”


  “He was another of those strange people a reporter always runs into. Lived in New York—downtown, near the Bowery. Man of about forty, I’d say, but a little on the old-fashioned side. Dutch background, and hipped on the subject of New Amsterdam, which, in case you don’t know, was the original name of New York City.”


  “Don’t mind my interrupting,” I cut in. “But I’m not quite straight on what Vanderkamp has to do with time as dimension.”


  “Oh, he was touched on the subject. He claimed to travel in it. The fact is, he invented a time-traveling machine.”


  “You certainly meet the whacks, Tex!”


  “Don’t I!” He grinned appreciatively and leaned reminiscently over the bar. “But Vanderkamp had the wildest dreams of the lot. And in the end he managed the neatest conjuring trick of them all. I was on the Brooklyn Enterprise at that time; I spent about a year there. Special features, though I was on a reporter’s salary. Vanderkamp was something of a local celebrity in a minor way; he wrote articles on the early Dutch in New York, the nomenclature of the Dutch, the history of Dutch place-names, and the like. He was handy with a pen, and even handier with tools. He was an amateur electrician, carpenter, house-painter, and claimed to be an expert in genealogy.”


  “And he built a time-traveling machine?”


  “So he said. He gave me a rather hard time of it. He was a glib talker and half the time I didn’t know whether I was coming or going. He kept me on my toes by taking for granted that I accepted his basic premises. I got next to him on a tip. He could be close-mouthed as a clam, but his sister let things slip from time to time, and on this occasion she passed the word to one of her friends in a grocery store that her brother had invented a machine that took him off on trips into the past. It seemed like routine whack stuff, but Blake, who decided what went into the Enterprise and what didn’t, sent me over to Manhattan to get something for the paper, on the theory that since Vanderkamp was well-known in Brooklyn, it was good neighborhood copy.


  “Vanderkamp was a sharp-eyed little fellow, about five feet or so in height, and I hit him at a good time. His sister said he had just come back from a trip—she left me to draw my own conclusions about what kind of trip—and I found him in a mild fit of temper. He was too upset, in fact, to be truculent, which was more like his nature.


  “Was it true, I wanted to know, that he’d invented a machine that traveled in time?


  “He didn’t make any bones about it. ‘Certainly,’ he said. ‘I’ve been using it for the last month, and if my sister hadn’t decided to blab nobody would know about it yet. What about it?’


  “ ‘You believe it can take you backwards or forwards into the past or the future?’


  “ ‘Do I look crazy? I said so, didn’t I?’


  “Now, as a matter of fact, he did look crazy. Unlike most of the candidates for my file of queer people, Vanderkamp actually looked like a nut. He had a wild eye and a constantly working mouth; he blinked a good deal and stammered when he was excited. In features he was as Dutch as his name implied. Well, we talked back and forth for some time, but I stuck with him and in the end he took me out into a shed adjoining his house and showed me the contraption he’d built.


  “It looked like a top. The first thing I thought of was Brick Bradford, and before I could catch myself, I’d asked, ‘Is that pure Brick Bradford?’


  “He didn’t turn a hair. ‘Not by a long shot,’ he answered. ‘H.G. Wells was there first. I owe it to Wells.’


  “ ‘I see,’ I said.


  “ ‘The hell you do!’ he shot back. ‘You think I’m as nutty as a fruit-cake.’


  “ ‘The idea of time travel is a little hard to swallow,’ I said.


  “ ‘Sure it is. But me, I’m doing it. So that’s all there is to it.’


  “ ‘If you don’t mind, Mr. Vanderkamp,’ I said, ‘I’m a dummy in scientific matters. I have all I can do to tell a nut from a bolt.’


  “ ‘That I believe,’ he said.


  “ ‘So how do you time travel?’


  “ ‘Look,’ he said, ‘time is a dimension like space. You can go up or down this ruler,’ he snatched a steel ruler and waved it in front of me, ‘from any given point. But you move. In the dimension of time, you only seem to move. You stand still; time moves. Do you get it?’


  “I had to confess that I didn’t.


  “He tried again, with obviously strained patience. Judging by what I could gather from what he said, it was possible for him—so he believed—to get into his machine, twirl a few knobs, push a few buttons, relax for any given period, and end up just where he liked—back in the past, or ahead in the future. But wherever he ended up, he was still in this same spot. In other words, whether he was back in 1492 or ahead in 2092, the place he got out of his time machine was still his present address.


  “It was beyond me, frankly, but I figured that as long as he was a little touched, it wouldn’t do any harm to humor him. I intimated that I understood and asked him where he’d been last.


  “His face fell, his brow clouded, and he said, ‘I’ve been ahead thirty years.’ He shook his head angrily. ‘What a time! I’ll be seventy, and you won’t even be that, Mr. Harrigan. But we’ll be in the middle of the worst atomic war you ever dreamed about.’


  “Now this was before Hiroshima, quite a bit. I didn’t know what he was talking about, but it gives me a queer feeling now and then when I think of what he said, especially since it’s still short of thirty years since that time.


  “ ‘It’s no time to be living here,’ he went on. ‘Direct hits on the entire area. What would you do?’


  “ ‘I’d get out,’ I said.


  “ ‘That’s what I thought,’ he said. ‘But that kind of warfare carries a long way. A long way. And I’m a man who loves his comforts, reasonably. I don’t intend to set up housekeeping in equatorial Africa or the forests of Brazil.’


  “ ‘What did you see thirty years from now, Mr. Vanderkamp?’ I asked him.


  “ ‘Everything blown to hell,’ he answered. ‘Not a building in all Manhattan.’ He leered and added, ‘And everybody who’ll be living here at that time will be scattered into the atmosphere in fragments no bigger than an amoeba.’


  “ ‘You fill me with anticipation,’ I said.


  “So I went back to my desk and wrote the story. You could guess what kind it had to be. ‘Time Travel Is Possible, Says Amateur Scientist!’—that kind of thing. You can see it every week, in large doses, in the feature sections of some of the biggest chain papers. It went over like an average feature about life on the moon or prehistoric animals surviving in remote mountain valleys, or what have you. Just what Vanderkamp went back to after I left, I don’t know, but I have an idea that he gave his sister a devil of a time.”


  Vanderkamp stalked into the house and confronted his sister.


  “You see, Julie—a reporter. Can’t you learn to hold your tongue?”


  She threw him a scornful glance. “What difference does it make?” she cried. “You’re gone all the time.”


  “Maybe I’ll take you along sometime. Just wait.”


  “Wait, wait! That’s all I’ve been doing. Since I was ten years old I’ve been waiting on you!”


  “Oh, the hell with it!” He turned on his heel and left the house.


  She followed him to the door and shouted after him, “Where are you going now?”


  “To New Amsterdam for a little peace and quiet,” he said testily.


  He threw open the thick-walled door of his time-machine and pulled it shut behind him. He sat down before the controls and began to chart his course for 1650. If his calculations were correct, he would shortly find himself in the vicinity of that sturdy if autocratic first citizen of the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam, Peter Stuyvesant, as well as Governor Stuyvesant’s friend and neighbor, Heinrich Vanderkamp. He gave not even a figurative glance over his shoulder before he started out.


  When he emerged at last from his machine, he was in what appeared to be the backyard of a modest residence on a street which, though he did not know it, he suspected might be the Bouwerie. At the moment of his emergence, a tall, angular woman stood viewing him, open-mouthed and aghast, from the wooden stoop at the back door of her home. He looked at her in astonishment himself. The resemblance to his sister Julie was uncanny.


  With only the slightest hesitation, he addressed her in fluent Dutch. “Pray do not be disturbed, young lady.”


  “A fine way for a gentleman to call!” she exclaimed in a voice considerably more forceful than her appearance. “I suppose my father sent you. And where did you get that outlandish costume?”


  “I bought it,” he answered, truthfully enough.


  “A likely tale,” she said. “And if my father sent you, just go back and tell him I’m satisfied the way I am. No woman needs a man to manage her.”


  “I don’t have the honor of your father’s acquaintance,” he answered.


  She gazed at him suspiciously from narrowed eyes. “Everyone in New Amsterdam knows Henrik Van Tromp. He’s as unloved as yonder bumblebee. Stand where you are and say whence you came.”


  “I am a visitor in New Amsterdam,” he said, standing obediently still. “I confess I don’t know my way about very well, and I chose to stop at this attractive home.”


  “I know it’s attractive,” she said tartly. “And it’s plain to see you’re a stranger here, or you’d never be wearing such clothes. Or is it the fashion where you come from?” She gave him no opportunity to answer, but added, after a moment of indecision, “Well, you look respectable enough, though much like my rascally cousin Pieter Vanderkamp. Do you know him?”


  “No.”


  “Well, no matter. He’s much older than you—near forty blessed years. You’re no more than twenty, I don’t doubt.”


  Involuntarily Vanderkamp put his hand to his cheek, and smiled as he felt its smooth roundness. “You may be right, at that,” he said cryptically.


  “You might as well come in,” she said grudgingly. “What with the traffic on the road outside, the Indians, and people who come in such flighty vehicles as yours, I might as well live in the heart of the colony.”


  He looked around. “And still,” he said, “it is a pleasant spot—peaceful, comfortable. I’m sure a man could live out his days here in contentment.”


  “Oh, could he?” she said belligerently. “And where would I be while this went on?”


  He gazed at her beetling nose, her jutting chin. “A good question,” he muttered thoughtfully.


  He followed her into the house. It was a treasury of antiquities, filling him with delight. Miss Anna Van Tromp offered him a cup of milk, which he accepted, thanking her profusely. She talked volubly, eyeing him all the while with the utmost curiosity, and he gathered presently that her father had made several attempts to marry her off, disapproving of her solitary residence so far from the center of the city; but she had frowned upon one and all of the suitors he had encouraged to call on her. She was undeniably impressive, almost formidable, he conceded privately, with a touch of the shrew and harridan. Life with Miss Anna Van Tromp would not be easy, he reflected. But then, life with his sister Julie was not easy, either. Miss Anna, however, had not to face atomic warfare; all she had to look forward to in fourteen years was surrender to the besieging British, which she would have no trouble in surviving.


  He settled down to his ingratiating best and succeeded in making a most favorable impression on Miss Anna Van Tromp before at last he took his leave, carrying with him a fine, hand-wrought bowl with which the lady had presented him. He had a hunch he might come back. Of all the times he had visited since finishing the machine, he knew that old New Amsterdam in the 1650s was the one period most likely to keep him contented—provided Miss Van Tromp didn’t turn out to be a nuisance. So he took careful note of the set of his controls, jotting them down so that he would not be likely to forget them.


  It was late when he found himself back in his own time.


  His sister was waiting up for him. “Two o’clock in the morning!” she screamed at him. “What are you doing to me? Oh, God, why didn’t I marry when I had the chance, instead of throwing away my life on a worthless brother!”


  “Why don’t you? It’s not too late,” he sighed wearily.


  “How can you say that?” she snapped bitterly. “Here I am thirty nearly, and worn out from working for you. Who would marry me now? Oh, if only I could have another chance! If I could be young again, and do it all over, I’d know how to have a better life!”


  In spite of his boredom with her, Vanderkamp felt the effect of this cry from a lonely heart. He looked at her pityingly; it was true, after all, that she had worked faithfully for him, without pay, since their parents died. “Take a look at this,” he said gently, offering her the bowl.


  “Hah! Can we eat bowls?”


  He raised his eyes heavenward and went wearily to bed.


  “I saw Vanderkamp again about a fortnight later,” Harrigan went on. “Ran into him in a tavern on the Bowery. He recognized me and came over.


  “ ‘That was some story you did,’ he said.


  “ ‘Been bothered by cranks?’ I asked.


  “ ‘Hell, yes! Not too badly, though. They want to ride off somewhere just to get away. I get that feeling myself sometimes. But, tell me, have you seen the morning papers?’


  “Now, by coincidence, the papers that morning had carried a story from some local nuclear physicist about the increasing probability that the atom would be smashed. I told him I’d seen it.


  “ ‘What did I tell you?’ he said.


  “I just smiled and asked where he’d been lately. He didn’t hesitate to talk, perhaps because his sister had been giving him a hard time with her nagging. So I listened. It appeared, to hear him tell it, that he had been off visiting the Dutch in New Amsterdam. You could almost believe what he said, listening to him, except for that wild look he had. Anyway, he’d been in New Amsterdam about 1650, and he’d brought back a few trifling souvenirs of the trips. Would I like to see them? I said I would.


  “I figured he’d got his hands on some nice antiques and wanted an appreciative audience. His sister wasn’t home; so he took me around and showed me his pieces, one by one—a bowl, a pair of wooden candlesticks, wooden shoes, and more, all in all a fine collection. He even had a chair that looked pretty authentic, and I wondered where he’d dug up so many nice things of the New Amsterdam period—though, of course, I had to take his word as to where they belonged historically; I didn’t know. But I imagine he got them somewhere in the city or perhaps up in the Catskill country.


  “Well, after a while I got another look at his contraption. It didn’t appear to have been moved at all; it was still sitting where it had been before, without a sign to say that it had been used to go anywhere, least of all into past time.


  “ ‘Tell me,’ I said to him at last, ‘when you go back in time do you get younger?’


  “ ‘Yes and no,’ he said. ‘Obviously.’


  “It wasn’t obvious to me, but I couldn’t get any more than that out of him. The thing I couldn’t figure out was the reason for his claim. He wasn’t trying to sell anything to anybody, as far as I could see; he wasn’t anxious to tell the world about his time-machine, either. He didn’t mind talking in his oblique fashion about his trips. He did talk about New Amsterdam as if he had a pretty good acquaintance with the place. But then, he was known as a minor authority on the customs of the Dutch colony.


  “He was touched, obviously. Just the same, he challenged me, in a way. I wanted to know something more about him, how his machine worked, how he took off, and so on. I made up my mind the next time I was in the neighborhood to look him up, hoping he wouldn’t be home.


  “When I made it, his sister was alone, and in fine fettle, as cantankerous as a flea-bitten mastiff.


  “ ‘He’s gone again,’ she complained bitterly.


  “Clearly the two of them were at odds. I asked her whether she had seen him go. She hadn’t; he had just marched out to his shop and that was an end to him as far as she was concerned.


  “I haggled around quite a lot and finally got her permission to go out and see what I could see for myself. Of course, the shop was locked. I had counted on that and had brought along a handy little skeleton key. I was inside in no time. The machine wasn’t there. Not a sign of it, or of Vanderkamp either.


  “Now, I looked around all over, but I couldn’t for the life of me figure out how he could have taken it out of that place; it was too big for doors or windows, and the walls and roof were solid and immovable. I figured that he couldn’t have got such a large machine away without his sister’s seeing him; so I locked the place up and went back to the house.


  “But she was immovable; she hadn’t seen a thing. If he had taken anything larger than pocket-size out of that shop of his, she had missed it. I could hardly doubt her sincerity. There was nothing to be had from that source; so I had no alternative but to wait for him another time.”


  Anna Van Tromp, considerably chastened, watched her strange suitor—she looked upon all men as suitors, without exception; for so her father had conditioned her to do—as he reached into his sack and brought out another wonder.


  “Now this,” said Vanderkamp, “is an alarm clock. You wind it up like this, you see; set it, and off it goes. Listen to it ring! That will wake you up in the morning.”


  “More magic,” she cried doubtfully.


  “No, no,” he explained patiently. “It is an everyday thing in my country. Perhaps some day you would like to join me in a little visit there, Anna?”


  “Ja, maybe,” she agreed, looking out the window to his weird and frightening carriage, which had no animal to draw it and which vanished so strangely, fading away into the air, whenever Vanderkamp went into it. “This clothes-washing machine you talk about,” she admitted. “This I would like to see.”


  “I must go now,” said Vanderkamp, gazing at her with well-simulated coyness. “I’ll leave these things here with you, and I’ll just take along that bench over there.”


  “Ja, ja,” said Anna, blushing.


  “Six of one and half a dozen of the other,” muttered Vanderkamp, comparing Anna with his sister.


  He got into his time-machine and set out for home in the twentieth century. There was some reluctance in his going. Here all was somnolent peace and quiet, despite the rigors of living; in his own time there were wars and turmoil and the ultimate threat of the greatest war of all. New Amsterdam had one drawback, however—the presence of Anna Von Tromp. She had grown fond of him, undeniably, perhaps because he was so much more interested in her circumstances than in herself. What was a man to do? Julie at one end, Anna at the other. But even getting rid of Julie would not allow him to escape the warfare to come.


  He thought deeply of his problem all the way home.


  When he got back, he found his sister waiting up, as usual, ready to deliver the customary diatribe.


  He forestalled her. “I’ve been thinking things over, Julie. I believe you’d be much happier if you were living with brother Carl. I’ll give you as much money as you need, and you can pack your things and I’ll take you down to Louisiana.”


  “Take me!” she exclaimed. “How? In that crazy contraption of yours?”


  “Precisely.”


  “Oh no!” she said. “You don’t get me into that machine! How do I know what it will do to me? It’s a time machine, isn’t it? It might make an old hag of me—or a baby!”


  “You said that you wanted to be young again, didn’t you?” he said softly. “You said you’d like another chance . . .”


  A faraway look came into her eyes. “Oh, if I only could! If I only could be a girl again, with a chance to get married . . .”


  “Pack your things,” Vanderkamp said quietly.


  “It must have been all of a month before I saw Vanderkamp again,” Harrigan continued, waving for another scotch and soda. “I was down in the vicinity on an assignment and I took a run over to his place.


  “He was home this time. He came to the door, which he had chained on the inside. He recognized me, and it was plain at the same time that he had no intention of letting me in.


  “I came right out with the first question I had in mind. ‘The thing that bothers me,’ I said to him, ‘is how you get that time machine of yours in and out of that shed.’


  “ ‘Mr. Harrigan,’ he answered, ‘newspaper reporters ought to have at least elementary scientific knowledge. You don’t. How in hell could even a time machine be in two places at once, I ask you? If I take that machine back three centuries, that’s where it is—not here. And three centuries ago that shop wasn’t standing there. So you don’t go in or out; you don’t move at all, remember? It’s time that moves.’


  “ ‘I called the other day,’ I went on. ‘Your sister spoke to me. Give her my regards.’


  “ ‘My sister’s left me,’ he said shortly, ‘to stew, as you might say, in my own time machine.’


  “ ‘Really?’ I said. ‘Just what do you have in mind to do next?’


  “ ‘Let me ask you something, Mr. Harrigan,’ he answered. ‘Would you sit around here waiting for an atomic war if you could get away?’


  “ ‘Certainly not,’ I answered.


  “ ‘Well, then, I don’t intend to, either.’


  “All this while he was standing at the door, refusing to open it any wider or to let me in. He was making it pretty plain that there wasn’t much he had to say to me. And he seemed to be in a hurry.


  “ ‘Remember me to the inquiring public thirty years hence, Mr. Harrigan,’ he said at last, and closed the door.


  “That was the last I saw of him.”


  Harrigan finished his scotch and soda appreciatively and looked around for the bartender.


  “Did he take off then?” I asked.


  “Like a rocket,” said Harrigan. “Queerest thing was that there wasn’t a trace of him. The machine was gone, too—the same way as the last time, without a disturbance in the shop. He and his machine had simply vanished off the face of the earth and were never heard from again.


  “Matter of fact, though,” Harrigan went on thoughtfully, “Vanderkamp’s disappearance wasn’t the really queer angle on the pitch. The other thing broke in the papers the week after he left. The neighbors got pretty worked up about it. They called the police to tell them that Vanderkamp’s sister Julie was back, only she was off her nut—and a good deal changed in appearance, too.


  “Gal going blarmy was no news, of course, but that last bit about her appearance—they said she looked about twenty years older, all of a sudden—sort of rang a bell. So I went over there. It was Julie, all right; at least, she looked a hell of a lot like Julie had when I last saw her—provided you could grant that a woman could age twenty years in the few weeks it had been. And she was off her rocker, sure enough—or hysterical. Or at least madder than a wet hen. She made out like she couldn’t speak a word of English, and they finally had to get an interpreter to understand her. She wouldn’t speak anything but Dutch—and an old-fashioned kind, too.


  “She made a lot of extravagant claims and kept insisting that she would bring the whole matter up in a complaint before Governor Stuyvesant. Said she wasn’t Julie Vanderkamp, by God, but was named Anna Van Tromp—which is an old Dutch name thereabouts—and claimed that she had been abducted from her home on the Bowery. We pointed out the Third Avenue El and told her that was the Bowery, but she just sniffed and looked at us as though we were crazy.”


  I toyed with my drink. “You mean you actually listened to the poor girl’s story?” I asked.


  “Sure,” Harrigan said. “Maybe she was as crazy as a bedbug, but I’ve listened to whackier stories from supposedly sane people. Sure, I listened to her.” He paused thoughtfully for a moment, then went on.


  “She claimed that this fellow Vanderkamp had come to her house and filled her with a lot of guff about the wonderful country he lived in, and how she ought to let him take her to see it. Apparently he waxed especially eloquent about an automatic washing-machine and dryer, and that had fascinated her, for some reason. Then, she said, he’d brought a ten-year-old girl along—though where in the world old Vanderkamp could have picked up a tot like that is beyond me—and the kid had added her blandishments to the plot. Between them, they had managed to lure her into the old guy’s machine. From what she said, it was obviously the time machine she was talking about, and if she was Julie there was no reason why she shouldn’t know about it. But she talked as though it was a complete mystery to her, as though she’d no idea what the purpose of it was. Well, anyway, here she was—and very unhappy, too. Wanted to go back to old New Amsterdam, but bad.


  “It was a beautiful act, even if she was nuts. The strange thing was, though, that there were some things even a gal going whacky couldn’t explain. For instance, the house was filled with what the experts said were priceless antiques from Dutch New Amsterdam, of the period just prior to the British siege. You’d think those things would make poor Julie feel more at home, seeing as she claimed to belong in that period, but apparently they just made her homesick. And, curiously enough, all the modern gadgets were gone. All those handy little items that make the twentieth century so livable had been taken away—including the washing-machine and dryer, by the way. Julie—or Anna, as she called herself—claimed that Vanderkamp had taken it back with him, wherever he’d gone to, after he’d brought her there.”


  “Poor woman,” I said sympathetically. “They toted her off to the booby hatch, I suppose.”


  “No . . .” Harrigan said slowly. “They didn’t, as a matter of fact. Since she was harmless, they let her stay in the house a while. Which was a mistake, it seems. Of course, she wasn’t from the seventeenth century. That’s impossible. All the same—” He broke off abruptly and stared moodily into his glass.


  “What happened to her?” I asked.


  “She was found one morning about two weeks after she got there,” he said. “Dead. Electrocuted. It seems she’d stuck her finger into a light socket while standing in a bathtub full of water. An accident, obviously. As the Medical Examiner said, it was an accident any six-year-old child would have known enough about electricity to avoid.


  “That is,” Harrigan added, “a twentieth-century child . . .”


  TONY AND THE BEETLES


  Philip K. Dick


  A TEN-YEAR-OLD BOY GROWS UP FAST WHEN HISTORY CATCHES UP WITH THE HUMAN RACE.


  REDDISH-YELLOW SUNLIGHT filtered through the thick quartz windows into the sleep-compartment. Tony Rossi yawned, stirred a little, then opened his black eyes and sat up quickly. With one motion he tossed the covers back and slid to the warm metal floor. He clicked off his alarm clock and hurried to the closet.


  It looked like a nice day. The landscape outside was motionless, undisturbed by winds or dust-shift. The boy’s heart pounded excitedly. He pulled his trousers on, zipped up the reinforced mesh, struggled into his heavy canvas shirt, and then sat down on the edge of the cot to tug on his boots. He closed the seams around their tops and then did the same with his gloves. Next he adjusted the pressure on his pump unit and strapped it between his shoulder blades. He grabbed his helmet from the dresser, and he was ready for the day.


  In the dining-compartment his mother and father had finished breakfast. Their voices drifted to him as he clattered down the ramp. A disturbed murmur; he paused to listen. What were they talking about? Had he done something wrong, again?


  And then he caught it. Behind their voices was another voice. Static and crackling pops. The all-system audio signal from Rigel IV. They had it turned up full blast; the dull thunder of the monitor’s voice boomed loudly. The war. Always the war. He sighed, and stepped out into the dining-compartment.


  “Morning,” his father muttered.


  “Good morning, dear,” his mother said absently. She sat with her head turned to one side, wrinkles of concentration webbing her forehead. Her thin lips were drawn together in a tight line of concern. His father had pushed his dirty dishes back and was smoking, el-, bows on the table, dark hairy arms bare and muscular. He was scowling, intent on the jumbled roar from the speaker above the sink.


  “How’s it going?” Tony asked. He slid into his chair and reached automatically for the ersatz grapefruit. “Any news from Orion?”


  Neither of them answered. They didn’t hear him. He began to eat his grapefruit. Outside, beyond the little metal and plastic housing unit, sounds of activity grew. Shouts and muffled crashes, as rural merchants and their trucks rumbled along the highway toward Karnet. The reddish daylight swelled; Betelgeuse was rising quietly and majestically.


  “Nice day,” Tony said. “No flux wind. I think I’ll go down to the n-quarter awhile. We’re building a neat spaceport, a model, of course, but we’ve been able to get enough materials to lay out strips for—”


  With a savage snarl his father reached out and struck the audio roar immediately died. “I knew it!” He got up and moved angrily away from the table. “I told them it would happen. They shouldn’t have moved so soon. Should have built up Class A supply bases, first.”


  “Isn’t our main fleet moving in from Bellatrix?” Tony’s mother fluttered anxiously. “According to last night’s summary the worst that can happen is Orion IX and X will be dumped.”


  Joseph Rossi laughed harshly. “The hell with last night’s summary. They know as well as I do what’s happening.”


  “What’s happening?” Tony echoed, as he pushed aside his grapefruit and began to ladle out dry cereal. “Are we losing the battle?”


  “Yes!” His father’s lips twisted. “Earthmen, losing to—to beetles. I told them. But they couldn’t wait. My God, there’s ten good years left in this system. Why’d they have to push on? Everybody knew Orion would be tough. The whole damn beetle fleet’s strung out around there. Waiting for us. And we have to barge right in.”


  “But nobody ever thought beetles would fight,” Leah Rossi protested mildly. “Everybody thought they’d just fire a few blasts and then—”


  “They have to fight! Orion’s the last jump-off. If they don’t fight here, where the hell can they fight?” Rossi swore savagely. “Of course they’re fighting. We have all their planets except the inner Orion string—not that they’re worth much, but it’s the principle of the thing. If we’d built up strong supply bases, we could have broken up the beetle fleet and really clobbered it.”


  “Don’t say ‘beetle,’ ” Tony murmured, as he finished his cereal. “They’re Pac-udeti, same as here. The word ‘beetle’ comes from Betelgeuse. An Arabian word we invented ourselves.”


  Joe Rossi’s mouth opened and closed. “What are you, a goddamn beetle-lover?”


  “Joe,” Leah snapped. “For heaven’s sake.”


  Rossi moved toward the door. “If I was ten years younger I’d be out there. I’d really show those shiny-shelled insects what the hell they’re up against. Them and their junky beat-up old hulks. Converted freighters!” His eyes blazed. “When I think of them shooting down Terran cruisers with our boys in them—”


  “Orion’s their system,” Tony murmured.


  “Their system! When the hell did you get to be an authority on space law? Why, I ought to—” He broke off, choked with rage. “My own kid,” he muttered. “One more crack out of you today and I’ll hang one on you you’ll feel the rest of the week.”


  Tony pushed his chair back. “I won’t be around here today. I’m going into Karnet, with my EEP.”


  “Yeah, to play with beetles!”


  Tony said nothing. He was already sliding his helmet in place and snapping the clamps tight. As he pushed through the back door, into the lock membrane, he unscrewed his oxygen tap and set the tank filter into action. An automatic response, conditioned by a lifetime spent on a colony planet in an alien system.


  A faint flux wind caught at him and swept yellow-red dust around his boots. Sunlight glittered from the metal roof of his family’s housing unit, one of endless rows of squat boxes set in the sandy slope, protected by the line of ore-refining installations against the horizon. He made an impatient signal, and from the storage shed his EEP came gliding out, catching the sunlight on its chrome trim.


  “We’re going down into Karnet,” Tony said, unconsciously slipping into the Pas dialect. “Hurry up!”


  The EEP took up its position behind him, and he started briskly down the slope, over the shifting sand, toward the road. There were quite a few traders out, today. It was a good day for the market; only a fourth of the year was fit for travel. Betelgeuse was an erratic and undependable sun, not at all like Sol (according to the edutapes, fed to Tony four hours a day, six days a week—he had never seen Sol himself).


  He reached the noisy road. Pas-udeti were everywhere. Whole groups of them, with their primitive combustion-driven trucks, battered and filthy, motors grinding protestingly. He waved at the trucks as they pushed past him. After a moment one slowed down. It was piled with Or, bundled heaps of gray vegetables dried, and prepared for the table. A staple of the Pas-udeti diet. Behind the wheel lounged a dark-faced elderly Pas, one arm over the open window, a rolled leaf between his lips. He was like all other Pas-udeti; lank and hard-shelled, encased in a brittle sheath in which he lived and died.


  “You want a ride?” the Pas murmured—required protocol when an Earthman on foot was encountered.


  “Is there room for my EEP?”


  The Pas made a careless motion with his claw. “It can run behind.” Sardonic amusement touched his ugly old face. “If it gets to Karnet we’ll sell it for scrap. We can use a few condensers and relay tubing. We’re short on electronic maintenance stuff.”


  “I know,” Tony said solemnly, as he climbed into the cabin of the truck. “It’s all been sent to the big repair base at Orion I. For your warfleet.”


  Amusement vanished from the leathery face. “Yes, the warfleet.” He turned away and started up the truck again. In the back, Tony’s EEP had scrambled up on the load of Zir and was gripping precariously with its magnetic lines.


  Tony noticed the Pas-udeti’s sudden change of expression, and he was puzzled. He started to speak to him—but now he noticed unusual quietness among the other Pas, in the other trucks, behind and in front of his own. The war, of course. It had swept through this system a century ago; these people had been left behind. Now all eyes were on Orion, on the battle between the Terran warfleet and the Pas-udeti collection of armed freighters.


  “Is it true,” Tony asked carefully, “that you’re winning?”


  The elderly Pas grunted. “We hear rumors.”


  Tony considered. “My father says Terra went ahead too fast. He says we should have consolidated. We didn’t assemble adequate supply bases. He used to be an officer, when he was younger. He was with the fleet for two years.”


  The Pas was silent a moment. “It’s true,” he said at last, “that when you’re so far from home, supply is a great problem. We, on the other hand, don’t have that. We have no distances to cover.”


  “Do you know anybody fighting?”


  “I have distant relatives.” The answer was vague; the Pas obviously didn’t want to talk about it.


  “Have you ever seen your warfleet?”


  “Not as it exists now. When this system was defeated most of our units were wiped out. Remnants limped to Orion and joined the Orion fleet?”


  “Your relatives were with the remnants?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Then you were alive when this planet was taken?”


  “Why do you ask?” The old Pas quivered violently. “What business is it of yours?”


  Tony leaned out and watched the walls and buildings of Karnet grow ahead of them. Karnet was an old city. It had stood thousands of years. The Pas-udeti civilization was stable; it had reached a certain point of technocratic development and then leveled off. The Pas had intersystem ships that had carried people and freight between planets in the days before the Terran Confederation. They had combustion-driven cars, audiophones, a power network of a magnetic type. Their plumbing was satisfactory and their medicine was highly advanced. They had art forms, emotional and exciting. They had a vague religion.


  “Who do you think will win the battle?” Tony asked.


  “I don’t know.” With a sudden jerk the old Pas brought the truck to a crashing halt. “This is as far as I go. Please get out and take your EEP with you.”


  Tony faltered in surprise. “But aren’t you going—?”


  “No farther!”


  Tony pushed the door open. He was vaguely uneasy; there was a hard, fixed expression on the leathery face, and the old creature’s voice had a sharp edge he had never heard before. “Thanks,” he murmured. He hopped down into the red dust and signaled his EEP. It released its magnetic lines, and instantly the truck started up with a roar, passing on inside the city.


  Tony watched it go, still dazed. The hot dust lapped at his ankles; he automatically moved his feet and slapped at his trousers. A truck honked, and his EEP quickly moved him from the road, up to the level pedestrian ramp. Pas-udeti in swarms moved by, endless lines of rural people hurrying into Karnet on their daily business. A massive public bus had stopped by the gate and was letting off passengers. Male and female Pas. And children. They laughed and shouted; the sounds of their voices blended with the low hum of the city.


  “Going in?” a sharp Pas-udeti voice sounded close behind him. “Keep moving—you’re blocking the ramp.”


  It was a young female, with a heavy armload clutched in her claws. Tony felt embarrassed; female Pas had a certain telepathic ability, part of their sexual makeup. It was effective on Earthmen at close range.


  “Here,” she said. “Give me a hand.”


  Tony nodded his head, and the EEP accepted the female’s heavy armload. “I’m visiting the city,” Tony said, as they moved with the crowd toward the gates. “I got a ride most of the way, but the driver let me off out here.”


  “You’re from the settlement?”


  “Yes.”


  She eyed him critically. “You’ve always lived here, haven’t you?”


  “I was born here. My family came here from Earth four years before I was born. My father was an officer in the fleet. He earned an Emigration Priority.”


  “So you’ve never seen your own planet. How old are you?”


  “Ten years. Terran.”


  “You shouldn’t have asked the driver so many questions.”


  They passed through the decontamination shield and into the city. An information square loomed ahead; Pas men and women were packed around it. Moving chutes and transport cars rumbled everywhere. Buildings and ramps and open-air machinery; the city was sealed in a protective dust-proof envelope. Tony unfastened his helmet and clipped it to his belt. The air was stale-smelling, artificial, but usable.


  “Let me tell you something,” the young female said carefully, as she strode along the foot-ramp beside Tony. “I wonder if this is a good day for you to come into Karnet. I know you’ve been coming here regularly to play with your friends. But perhaps today you ought to stay at home, in your settlement.”


  “Why?”


  “Because today everybody is upset.”


  “I know,” Tony said. “My mother and father were upset. They were listening to the news from our base in the Rigel system.”


  “I don’t mean your family. Other people are listening, too. These people here. My race.”


  “They’re upset, all right,” Tony admitted. “But I come here all the time. There’s nobody to play with at the settlement, and anyhow we’re working on a project.”


  “A model spaceport.”


  “That’s right.” Tony was envious. “I sure wish I was a telepath. It must be fun.”


  The female Pas-udeti was silent. She was deep in thought. “What would happen,” she asked, “if your family left here and returned to Earth?”


  “That couldn’t happen. There’s no room for us on Earth. C-bombs destroyed most of Asia and North America back in the Twentieth Century.”


  “Suppose you had to go back?”


  Tony did not understand. “But we can’t. Habitable portions of Earth are overcrowded. Our main problem is finding places for Terrans to live, in other systems.” He added, “And anyhow, I don’t particularly want to go to Terra. I’m used to it here. All my friends are here.”


  “I’ll take my packages,” the female said. “I go this other way, down this third-level ramp.”


  Tony nodded to his EEP and it lowered the bundles into the female’s claws. She lingered a moment, trying to find the right words.


  “Good luck,” she said.


  “With what?”


  She smiled faintly, ironically. “With your model spaceport. I hope you and your friends get to finish it.”


  “Of course we’ll finish it,” Tony said, surprised. “It’s almost done.” What did she mean?


  The Pas-udeti woman hurried off before he could ask her. Tony was troubled and uncertain; more doubts filled him. After a moment he headed slowly into the lane that took him toward the residential section of the city. Past the stores and factories, to the place where his friends lived.


  The group of Pas-udeti children eyed him silently as he approached. They had been playing in the shade of an immense hengelo, whose ancient branches drooped and swayed with the air currents pumped through the city. Now they sat unmoving.


  “I didn’t expect you today,” Bprith said, in an expressionless voice.


  Tony halted awkwardly, and his EEP did the same. “How are things?” he murmured.


  “Fine.”


  “I got a ride part way.”


  “Fine.”


  Tony squatted down in the shade. None of the Pas children stirred. They were small, not as large as Terran children. Their shells had not hardened, had not turned dark and opaque, like horn. It gave them a soft, unformed appearance, but at the same time it lightened their load. They moved more easily than their elders; they could hop and skip around, still. But they were not skipping right now.


  “What’s the matter?” Tony demanded. “What’s wrong with everybody?”


  No one answered.


  “Where’s the model?” he asked. “Have you fellows been working on it?”


  After a moment Llyre nodded slightly.


  Tony felt dull anger rise up inside him. “Say something! What’s the matter? What’re you all mad about?”


  “Mad?” B’prith echoed. “We’re not mad.”


  Tony scratched aimlessly in the dust. He knew what it was. The war, again. The battle going on near Orion. His anger burst up wildly. “Forget the war. Everything was fine yesterday, before the battle.”


  “Sure,” Llyre said. “It was fine.”


  Tony caught the edge to his voice. “It happened a hundred years ago. It’s not my fault.”


  “Sure,” B’prith said.


  “This is my home. Isn’t it? Haven’t I got as much right here as anybody else? I was born here.”


  “Sure,” Llyre said, tonelessly.


  Tony appealed to them helplessly. “Do you have to act this way? You didn’t act this way yesterday. I was here yesterday—all of us were here yesterday. What’s happened since yesterday?”


  “The battle,” B’prith said.


  “What difference does that make? Why does that change everything? There’s always war. There’ve been battles all the time, as long as I can remember. What’s different about this?”


  B’prith broke apart a clump of dirt with his strong claws. After a moment he tossed it away and got slowly to his feet. “Well,” he said thoughtfully, “according to our audio relay, it looks as if our fleet is going to win, this time.”


  “Yes,” Tony agreed, not understanding. “My father says we didn’t build up adequate supply bases. We’ll probably have to fall back to . . .” And then the impact hit him. “You mean, for the first time in a hundred years—”


  “Yes,” Llyre said, also getting up. The others got up, too. They moved away from Tony, toward the nearby house. “Were winning. The Terran flank was turned, half an hour ago. Your right wing has folded completely.”


  Tony was stunned. “And it matters. It matters to all of you.”


  “Matters!” B’prith halted, suddenly blazing out in fury. “Sure it matters! For the first time—in a century. The first time in our lives we’re beating you. We have you on the run, you—” He choked out the word, almost spat it out. “You white-grubs!”


  They disappeared into the house. Tony sat gazing stupidly down at the ground, his hands still moving aimlessly. He had heard the word before, seen it scrawled on walls and in the dust near the settlement. White-grubs. The Pas term of derision for Terrans. Because of their softness, their whiteness. Lack of hard shells. Pulpy, doughy skin. But they had never dared say it out loud, before. To an Earthman’s face.


  Beside him, his EEP stirred restlessly. Its intricate radio mechanism sensed the hostile atmosphere. Automatic relays were sliding into place; circuits were opening and closing.


  “It’s all right,” Tony murmured, getting slowly up. “Maybe we’d better go back.”


  He moved unsteadily toward the ramp, completely shaken. The EEP walked calmly ahead, its metal face blank and confident, feeling nothing, saying nothing. Tony’s thoughts were a wild turmoil; he shook his head, but the crazy spinning kept up. He couldn’t make his mind slow down, lock in place.


  “Wait a minute,” a voice said. B’prith’s voice, from the open doorway. Cold and withdrawn, almost unfamiliar.


  “What do you want?”


  B’prith came toward him, claws behind his back in the formal Pasudeti posture, used between total strangers. “You shouldn’t have come here, today.”


  “I know,” Tony said.


  B’prith got out a bit of Zir stalk and began to roll it into a tube. He pretended to concentrate on it. “Look,” he said. “You said you have a right here. But you don’t.”


  “I—” Tony murmured.


  “Do you understand why not? You said it isn’t your fault. I guess not. But it’s not my fault, either. Maybe it’s nobody’s fault. I’ve known you a long time.”


  “Five years. Terran.”


  B’prith twisted the stalk up and tossed it away. “Yesterday we played together. We worked on the spaceport. But we can’t play today. My family said to tell you not to come here any more.” He hesitated, and did not look Tony in the face. “I was going to tell you, anyhow. Before they said anything.”


  “Oh,” Tony said.


  “Everything that’s happened today—the battle, our fleet’s stand. We didn’t know. We didn’t dare hope. You see? A century of running. First this system. Then the Rigel system, all the planets. Then the other Orion stars. We fought here and there—scattered fights. Those that got away joined up. We supplied the base at Orion—you people didn’t know. But there was no hope; at least, nobody thought there was.” He was silent a moment. “Funny,” he said, “what happens when your back’s to the wall, and there isn’t any further place to go. Then you have to fight.”


  “If our supply bases—” Tony began thickly, but B’prith cut him off savagely.


  “Your supply bases! Don’t you understand? We’re beating you! Now you’ll have to get out! All you white-grubs. Out of our system!”


  Tony’s EEP moved forward ominously. B’prith saw it. He bent down, snatched up a rock, and hurled it straight at the EEP. The rock clanged off the metal hull and bounced harmlessly away. B’prith snatched up another rock. Llyre and the others came quickly out of the house. An adult Pas loomed up behind them. Everything was happening too fast. More rocks crashed against the EEP. One struck Tony on the arm.


  “Get out!” B’prith screamed. “Don’t come back! This is our planet!” His claws snatched at Tony. “We’ll tear you to pieces if you—”


  Tony smashed him in the chest. The soft shell gave like rubber, and the Pas stumbled back. He wobbled and fell over, gasping and screeching.


  “Beetle,” Tony breathed hoarsely. Suddenly he was terrified. A crowd of Pas-udeti was forming rapidly. They surged on all sides, hostile faces, dark and angry, a rising thunder of rage.


  More stones showered. Some struck the EEP, others fell around Tony, near his boots. One whizzed past his face. Quickly he slid his helmet in place. He was scared. He knew his EEP’s E-signal had already gone out, but it would be minutes before a ship could come. Besides, there were other Earthmen in the city to be taken care of; there were Earthmen all over the planet. In all the cities. On all the twenty-three Betelgeuse planets. On the fourteen Rigel planets. On the other Orion planets.


  “We have to get out of here,” he muttered to the EEP. “Do something!”


  A stone hit him on the helmet. The plastic cracked; air leaked out, and then the autoseal filmed over. More stones were falling. The Pas swarmed close, a yelling, seething mass of black-sheathed creatures. He could smell them, the acrid body-odor of insects, hear their claws snap, feel their weight.


  The EEP threw its heat beam on. The beam shifted in a wide band toward the crowd of Pas-udeti. Crude hand weapons appeared. A clatter of bullets burst around Tony; they were firing at the EEP. He was dimly aware of the metal body beside him. A shuddering crash—the EEP was toppled over. The crowd poured over it; the metal hull was lost from sight.


  Like a demented animal, the crowd tore at the struggling EEP. A few of them smashed in its head; others tore off struts and shiny armsections. The EEP ceased struggling. The crowd moved away, panting and clutching jagged remains. They saw Tony.


  As the first line of them reached for him, the protective envelope high above them shattered. A Terran scout ship thundered down, heat beam screaming. The crowd scattered in confusion, some firing, some throwing stones, others leaping for safety.


  Tony picked himself up and made his way unsteadily toward the spot where the scout was landing.


  “I’m sorry,” Joe Rossi said gently. He touched his son on the shoulder. “I shouldn’t have let you go down there today. I should have known.”


  Tony sat hunched over in the big plastic easychair. He rocked back and forth, face pale with shock. The scout ship which had rescued him had immediately headed back toward Karnet; there were other Earthmen to bring out, besides this first load. The boy said nothing. His mind was blank. He still heard the roar of the crowd, felt its hate—a century of pent-up fury and resentment. The memory drove out everything else; it was all around him, even now. And the sight of the floundering EEP, the metallic ripping sound, as its arms and legs were torn off and carried away.


  His mother dabbed at his cuts and scratches with antiseptic. Joe Rossi shakily lit a cigarette and said, “If your EEP hadn’t been along they’d have killed you. Beetles.” He shuddered. “I never should have let you go down there. All this time . . . They might have done it any time, any day. Knifed you. Cut you open with their filthy goddamn claws.”


  Below the settlement the reddish-yellow sunlight glinted on gunbarrels. Already, dull booms echoed against the crumbling hills. The defense ring was going into action. Black shapes darted and scurried up the side of the slope. Black patches moved out from Karnet, toward the Terran settlement, across the dividing line the Confederation surveyors had set up a century ago. Karnet was a bubbling pot of activity. The whole city rumbled with feverish excitement.


  Tony raised his head. “They—they turned our flank.”


  “Yeah.” Joe Rossi stubbed out his cigarette. “They sure did. That was at one o’clock. At two they drove a wedge right through the center of our line. Split the fleet in half. Broke it up—sent it running. Picked us off one by one as we fell back. Christ, they’re like maniacs. Now that they’ve got the scent, the taste of our blood.”


  “But it’s getting better,” Leah fluttered. “Our main fleet units are beginning to appear.”


  “We’ll get them,” Joe muttered. “It’ll take a while. But by God we’ll wipe them out. Every last one of them. If it takes a thousand years. We’ll follow every last ship down—we’ll get them all.” His voice rose in a frenzy. “Beetles! Goddamn insects! When I think of them, trying to hurt my kid, with their filthy black claws—”


  “If you were younger, you’d be in the line,” Leah said. “It’s not your fault you’re too old. The heart strain’s too great. You did your job. They can’t let an older person take chances. It’s not your fault.”


  Joe clenched his fists. “I feel so—futile. If there was only something I could do.”


  “The fleet will take care of them,” Leah said soothingly. “You said so yourself. They’ll hunt every one of them down. Destroy them all. There’s nothing to worry about.”


  Joe sagged miserably. “It’s no use. Let’s cut it out. Let’s stop kidding ourselves.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Face it! We’re not going to win, not this time. We went too far. Our time’s come.”


  There was silence.


  Tony sat up a little. “When did you know?”


  “I’ve known a long time.”


  “I found out today. I didn’t understand, at first. This is—stolen ground. I was born here, but it’s stolen ground.”


  “Yes. It’s stolen. It doesn’t belong to us.”


  “We’re here because we’re stronger. But now we’re not stronger. We’re being beaten.”


  “They know Terrans can be licked. Like anybody else.” Joe Rossi’s face was gray and flabby. “We took their planets away from them. Now they’re taking them back. It’ll be a while, of course. We’ll retreat slowly. It’ll be another five centuries going back. There’re a lot of systems between here and Sol.”


  Tony shook his head, still uncomprehending. “Even Llyre and B’prith. All of them. Waiting for their time to come. For us to lose and go away again. Where we came from.”


  Joe Rossi paced back and forth. “Yeah, we’ll be retreating from now on. Giving ground, instead of taking it. It’ll be like this today—losing fights, draws. Stalemates and worse.”


  He raised his feverish eyes toward the ceiling of the little metal housing unit, face wild with passion and misery.


  “But, by God, we’ll give them a run for their money. All the way back! Every inch!”


  PLACE OF MEETING


  Charles Beaumont


  THEY MET IN THE NIGHT, IN THE SHADOW OF A SPIRE, FOR A PURPOSE THAT CAN’T BE TOLD . . .


  IT SWEPT DOWN from the mountains, a loose crystal-smelling wind, an autumn chill of moving wetness. Down from the mountains and into the town where it set the dead trees hissing and the signboards creaking. And it even went into the church, because the bell was ringing and there was no one to ring the bell.


  The people in the yard stopped their talk and listened to the rusty music.


  Big Jim Kroner listened too. Then he cleared his throat and clapped his hands—thick hands, calloused and work-dirtied.


  “All right,” he said loudly. “All right, let’s us settle down now.” He walked out from the group and turned. “Who’s got the list?”


  “Got it right here, Jim,” a woman said, coming forward with a loose-leaf folder.


  “All present?”


  “Everybody except that there German, Mr. Grunin—Grunger—”


  Kroner smiled; he made a megaphone of his hands. “Griininger—Barthold Griininger?”


  A small man with a mustache called out excitedly: “Ja, ja! . . . s’war schwer den Friedhof zu finden.”


  “All right. That’s all we wanted to know, whether you was here or not.” Kroner studied the pages carefully. Then he reached into the back pocket of his overalls and withdrew a stub of pencil and put the tip to his mouth.


  “Now, before we start off,” he said to the group, “I want to know is there anybody here that’s got a question or anything to ask?” He looked over the crowd of silent faces. “Anybody don’t know who I am? No? All right then.”


  It came another wind then, mountain-scattered and fast: it billowed dresses, set damp hair moving; it pushed over pewter vases and smashed dead roses and hydrangeas to swirling dust against the gritty tombstones. Its clean rain smell was gone now, though, for it had passed over the fields, and so it was filled with the odors of rotting life.


  Kroner made a check mark in the notebook. “Anderson,” he shouted, “Edward L.”


  A man in overalls like Kroner’s stepped forward.


  “Andy, you covered Skagit valley, Snohomish and King counties, as well as Seattle and the rest?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “What you got to report?”


  “They’re all dead,” Anderson said.


  “You looked everywhere? You was real careful?”


  “Yes, sir. Ain’t nobody alive in the whole state.”


  Kroner nodded and made another check mark. “That’s all, Andy. Next: Avakian, Katina.”


  A woman in a wool skirt and grey blouse walked up from the back, waving her arms. She started to speak.


  Kroner tapped his stick. “Listen here for a second, folks,” he said. “For those that don’t know how to talk English, you know what this is all about—so when I ask my question, you just nod up-and-down for yes (like this) and sideways (like this) for no. Makes it a lot easier for those of us as don’t remember too good. All right?”


  There were murmurings and whispered consultations and for a little while the yard was full of noise. The woman called Avakian kept nodding.


  “Fine,” Kroner said. “Now, Miss Avakian. You covered what? Ah . . . Iran, Iraq, Turkey and Syria. Did you—find—an-y-body a-live?”


  The woman stopped nodding. “No,” she said. “No, no.”


  Kroner checked the name. “Let’s see here. Boleslavsky, Peter. You go on back, Miss Avakian.”


  A man in bright city clothes walked briskly to the tree clearing. “Yes, sir,” he said.


  “What have you got for us?”


  The man shrugged. “Well, I tell you; I went over New York with a fine-tooth comb. Then I hit Brooklyn and Jersey. Nothin’, man. Nothin’ nowhere.”


  “He is right,” a dark-faced woman said in a tremulous voice. “I was there too. Only the dead in the streets, all over, all over the city; in the cars I looked even, in the offices. Everywhere is people dead.”


  “Chavez, Pietro. Baja California.”


  “All dead, senor chief.”


  “Ciodo, Ruggiero. Capri.”


  The man from Capri shook his head violently.


  “Denman, Charlotte. Southern United States.”


  “Dead as doornails . . .”


  “Elgar, David S. . . .


  “Ferrazio, Ignatz . . .


  “Goldfarb, Bernard . . .


  “Halpern . . .


  “Kranek . . . O’Brian . . . Ives . . .”


  The names exploded in the pale evening air like deep gunshots; there was much head-shaking, many people saying, “No. No.”


  At last Kroner stopped marking. He closed the notebook and spread his big workman’s hands. He saw the round eyes, the trembling mouths, the young faces; he saw all the frightened people.


  A girl began to cry. She sank to the damp ground and covered her face and made these crying sounds. An elderly man put his hand on her head. The elderly man looked sad. But not afraid. Only the young ones seemed afraid.


  “Settle down now,” Kroner said firmly. “Settle on down. Now, listen to me. I’m going to ask you all the same question one more time, because we got to be sure.” He waited for them to grow quiet. “All right. This here is all of us, every one. We’ve covered all the spots. Did anybody here find one single solitary sign of life?”


  The people were silent. The wind had died again, so there was no sound at all. Across the corroded wire fence the grey meadows lay strewn with the carcasses of cows and horses and, in one of the fields, sheep. No flies buzzed near the dead animals; there were no maggots burrowing. No vultures; the sky was clean of birds. And in all the untended rolling hills of grass and weeds which had once sung and pulsed with a million hidden voices, in all the land there was only this immense stillness now, still as years, still as the unheard motion of the stars.


  Kroner watched the people. The young woman in the gay print dress; the tall African with his bright paint and cultivated scars; the fierce-looking Swede looking not so fierce now in this greying twilight. He watched all the tall and short and old and young people from all over the world, pressed together now, a vast silent polyglot in this country meeting place, this always lonely and long-deserted spot—deserted even before the gas bombs and the disease and the flying pestilences that had covered the earth in three days and three nights. Deserted. Forgotten.


  “Talk to us, Jim,” the woman who had handed him the notebook said. She was new.


  Kroner put the list inside his big overalls pocket.


  “Tell us,” someone else said. “How shall we be nourished? What will we do?”


  “The world’s all dead,” a child moaned. “Dead as dead, the whole world . . .”


  “Todo el mund—”


  “Monsieur Kroner, Monsieur Kroner, what will we do?”


  Kroner smiled. “Do?” He looked up through the still-hanging poison cloud, the dun blanket, up to where the moon was now risen in full coldness. His voice was steady, but it lacked life. “What some of us have done before,” he said. “We’ll go back and wait. It ain’t the first time. It ain’t the last.”


  A little fat bald man with old eyes sighed and began to waver in the October dusk. The outline of his form wavered and disappeared in the shadows under the trees where the moonlight did not reach. Others followed him as Kroner talked.


  “Same thing we’ll do again and likely keep on doing. We’ll go back and—sleep. And we’ll wait. Then it’ll start all over again and folks’ll build their cities—new folks with new blood—and then we’ll wake up. Maybe a long time yet. But it ain’t so bad; it’s quiet, and time passes.” He lifted a small girl of fifteen or sixteen with pale cheeks and red lips. “Come on, now! Why, just think of the appetite you’ll have all built up!”


  The girl smiled. Kroner faced the crowd and waved his hands, large hands, rough from the stone of midnight pyramids and the feel of muskets, boil-speckled from night-hours in packing plants and trucking lines; broken by the impact of a tomahawk and a machine-gun bullet; but white where the dirt was not caked, and bloodless. Old hands, old beyond years.


  As he waved, the wind came limping back from the mountains. It blew the heavy iron bell high in the steepled white barn and set the signboards creaking and lifted ancient dusts and hissed again through the dead trees.


  Kroner watched the air turn black. He listened to it fill with the flappings and the flutterings and the squeakings. He waited; then he stopped waving and sighed and began to walk.


  He walked to a place of vines and heavy brush. Here he paused for a moment and looked out at the silent place of high dark grass, of hidden huddled tombs, of scrolls and stone-frozen children stained silver in the night’s wet darkness; at the crosses he did not look. The people were gone; the place was empty.


  Kroner kicked away the foliage. Then he got into the coffin and closed the lid.


  Soon he was asleep.


  LUNA ESCAPADE


  H.B. Fyfe


  SHE WAS JUST A CRAZY BRAT—OR WAS SHE?


  WITH OVER an hour to go before he needed to start braking for his landing on Luna, Pete Dudley sat at the controls of the rocket freighter and tried to think of anything else that needed checking after his spinning the ship. He drummed absently with the fingers of his right hand upon the buckle of the seat strap which restrained him from floating out of the padded acceleration seat.


  “Let’s see, tail’s right out there in front. I got the angle perfect. Guess everything’s okay.”


  He noticed his fingers drumming, and stopped.


  “Cut that out!” he told himself. “Get nervous now and Jack’ll be sending some other vacuum on the next Mars run. There’s Ericsson dead center in the screen, waiting for you to plop down beside the domes. You couldn’t miss a crater that size if you tried.”


  He leaned back and stared speculatively at the curving tip of the Lunar Rockies that ended in one of the largest craters on the far side of Luna. His eyes squinted slightly and there was a crease between them, as if he spent much time peering into instruments. There were deeper lines beside his mouth, but the thin lips and pointed chin neutralized that evidence of frequent smiling.


  “Are we nearly there?”


  Dudley’s brown eyes opened so wide that the whites gleamed in the dim light from his instruments. Then he shut them tightly and shook his head quickly.


  He had thought he heard a woman’s voice, and of course he couldn’t have. Freight rockets were checked out of Terran spaceports with only a pilot aboard. A lonely job for a man, but it was really only a way of keeping in practice. He made six round trips to Luna a year, but the big one was the three-month kick to Mars.


  Then he smelled the perfume, so out of place in the machine-crowded compartment. He turned around slowly.


  She stood with one hand gripping the lead of a computing machine to keep her feet on the deck. Dudley stared her up and down two or three times before he realized his mouth hung open.


  Slim and about five-feet-four, she looked like a nice little girl making her first disastrous experiments with adult make-up. The slack suit of deep blue, revealing a soft white blouse at the neck of the jacket, was in the best of taste, but her heavy application of lipstick was crude.


  And her hair isn’t naturally ash-blonde, Dudley thought. Yet she looks like such a kid. Not pretty, but she might be in a few years.


  “What are you doing here?” he demanded harshly.


  For a second, her eyes were scared. Then the expression was supplanted by a hard, make-believe confidence, leaving him merely with a fading sense of shame at his tone.


  “Same as you,” she said boldly. “Going to Luna.”


  Dudley snorted. “Then relax,” he growled, “because I can’t stop you now. Where the devil did you spend the last thirty-six hours?”


  She tried a grin. “In the little room where the things are that pump the air. I sneaked in the galley once, when you were asleep. Did you miss anything?”


  “No,” he admitted, thinking back.


  “See? I’m not enough trouble to be noticed!”


  Dudley eyed her sourly. There was trouble behind this somewhere, he was willing to bet, or else why had she stowed away? Running from a family fight? When the port checkers at Ericsson saw her—!


  “How old are you, kid?” he asked.


  “Twenty-one.”


  The answer was too pat and quickly given. Even the girl seemed to realize that, and she continued talking. “My name’s Kathi Foster. You’re the next Mars pilot, according to the schedule, aren’t you?”


  “What about it?”


  She let go of the cable and pushed her weightless body across the control room to his chair.


  “What’s it like on Mars?” she asked breathlessly.


  What does she expect me to tell her? Dudley wondered cynically. That the whole population of the colony is only about four thousand? That they still live mostly on hope, dreams, and regular rocket service? That every one of them represents such a fantastic transportation expense that the Commission only sends top-notch people?


  “It’s pretty tough,” he said.


  She hesitated over his unhelpful reply, then plunged ahead.


  “How about taking me along to see for myself?”


  Dudley smiled with one corner of his mouth.


  “You’re not going anywhere except back to Terra on the next rocket,” he predicted flatly. “And I hope your father still has enough hair on his head to own a hair-brush!”


  “My father is dead.”


  “Then your—.” He paused as she shook her head. “Well, don’t you have any family? Jobs on Luna are . . . limited. The settlements just aren’t very big. You’re better off down home.”


  Kathi’s half-defiant, half-wheedling mask cracked. Her over-painted lips twitched.


  “What do you know about where I’m better off? If you knew the kind of family I have—.”


  “Oh, calm down!” grunted Dudley, somewhat discomforted by the sight of tears spilling from her blue eyes. “Things are never as bad as you think when you’re just a . . . when you’re young. When we land, we can say you got left aboard by mistake. They’ll just send you back without any trouble.”


  “Like hell they will! I won’t go!”


  Dudley stared hard at her, until she dropped her gaze.


  “You don’t understand,” she said more quietly. “I . . . my family has been kicking me around the law courts all my life just because my grandfather left me his money. They’re all trying to get their hands on it, or on me to back up their claims. Do you realize I’m eight—I’m twenty-one and I never lived a happy day in my life? I’d rather die than go back!”


  “Yeah, sure,” said Dudley. “What did you really do to make you so scared of going back? Smack up grandpop’s helicopter, maybe, or flunk out of school?”


  “No, I got sick and tired of being shoved around. I wanted to get away someplace where I could be myself.”


  “Why didn’t you buy a ticket on a passenger rocket, if you had such an urge to visit Luna?”


  “My aunts and uncles and cousins have all my money tied up in suits.”


  He leaned back by pushing the edge of the control desk.


  “Pretty fast with the answers, aren’t you?” he grinned. “I wonder what you’ll think up for the spaceport police when they ask you?”


  “You don’t believe—,” she began.


  He shook his head and to avoid further argument he picked up his sliderule, muttering something about checking his landing curve. Actually, he was not as convinced as he pretended that her story was all lies.


  But what the hell? he thought. I have my own troubles without worrying because some blonde little spiral thinks she can go dramatic over a family spat. She’d better learn that life is full of give and take.


  “You better get attached to something around here,” he warned her when the time came for serious deceleration.


  “I . . . I could go back where I was,” she stammered. He suddenly realized that for the past hour she had silently accepted his ignoring her. She asked now, “What happens next?”


  “We cut our speed and come down on the tail as near to the domes of the Ericsson settlement as possible without taking too much of a chance. Then I secure everything for the towing.”


  “Towing? I’m sorry; I never read much about the moon rockets.”


  “Natural enough,” Dudley retorted dryly. “Anyway, they send out big cranes to lower the rocket to horizontal so they can tow it on wheels under one of the loading domes. Handling cargo goes a lot faster and safer that way. Most of the town itself is underground.”


  He began warming up his tele-screen prior to asking the spaceport for observation of his approach. Kathi grabbed his elbow.


  “Of course I’m going to talk with them,” he answered her startled question.


  “Can they see me here behind you?”


  “I guess so. Maybe not too clear, but they’ll see somebody’s with me. What’s the difference? It’ll just save them a shock later.”


  “Why should they see me at all? I can hide till after you leave the ship, and—.”


  “Fat chance!” grunted Dudley. “Forget it.”


  “Please, Dudley! I—I don’t want to get you in any trouble, for one thing. At least, let me get out of sight now. Maybe you’ll change your mind before we land.”


  He looked at her, and the anxiety seemed real enough. Knowing he was only letting her postpone the unpleasantness but reluctant to make her face it, he shrugged.


  “All right, then! Go somewhere and wipe that stuff off your face. But stop dreaming!”


  He waited until she had disappeared into one or another of the tiny compartments behind the control room, then sent out his call to the Lunar settlement.


  The problem did not affect his landing; in fact, he did better than usual. His stubby but deft fingers lacked their ordinary tendency to tighten up, now that part of his mind was rehearsing the best way to explain the presence of an unauthorized passenger.


  In the end, when he had the rocket parked neatly on the extremities of its fins less than a quarter of a mile from one of the port domes, he had not yet made up his mind.


  “Nice landing, Pete,” the ground observer told him. “Buy you a drink later?”


  “Uh . . . yeah, sure!” Dudley answered. “Say, is Jack Fisher anywhere around?”


  “Jack? No, I guess he’s gone bottom level. We’re having ‘night’ just now, you know. Why? What do you want a cop for?”


  Suddenly, it was too difficult.


  If she could hide as long as she did, she could have done it all the way, he told himself.


  “Oh, don’t wake him up if he’s asleep,” he said hastily. “I just thought I’d have dinner with him sometime before I leave.”


  He waited sullenly while the great self-propelled machines glided out over the smooth floor of the crater toward the ship, despising himself for giving in.


  Well, I just won’t know anything about her, he decided. Let her have her little fling on Luna! It won’t last long.


  He closed the key that would guard against accidental activation of the controls and, enjoying the ability to walk even at one-sixth his normal weight, went about securing loose objects. When the space-suited figures outside signaled, he was ready for the tilt.


  Once under the dome, he strode out through the airlock as if innocent of any thought but getting breakfast. He exchanged greetings with some of the tow crew, turned over his manifesto to the yawning checker who met him, and headed for the entrance of the tunnel to the main part of the settlement.


  Only when he had chosen a monorail car and started off along the tunnel toward the underground city a mile away did he let himself wonder about Kathi Foster.


  “Her problem now,” he muttered, but he felt a little sorry for her despite his view that she needed to grow up.


  Later in the “day,” he reported to transportation headquarters.


  “Hiya, Pete!” grinned Les Snowdon, chief of the section. “All set for the Ruby Planet?”


  Dudley grimaced. “I suppose so,” he said. “Left my locker mostly packed, except for what I’ll need for a couple of days. When do we go out and who’s the crew?”


  “Jarkowski, Campiglia, and Wells. You have three days to make merry and one to sober up.”


  “I sober fast,” said Dudley.


  Snowdon shook his head in mock admiration. “Nevertheless,” he said, “the physical will be on the fourth morning from now. Don’t get in any fights over on Level C—or if you do, let the girl do the punching for you! A broken finger, my boy, and you’ll ruin the whole Martian schedule!”


  “Ah, go on!” Dudley grinned, moving toward the door. “They can always stick you in there, and make you earn your pay again.”


  “They’re still paying me for the things I did in the old days,” retorted Snowdon. “Until I get caught up, I’m satisfied to keep a little gravity under my butt. Oh . . . by the way, your pal Jack Fisher left a call for you. Something about dinner tonight.”


  Dudley thanked him and went off to contact Fisher. Then he returned to the pilots’ quarters for a shower and strolled along the corridors of the underground city to a lunch-room. Food and water were rationed on Luna, but not nearly as tightly as they would be for him during the next three months.


  That night, he joined Fisher and his wife for dinner at The View, Ericsson’s chief center of escape from the drabness of Lunar life. It was the only restaurant, according to the boast of its staff, where one could actually dine under the stars.


  “Sometimes I wish that dome wasn’t so transparent,” said Fisher. “Sit down, the girls will be back in a minute.”


  Dudley eyed him affectionately. Fisher was head of the settlement’s small police force, but managed to look more like the proprietor of one of the several bars that flourished in the levels of the city just under the restaurant. He was heavy enough to look less than his six feet, and his face was as square as the rest of him. Dark hair retreated reluctantly from his forehead, and the blue eyes set peering above his pudgy cheeks were shrewd.


  “Girls?” asked Dudley.


  “We brought along a new arrival to keep you company,” said Fisher. “She works in one of the film libraries or something like that.”


  Which means that’s as good an excuse as any for having her at Ericsson, thought Dudley. Anyway, I’m glad Jack is the sort to be realistic about things like bars and other . . . recreation. There’d be more guys turning a little variable from too much time in space without some outlet.


  “Here she comes with Myra,” said his host. “Name’s Eileen.”


  Dudley smiled at Mrs. Fisher and was introduced to the red-haired girl with her. Eileen eyed him speculatively, then donned her best air of friendliness. The evening passed rapidly.


  For the next few days, besides seeing the Fishers and looking up the men who were to be his crew, Dudley spent a lot of time with Eileen. There seemed to be little difficulty about her getting time off from whatever her official duties were. She showed him all the bars and movie theatres and other amusements that the underground city could boast, and Dudley made the most of them in spite of his recent visit to Terra. On the Mars-bound rocket, they would be lucky, if allowed one deck of cards and half a dozen books for the entertainment of the four of them.


  It was on the “evening” of his third day that the specter haunting the back of his mind pushed forward to confront him. He had listened for gossip, but there had been no word of the discovery of an unauthorized arrival. Then, as he was taking Eileen to her underground apartment, he heard his name called.


  There she was, with an escort of three young men he guessed to be operators of the machinery that still drilled out new corridors in the rock around the city. Somehow she had exchanged the black slack suit for a bright red dress that was even more daring than Eileen’s. In the regulated temperature, clothing was generally light, but Dudley’s first thought was that this was overdoing a good thing.


  “May I have a word with you, Dudley?” Kathi asked, coming across the corridor while her young men waited with shifting feet and displeased looks.


  Dudley glanced helplessly at Eileen, wondering about an introduction. He had never bothered to learn her last name, and he had no idea of what name Kathi was using. The redhead had pity on him.


  “My door’s only a few yards down,” she said. “I’ll wait.”


  She swept Kathi with a glance of amused confidence and walked away. It seemed to Dudley that she made sure the three young men followed her with their eyes; but then he was kicking off for Mars within twenty-four hours, so he could hardly object to that.


  “Have you changed your mind?” demanded Kathi with a fierce eagerness.


  “Not so loud!” hushed Dudley. “About what? And how did you get that rig?”


  Had he been less dismayed at her presence, he might have remarked that the tight dress only emphasized her immaturity, but she gave him no time to say more.


  “About Mars, Dudley. Can’t you take me? I’m afraid those illegitimate blood-suckers are going to send after me. They could sniff out which way a nickel rolled in a coal-bin.”


  “Aren’t you just a shade young for that kind of talk?”


  “I guess I’m a little frightened,” she admitted.


  “You frighten me, too,” he retorted. “How are you . . . I mean, what do you—?”


  She tossed her blonde hair.


  “There are ways to get along here, I found out. I didn’t get arrested this time, did I? So why can’t you take a chance with me to Mars?”


  “Take an eclipse on that,” said Dudley with a flat sweep of his hand. “It’s just out of the question. For one thing, there are four of us going, and you can’t hide for the whole trip without somebody catching on.”


  “All right,” she said quietly. “Why not?”


  “What do you mean, ‘Why not?’ ”


  “I’m willing to earn my passage. What if there are four of you?”


  For a long moment, Dudley discovered things about himself, with the sudden realization that the idea appealed to some suppressed part of his mind. He had never kidded himself about being a saint. The thing had possibilities. Maybe one of the others can be talked into restraint into her.


  He snapped out of it. “Don’t be a little fool!” he grated. “If you want my advice, you’ll—.”


  “Well, I don’t want your goddam advice! If you’re too yellow to try it, I’ll find somebody else. There’ll be another rocket after yours, you know. Maybe they’ll have a man on it!”


  He felt his face go white and then flush as he stared at her. He did not know what to say. She looked like a child, but the outburst was more than a mere tantrum.


  Sounds as if she’s never been crossed before, he thought. I ought to haul off and slap a little self-restraint into her.


  Instead, he beckoned to the three men, who had been edging closer with aggrieved expressions.


  “How about taking your girl friend along?” he said flatly.


  One of them took her by the elbow and tried to murmur something in her ear, but Kathi shook him off.


  “If you are afraid for your license, Dudley, I’ll say I hid without your knowing it. I’ll say one of the others let me in. Please, Dudley. I’m sorry I talked to you like that.”


  She was making a fool of him, and of herself, he decided. And in another minute, she would spill the whole thing, the way she was sounding off. And her friends were beginning to look hostile as it was.


  “What’s the trouble?” asked one of them.


  “Nothing that won’t clear up if you pour a couple of drinks into her,” said Dudley disgustedly.


  He walked away, and they held her from following.


  “Dudley!” she yelled after him. “They’ll send me back! Please, Dudley. I won’t go. You remember what I said about going back—.”


  Her voice was getting too shrill. Someone in the group must have put his hand over her mouth, for when Dudley looked back, they were rounding a corner of the corridor more or less silently.


  Eileen waited in the half-open door, watching him quizzically. “Friend of yours?” she drawled.


  “After a fashion,” admitted Dudley, pulling out a handkerchief to wipe his forehead. “Spoiled brat!”


  He fumbled in a pocket of his jacket, and withdrew a small package. “Here’s the bracelet that matches that necklace,” he said. “I knew I had it in my locker somewhere.”


  Her thanks were very adequate.


  “Aren’t you coming in?” Eileen asked after the pause.


  “No . . . I don’t . . . I have to get a good night’s sleep, you know. We kick off tomorrow.”


  She pursed her lips in a small pout, but shrugged. “Then look me up when you get back, Pete.”


  “Yeah. Sure.”


  He kissed her quickly and walked away, drumming the fingers of his right hand against his thigh.


  Except for the tenseness of blasting off and landing, the round trip to Mars was as boring as he expected. Campiglia won too many chess games at one move per watch, and the deck of cards wore out. For a few days, Wells had a slightly infected finger after cutting himself, but it was a small crisis. The layover on Mars was short, and the thrill was no longer new.


  Dudley was glad to step out of the big rocket on Luna.


  They had come in during the sleeping period at Ericsson, so the four of them had gone to their quarters for a few hours of sleep after the first babble of welcome from those on duty when they landed. Dudley was awakened by Jack Fisher.


  “So early?” he grunted, squinting at his watch. “What brings you around?”


  Fisher settled his bulk in the only chair of the bedroom that was to be Dudley’s until his next Terra-bound rocket.


  “Liable to be busy today,” he said easily, “so I thought I’d have breakfast with you.”


  “Fine!” said Dudley. “Wait’ll I shave and I’ll be with you.”


  When he returned from the bathroom, he thought that he had perfect control of his features. There might not be anything wrong, but it seemed odd that Jack should be around so soon. He wondered if the Kathi Foster affair was in the background.


  They went up a few levels to a minor eating place and had scrambled eggs that almost tasted natural. Over the coffee, Fisher opened up.


  “Had a little excitement while you were gone,” he said.


  “Yeah? What?”


  Fisher let him wait while he carefully unwrapped the half-smoked remains of a cigar. Tobacco in any form was strictly rationed in all Lunar settlements.


  “Ever hear of old Robert Forgeron?” he asked.


  “The one they used to call ‘Robber’ Forgeron?”


  “That’s right. He had so many patents on airlock mechanisms and space-suit gadgets and rocket control instruments that he made the goddamnedest fortune ever heard of out of space exploration. Died a few years ago.”


  Dudley maintained a puzzled silence.


  “Seems the old man had strong ideas about that fortune,” continued Fisher. “Left the bulk of it to his only granddaughter.”


  “That must have made headlines,” Dudley commented.


  “Sure did.” Fisher had the cigar going, now, and he puffed economically upon it. “Especially when she ran away from home.”


  “Oh?” Dudley felt it coming. “Where to?”


  “Here!”


  Fisher held his cigar between thumb and forefinger and examined it fondly.


  “Said her name was Kathi Foster instead of Kathi Forgeron. After they got around to guessing she was on Luna, and sent descriptions, we picked her up, of course. Shortly after you kicked off for Mars, in fact.”


  Dudley was silent. The other’s shrewd little eyes glinted bluely at him through the cigar smoke.


  “How about it, Pete? I’ve been trying to figure how she got here. If it was you, you needn’t worry about the regulations. There was some sort of litigation going on, and all kinds of relatives came boiling up here to get her. All the hullabaloo is over by now.”


  Dudley took a deep breath, and told his side of the story. Fisher listened quietly, nodding occasionally with the satisfaction of one who had guessed the answer.


  “So you see how it was, Jack. I didn’t really believe the kid’s story. And she was so wild about it!”


  Fisher put out his cigar with loving care.


  “Got to save the rest of this for dinner,” he said. “Yes, she was wild, in a way. You should hear—well, that’s in the files. Before we were sure who she was, Snowdon put her on as a secretary in his section.”


  “She didn’t look to me like a typist,” objected Dudley.


  “Oh, she wasn’t,” said Fisher, without elaborating. “I suppose if she was a little nuts, she was just a victim of the times. If it hadn’t been for the sudden plunge into space, old Forgeron wouldn’t have made such a pile of quick money. Then his granddaughter might have grown up in a normal home, instead of feeling she was just a target. If she’d been born a generation earlier or later, she might have been okay.”


  Dudley thought of the girl’s pleading, her frenzy to escape her environment.


  “So I suppose they dragged her back,” he said. “Which loving relative won custody of the money?”


  “That’s still going on,” Fisher told him. “It’s tougher than ever, I hear, because she didn’t go down with them. She talked somebody into letting her have a space-suit and walked out to the other side of the ringwall. All the way to the foothills on the other side.”


  Dudley stared at him in mounting horror. Fisher seemed undisturbed, but the pilot knew his friend better than that. It could only mean that the other had had three months to become accustomed to the idea. He was tenderly tucking away the stub of his cigar.


  “Wasn’t so bad, I guess,” he answered Dudley’s unspoken question. “She took a pill and sat down. Couple of rock-tappers looking for ore found her. Frozen stiff, of course, when her batteries ran down.”


  Dudley planted his elbows on the table and leaned his head in his hands.


  “I should have taken her to Mars!” he groaned.


  “She tried that on you, too?” Fisher was unsurprised. “No, Pete, it wouldn’t have done any good. Would’ve lost you your job, probably. Like I said, she was born the wrong time. They won’t have room for the likes of her on Mars for a good many years yet.”


  “So they hauled her back to Terra, I suppose.”


  “Oh, no. The relatives are fighting that out, too. So, until the judges get their injunctions shuffled and dealt, little Kathi is sitting out there viewing the Rockies and the stars.”


  He looked up at Dudley’s stifled exclamation.


  “Well, it’s good and cold out there,” he said defensively. “We don’t have any spare space around here to store delayed shipments, you know. We’re waitin’ to see who gets possession.”


  Dudley rose, his face white. He was abruptly conscious once more of other conversations around them, as he stalked toward the exit.


  “Hey,” Fisher called after him, “that redhead, Eileen, told me to ask if you’re taking her out tonight.”


  Dudley paused. He ran a hand over his face. “Yeah, I guess so,” he said.


  He went out, thinking, I should have taken her. The hell with regulations and Jack’s theories about her being born too soon to be useful on Mars. She might have straightened out.


  He headed for the tunnel that led to the loading domes.


  Ericsson was a large crater, over a hundred miles across and with a beautifully intact ringwall, so it took him some hours, even with the tractor he borrowed, to go as far as the edge of the crater. Jack Fisher was waiting for him in the surface dome when he returned hours later.


  “Welcome back,” he said, chewing nervously on his cigar. “I was wondering if we’d have to go looking for you.” He looked relieved.


  “How did she look?” he asked casually, as Dudley climbed out of his space suit in the locker room.


  Dudley peeled off the one-piece suit he had worn under the heating pads. He sniffed.


  “Chee-rist, I need a shower after that. . . . She looked all right. Pretty cute, in a way. Like she was happy here on Luna.”


  He picked up towel and soap. “So I fixed it so she could stay,” he added.


  “What do you mean?”


  He looked at Fisher. “Are you asking as a friend or as a cop?”


  “What difference does it make?” asked Fisher.


  “Well, I don’t think you could have tracked me with your radar past the ringwall, so maybe I just went for a ride and a little stroll, huh? You didn’t see me bring back a shovel, did you?”


  “No,” said Fisher, “I didn’t see you bring it back. But some people are going to get excited about this, Pete. Where did you bury her?”


  “Blood-suckers!” said Dudley. “Let them get excited! Luna is full of mysteries.”


  “All right,” said Fisher. “For my own curiosity, then, I’m asking as a friend.”


  “I found a good place,” said Dudley. “I kind of forget where, in the middle of all those cliffs and rills, but it had a nice view of the stars. They’ll never find her to take her back! I think I owed her that much.”


  “Ummm,” grunted Fisher.


  As Dudley entered the shower, the other began to unwrap a new cigar, a not-displeased expression settling over his square, pudgy face.


  Under the slow-falling streams of warm water, Dudley gradually began to relax. He felt the stiffness ease out of his jaw muscles. He turned off the bubbling water before he could begin imagining he was hearing a scared voice pleading again for passage to Mars. . . .


  TIME AND THE WOMAN


  G. Gordon Dewey


  HER ONLY PASSION WAS BEAUTY-BEAUTY WHICH WOULD LAST FOREVER. AND FOR IT—SHE’D DO ANYTHING!


  NINON STRETCHED. And purred, almost. There was something lazily catlike in her flexing; languid, yet ferally alert. The silken softness of her couch yielded to her body as she rubbed against it in sensual delight. There was almost the litheness of youth in her movements.


  It was true that some of her joints seemed to have a hint of stiffness in them, but only she knew it. And if some of the muscles beneath her polished skin did not respond with quite the resilience of the youth they once had, only she knew that, too. But they would again, she told herself fiercely.


  She caught herself. She had let down her guard for an instant, and a frown had started. She banished it imperiously. Frowns—just one frown—could start a wrinkle! And nothing was as stubborn as a wrinkle. One soft, round, white, long-nailed finger touched here, and here, and there—the corners of her eyes, the corners of her mouth, smoothing them.


  Wrinkles acknowledged only one master, the bio-knife of the facial surgeons. But the bio-knife could not thrust deep enough to excise the stiffness in a joint; was not clever enough to remold the outlines of a figure where they were beginning to blur and—sag.


  No one else could see it—yet. But Ninon could!


  Again the frown almost came, and again she scourged it fiercely into the back of her mind. Time was her enemy. But she had had other enemies, and destroyed them, one way or another, cleverly or ruthlessly as circumstances demanded. Time, too, could be destroyed. Or enslaved. Ninon sorted through her meagre store of remembered reading. Some old philosopher had said, “If you can’t whip ’em, join ’em!” Crude, but apt.


  Ninon wanted to smile. But smiles made wrinkles, too. She was content to feel that sureness of power in her grasp—the certain knowledge that she, first of all people, would turn Time on itself and destroy it. She would be youthful again. She would thread through the ages to come, like a silver needle drawing a golden filament through the layer on layer of the cloth of years that would engarment her eternal youth. Ninon knew how.


  Her shining, gray-green eyes strayed to the one door in her apartment through which no man had ever gone. There the exercising machines; the lotions; die unguents; the diets; the radioactive drugs; the records of endocrine transplantations, of blood transfusions. She dismissed them contemptuously. Toys! The mirages of a pseudo-youth. She would leave them here for someone else to use in masking the downhill years.


  There, on the floor beside her, was the answer she had sought so long. A book. “Time in Relation to Time.” The name of the author, his academic record in theoretical physics, the cautious, scientific wording of his postulates, meant nothing to her. The one thing that had meaning for her was that Time could be manipulated. And she would manipulate it. For Ninon!


  The door chimes tinkled intimately. Ninon glanced at her watch—Robert was on time. She arose from the couch, made sure that the light was behind her at just the right angle so he could see the outlines of her figure through the sheerness of her gown, then went to the door and opened it.


  A young man stood there. Young, handsome, strong, his eyes aglow with the desire he felt, Ninon knew, when he saw her. He took one quick step forward to clasp her in his strong young arms.


  “Ninon, my darling,” he whispered huskily.


  Ninon did not have to make her voice throaty any more, and that annoyed her too. Once she had had to do it deliberately. But now, through the years, it had deepened.


  “Not yet, Robert,” she whispered. She let him feel the slight but firm resistance so nicely calculated to breach his own; watched the deepening flush of his cheeks with the clinical sureness that a thousand such experiences with men had given her.


  Then, “Come in, Robert,” she said, moving back a step. “I’ve been waiting for you.”


  She noted, approvingly, that Robert was in his spaceman’s uniform, ready for the morrow’s flight, as he went past her to the couch. She pushed the button which closed and locked the door, then seated herself beside the young spaceman on the silken couch.


  His hands rested on her shoulders and he turned her until they faced each other.


  “Ninon,” he said, “you are so beautiful. Let me look at you for a long time—to carry your image with me through all of time and space.”


  Again Ninon let him feel just a hint of resistance, and risked a tiny pout. “If you could just take me with you, Robert . .


  Robert’s face clouded. “If I only could!” he said wistfully. “If there were only room. But this is an experimental flight—no more than two can go.”


  Again his arms went around her and he leaned closer.


  “Wait!” Ninon said, pushing him back.


  “Wait? Wait for what?” Robert glanced at his watch. “Time is running out. I have to be at the spaceport by dawn—three hours from now.”


  Ninon said, “But that’s three hours, Robert.”


  “But I haven’t slept yet tonight. There’s been so much to do. I should rest a little.”


  “I’ll be more than rest for you.”


  “Yes, Ninon . . . Oh, yes.”


  “Not yet, darling.” Again her hands were between them. “First, tell me about the flight tomorrow.”


  The young spaceman’s eyes were puzzled, hurt. “But Ninon, I’ve told you before . . . there is so much of you that I want to remember . . . so little time left . . . and you’ll be gone when I get back . . .”


  Ninon let her gray-green eyes narrow ever so slightly as she leaned away from him. But he blundered on.


  “. . . or very old, no longer the Ninon I know . . . oh, all right. But you know all this already. We’ve had space flight for years, but only rocket-powered, restricting us to our own system. Now we have a new kind of drive. Theoretically we can travel faster than light—how many times faster we don’t know yet. I’ll start finding out tomorrow, with the first test flight of the ship in which the new drive is installed. If it works, the universe is ours—we can go anywhere.”


  “Will it work?” Ninon could not keep the avid greediness out of her voice.


  Robert said, hesitantly, “We think it will. I’ll know better by this time tomorrow.”


  “What of you—of me—. What does this mean to us—to people?”


  Again the young spaceman hesitated. “We . . . we don’t know, yet. We think that time won’t have the same meaning to everyone . . .”


  “. . . When you travel faster than light. Is that it?”


  “Well . . . yes. Something like that.”


  “And I’ll be—old—or dead, when you get back? If you get back?”


  Robert leaned forward and buried his face in the silvery-blonde hair which swept down over Ninon’s shoulders.


  “Don’t say it, darling,” he murmured.


  This time Ninon permitted herself a wrinkling smile. If she was right, and she knew she was, it could make no difference now. There would be no wrinkles—there would be only the soft flexible skin, naturally soft and flexible, of real youth.


  She reached behind her, over the end of the couch, and pushed three buttons. The light, already soft, dimmed slowly to the faintest of glows; a suave, perfumed dusk as precisely calculated as was the exact rate at which she let all resistance ebb from her body.


  Robert’s voice was muffled through her hair. “What were those clicks?” he asked.


  Ninon’s arms stole around his neck. “The lights,” she whispered, “and a little automatic warning to tell you when it’s time to go . . .”


  The boy did not seem to remember about the third click. Ninon was not quite ready to tell him, yet. But she would . . .


  Two hours later a golden-voiced bell chimed, softly, musically. The lights slowly brightened to no more than the lambent glow which was all that Ninon permitted. She ran her fingers through the young spaceman’s tousled hair and shook him gently.


  “It’s time to go, Robert,” she said.


  Robert fought back from the stubborn grasp of sleep. “So soon?” he mumbled.


  “And I’m going with you,” Ninon said.


  This brought him fully awake. “I’m sorry, Ninon. You can’t!” He sat up and yawned, stretched, the healthy stretch of resilient youth. Then he reached for the jacket he had tossed over on a chair.


  Ninon watched him with envious eyes, waiting until he was fully alert.


  “Robert!” she said, and the youth paused at the sharpness of her voice. “How old are you?”


  “I’ve told you before, darling—twenty-four.”


  “How old do you think I am?”


  He gazed at her in silent curiosity for a moment, then said, “Come to think of it, you’ve never told me. About twenty-two or -three, I’d say.”


  “Tomorrow is my birthday. I’ll be fifty-two.”


  He stared at her in shocked amazement. Then, as his gaze went over the smooth lines of her body, the amazement gave way to disbelief, and he chuckled. “The way you said it, Ninon, almost had me believing you. You can’t possibly be that old, or anywhere near it. You’re joking.”


  Ninon’s voice was cold. She repeated it: “I am fifty-two years old. I knew your father, before you were born.”


  This time she could see that he believed it. The horror he felt was easy to read on his face while he struggled to speak. “Then . . . God help me . . . I’ve been making love to . . . an old woman!” His voice was low, bitter, accusing.


  Ninon slapped him.


  He swayed slightly, then his features froze as the red marks of her fingers traced across his left cheek. At last he bowed, mockingly, and said, “Your pardon, Madame. I forgot myself. My father taught me to be respectful to my elders.”


  For that Ninon could have killed him. As he turned to leave, her hand sought the tiny, feather-light betagun cunningly concealed in the folds of her gown. But the driving force of her desire made her stay her hand.


  “Robert!” she said in peremptory tones.


  The youth paused at the door and glanced back, making no effort to conceal the loathing she had aroused in him. “What do you want?”


  Ninon said, “You’ll never make that flight without me . . . Watch!”


  Swiftly she pushed buttons again. The room darkened, as before. Curtains at one end divided and rustled back, and a glowing screen sprang to life on the wall revealed behind them. And there, in life and movement and color and sound and dimension, she—and Robert—projected themselves, together on the couch, beginning at the moment Ninon had pressed the three buttons earlier. Robert’s arms were around her, his face buried in the hair falling over her shoulders . . .


  The spaceman’s voice was doubly bitter in the darkened room. “So that’s it,” he said. “A recording! Another one for your collection, I suppose. But of what use is it to you? I have neither money nor power. I’ll be gone from this Earth in an hour. And you’ll be gone from it, permanently—at your age—before I get back. I have nothing to lose, and you have nothing to gain.”


  Venomous with triumph, Ninon’s voice was harsh even to her ears. “On the contrary, my proud and impetuous young spaceman, I have much to gain, more than you could ever understand. When it was announced that you were to be trained to command this experimental flight I made it my business to find out everything possible about you. One other man is going. He too has had the same training, and could take over in your place. A third man has also been trained, to stand by in reserve. You are supposed to have rested and slept the entire night. If the Commandant of Space Research knew that you had not . . .”


  “I see. That’s why you recorded my visit tonight. But I leave in less than an hour. You’d never be able to tell Commander Pritchard in time to make any difference, and he’d never come here to see . . .”


  Ninon laughed mirthlessly, and pressed buttons again. The screen changed, went blank for a moment, then figures appeared again. On the couch were she and a man, middle-aged, dignified in appearance, uniformed. Blane Pritchard, Commandant of Space Research. His arms were around her, and his face was buried in her hair. She let the recording run for a moment, then shut it off and turned up the lights.


  To Robert, she said, “I think Commander Pritchard would be here in five minutes if I called and told him that I have information which seriously affects the success of the flight.”


  The young spaceman’s face was white and stricken as he stared for long moments, wordless, at Ninon. Then in defeated tones he said, “You scheming witch! What do you want?”


  There was no time to gloat over her victory. That would come later. Right now minutes counted. She snatched up a cloak, pushed Robert out through the door and hurried him along the hall and out into the street where his car waited.


  “We must hurry,” she said breathlessly. “We can get to the Spaceship ahead of schedule, before your flight partner arrives, and be gone from Earth before anyone knows what is happening. I’ll be with you, in his place.”


  Robert did not offer to help her into the car, but got in first and waited until she closed the door behind her, then sped away from the curb and through the streets to the spaceport.


  Ninon said, “Tell me, Robert, isn’t it true that if a clock recedes from Earth at the speed of light, and if we could watch it as it did so, it would still be running but it would never show later time?”


  The young man said gruffly, “Roughly so, according to theory.”


  “And if the clock went away from Earth faster than the speed of light, wouldn’t it run backwards?”


  The answer was curtly cautious. “It might appear to.”


  “Then if people travel at the speed of light they won’t get any older?”


  Robert flicked a curious glance at her. “If you could watch them from Earth they appear not to. But it’s a matter of relativity . . .”


  Ninon rushed on. She had studied that book carefully. “And if, people travel faster than light, a lot faster, they’ll grow younger, won’t they?”


  Robert said, “So that’s what’s in your mind.” He busied himself with parking the car at the spaceport, then went on: “You want to go back in the past thirty years, and be a girl again. While I grow younger, too, into a boy, then a child, a baby, at last nothing . . .”


  “I’ll try to be sorry for you, Robert.”


  Ninon felt again for her beta-gun as he stared at her for a long minute, his gaze a curious mixture of amusement and pity. Then, “Come on,” he said flatly, turning to lead the way to the gleaming space ship which poised, towering like a spire, in the center of the blast-off basin. And added, “I think I shall enjoy this trip, Madame, more than you will.”


  The young man’s words seemed to imply a secret knowledge that Ninon did not possess. A sudden chill of apprehension rippled through her, and almost she turned back. But no . . . there was the ship! There was youth; and beauty; and the admiration of men, real admiration. Suppleness in her muscles and joints again. No more diets. No more transfusions. No more transplantations. No more the bio-knife. She could smile again, or frown again. And after a few years she could make the trip again . . . and again . . .


  The space ship stood on fiery tiptoes and leaped from Earth, high into the heavens, and out and away. Past rusted Mars. Past the busy asteroids. Past the sleeping giants, Jupiter and Saturn. Past pale Uranus and Neptune; and frigid, shivering Pluto. Past a senseless, flaming comet rushing inward towards its rendezvous with the Sun. And on out of the System into the steely blackness of space where the stars were hard, burnished points of light, unwinking, motionless; eyes—eyes staring at the ship, staring through the ports at Ninon where she lay, stiff and bruised and sore, in the contoured acceleration sling.


  The yammering rockets cut off, and the ship seemed to poise on the ebon lip of a vast Stygian abyss.


  Joints creaking, muscles protesting, Ninon pushed herself up and out of the sling against the artificial gravity of the ship. Robert was already seated at the controls.


  “How fast are we going?” she asked; and her voice was rusty and harsh.


  “Barely crawling, astronomically,” he said shortly. “About forty-six thousand miles a minute.”


  “Is that as fast as the speed of light?”


  “Hardly, Madame,” he said, with a condescending chuckle.


  “Then make it go faster!” she screamed. “And faster and faster—hurry! What are we waiting for?” The young spaceman swivelled about in his seat. He looked haggard and drawn from the strain of the long acceleration. Despite herself, Ninon could feel the sagging in her own face; the sunkenness of her eyes. She felt tired, hating herself for it—hating having this young man see her.


  He said, “The ship is on automatic control throughout. The course is plotted in advance; all operations are plotted. There is nothing we can do but wait. The light drive will cut in at the planned time.”


  “Time! Wait! That’s all I hear!” Ninon shrieked. “Do something!”


  Then she heard it. A low moan, starting from below the limit of audibility, then climbing, up and up and up and up, until it was a nerve-plucking whine that tore into her brain like a white-hot tuning fork. And still it climbed, up beyond the range of hearing, and up and up still more, till it could no longer be felt. But Ninon, as she stumbled back into the acceleration sling, sick and shaken, knew it was still there. The light drive!


  She watched through the ports. The motionless, silent stars were moving now, coming toward them, faster and faster, as the ship swept out of the galaxy, shooting into her face like blazing pebbles from a giant slingshot.


  She asked, “How fast are we going now?”


  Robert’s voice sounded far off as he replied, “We are approaching the speed of light.”


  “Make it go faster!” she cried. “Faster! Faster!”


  She looked out the ports again; looked back behind them—and saw shining specks of glittering blackness falling away to melt into the sootiness of space. She shuddered, and knew without asking that these were stars dropping behind at a rate greater than light speed.


  “Now how fast are we going?” she asked. She was sure that her voice was stronger; that strength was flowing back into her muscles and bones.


  “Nearly twice light speed.”


  “Faster!” she cried. “We must go much faster! I must be young again. Youthful, and gay, and alive and happy . . . Tell me, Robert, do you feel younger yet?”


  He did not answer.


  Ninon lay in the acceleration sling, gaining strength, and—she knew—youth. Her lost youth, coming back, to be spent all over again. How wonderful! No woman in all of time and history had ever done it. She would be immortal; forever young and lovely. She hardly noticed the stiffness in her joints when she got to her feet again—it was just from lying in the sling so long.


  She made her voice light and gay. “Are we not going very, very fast, now, Robert?”


  He answered without turning. “Yes. Many times the speed of light.”


  “I knew it . . . I knew it! Already I feel much younger. Don’t you feel it too?”


  He did not answer, and Ninon kept on talking. “How long have we been going, Robert?”


  He said, “I don’t know . . . depends on where you are.”


  “It must be hours . . . days . . . weeks. I should be hungry. Yes, I think I am hungry. I’ll need food, lots of food. Young people have good appetites, don’t they, Robert?”


  He pointed to the provisions locker, and she got food out and made it ready. But she could eat but a few mouthfuls. It’s the excitement, she told herself. After all, no other woman, ever, had gone back through the years to be young again . . .


  Long hours she rested in the sling, gaining more strength for the day when they would land back on Earth and she could step out in all the springy vitality of a girl of twenty. And then as she watched through the ingenious ports she saw the stars of the far galaxies beginning to wheel about through space, and she knew that the ship had reached the halfway point and was turning to speed back through space to Earth, uncounted light-years behind them—or before them. And she would still continue to grow younger and younger . . .


  She gazed at the slightly-blurred figure of the young spaceman on the far side of the compartment, focussing her eyes with effort. “You are looking much younger, Robert,” she said. “Yes, I think you are becoming quite boyish, almost childish, in appearance.”


  He nodded slightly. “You may be right,” he said.


  “I must have a mirror,” she cried. “I must see for myself how much younger I have become. I’ll hardly recognize myself . . .”


  “There is no mirror,”, he told her.


  “No mirror? But how can I see . . .”


  “Non-essentials were not included in the supplies on this ship. Mirrors are not essential—to men.”


  The mocking gravity in his voice infuriated her. “Then you shall be my mirror,” she said. “Tell me, Robert, am I not now much younger? Am I not becoming more and more beautiful? Am I not in truth the most desirable of women? . . . But I forget. After all, you are only a boy, by now.”


  He said, “I’m afraid our scientists will have some new and interesting data on the effects of time in relation to time. Before long we’ll begin to decelerate. It won’t be easy or pleasant. I’ll try to make you as comfortable as possible.”


  Ninon felt her face go white and stiff with rage. “What do you mean?”


  Robert said, coldly brutal, “You’re looking your age, Ninon. Every year of your fifty-two!”


  Ninon snatched out the little beta-gun, then, leveled it and fired. And watched without remorse as the hungry electrons streamed forth to strike the young spaceman, turning him into a motionless, glowing figure which rapidly became misty and wraith-like, at last to disappear, leaving only a swirl of sparkling haze where he had stood. This too disappeared as its separate particles drifted to the metallite walls of the space ship, discharged their energy and ceased to sparkle, leaving only a thin film of dust over all.


  After a while Ninon got up again from the sling and made her way to the wall. She polished the dust away from a small area of it, trying to make the spot gleam enough so that she could use it for a mirror. She polished a long time, until at last she could see a ghostly reflection of her face in the rubbed spot.


  Yes, unquestionably she was younger, more beautiful. Unquestionably Time was being kind to her, giving her back her youth. She was not sorry that Robert was gone—there would be many young men, men her own age, when she got back to Earth. And that would be soon. She must rest more, and be ready.


  The light drive cut off, and the great ship slowly decelerated as it found its way back into the galaxy from which it had started. Found its way back into the System which had borne it. Ninon watched through the port as it slid in past the outer planets. Had they changed? No, she could not see that they had—only she had changed—until Saturn loomed up through the port, so close by, it looked, that she might touch it. But Saturn had no rings. Here was change. She puzzled over it a moment, frowning—then forgot it when she recognized Jupiter again as Saturn fell behind. Next would be Mars . . .


  But what was this? Not Mars! Not any planet she knew, or had seen before. Yet there, ahead, was Mars! A new planet, where the asteroids had been when she left! Was this the same system? Had there been a mistake in the calculations of the scientists and engineers who had plotted the course of the ship? Was something wrong?


  But no matter—she was still Ninon. She was young and beautiful. And wherever she landed there would be excitement and rushing about as she told her story. And men would flock to her. Young, handsome men!


  She tottered back to the sling, sank gratefully into the comfort of it, closed her eyes, and waited.


  The ship landed automatically, lowering itself to the land on a pillar of rushing flame, needing no help from its passenger. Then the flame died away—and the ship—and Ninon—rested, quietly, serenely, while the rocket tubes crackled and cooled. The people outside gathered at a safe distance from it, waiting until they could come closer and greet the brave passengers who had voyaged through space from no one knew where.


  There was shouting and laughing and talking, and much speculation.


  “The ship is from Maris, the red planet,” someone said.


  And another: “No, no! It is not of this system. See how the hull is pitted—it has traveled from afar.”


  An old man cried: “It is a demon ship. It has come to destroy us all.”


  A murmur went through the crowd, and some moved farther hack for safety, watching with alert curiosity.


  Then an engineer ventured close, and said, “The workmanship is similar to that in the space ship we are building, yet not the same. It is obviously not of our Aerth.”


  And a savant said, “Yes, not of this Aerth. But perhaps it is from a parallel time stream, where there is a system with planets and peoples like us.”


  Then a hatch opened in the towering flank of the ship, and a ramp slid forth and slanted to the ground. The mingled voices of the crowd attended it. The fearful ones backed farther away. Some stood their ground. And the braver ones moved closer.


  But no one appeared in the open hatch; no one came down the ramp. At last the crowd surged forward again.


  Among them were a youth and a girl who stood, hand in hand, at the foot of the ramp, gazing at it and the ship with shining eyes, then at each other.


  She said, “I wonder, Robin, what it would be like to travel through far space on such a ship as that.”


  He squeezed her hand and said, “We’ll find out, Nina. Space travel will come, in our time, they’ve always said—and there is the proof of it.”


  The girl rested her head against the young man’s shoulder. “You’ll be one of the first, won’t you, Robin? And you’ll take me with you?”


  He slipped an arm around her. “Of course. You know, Nina, our scientists say that if one could travel faster than the speed of light one could live in reverse. So when we get old we’ll go out in space, very, very fast, and we’ll grow young again, together!”


  Then a shout went up from the two men who had gone up the ramp into the ship to greet whoever was aboard. They came hurrying down, and Robin and Nina crowded forward to hear what they had to report.


  They were puffing from the rush of their excitement. “There is no one alive on the ship,” they cried. “Only an old, withered, white-haired lady, lying dead . . . and alone. She must have fared long and far to have, lived so long, to be so old in death. Space travel must be pleasant, indeed. It made her very happy, very, very happy—for there is a smile on her face.”


  THE BUTTERFLY KISS


  Arthur Dekker Savage


  THE WAR WAS ON, THE FINAL CATACLYSM HAD BEGUN. THOUSANDS WOULD DIE, EONS OF HUMAN HISTORY WOULD BE WIPED OUT, CENTURIES OF CULTURE BE DESTROYED . . . UNLESS ONE MAN COULD CARRY OUT HIS PLAN.


  WHEN SYKIN SUPCEL was kidnaped, no one on Earth was less surprised than Dr. Horace Wilton, Chief Military Psychologist of the Solar Navy. And since he had been Sy’s mentor, and obviously responsible for his safety, Dr. Wilton was the first high official sought by representatives of the news syndicates.


  “It has become increasingly difficult,” said the psychologist carefully to the group sitting in his office, “to ignore such actions by the Sur-Malic.” He gazed through an open window-wall to where the newsmen’s tiny jet-copters glinted beneath a summer sun at the forest’s edge. “Of course, I might have predicted it; Sy insisted upon browsing through old city ruins for relaxation, and he seemed to delight in eluding his guard escort.”


  A reporter with the long nose and narrow head of a Venusian—or, for that matter, a Sur-Malic—raised his voice. “Y’mean he was all alone when he was snatched?”


  The doctor rested one hip on the edge of a gleaming alloy desk. Military specifications, like civilian preference, demanded that every artifact possible be of enduring, stainless metal. “I am afraid so,” he answered slowly.


  “Then how,” demanded the reporter, “d’you know it was the Sur-Malic that got him?”


  “Simple logic. The Sur-Malic have been sporadically making off with first-class Earth scientists for a century—and Sy had recently developed an important improvement in our so-called cosmic ray engine. If he is forced to divulge the information, there may be tragic repercussions to the Interstellar League.” Pencils raced eagerly across note pads. “Furthermore, Sy was well equipped to handle any ordinary emergency. Nor would a League world commit such an act, while any member of the Radical Alliance other than the Sur-Malic would be incapable of it.”


  A stocky brown Martian glowered. “Why the hell, sir, don’t we wipe out the Sur-Malic? We all know they’re straining every seam to get a war fleet built on Pronuleon II, and that their attack’s only a matter of time. If we hit them where they are, they’d never recover—but if we wait for them to strike first . . .”


  Dr. Wilton held up his hand to stem the torrent. “I can’t speak for the government, young man, but I might point out that it has never been our policy to foment war. We are making such preparations as allotted funds permit, and the combined Solar Fleet is on the alert. Also, knowing that the Sur-Malic stole our laboratory sped—er—Unique, and being able to prove it are two different matters.”


  “Excuse me, doctor.” A keen-eyed Earth reporter stood up. “You started to say ‘specimen’. How about that? Are Sy and the other Uniques in the special lab groups actually some kind of humanoid robots or something? I know it’s top-drawer stuff, but are these Uniques actually people? Do you make ’em, or are they born, or what? What are they for, and why their odd names?” He resumed his seat. The others maintained an expectant silence. It was not often they found themselves in the tropical, trackless forest area of the American Great Lakes region, which was almost invisibly dotted with naval installations, and personal interviews with military psychologists were rare events; but data pertaining to the almost fabulous Uniques would take news precedence on every video screen of the meadow, valley and woodland homes of Earth.


  Dr. Wilton neatly snipped the legal filter from a cigarette, evoking sympathetic grins from his audience. Many took immediate advantage of the tacit permission to smoke. “I can answer those questions safely, I am sure. First,” he smiled, “your shrewd observation of the term ‘specimen’: in some respects the Uniques are specimens—but only to the extent that in childhood some of them underwent certain surgical operations, mainly brain and glandular. All were kept on special diets during their early youth, and were meticulously trained by special instructors and psychologists. Other than having exceptional attributes in one or more designated fields, they are as normal as you and I—if you will pardon my hopeful attitude about myself.”


  There was a ripple of subdued laughter. The doctor cleared his throat and shifted his position. “They are the children of normal Earth parents, and are selected quietly, with parental approval, when certain combinations of factors appear on their school entrance examination records. They are naturally gifted; we try to encourage and improve these gifts, so that when they reach adulthood they will have a particular skill or skills to employ in the research and developmental laboratories. They are citizens, of course—and extremely valuable ones; they receive salaries commensurate with their military rank; they are free to travel, but we try to guard them against accident and mishap. Their real names are not revealed for security reasons; their laboratory names, such as Sykin Supcel AA-87, are a sort of code which designates their capabilities to their instructors and teammates.”


  He pressed a button on his desk. “To establish their complete normalcy, you might like to meet Arna Matt A-94, who happens to be waiting in the next room.”


  A door opened. A girl stopped on the threshold, a picture of poised surprise. The men looked at her appreciatively.


  “Come in, my dear.”


  She moved to the doctor’s side, lithely and with an easy grace. The shining metallic cloth of her brief uniform rustled in the silence. Many breaths were expelled at the same time, and she repressed a smile.


  Dr. Wilton introduced her. “You will notice—” he coughed “—you have noticed,” he continued broadly, “that Arna possesses several attributes.” There were low murmurings. “But the single A in her number indicates that she ranks at the top of one field, and the number itself means that she is the ninety-fourth to become a trainee in the program which develops these unique humans; her code name reveals that she possesses Awareness in Mathematics—which is to say that she somehow immediately knows the answer to any mathematical problem presented, without having to consciously calculate or even think about it. Her particular gift was known on Earth as far back as the Seventeenth Century, but it has always been extremely rare and relatively undeveloped.”


  “Can she talk?” questioned a voice good-humoredly.


  The psychologist chuckled. “Say something for the boys, Arna,” he invited.


  With the timing of a video star the girl parted her lips provocatively, leaned slightly forward and then, when expectancy was at its height, said “Boo!”


  Friendly laughter echoed through the paneled room, coming from all but the Venusian. He rose stiffly. “This is all very well, but we’re here t’get all the dope on Sykin Supcel. Aren’t you holding out something?”


  Dr. Wilton looked at the man squarely. “Yes,” he said softly. “Yes, I am.” His gaze swept the others. “The interview is terminated, gentlemen—I hope your news stories will be sufficiently popular to make your trip worthwhile. Your lapel cameras and their eyepieces will be returned as you enter your ’copters.”


  The Venusian was the first to voice his thanks, with a ring of sincerity as true as in the others’ polite speeches.


  Alone with Arna, Dr. Wilton punched several buttons on the desk, consulted a memo and spoke briskly to a blank video screen. “Start—all—in. Step seven two eight of Operation Catskin successful. Sur-Malic spy among reporters, as predicted by eighty-two point six probability. Lor’lsoon, posing as Venusian, exposed by his inadequate training—probability about sixty; his unconscious belligerency—probability about ninety. He is to be undisturbed for forty-eight hours, then detained after an apparently routine round-up. Any contacts he may reveal during the next two days are to be observed but not disturbed. End—all—out.”


  Arna leaned over the desk and kissed him lightly. “Nice work, Dad.” Then she went on, tensely: “Any word from Sy—or is he supposed to make contact later?”


  It was by merest chance that Sykin Supcel happened to be at the military spaceport of Dirik when the prisoner was made to land—and he had brought along an alibi to prove it. A year after his capture and removal to the key city of Pronuleon II, he had successfully convinced , the Sur-Malic High Command that he would have been a willing traitor even without the rank and gold and promises. “Damned, dirty Earth lice,” he had been wont to growl—at precisely propitious moments—“murdered my folks and stuck me in a stinking lab and cut up my insides—can’t even be comfortable in a room with regular people because my temperature’s too high. I’ll wreck the whole League for that!” And he would angrily swipe at a perspiring, brow.


  It was easily established that his normal body temperature stayed about two degrees above average; he early established his need for long, cooling outdoor walks through the semi-tropical city and surrounding countryside. He had become the most trusted of all renegade aliens after voluntarily becoming a Sur-Malic citizen of Pronuleon II.


  This afternoon he had insisted that Commander Rilth, his immediate superior in war fleet construction, walk with him in one of his restless moods. They had left the mighty hangars where Sy was supervising experimental work with the Earth-developed cosmic ray engines, and were lounging on a stone bench at the edge of the field, shaded from blazing yellow Pronuleon by a huge tree.


  “It’s the theoretical math, Rilth,” complained Sy. “We just haven’t got the calculators that Earth has. Slows things no end.”


  The thin, grim commandant turned to him. “Cursed theory is always a problem to a Sur-Malic. We hoped that your weak genius would be of avail!”


  “Well, it’s availing, isn’t it?” Sy demanded gruffly. “If I had assistants that were anything but idiots, the job would be done!” In the cruel, ruthless culture of the Sur-Malic, this was no argument, but an accepted form of discussion, without rancor.


  When Rilth did not answer, Sy gloomily watched the prisoner being escorted across the field. Suddenly he stood up and squinted at the group in the distance. “Say—who’s that they’re bringing in?”


  Rilth strained to see. “Some rotten Earthling or Aldeberanian, no doubt. They look alike to me—and both are Leaguers.”


  Sy tugged at the other’s arm excitedly. “Come on—let’s get over to Detention Headquarters. If that’s who I think it is, we’ll have our new engines—installed—in three months!”


  The Sur-Malic jerked free of Sy’s hand, but matched his trot across the field. Although he moved carefully, it seemed that whenever he glanced away from the ground small stones somehow managed to be under the edges of his soles, causing him to lurch, stumble and curse.


  “You’ll have to quit soaking up that cheap stuff, Rilth,” taunted Sy. “You’re clumsy as a bovine!” He dropped slightly to the rear, his loose, raw-boned frame jogging along without effort, his eyes darting ahead at the terrain.


  Rilth looked at him with a snarl, uttered a stream of invectives. But as one foot landed on the end of a small branch the opposite end whipped up and blocked his other ankle. He sprawled in the dirt.


  “Slimy beast!” he raged. He drew away from Sy’s mocking offer of assistance. “It seems that in your vile presence all things go wrong!”


  Inside the grey stone Detention building, Sy became suddenly exuberant. He made for the prisoner eagerly. Guards, in deference to his uniform insignia, stood aside at his approach.


  “Arna!” He folded the girl in his arms, burying his face in the long waves beneath her trim headgear. “Love me,” he whispered quickly. “Hate Earth—weak will—faint.”


  The girl looked at him. Her expression, which could be interpreted as surprise either on the basis of recognition or of a stranger’s unexpected actions, changed to one of adoration. “Darling!” she gasped. She tried to embrace him, but apparently the strain of her past few hours had been too great; she slumped in his arms.


  “Get a doctor!” Sy shouted to evoke maximum confusion. He lowered Arna to the floor as though her weight were too much to hold; a living pretense of physical weakness had served well to counteract envy. He made no attempt to cover her long, smooth thigh when it became exposed at the action—effectively diverting the guards’ thoughts and eradicating any suspicion they might have felt at his behavior. He appealed to Rilth with his eyes. “She must be sick! Damn it, man, get a doctor!”


  The commandant regarded him narrowly. “Anyone with the mind of a worm could see she has only fainted. She will revive shortly.”


  Arna did recover as predicted, coincident with the arrival of Lord Krut of the High Command. Sy pleaded his case artfully. “It was the work of genius, Your Lordship, to find Arna Matt—the one person in space who can hasten our plans! As you know, she is a human calculator, as well as—well—we were just about to escape the Earth laboratories and get married when you found me and brought me here.”


  Lord Krut glowered. He pondered before answering. “We neither planned her capture nor knew her qualities, High Technician Supcel,” he said heavily. “Our scoutships noticed her craft near Aldebaran, marked with the League military insignia. Following our policy of harassment, the scouts destroyed her escort ships. She,” he gestured, “surrendered.” His eyes raked slyly over the seemingly bewildered girl’s body. “If we can use her talents, the Great Mokaine himself will be pleased. In view of your relationship, is it your opinion that she will not require indoctrination other than your efforts?”


  “Hell, yes, Your Lordship. Why, they tortured her in the labs. If anything she hates the League worse than I do!” He placed an arm about the girl. “How about it, honey?”


  Arna looked at Lord Krut with wide eyes. “Damn right,” she said uncertainly. And then she asked meekly, “Could I have a drink of water, please?”


  Sy seemed in no hurry to leave Detention Headquarters, even after Arna had been given over officially into his care with a token military rank. She had not batted an eyelash when Sy had explained to Rilth, with a leer, that his quarters would suffice for them-both; she had even managed to simper a bit.


  But, alone with Sy in his ample, almost luxurious apartment, with her personal gear from the Needle stacked in the main room, she placed both hands on her hips and stared at him questioningly.


  “Big stakes,” said Sy with meaning. He rattled on with a patter of propaganda tailored for possible ears in the walls. He grinned at her obvious relief when he silently indicated a comfortable room for her private bedchamber. When at last they were outdoors, Sy ignored the ground vehicle at his disposal and led Arna along a winding, tree-lined roadway which led to the cavernous hangars. Once out of earshot of the buildings, he spoke abruptly: “They kill your escort?”


  Arna looked surprised, then laughed throatily. “Poor Sy—always worrying about our personnel!” Her voice was soothing and melodious. “The other ships were dummies; Mek Enj rigged up a neat little autotronic device, tuned to the Needle’s controls. After your message for aid came to young Tel, I played meteor through half the galaxy, trying to get picked up!” She smiled at him. “Anyway, here I am. Have you run into trouble?”


  He slipped an arm about her waist. “Sure have. I missed you like the devil.”


  Arna’s smile faded. She slipped out of his embrace. “Sy! Do you mean to say you risked exposure of the only Sur-Malic-type telepath that young Tel cati receive, when you didn’t need help?”


  Sy evaded the question. “Tomorrow we can shoot over to Haldane,” he suggested. “There’s an old Earth clergyman there who got stranded when the Alliance broke off chummy relations with Leaguers.”


  Arna eyed him icily. “And why should we visit this clergyman?”


  “Well,” said Sy innocently, “the old guy’s almost two hundred now, which is crowding the limit for his generation. And you know the Sur-Malic don’t have any marriage cere—”


  “Oh, you knobhead! Here you have the most critical job of anyone in the League, and—and—who said I was going to marry you, anyway?”


  “I did,” returned Sy promptly. “Remember? I’ve been telling you that since we were kids—and you never once denied it.”


  Arna made a sound that was partly a sob and partly a laugh. She shook her head unbelievingly. “With the fate of a galaxy depending on your abilities and judgment, you drag me across a thousand million miles of space to prate about marriage.”


  “Yes,” admitted Sy, “but think of how far it might have been. If spatial distances were actually as great as the old astronomers used to think, before they learned that light slows down after it travels—”


  There was no slightest chance that Arna’s small hand would actually strike Sy. She knew the attempt was futile, but she tried her best—and uttered a rueful sound when the blow seemed to pass right through his cheek, while he apparently stood still, grinning. “Some day,” she promised, “I’m going to shoot you in the back—just to see what happens.”.


  “That sounds more like my cheerful little calc-bird,” he said. “But let’s wait till after we’re married, huh?” They continued along the unpaved road.


  “I think,” Arna said levelly, “there will be no marriage. There will certainly be none for me until the completion of the unimportant, completely insignificant Operation Catskin—or,” she finished sweetly, “have you given that any thought lately?”


  Sy frowned. A small stone in the road suddenly sped along the ground and cracked against another; the other snapped away, rolled, slowed, reversed, shot backward and hit the first one. He spoke thoughtfully. “Yes, I’ve given it a great deal of thought. And there’s going to be—uh—a slight change of plan. That’s really why I needed you here, Arna.”


  The girl stared. “Sy! Have you shorted a circuit? For heaven’s sake, don’t you realize this thing has been planned, and calculated, and rearranged bit by bit for twenty years? That each of us is merely a small—no matter how important—cog in a far-reaching activity of infinite complexity? Don’t you understand that everything is in a state of delicate, constantly shifting balance, with ambassadors, scientists and agents making each tiny move with precise timing and skill throughout a hundred worlds? And you want to change things!” Her voice softened, and she laid a hand on his arm. “Sy,” she pleaded, “if you’ve run into some insurmountable obstacle, let’s report it and try to ease out without upsetting everything. That’s happened three times before, you know, and it’s no disgrace if you can’t—”


  “Hell!” said Sy bitterly. “I can do it—I think. And if I can do it at all, I can go one step better. But I need help.”


  “But can’t you see, Sy, that you can’t change the plans now? Why, no one even knows what you have in mind—and I won’t have anything to do with it!”


  The hangars loomed not far ahead. Sy spoke patiently. “Look. As it stands, Operation Catskin now boils down to installing new engines in the Sur-Malic fleet, slipping gimmicks into the stabilizer works and controlling the gimmicks psychokinetically when the League and Alliance fleets meet for battle. If the Alliance ships operate erratically, they can’t bring their guns to bear, and the League will mop up—even with our pint-sized fleet and inferior armament. Check?”


  “Of course. That’s what—”


  “Okay. Now suppose we can rig a deal so it won’t be necessary to shoot up the Alliance boats nor kill the poor deluded devils in them? The League wins the war, gets a brand-new, superior fleet, and hardly anyone gets smeared.”


  Ama sighed. “Let’s be practical, Sy. All you know about engineering has been implanted hypnotically just for this job; all I can do is answer questions of pure math. I wouldn’t know how to devise any gadgetry, and you’re in no position to waste time trying—and in war some must be destroyed that others may survive.”


  “But suppose I’ve just about got the thing whipped already? I’ve learned enough, since I’ve been here, to rate Mech C even home.”


  “Sy, I just won’t be a party to anything that might possibly upset League plans!”


  Sy’s chest heaved resignedly. “Will you help me with the computational math needed to finish Operation Catskin?”


  “That’s better!” Arna squeezed his arm happily. “Of course I will, you big, bony, restless idealist!”


  He smiled fondly at her—at her answer, her young beauty and her nearness.


  The weeks passed swiftly—weeks in which the swarming Sur-Malic workmen ripped from their foundations the massive, cumbersome atomic converters of the mighty space fleet and replaced them with light, radically designed engines which would feed eternally upon the all-pervading cosmic emanations that streaked the universe.


  Sy and Arna had worked furiously. Surrounded by a corps of physicists, mathematicians, engineers, technicians and draftsmen, Arna I had unerringly replied to endless queries as fast as she could speak. Sy had translated equations, converted values, integrated, correlated and directed. Subtly, he had inserted certain innocent equations of his own bit by bit, fed his results into the basic plans and disguised the all-important device with the cloak of dual function—one of which was vital to ship performance, the other of which was vulnerable to his psychokinetic ability to move objects of small mass by mental concentration alone.


  But all things are subject to the vagaries of pure chance. Commandant Rilth, as chief of the project, continually prowled the immense planning rooms, workshops and assembly areas, giving of his not-in-considerable technical knowledge where needed. And one day he came upon Sy delicately checking the tiny installation which would spell doom to Alliance schemes of conquest.


  “You have found a flaw, perhaps?” demanded the Sur-Malic officer. He squatted and peered through the maze of ducts and cables at the shielded mechanism.


  Sy crawled back out of the metallic web. “Not yet,” he grunted. “I was just testing my brainstorm—works like a charm.”


  “To me,” sneered Rilth, “it looks clumsy and inefficient. Could not your addled brain devise an electronic circuit, instead of a mechanical device subject to frictional wear?”


  Sy wiped the perspiration from a dripping brow and spoke boldly. “This simplifies the master controls for your stupid crewmen. See those little plates on the shaft—like a butterfly’s wings? When they fold up, the ship revolves; the closer together they get, the greater the artificial gravity. When they touch, you’ve got normal gravity in the ship. They function perfectly—and if you don’t like them, rip them out of every boat and design your own G control!”


  Rilth smiled coldly. “I suppose we must accept some of the more imbecilic aspects of your warped genius.” He turned on his heel and left.


  Sy whispered at his retreating back. “You’ll never know how warped until that butterfly folds its wings down—and they kiss like little angels.”


  As the gigantic task of installation hummed and whined and boiled its way to completion, Sy and Arna found time to slip away into sprawling, dirty Dirik, where war-feverish activity catered to the whims and desires of teeming, pleasure-seeking officers and common warriors. In the boisterous cafes the Earth couple sat close together and whispered freely, relaxing from their grueling pace. They watched the dull, surging masses of characteristically thin Sur-Malic commoners ebb and flow along the dim, moonless, star-canopied streets, seeking surcease from the demands of their cruel and exacting lords. Under the sting of stimulants, listless, drab women became as gay as their noisy companions. There was endless bicker and chatter.


  Frequently the Earth pair walked along winding country lanes, hand in hand, inhaling deeply of cool, sweet air beneath the everlasting ebon arch of the heavens. On one such evening Sy turned in to a farmer’s dimly lit cottage, almost concealed in a stygian grove of fruit trees, and called its occupant to the door. He introduced Arna to a lean, toothless, grinning man.


  “This is Loor, darling, our loyal Venusian agent—our contact with young Tel and the League.”


  Loor served them with simple wine. He showed Arna the delicate telepathic amplifier which carried his mental’ transmissions across the dust-voids of space, to be received by the unaided mind of a youthful Unique. Afterward, he returned the apparatus to its place of concealment beneath the floor.


  It was but a few days before the scheduled space trials of the fleet when Arna brought Sy disquieting news.


  “I overheard Rilth say he was going to investigate the ships’ G mechanism,” she whispered rapidly. “He seems to be suspicious of—”


  “Poor kid,” Sy said loudly. “You can’t work when you feel like that. You go on home and sleep.” He added casually, “I may be late tonight-lots of work to do.” He located Rilth in a great noisy hangar and piloted him away from a crowd of noisy engineers. “Filthy vermin,” he said by way of greeting, “you look like you need an airing.” He lowered his voice. “Let’s dodge our females tonight and slice up Dirik a bit—it’d do us both good.”


  Rilth grimaced. “It is unfortunate, gutter-born, that Ruza wants to celebrate tonight. Some miserable party or other.”


  “You can always work late, can’t you, son of cattle? We’ll snag a couple of lively young peasants from one of the pleasure dens.”


  Rilth’s cold eye glittered. “Your vile mouth speaks temptingly.”


  “I’ll meet you at a sidewalk table of the Wild Snake, on the Street of Delight. We’ll blast the town!”


  It was completely dark when the two met at the cafe. They finished a goblet of wine, and Sy suggested they move on to a place he knew. They threaded their way through jostling crowds and walked along side streets which led away from the city’s riotous heart. Pedestrians became fewer. Rilth cursed Sy for not thinking to use a vehicle.


  “It’s just around the next corner, slimehead,” Sy assured him. “And I’ve already made arrangements.”


  But there was a narrow, lightless alleyway a few steps ahead. Had Arna been following them, instead of at home worrying, she would have seen Sy stumble sideways at the mouth of the alley, bumping hard against his companion. She would have seen them both disappear into the blackness for an instant, and then would have seen Sy emerge from the shadows and reel onward alone, obviously drunk. Had she then rushed into the alley, she would have found Rilth’s corpse sprawled on a pile of rubbish, still oozing gore from death wounds in throat and heart, and she might have noticed that his needle gun was gone, and that his empty money pouch lay on another wet stain of his uniform where a blade had been wiped clean.


  By the time Sy returned to the Street of Delight his staggering gait had almost disappeared, and by the time he located a group of technicians whom he knew, dicing in a gambling establishment, it was gone entirely. He was welcomed with hearty curses into the group—and he began to play . . .


  It is not known how far the story eventually traveled—and certainly it did not penetrate even all of the city for many hours, or every gambling den would have bolted its doors—but by morning a goodly sector of Pronuleon II was buzzing with the tale. It seemed that a certain group of Fleet Technicians, led by a High Technician—an Earth renegade—known as Sykin Supcel, had broken the hearts and some of the furniture of every gambling proprietor in Dirik. Each player had made good every cast of the dice in a run of luck unequaled in the known universe, and had returned to their quarters in groaning ground vehicles only when there was no more gold coin to be found on the Street of Delight, the Avenue of Pleasure or the Way of Joy.


  But Sy’s exuberance was dulled the next day when he heard of the brutal robbery-assassination of his friend, Commandant , Rilth. “Not that I bore any love for the reptile,” he said sorrowfuly to Lord Krut, thus spreading a counter-irritant for possible suspicion, “but he had a good head—a keen and valuable mind we would have missed sorely a month ago. As it is . . He straightened resignedly and accepted the responsibility of Acting Commandant of Fleet Construction Technicians.


  A week later, in the midst of official excitement at the gratifyingly successful fleet trials, Sy and Arna slipped away by fast ground vehicle to the tiny isolated cottage of old Loor. Hurriedly they set up the amplitel apparatus. Loor reclined on his rude cot with his long, narrow head in the mesh helmet, and Sy taped down contacts and checked adjustments. He and Arna huddled over the Venusian for half an hour, until he finally opened his eyes and smiled toothlessly.


  “Contact with Tel. He says hello.” Sy’s face was strained. “Okay. Give him this: Start—all-dn. A nail and a corncob, a book and a button. No nail, no corncob, no book, no button. You can strum a zither. End—all—out.”


  Loor was silent in concentration. Finally he spoke. “Start—all—in. You need a drink. End—all—out.”


  “Good work, Loor!” Sy began to untape the contacts. “Your job here is now fin—”


  The door creaked viciously wide. Arna gasped. A Sur-Malic officer behind a needle gun moved into the small room. Five others crowded in behind him, similarly armed.


  The leader smiled venomously. “Very convenient, Sykin Supcel, for you to leave your vehicle in the open. We have been watching your purulent friend for days, but we didn’t suspect tele—”


  Even Arna, who knew what to expect, could detect only a blur of motion. Loor jumped nervously as a pistol stuttered four times and four tiny needles exploded in the floor; he blinked and finally managed to focus his eyes on Sy only as the last Sur-Malic crumpled lifelessly.


  “Solar Mother!” he muttered. “What happened?” He tore the helmet from his head and leaped spryly to his feet.


  Arna answered while Sy wiped his long knife on one of the bodies and returned it to a sheath under his jacket. “Sy is able to move pretty fast,” she explained. “It’s one of his lab-developed abilities. The normal eye can’t keep up with him when he puts on a spurt.”


  Loor continued to blink while Sy reduced the amplifier to jumbled scrap, and then the old man found his voice again. “Why,” he asked Sy, “didn’t you use your pistol on them. Wouldn’t that be easier?”


  Sy dragged the dead officers out of the doorway. “Can’t depend on mechanical things,” he said briefly. He mopped perspiration from his forehead and neck. “It’s a matter of timing; I size up a situation, sort of estimate distances and positions, and kind of see myself carrying out the actions—and then I go into high gear. It’s hard to see, hear, or even consciously think while I’m speeded up. At that speed triggers just don’t pull fast enough.”


  “If those men had been able to move aside fast enough,” said Arna, “Sy might have missed them entirely and not even known it until he slowed down again.” She looked with distaste at the bodies, but without repugnance or fear.


  Sy hurriedly thrust a bulging pouch of gold into Loor’s hand. “Lock this place up,” he directed, “and start walking immediately for Haldane. We’ve got to assume we’re all known to Sur-Malic Intelligence. Arna and I will remove the outside evidence. All we need now is a little chunk of time!”


  He walked out warily and soon pulled away in the dead officers’ vehicle. Arna followed close behind.


  Having driven slowly back to Dirik, Sy parked beside a row of similar vehicles to the rear of a city food market in the merchandise district. He walked to where Arna waited and climbed into his own conveyance. “Head for our little love-nest, slave,” he directed. “You’ll want your toothbrush, and it would be a shame to leave my hard-won gold behind.”


  Arna breached excitedly. “Are we leaving the planet, Sy? Is our work completed? Was that what your message meant?”


  “My, what a curiosity!” he taunted. He placed an arm about her shoulders. “We’re going into seclusion,” he leered. “I’ll have you all to myself for days and days! Won’t that be fun?”


  Arna squirmed. “Stop it, Sy—I almost hit that old woman! And stop making those pebbles jump up in the road!” She glanced at him bitingly. “I suppose you’ve got things all arranged so we’ll have to hide in a single room!”


  “The choice is yours, love.” He waved expansively. “Either we steal a scoutship or—how’s the Needle for speed?”


  “Oh, Sy! Can we actually get the Needle? She’ll outstrip any warship! And she has a nice private compartment, with a good solid deck outside it for you. I’ll loan you a pillow, maybe.”


  They took from the apartment only what would fit into small shoulder bags that were matched to their uniforms. Sy briefed Arna while they sped to the vast enclosure which walled off hundreds of impounded alien ships.


  His towering rage was very evident even as he climbed from the ground vehicle. A callow sentry straightened at the approach of his glittering insignia. Sy fixed him with a malific eye. The youth’s mouth began to twitch.


  “Where,” shouted Sy furiously, “is the moronic officer-in-charge?”


  The sentry tried to speak.


  “Never mind, you brainless rodent!” Sy roared. “Why wasn’t that accursed League ship delivered to the testing grounds this morning?”


  The boy began to stammer.


  “Quiet, you miserable lump of offal!” screamed Sy. He turned and brutally cuffed Arna toward the gate. “Get in there, filthy drone, and raise that ship before I kick your belly to pulp!”


  The sentry unlocked the high gate frantically. He watched with ashen features as Sy followed Arna across the yard, cursing, striking and reviling her.


  Out of the guard’s sight, Sy quickly located the Needle and broke the port seal. Arna clambered in, adjusted controls to planetary drive, wakened the powerful engines to a sighing song of readiness and then ran to her bunk to strap herself down. Sy sealed the port and dived into the soft, deep clutches of the pilot’s gimbaled throne. Within seconds the craft darted for the horizon, veered, and streaked out from the planet on a straight drive for the blinding orb of Pronuleon.


  A hundred miles or more from the blue world behind, the Needle shot through the detector field of a Sur-Malic scoutship. Sy didn’t bother to switch on audio for a challenge. Grimly, he located the scoutship’s relative position by the pip on his detector screen and stabbed a pattern of buttons to spew quickly-congealing clouds of magnetized dust into automatically calculated trajectory paths. He smiled with relief as pips sparked into life, indicating the interception of homing missiles. Out of the pursuer’s range, he set an erratic course for the sun and called to Arna.


  For three clock periods they hugged blazing, searing Pronuleon in an orbit that was almost too close for safety. Refrigeration units strained far beyond specified tolerances. Twice, tail toward the inferno for minimum radiation absorption, they barely fought clear of stupendous, surging tentacles of the shifting, agonized gravitational fields of Pronuleon. But they could not be detected so close to a raging sun.


  Arna, wretched and exhausted, the thin fabric of a single garment clinging wetly to her body, leaned wearily against the throne. “Isn’t it possible they think we took a fast course for Sol?” she sighed.


  “Very probable,” Sy whispered gauntly. Only an hour before he had revealed what the girl already suspected—that his code message had been the long-awaited signal for the entire Interstellar League fleet to ring the void about Pronuleon II. “But on this mission we can’t take chances.”


  Arna laughed feebly. “Can’t take chances!” she echoed, and shook her head.


  Sy attempted a smile, sopped the streaming sweat from his eyes and studied a chronometer. He clamped a drinking tube, then let it fall from his mouth. “Get on some clothes and G-shoes, woman. We’re going to keep an appointment.”


  The Needle’s rotation slowly died; the vessel turned, lined up with Pronuleon’s orbit, burst her bonds with a tangential spurt and then arced away from the seething fury behind.


  Free of the obliterating sea of sun static, Sy threw open all detection and reception circuits and flung his detector field to its farthest reaches, dimming its accuracy but increasing its range. Immediately he stared in consternation at the activity in the three-dimensional depths of his screen. “Arna!” he called hoarsely. “Arna!” The girl ran clinkingly to him on jointed shoe-plates. “We’re damn near too late,” he groaned. “Look, the fleets are approaching each other!” The tiny red screen dot which indicated their position showed them to be on a course that would slice directly between both fleets. Sy leaped from the throne and fairly threw Arna into its confines. He braced his metal-shod feet on the deck and seized a ring cleat beside the control panel. “Steady as you go!” he gritted. “This is it—and we’ve got to make it!”


  “Sy! Can you control the gadgets from this distance?”


  “Yeah—but we’ve got to stay in planetary range. Don’t leave the Pronuleon system.” His fingers sped along a row of knobs. “I’ve got to call our fleet.”


  “Contact the fleet now! But Sy—”


  “Quiet, honey!” He glanced at her once, quickly. “I rigged those gadgets like I intended to.”


  “Sy!” It was almost a scream. “What have you—”


  “Shut up!” he snapped. “And that’s an order!” Ignoring secrecy, code and even special wavelength, he signaled the League flagship on an open channel. He arranged a three-way video hook-up between the Needle, Admiral Grimes on the Forward Star and Dr. Horace Wilton on the Mars Moon. “No time,” he ground out. “Operation set up as scheduled—but you won’t have to fire. In five minutes all enemy crews will be flat under eight G’s; when ships stop, grapple and board. Out!” He broke contact and turned to Arna. “Skitter and spit dust—use it all, but keep us clear for three minutes!” He locked both hands on the cleat and closed his eyes in concentration.


  In the deep recesses of his mind, he created a clear picture of a typical, prototype butterfly gimmick. He imagined it in the approximate position it would be to keep a ship spinning slowly on its longitudinal axis—to exert the mild centrifugal force permitted for battle alert and preliminary maneuver. Then he willed the little wings to bend downward—slowly—past the null-G setting—to fold-down . . . to kiss . . . to close . . .


  After a seeming century, and from a great distance, Arna’s voice reached him, dragged him up from autohypnotic depths. “Sy! Sy! They’ve stopped firing! The League’s closing in! Sy!”


  He straightened, relaxed his bloodless grip on the cleat, drew a deep, shuddering breath, shook his head to clear it. Throbbing pains began to course from his arms and shoulders, where they had been buffeted against the panel housing during Arna’s wild, skillful gyrations. He looked at the screen, adjusted it for close range.


  Mote beside mote, League ships had paired off with the furiously whirling Alliance craft, attending all the major vessels and as many smaller ones as their fewer numbers could cover. Sy smiled tiredly. He could almost see the Sur-Malic crewmen, unconscious, lying pinned to their decks by their own terrible , weight. Briefly, he closed his eyes again . . .


  “I couldn’t actually test the gadget’s reverse setting, of course,” Sy explained to Dr. Wilton, “but I knew Arna’s calc would check out to infinity.” He glanced through a window at the celebrating throngs below, in the streets of Dirik. “And now, sir,” he turned to the girl at his side, “I think she—uh—I mean we—or rather I have something to say to you, sir. Uh . . .” He flushed and hesitated.


  Arna took over competently. “I guess I’ll simply have to marry this bumbling hero, Dad. Not that I want to,” she added, with a mischievous glance at Sy, “though his psychokinetics aren’t much of a problem—but I just can’t do a thing against that darn Superior Celerity he’s been using on me!”


  MUSEUM PIECE


  John Christopher


  SOMETIMES IT IS MORE HONORABLE TO FAIL TO DO YOUR DUTY . . .


  Alpha 73. Sector 8. At the beginning there had been the great fleet, circling the earth, dipping through shadow and emerging again into the sunlight, like a shoal of twinkling fish. And afterwards the small fleets, setting off on their pre-arranged errands, heading outwards towards the infinite corners of the universe. And then smaller and smaller fleets as each group, accelerating far beyond the speed of light, split up into more and more specific routes. Now there was only 51-1712—the Pericles—hunting forward through solar systems more than five hundred light years distant from the parent planet.


  STRICTLY SPEAKING the nav room was off limits to personnel not on duty. Lieutenant Don Parker felt a twinge of irritation in remembering this, for he was himself on duty and the groups of other junior officers, lounging in the transparent forward observation bulges, were an annoying source of distraction. He wondered what the duty officers on the Engines would say if he were to spend his own off-duty time getting in their way. But, of course, the Engines were a hell-hole depressing enough to keep away casual idlers. The nav room was the only part of the ship that could possibly be called spacious; the forward-telescopes housing demanded space. And then there were the observation bulges—the opportunity to see something of the natural universe, even if it was only the frozen flare of the stars drifting towards them.


  He checked his figures again. Landfall in three days. Type 3b4 system; seven planets—one probable, one possible. There was nothing he could do at the moment except wait for the next spectroscopy report. He relaxed, and became aware of conversation from the nearest group of loungers. Someone had asked someone yet again why he had volunteered for the Exploration.


  “Hell, the way I look at it, it’s the only real chance for promotion. It’s all right if you graduate with one of those top honor grades, see. It’s okay then. You move in on a nice easy Mars or Jupiter run, and promotion comes automatic. But I only got a Pass; I near as damn it flunked my math. So I take the Trip. Three years and I’m back as a certified Captain. And the future is very, very bright.”


  One of those with the speaker, a tall Supply Lieutenant, laughed.


  “With me, the ladies. A neat blonde and a very neat brunette, to be precise. I could not love them, dears, so much, loved I not getting the hell away from them more. When I get back maybe I’ll look up their great grandchildren, fifteen times removed.”


  The spectroscopy report came in, and Don checked it mechanically. Hearing things like that, he was never sure what kind of a fool he was. A fool for believing that they really meant what they said—that men could give up family, friends, six hundred years of history, for such trivial and ridiculous reasons?


  Or, if they were sincere, a fool for his own misguided idealism? He knew very well why he had volunteered for the Trip. It was the idea of the human mission; spreading the power and wisdom of Man through the shrinking universe. For that he had cut himself off from his own generation, from all that tangled web of human affection and inter-relationship.


  And why was he disillusioned? There was nothing he could put a finger on, no more than a vague uneasiness. Everything had been as was to have been expected in the four successful landfalls they had so far made. In each case a struggling isolated culture had been given the tools—printing, electricity, atomic power—that would lift them in turn to the stars. It was all ideal and disinterested. There was nothing wrong with it.


  “I hope,” one of the group said emphatically, “that in the next joint the local hooch is somewhat better than it was last time.”


  The possible turned out a flop—an arid, frozen, planet-wide dustbowl—but they made a goo4 landfall on the probable. He was picked as one of the interpreters this time, and had the language pumped into him under hypnosis. On this planet, strangely enough, there was only one language. Lawrence, the G-2 Director, puzzled over the matter at a briefing.


  “It’s a planetary culture, all right. The whole thing assimilated—there’s not a trace of contributing ancestral groups. And it smells ancient. And yet technologically they’re primitive. Windmills and water-wheels, and animals for draught and transport! Their towns and cities—That’s a nice white stone they use, but every block is hand hewn. There’s something wrong about it. Whatever it is we’ve got to ferret it out.”


  Don stood with the half-dozen other interpreters on the thick pile carpet that covered the whole of G-2 HQ. Lawrence looked them over intently: “It’s up to you to ferret it out,” he said.


  It was great to stand on crumbling earth again, and to breathe air uncontaminated by the staleness of artificiality. This atmosphere was a little high in oxygen, but that only increased the feeling of freshness. The great silvered body of the Pericles lay where it had come to rest, across the brow of the small, wooded hill. There was another hill perhaps three miles away, and the city stretched between them. He walked down towards it, luxuriating in freedom. Ordinary crew members were given rotas of leave to spend on visited planets, but leave hedged round by a thousand regulations and restrictions. As an interpreter his only duty was to examine the natives, and report.


  He considered, as he walked down towards the city, the things that Lawrence had found puzzling. By all the more obvious signs the population was at the stage of secondary husbandry; agricultural, eking out its own resources of labor with animals and primitive mechanical devices. But the preliminary reports had shown some peculiar gaps. No apparent recorded history and, possibly linked to this, no trace of arts.


  The city before him corroborated this. The buildings were strictly functional; not untastefully so, but barren of any kind of ornateness or decoration. On its outskirts began the evenly spaced farmhouses which dotted the wide western plain to the distant horizon. They too were functional. There was one quite close to the dirt-track down which he was walking. One of the natives was forking some kind of crop into a heap in the yard. There were two young ones playing nearby. None of them paid any attention to him, although his silver and black uniform must contrast vividly with their own loose, colorful clothing. That was another queer thing.


  He gave a personal report to Lawrence three days later.


  “They’re so damned incurious, sir. They are polite and deferential and friendly enough, but the fact that we have come across five hundred light years of space neither surprises nor interests them. It’s not that they disbelieve it, or can’t understand it. At least I don’t think it’s that. It’s so hard to get at what they do think.”


  Lawrence nodded. “They’ve given you some sort of a guide, I understand?”


  “Yes. He calls himself Nuker. He’s very friendly, too; and he answers all my questions without any hesitation. He’s taken me all over the city.”


  “And you’ve found . . .?”


  Don shrugged. “There’s very little in it. Only three buildings of any size—the Council House, the Hospital, and the Museum. And they’re only bigger boxes than the ordinary houses.”


  “The Hospital,” Lawrence said. “Much disease?”


  “Practically none. The usual crop of accidents you’d expect, though.”


  “And Museum?”


  “That’s what they call it,” Don said doubtfully. “But it’s no more than gallery after gallery of racks of discarded implements—kinds of spades, forks, scythes, and so on.”


  “An historical review of them?”


  “No, that’s just it. I went through half a dozen galleries, but they were all the same. Nuker tells me there hasn’t been any change in them as long as people can remember.”


  “Then why the display?”


  “According to him, it’s not a display, though plenty of the people come to look at it, every day. It’s just that when a worker dies, Nuker said, his tools are put there. I don’t get it.”


  “No,” Lawrence said. “We don’t get it, but it would be queer if we did. An abnormality like that is about the first really normal thing that’s been reported on this planet. It doesn’t satisfy me, but why should it? Anything further on technology?”


  “Not a thing. What about the other interpreters?”


  Lawrence flicked a small pile of papers with his finger. He said wearily: “The reports tally. All right, Parker. You’ll have another two days, but I don’t expect anything more substantial than this. Then you’ve been chosen for a little job.”


  “Sir?”


  “The ceremonial handing over of scientific books in their own language. With a culture as well-knit as this we can give them the works—right up to atomic energy. You’d better have it laid on in the Council House.”


  He found himself getting more and more fond of Nuker. As with all planets approximately of earth type, the dominant race was anthropoid. Nuker’s people were on the whole shorter and stockier than men, they were olive-skinned and hairless, but otherwise not unusual. At first, understandably, they had all looked alike. Now, after four days, he was beginning to appreciate the differences among them. Temperamentally these were far more extensive than one would have guessed from the stable, hardworking and inartistic life they all led. He was brooding on this minor paradox as they crossed the main square together. On the opposite corner stood the Museum, facing the Council House. As usual there was a steady stream of natives going in and out of it. He stopped walking abruptly, and looked at them.


  Two streams, one entering, one coming away. And there was a difference between them. It was a subtle difference, and since one did not look for subtlety in these stolid, farming natives, it was not surprising that he had not observed it before. But now that he was aware, the difference was real enough. The natives coming out of the museum were transfigured by a strange kind of contentment. In the faces of those going in, on the other hand, there was expectancy.


  He turned and saw that Nuker was watching him.


  “I’d like to go back in there, Nuker,” he said.


  Nuker nodded silently.


  It seemed that he must have been mistaken. Inside the natives moved in a slow, incurious stream before the banked wooden shelves, piled up with worn and battered tools. Nuker led him along with the stream, pausing occasionally to tell him precisely how some particular implement was used. Gallery succeeded gallery, without apparent change. They were long, curving galleries, and light came into them from windows too high to provide a view of the world outside. The mass shuffled forward, and Don and Nuker shuffled with them. There was something, Don felt, that was vaguely wrong, but he couldn’t find what it was. At intervals the gallery debouched into stairs leading up to the next floor, where there was another curving, crowded gallery with another array of discarded tools.


  There was nothing unusual here. It was a waste of time.


  And then he saw it.


  A kind of spade, reproduced a thousand times on the shelves. But on one he had noticed, idly, without interest, a particular chip on the handle, shaped like a horseshoe. And it was here again, the identical chip on the identical spade. He had passed this spot before.


  At the same time he realized what was so subtly wrong about the gallery. It sloped—very gently, well nigh imperceptibly, effectively masked by the curving construction, but a definite downward slope. The pieces fell into pattern. Up the stairs, down the gentle slope curving right round the building, up the stairs . . . Quite an ingenious trick. But why? Why should the stolid farmers plan and perpetrate such a trick? The thought came home to him. Whatever they were, they were nor just stolid farmers.


  They reached the stairs again, and climbed them. At the top there was the gallery entrance, and Nuker moved towards it. Gently, firmly, Don resisted the pressure. Instead, he followed the other stream going straight on up the stairs. Nuker followed him. On the next floor Nuker made another attempt to shepherd him into a gallery, and again he resisted. As he continued up the stairs, Nuker said simply:


  “It must happen.”


  It was clear that this was the very top of the building; there was no possibility of going up higher. The stairs swept round into the entrance to another gallery, but one which, in contrast to those on the lower floors, shimmered with a hundred tints of color from carpets and paintings and jeweled mosaic. The whole thing was fantastic. Don noticed that the stream of natives moved more slowly, with a thoughtful and abstracted purposefulness. They moved along the luxuriance of the gallery—the floor, he noted, was a veined blue stone, something like lapis lazuli—and round a curve,-and it was before him.


  It wasn’t possible to look directly at it; the eyes were hurt and repelled. But from the corner of his gaze he could see something of its general shape. The high, wide golden arch came first—the machine was beyond it. If it were a machine. It seemed to be made entirely of crystal and was in continual, flickering motion, forming what looked like mechanical vortices and whirlpools. He could almost see through it, to something lying beyond. Almost, but not quite.


  The stream of natives went forward, through the great arch, and there his eyes lost them. It was as though they became merged with the spinning machine. Nuker’s hand was on his arm.


  Nuker said: “You must come now.”


  He nodded, surprised that he felt no fear. They walked forward together through the golden archway.


  He often thought about it afterwards, seeking, for his own peace of mind, to remember and clarify the whole experience. But it was very difficult. They had gone through the archway, and in front of them the shivering, twisting mass of crystal had been so intensely overpowering that he had had to close his eyes. Then had come the vibration, the feeling of falling free, and his own cry of bewilderment and shock, answered by Nuker’s friendly pressure on his arm.


  He had opened his eyes, and he was in a different place.


  It was not just a geographical difference. There was a difference in kind. Nothing here was still; everything was in vibrant, tilting motion, from the iridescent sky—if it were sky—overhead, to the ground, studded with brilliant, flickering flowers and gigantic, pulsating crystals, beneath his feet. For that matter, his feet—his body—his entire self—were changed. He was transformed into a creature of lightness and strength. He looked beside him for Nuker, and found him similarly transfigured. Nuker smiled, and touched his arm, and at the touch both of them floated up into the light and boisterous air.


  After that he could remember nothing but impressions. Impressions of the great floating concourses swaying together in mass dances whose patterns and rhythms were tantalizingly near to his understanding. Impressions of the great floods of music, apparently answered by the air, the ground, by everything, until singers, song and the entire universe throbbed together in melody. Impressions of emotions, almost tangible in their impact; love and truth and knowledge, and an abiding friendliness. Time meant nothing. He did not know how long he had been there when Nuker led him through another gateway, and he found himself back in the gallery, shuffling forward towards the stairs that led downwards.


  He said to Nuker: “Well?”


  “We are a very old race,” Nuker said. “We don’t know how old. Once we kept histories. In those days we built many great machines; we traveled across oceans and continents and, as you now do, across the spaces between worlds. But there was no contentment for us in it. The machines did our bidding and by their aid we traveled more and more swiftly and frantically from land to land, finding no abiding peace. Then The Machine was discovered. I cannot explain its principles .to you, nor the meaning of the world beyond the gateway. There is no way of making you understand what it is and how it works.”


  “But why hide it? Why all this deception? The museum hasn’t just been built for our benefit—I mean, me and my friends. Obviously, it was long planned . .


  “Of course,” Nuker said. “In the far distant past we, too, traveled between the worlds, as I have told you. Perhaps even to your planet. We gave such things as fire and the wheel to many worlds in their infancy. So we knew that we would be visited in our turn. Once we had discovered the meaning of The Machine it was clear that, in all our cities, it must be so housed that visitors from other worlds would not be likely to find it. That isn’t easy.”


  “And now,” Don said, “it has been found.”


  Nuker looked at him. “Are you going to report on this?”


  “It’s my duty to do so.”


  Nuker said softly. “Do you realize what that will mean? Since you landed here we have surveyed your people; perhaps more thoroughly than you have surveyed us. You are far more sensitive than the majority—and even so the world beyond the gateway was flawed by your presence today. You could not be aware of it, but it was so. Should your people learn the secret we do not know what would happen. You must know that the higher is always, in many ways, at the mercy of the lower, as life is at the mercy of lifeless matter.”


  Don said: “So you want me to cut my people off from the gateway? To refuse them the chance of that experience?”


  Nuker said: “In honesty . . . what do you feel?”


  He thought of the world beyond the golden arch, of the wild, unearthly music, the great aerial sweep of the dances. Dimly he recognized that beyond the gateway the world itself was alive and conscious. He thought of the crew of the Pericles. ‘Hell, the way I look at it, it’s the only real chance for promotion . . .’ ‘With me, the ladies. When I get back . . .’ ‘I hope that in the next joint the hooch is better . . .’ The two things could not live together; and he knew as surely as Nuker did which would crumple and fail.


  “You win,” he said. “I shall make no report.”


  Nuker smiled, a smile of relief and joy and the friendliness that flooded the world beyond the golden arch. And Don realized that he was cutting off himself, too, from those joys, those wonders.


  He said: “If I could persuade them to let me stay here . . .”


  Nuker said, regretfully, “Even if you could do that without arousing suspicion—and you couldn’t, you know—it is true what I said about the flaw. You would become aware of it yourself, and you would not be happy here long.”


  He said nothing further until Nuker led the way outside into the city square. Then:


  “But why do you work in the fields—ordinary, menial work? The machines could do all that for you.”


  Nuker said: “That is what I meant. You cannot understand our life. You must leave it at that; you can do nothing else.”


  The ceremony was quite impressive. In the square in front of the Council House he handed over the books and models that had been specially prepared. Nuker as solemnly accepted them. Quite a number of the natives watched in polite and friendly disinterest. Later he stood with Lawrence, watching the planet shrink away from the G-2 observation panels as the Pericles lifted in power and majesty through the atmosphere towards the next objective in the Exploration.


  Lawrence shook his head.


  “There was something wrong there. I wish I knew what. I’d like to know what they do with the knowledge we’ve given them, too. Nothing, I’ll bet. It’s a pity the Trip doesn’t allow for return visits. To my mind they’re stuck in some kind of premature decadence. I don’t know if they could be shifted, but I’d like trying.”


  Don was watching the outline of land beneath the ship coalesce into misty formlessness. He had an aching feeling of loss, and a suspicion that it would be with him the rest of his life. Some essential part of him remained down there, beyond the golden arch.


  “If we could have had more time . . .” Lawrence said.


  He could go back. This was his last opportunity. He could tell Lawrence now, and have the great vessel settle back, to root out the final secrets of Nuker’s people. It almost seemed worth it. The world beyond the gateway might dissolve in agony, but first he would go back there.


  Lawrence said: “Your reports were well presented. I’ll use you again.”


  The ache was savage, but he saw it could be worse. He said: “Thank you, sir. Am I relieved?”


  “Relieved, Parker.”


  The nav room, as usual, was crowded. “Did you ever try mixing that Martian hug juice with real alcohol?” someone was saying. “One time I had this little redhead with me, and . . .”
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  THE LURE OF THE SATELITE


  George R. Price


  HE MIGHT HAVE BROUGHT PEACE ON EARTH . . . BUT FOR HER . . .


  AT FOUR IN the morning Major John Redfield was awakened by rough shaking. “Today,” he was told. “You’re leaving today.” He quickly dressed, packed a few belongings, and wrote a short letter to his wife.


  At five, he and Colonel Cunningham were called in for a final briefing by General Moseley, the senior Operations Research officer. “We want you to understand exactly why we’re timing things this way,” General Moseley said. “We estimate that rocket’s about ninety per cent safe right now. You’ll have nine chances out of ten of getting up there alive. But if we wait four weeks we can make the mission ninety-eight per cent safe. Here’s a curve.”


  He showed them a graph on which a curve rose from left to right.


  “That’s safety plotted against time. The longer you wait, the more bugs we get out of the rocket. But here’s another curve. This shows the probability that Eurasia will start something if we wait.”


  Redfield examined the graph carefully. “Thirty per cent probability that Eurasia will act within a week. Is war that close?”


  Moseley nodded. “It is—if we don’t act first. Of course, once you’re up there, they won’t dare start a war until they’ve neutralized our advantage. So here’s a final curve. We’ve lumped everything together and plotted estimated benefit to the Alliance against time. The peak is today. That’s why you’re going up before the rocket’s really finished.”


  “It’s strange,” Redfield said, “but I don’t feel worried at all. I have such intense hate for Eurasia that more than anything else in the world I want a chance to strike out against them. I had a friend once. They held him prisoner for two years. Then they let him go.”


  “I know,” Moseley said. “I’ve seen some of those cases, though I wish to God I hadn’t. It’s unbelievable that a human being could live through something like that.”


  “What frightens me,” Cunningham said, “aren’t the ones who have been physically tortured. It’s the ones that come back in perfect health without a single mark anywhere on their bodies—nothing changed but their minds.”


  “Good,” said Moseley. “You each have strong personal motivations. Now, the way I look at your mission is this. Our struggle is a conflict between technology and psychology. We’re far ahead of Eurasia in science and engineering, and they’re far ahead of us in propaganda, espionage, and torture. So far, their psychology has been beating our technology all hollow. But here’s where we even the score. Once you’re up there in-space, there isn’t a damn thing to stop you from seeing everything that happens in Eurasia. We’ll be able to strike at them, and they won’t be able to strike back. Their only chance then will be to get a space station themselves, but in four months we’ll have two more rockets up there that will be armed. So these next months are crucial. This will be the best chance we’ve ever had to neutralize their threat. The whole future of the Alliance may depend on what you do. Don’t fail.”


  At noon they took off from the Florida base, and an hour later they were a thousand miles in the sky. They floated around the world in a roughly north-south orbit, making one revolution every two hours, while the world rotated below them from west to east at its twenty-four-hour rate. The plane of their orbit included the sun, so that they crossed the equator near noon and midnight.


  The ascent had been uneventful except for the strange new feeling of weightlessness during the periods when they coasted with the motors off. At first they found this pleasant and soothing, but after a few minutes it became dizzying and both men hastily swallowed capsules of Vertamine. By the time the rocket was fully established in its orbit, the vertigo had decreased and become bearable. But Redfield still had a mild sensation that his head was slowly swimming around.


  Their one room was a cylinder fifteen feet long and nine feet in diameter, with more than a third of the space packed with complex electronic and optical instruments. The axis of the cylinder was along their direction of motion, and the side that faced the earth they automatically thought of as down. Their food for the next four months would be dehydrated emergency rations, their air would be regenerated by algae growing in tanks on the sunlit side of the rocket, and they would sleep in shifts in a dark ventilated bag suspended along the axis of the cylinder.


  Redfield moved to the down side, stepping along the hull with the aid of magnetized shoes. He brought his face close to a window. Everything directly below him was dark, blending into twilight in the Arctic far toward his feet. Here and there he could make out tiny patches of light. Cities. They were passing over the mysterious, hated land of the enemy, and he imagined below him the concentration camps, the millions of slave laborers, the torture chambers.


  How gigantic and how terrifying it was! It covered all of continental Asia except Turkey and the tip of Korea, plus part of Africa and more than half of Europe. All his life it had been growing. He remembered the consternation when India was absorbed, the panic of the refugees from Israel, the feeling of shame and defeat when Berlin was abandoned, and the sudden, almost bloodless seizure of Yugoslavia. Country after country had fallen to Eurasia and almost all of them without fighting.


  He moved to a viewing screen and adjusted the controls of an infrared telescope. A city of huge, squat buildings appeared on the screen in white, phosphorescent lines. On the wall beside the screen a detailed map was projected, with cross hairs automatically showing the point being studied through the telescope. He found he was looking at the great Eurasian espionage center near Khoshak in Outer Mongolia. Undoubtedly, there in some of the buildings shown on the screen, men were even then studying the rocket with telescopes and radar, measuring its size, plotting its course. He looked back at the screen. As he watched, the view slowly changed. The telescope was held on one point automatically, but the direction from which he looked was altering.


  He returned to the window. The world was drifting below him at an incredible rate. Khoshak had moved back toward his feet. To his left was the dark patch of the Gobi Desert, with cities on all sides of it. Presently he was passing over Tibet, with the Himalayas a misty white under the moonlight. Then Nepal and Bhutan. Pakistan. The lights of Calcutta. The blackness of the Bay of Bengal. And finally the Indian Ocean. At the left, he could see Sumatra, Java, and part of Borneo, and at the extreme left the edge of, Australia came into view.


  He looked up. Cunningham was methodically checking instruments. Redfield looked back down through the window. “It’s unbelievable,” he said. “It moves so swiftly and yet so slowly. It’s as though the day were only two hours long. I’m dizzy again. I don’t know whether it’s from just watching the earth or from the weightlessness.”


  “Go easy on the Vertamine,” Cunningham said. “Remember, there are side reactions if you take too much. Now help me into my space suit. I want to make a quick check of the outside. After we pass into the sunlight there’ll be too much heat and glare for comfort.”


  Redfield helped him into the bulky suit, and Cunningham disappeared into the air lock in the forward end of the cylinder. Presently Redfield saw him hovering at a window peering in; a light turned on his face produced a strange ghostly effect. Then Cunningham was off, moving around the rocket, and every now and then Redfield could catch a glimpse of the light.


  He returned to the window on the earth side. They were still over the Indian Ocean, approaching the Antarctic Ocean. Kerguelen Island and McDonald Island on the right. Then Antarctica, white in the moonlight. And at last the sun, rising over Antarctica with bewildering speed. At first it was a deep red, as though seen through a smoke-filled sky. And then almost within seconds it had become a dazzling blue white. He moved to a side window and looked out into the black, starry sky. As he watched he felt the rocket shake very slightly, and seconds later Cunningham floated past, about thirty feet from the window, drifting slowly. Sunlight sparkled on his spacesuit. It dawned on Redfield that something was wrong. The spacesuit gaped open in the front, and he could see Cunningham’s chest burnt black. He watched, stunned, until the body passed out of view, and then for a long time he followed it through one of the external television viewers. Cunningham had become a new satellite, following an orbit almost parallel to the rocket’s, but moving away from it at the rate of about a half mile a day.


  What had happened? Eurasian sabotage? He grew weak with terror at the thought that Eurasia had reached them even there. Finally he managed to reason himself out of the panic. What had undoubtedly happened was that the sun had blinded Cunningham, and somehow he had accidentally ignited some unexploded fuel, which had burned through his spacesuit. That was it.


  With Cunningham’s death, the nightmare began. It built up gradually, but within less than twenty-four hours Redfield had the feeling that he was rapidly going insane. It was as though he were being slowly whirled around in a giant centrifuge while relentless voices shouted commands and questions at him incessantly. Partly it was the loneliness and fear. Partly it was the drug. But mostly it was dizziness and exhaustion. The day was only two hours long and there was no chance to sleep for more than a few minutes at a time. Around and around he went. Sakhalin and Tasmania, Cape Horn and Cape Parry, Everest and Aconcagua. And everywhere he went, there was work to be done. Observe weather conditions over Antarctica. How heavy was the traffic through Kara Strait? Guide rockets by radio control to targets in the Gibson Desert. Photograph the solar Corona. Study the far ultraviolet spectrum of Denebola and Vega.


  At times he felt that days were passing rapidly by the scores. Every two-hour revolution was another day. He would dazedly watch the computer clock that showed local earth time. First it moved at a slow, regular pace. A little before noon, noon, a little after noon. And then it would pick up speed. One p.m., two, three, four. And then five, six, and seven would come only two or three minutes apart, so that the minute hand would seem like the second hand. Then the clock would gradually slow down, until near midnight time would be changing again at a proper rate.


  And at other times it would seem that there was only one single long day stretching endlessly into the future. On the television screen, questioners faced him in rotation. There would be Major Brien starting in, crisp and efficient. After four revolutions, he would be replaced by Major Thomas. Four more revolutions, and Colonel Minnick would appear. Minnick would work through eight hours, and leave a little tired, and then Major Brien would be back, fresh and rested.


  It was like being in a Eurasian torture chamber. All the ingredients were present. The drug. The strange surroundings. The fear. The steadily increasing exhaustion. The relays of questioners. Gradually a change occurred in his orientation. The great mass of Eurasia was no longer hostile. It was friendly. It meant restful silence. The nagging radio beams could not reach him there. He could make his observations in peace, and now and then doze for a few minutes.


  There was no end to it. It would be four months before relief came. He counted the days. June 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10. Only six days and already he was near cracking. He got a few minutes of restless sleep over Antarctica, and then a voice beam from the South Shetland Islands picked him up. Major Brien’s crisp, slightly high-pitched voice: Describe cloud formations, wind velocities and directions in Antarctica. Had he yet gotten around to photographing the infrared spectrum of Pictoris? No? That was unfortunate; Professor Throckmorton was growing impatient.


  Then the beam shifted to Gallegos at the southern tip of Argentina, and now there was television coverage. He would see Major Brien’s freshly pressed green uniform, his neat brown mustache, his slick, black hair carefully plastered into place. What a contrast to his own haggard, exhausted appearance! He was glad that the rocket had only a facsimile transmitter—not a television one. Major Brien could not see him.


  All the way up through South America, the West Indies and the eastern pan of North America, the beam followed him. Most of the time he was talking to Major Brien. One question after another. Endless instructions. Military observations to make in Eurasia. Radio propagation studies. Cosmic ray measurements. Over Quebec the scene shifted, and for ten minutes he had to listen to Dr. Ambrose, who looked like a very young and exceptionally intelligent freshman. Ambrose had a pimply face, thick, horn-rimmed glasses, and a childishly serious expression. Redfield disliked all his interrogators, but Ambrose most of all. He was the special assistant of Professor Throckmorton, the president of the National Academy of Sciences, and he showed very plainly that he considered Redfield to be an incompetent nitwit. Now he was arguing sarcastically that the spectral data Redfield had furnished for Tauri were obviously in error, and that no doubt Redfield had made the absurd mistake of photographing the wrong star. Then Major Brien was back, and all the way up over Baffin and Devon Islands, Redfield was briefed on the observations to be made in the polar region and Eurasia. Television linkage stopped at Cape Wolstenholme, and from there on there was just the sharp, irritating voice.


  Finally, just before the beam cut off, came a short pep talk from General Brundage, Commander in Chief of Rocket Operations. “Pull yourself together, Redfield. Remember that the whole future of the Alliance depends on you. It’s unfortunate that you’re alone, but you’ve got to make the best of it and work twice as hard. Of course you get tired. You’ve got to expect to get tired. Think of the infantry fighting the guerillas in Ethiopia right now. They’re frequently on the go three or four days and nights straight. Think of your comrades slaving in the concentration camps. Sixteen or eighteen hours of hard labor every day, until they die from exhaustion. You’ve got plenty of chance to sleep in between observations. You’ve got to learn to catnap. Come on now. Pull yourself together. Let’s see you start acting like a man instead of an hysterical woman.”


  All the way over the Pole, Redfield burned with anger. Act like a man—indeed. That paunchy, swellheaded, insolent bastard working an eight-hour day! It wouldn’t make him so mad if he were just being used for military observation and rocket guiding, but half his time was taken gathering data for private research projects. It seemed that every astronomer in the Alliance was clamoring to get his pet theory tested. They were trying to force on to him all the observations they’d been wanting to make for years but couldn’t make because of the light absorbed by the atmosphere. Professor Throckmorton and Sir John Beverly, the Astronomer Royal, were the worst. They were feuding over their rival theories of stellar spectra, and because of their high positions they got the lion’s share of his time. So he should pull himself together! Well, some of the Alliance officers should pull themselves together and learn how to say “no” to the scientists. After all, it wasn’t going to kill them to wait a little longer for their damned data.


  Over Eurasia he relaxed. How beautiful it was. How quiet. The enormous, silent country. No Major Brien. No Dr. Ambrose. No General Brundage. Just silence. It was almost noon, and he passed over vast fields green with wheat. The Great Siberian Plain. And then the mountains began. The Sayan Mountains. The Great Altai Mountains. And ahead lay the Kunluns, and finally the Himalayas. But suddenly the silence was broken. From the loudspeaker came a man’s voice, speaking English, a little high in pitch, and with a slightly British accent. It started right in the middle of a sentence: twenty-four thread line. A bit of a disappointment, you know. And then I had a similar experience once at Cape San Lucas.”


  Redfield grew cold with fright. There could be only one meaning. It was the Eurasian Secret Police, the dreaded ARSU. He had an impulse to snap off the radio, but he hesitated, to see what would come next.


  “Really, though,” the strange, British voice continued, “the place to have a try at it is Chile. Off Tocopilla is my favorite. One day there , I got five strikes and caught them all.”


  It had puzzled him for an instant, but suddenly he caught on. The man was talking about fishing. It was all clear now, and Redfield was no longer afraid. The ARSU had made an error. It was Cunningham who. was interested in fishing. He himself did almost no fishing. His interests were hiking and hunting. Clearly the ARSU hadn’t learned that Cunningham was dead. He decided they weren’t so clever after all, so it would be safe to listen.


  For about ten minutes the voice continued, describing fishing for marlin, swordfish, and shark in the South Pacific, and then it abruptly faded away. Redfield noticed that the diversion had soothed him. He wasn’t quite as exhausted as before.


  On each of his next trips over Eurasia, he hopefully awaited the voice—but there was nothing. Finally, twenty-six hours later, as he was passing over the Kirghiz Steppe between the Caspian Sea and Lake Aral, it came on again for a few minutes. This time it was telling an exciting story about almost being swept over Victoria Falls while fishing for tigerfish on the Zambesi. Redfield decided that the next time he heard it, he would answer.


  The next time was about eight hours later, passing over Manchuria at midnight. Now the voice was comparing the alligator gar of Florida with the arapaima of the Amazon. At the first pause, Redfield cut in, beginning abruptly as the other had: “I was only eighteen when I got my first grizzly. I’ve done quite a lot of hunting since then, but I’ve never had a thrill to match that. It was a damn sight bigger than your marlins or gars or swordfish.”


  “Yes,” said the voice, “I had a bit of a time with a grizzly once myself. They can be rather tough beggars. Kodiak bears give you a bit of sport also, but I rather prefer the grizzly country for scenery and climate. Colorado is a really lovely state.”


  From then on, whenever he heard the man, they talked about hunting. He learned that the man’s name was Peters, and apparently he had hunted all over the world: tigers in Nepal, elephants in the Congo, caribou in Alaska. He would pick up Peters’s beam here and there over Eurasia, and chat with him while he made his observations. There was never any discussion of anything military, so he did not see why he had to tell anyone about Peters. It was medicinal to him—soothed him and calmed him so that he could sleep in odd moments. He looked forward to these talks as the one bright part of his life. But he knew it could not last. Peters was of the ARSU, and someday something was going to happen.


  And one day it happened. Instead of Peters there was a woman on, a woman with a contralto voice who spoke English with a slight, exotic accent. He started to switch off the receiver, but then he changed his mind. After all, what harm could the ARSU possibly do him? Why, if anything, they helped him. If it hadn’t been for the relaxation of talking with Peters, he probably would long ago have told Brundage and the rest to go to hell.


  The woman told him her name was Sonya. She was a ballerina, twenty-two years’ old. She had recently been performing in Moscow, but now was vacationing in a cottage on the Caspian Sea. Peters was her uncle. He was a mining engineer and he had suddenly left for the Tungus Peninsula where rich deposits of platinum had been found.


  A fable, Redfield told himself. She, like Peters, was a member of the ARSU. She must be about thirty. He pictured her with long, black hair, slanting eyes, dressed in a brocaded gown. She probably had a heart of stone that could rejoice in torture.


  But he talked with her anyway, as he had talked with Peters. There was no more discussion of fishing or hunting. Instead, she told him about her childhood, how both her parents had died when she was little, and she spoke of her present life as a ballerina. She described the cottage and the view southward over the Caspian Sea, and they discussed the flowers she was growing by the cottage.


  The days passed. It was nearly the end of June, and he had settled into a steady state. He made his observations automatically, talked automatically to Brien, Minnick, Thomas, and the others. He tried to think as little as possible—to use only a fraction of his brain. He was all the time so nearly asleep that the transition to full sleep was easy. He could doze off in a moment as he stood in front of an instrument, and then wake up again minutes later. He could fall asleep in the midst of one of General Brundage’s lectures, and awake before it was over. Only when he was talking to Sonya did he come really alive. She was the one real thing. Everything else—his wife, his children, the Alliance—were blurred and distant.


  What would the next step be? There had been no talk between them of anything of military importance. But there had to be another step sometime. Then it became clear to him. The next step was to see her.


  “I would like to see you, Sonya,” he said.


  “I think it can be managed, John,” she answered.


  And the next time around, it was. It was a little before noon over the Caspian Sea. First her voice came, and then Seconds later her image began to form on the television screen. He sucked in his breath sharply. In some ways, she was as he had expected, but in other ways she was very different. She was tall and graceful and strikingly beautiful as though she were really a ballerina, but her long hair was flaxen instead of black and her eyes a light golden brown, just a shade darker than her hair. Her complexion was very fair, and she had no make-up other than lipstick. She was wearing a simple print dress with a pattern of small flowers on a white background, and she was sitting on a well cared-for lawn, her legs tucked under the dress, her face tilted upward toward him, smiling and squinting a little from the sun. Just behind her was a flower garden against the white wall of a small house. There was something strangely gentle and shy about her. She seemed to combine the freshness and sweetness of an American high school girl with the mature charm of an exotically beautiful woman.


  She continued as she had been, chatting gaily and unaffectedly in her soft, low voice, talking about flowers, and picnics by the sea, and ballet. He spoke very little, only answering when she questioned him directly. Mostly he just stared at her , in wonder. He felt there was nothing at all that could be changed about her to improve her beauty. Everything was perfect. He had never seen a woman like her before, but he felt that she was what he had been wanting all his life. His own wife seemed far away and faded, like a flower pressed between the leaves of an old book.


  At the end, just before the beam cut off, he spoke to her. “You are very beautiful, Sonya.”


  She blushed deeply and lowered her eyes, saying nothing. And her image slowly dissolved.


  All the way down through the Indian Ocean and over the Antarctic, he thought about her. What was she really? And yet it was plain what she was. She was a snare. She was the greatest production of the Eurasian theatre. It was easy to imagine. The leading Eurasian psychologists, playwrights, directors, scenic designers, lighting experts had been called together and set to work on the most important task of their careers. Everything they could learn about his life, everything he had said to Peters or Sonya, was being studied day and night by panels of experts. They had chosen the leading actress in Eurasia to present the play to its audience of one, and everything she did—the way she sat, the dress she wore, her accent, her blush—was studied, practiced, and utterly false.


  But when he saw her again, it was impossible to believe that everything about her was false. Certainly what she did must be planned and. programmed, but she herself must really be as she seemed. She was sitting on a sofa in what was evidently the living room of the cottage. It was a room such as he had seen a hundred times in America, neat, homey, cheerful. She had changed to a dress of russet brown with a pleated skirt that draped gracefully over the green fabric of the sofa. “You are beautiful, Sonya,” he said to her again.


  This time she did not blush, but she again lowered her eyes for an instant.


  “Thank you, John.”


  Then she raised her eyes. “And you—can I see you?”


  “No,” he said, “I have no television transmitter here.”


  He was glad that he had none, for he looked hideous: tired and emaciated with a heavy growth of beard.


  “Ah,” she said, “but I know how you look anyway.”


  She stepped to the mantle and picked up a framed portrait. It showed him dressed in a civilian suit of dark blue. She looked at it. “I think you are a very handsome man, John.”


  Where had they gotten this picture? When had he had such a suit? The picture showed him at his present age, yet he had not worn civilian clothes for at least eight years. So it had been faked. But why? Why did they want to show him in civilian clothes?


  Through many more of the little two-hour days, he kept on as he had been, acting automatically and half asleep while he did his work, and coming to life only when he talked to Sonya and watched her. He saw her at all times of the day. He watched her as she breakfasted, visited her intermittently through the day, and looked on late in the evening as she combed out her long flaxen hair in her bedroom. Once he accompanied her as she went walking along the coast of the Caspian Sea. It was a rugged, rocky coast, with little patches of sandy beach here and there. A strong wind came in across the sea from the south, and white capped breakers beat against the shore. And another time he went walking with her through meadows under the full moon.


  And yet he knew that it was all illusion. At the very least there must be a camera and a microphone and a crew of two or three with her at all times. Why were they doing this? Didn’t they realize how obvious it must be to him?


  One day he asked her to show him through the cottage. She walked gracefully through the different rooms, and presently they came to one that he had not known about before. It was a small room, almost empty, but with gaily printed linoleum on the floor and cheerful, golden yellow curtains.


  “This is the nursery,” she said shyly.


  And all at once he understood. This was no deception. This was a bribe. A bribe being offered to him with infinite caution and delicacy, but still a bribe, pure and simple. The Eurasians had studied him carefully until they understood him better than he understood himself. Somehow they had learned what sort of woman would attract him most, and they had searched among the hundreds of millions in Eurasia and found her. They knew what sort of home he would like to live in, and in what sort of surroundings. They had created here the land of his dreams. The cottage was to be his cottage. The blue civilian suit was probably even now hanging in one of the closets waiting for him. Sonya was to be his wife, and the nursery was for the children she would bear him.


  There was something he had to say to her. For a long time he had been wanting to say it. Just as the beam was about to be cut off, he told her.


  “I love you, Sonya.”


  He told her this again each time that he passed over Eurasia, and the first two times she said nothing, but the third time she looked toward him shyly, diffidently. “I think I love you, too.”


  Now it was settled. The die was cast, the Rubicon crossed. What would come next? What task would she set him to prove his love? He waited, but there was nothing. She was sitting at her vanity, combing her hair, humming a little, and talking about twin girls who had just been born to a neighbor.


  “Sonya,” he said, “would you sing to me?”


  “Gladly, John.”


  She sang a strange, melodious Eurasian song he had never heard before. It was exotically beautiful, perfectly sung.


  “And do you know any songs in English?”


  She turned her head from the mirror and smiled at him affectionately:


  
    
      
        
          	
            “Just a song at twilight, when


            the lights are low,


            And the flickering shadows


            softly come and go;


            Though the heart be weary, sad


            the day and long,


            Still to us at twilight comes


            love’s old song,


            Comes love’s old, sweet song.”

          
        

      
    

  


  Long after the beam had cut off, the words of her song went echoing and re-echoing through his brain.


  Now she was asleep. For eight hours, through four weary circuits of the world he would see her no more. His mind closed away, and he began to go through his somnambulistic motions.


  And then suddenly he was wide awake. On the television screen he saw the horrified face of General Brundage, and he felt a terrible certainty that he had been talking in his sleep—talking about Sonya. The screen went blank.


  For all the rest of his circuit over Alliance territory there was blankness and silence. Then silence over Eurasia, for Sonya slept. Silence again over the Alliance—and then all at once the screen came to life and he was looking at the enraged face of General Somerset, Commander in Chief of the Alliance Air Force, six stars gleaming on each shoulder.


  “Major Redfield!”


  He quivered with terror. The nightmare was coming to its climax.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Who is Sonya?”


  What could he say?


  “I command you to answer me.” There was nothing he could say. “You have been in communication with the enemy—have you not?”


  “I have not communicated anything of military significance,” he said finally.


  The stern, massive face grew dark red. “You have committed treason, Major Redfield. You will be court martialed, publicly humiliated, and shot. This is the most infamous betrayal in the history of the Alliance. You were given the greatest trust and responsibility that a man ever had, and you failed it utterly. Traitor. Dupe of the ARSU. Your wife and children will change their surname to escape the disgrace you have cast upon them. I myself will command the firing squad that shoots you.” A huge clenched fist was shaken at him. “Traitor.”


  The screen went blank, and again there was silence over the whole world.


  For a long time he floated in a sort of trance, and then he found himself talking to Sonya again, telling her what had happened. She listened sympathetically. “I would like to kill General Somerset,” he said. “How can I kill him?”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “I will find out.”


  And the next time over Eurasia, she was telling him. A rocket with an atomic warhead would be fired from Eurasian territory. It would have the same type of radio control system as the Alliance rockets. He would pick it up on the opposite side of the world and guide it to the great Florida base, where General Somerset had his headquarters and where two more satellite rockets were being readied.


  “I will do this,” he said.


  Once more he dozed, but he was awakened by a voice from the radio, and he recognized the friendly, cultured face of Dr. Roderico, Secretary General of the Alliance. The famous diplomat was talking to him in a pleasant, casual way. One must make allowances for General Somerset, he was saying. A fine man, but a bit too quick-tempered. Redfield should ignore what had been said. Dr. Roderico smiled charmingly.


  “A rocket is coming,” Redfield said. “I am guiding a rocket to Florida. It contains a hydrogen bomb.”


  Dr. Roderico raised his eyebrows slightly. “But of course. One understands how such things happen. But what we must do is to return it to its source. It takes only a trifle more fuel to send it all the way around the world than to send it halfway around. It is very simple. It will start no war, for we are only returning to Eurasia what they send to us. I shall transfer you to a computing center. Only do this thing for us and all will be forgiven. Make the rocket destroy Khoshak, and you will be promoted to full colonel.” He smiled again and was gone.


  Now Redfield was talking to a brisk, business-like man in shirt sleeves and vest. Mechanically he obeyed the directions given him. He located the Eurasian rocket near Bermuda and described its coordinates to the man, who made quick jabs at a keyboard, waited a few seconds, and then gave precise instructions for altering the rocket’s course. For several minutes Redfield continued to observe the rocket’s position, and the computer operator described new corrections.


  Then a new face appeared on the screen. A three-star general, with his insignia identifying him as in Intelligence. He spoke rapidly and earnestly. “Sonya has been identified as Magda Turovoi. She is the wife of the chief of ARSU. She has two children, and holds the Order of Eurasia, First Class, for previous espionage. She broadcasts to you from the espionage center of Khoshak.”


  “It is impossible,” Redfield said. “You are deceiving me. What does this Magda Turovoi look like?”


  “Twenty-nine years old, tall, black hair, olive complexion, dark brown eyes. But appearance can be altered. No doubt she looks different to you.”


  “The color of the eyes .can’t be changed,” Redfield insisted.


  “Of course it can. An injection of pigment into the iris. We do it routinely.”


  “But the light would be wrong if she were at Khoshak. The sun position is two and a half hours different from that at the Caspian Sea.”


  “The lighting is artificial; she broadcasts from indoors,” the general said flatly. “Look, here is the proof that she is at Khoshak. Guide the rocket back to Khoshak and inform her just before you explode it. You will see how she reacts. Her fear will make it plain to you that she is right there, and not on the Caspian Sea. Our information is absolutely reliable. Now, good luck. We will be informed promptly when you destroy Khoshak, and within two minutes your promotion order will be signed.”


  What was he to believe? Magda or Sonya? But in either case he could destroy Khoshak. If she had deceived him then he wanted to kill her. And is she were really Sonya and on the Caspian Sea, then she would not be harmed.


  But if she were really Sonya and he destroyed Khoshak, then he would lose her forever. If only he had time to think! But there was no time. He was moving relentlessly on, already sweeping across the plains of Siberia. Far to the left the rocket was shooting toward him. He located it through a telescope. Already it was within range of his control beam. He began to steer it down, zeroing it on Khoshak.


  Now she was talking to him. She was standing outdoors beside the cottage, looking at him intently with a deeply serious expression.


  “What happened, John? Did something go wrong?”


  “Nothing went wrong,” he said coldly. “The rocket is coming back. In two minutes I will destroy Khoshak—Magda.”


  He watched her face closely. For an instant there was an expression of shock and disbelief, and then she had turned away from him and was leaning against the cottage wall, her body shaking, her face buried in her hands.


  He was stunned. Was that how the hardened Madame Turovoi would face death? Could this strange and beautiful woman really be what she claimed to be?


  She turned back toward him, and he saw that her face was full of terror and tears glistened on her cheeks. “They showed me your picture,” she said in a choking voice, “and they told me that if I succeeded I could live with you the rest of my life in a cottage on the seashore. And if I failed—” and her voice changed to a harsh whisper “—they would torture me to death.”


  He stared horrified into her eyes, and suddenly the screen went blank. He checked his instruments. The rocket was eight miles from Khoshak plunging toward it at close to a mile a second. It was too late to alter its course. If he let it strike unexploded, it would scatter through Khoshak lethal concentrations of plutonium. Quickly he reached out and pressed the firing button. Through the window he saw an immediate flash. He moved to a telescope and found that the buildings of Khoshak still stood. He had exploded it in time. It had gone off about four miles in the air and had done no damage except to cause skin burns.


  He had saved Sonya. Even if she were in Khoshak she must be unharmed, for she would be indoors protected from the heat. He had saved her, but he had lost her forever, for he had painfully burned tens of thousands of Eurasians.


  All the rest of the way down across Eurasia, the radio was dead. All the way up across Alliance territory there was again silence. Around and around he circled in his orbit, and the silence continued. He strapped himself in front of the television screen and waited, not daring to sleep. There was only silence and blankness. After a great many of the little two-hour days had passed, he grew to understand that the silence was one of contempt and would never be broken. He had betrayed both sides, and neither side would ever again dare to trust him with a rocket carrying an H-bomb. Instead of being a Jupiter who could hurl down thunderbolts at the world, he was a powerless, helpless traitor, rejected by the whole world.


  It was easy to foresee his fate. Within three months, the new Alliance rockets would be up there sharing his orbit. He would be sent down to earth in chains, court martialed, stripped of his rank, and shot.


  Or perhaps Eurasia would reach there next. Instead of being a traitor to whom they owed a bribe, he would be a fair prisoner of war, one who had already caused them some damage. He could imagine his fate: torture. And perhaps sometime as he lay writhing in naked agony on a stone table, the door to the torture chamber would open and his torturers would bow obsequiously, as a woman entered and came up to the table and smiled down at him. A tall woman with long black hair and dark eyes. A woman who seemed strangely familiar.


  He donned his space suit and went out the airlock. Against the side of the ship he waited briefly until he located Cunningham’s body glinting in the sunlight. Then he pushed off in that direction.


  Now he was alone in space, the ship drifting away from him, the earth turning beneath him. For a long time he floated there, and night followed day as he passed into the earth’s shadow. Then it was day again. He felt that his oxygen was running out. The first effect, he knew, would be loss of vision. Dimly he could see moving up under him the Caspian Sea sparkling in the sunlight. He shut his eyes and tried to picture Sonya as he had seen her walking on the shore. He imagined himself walking beside her. Then the image faded and there was not even the illusion of vision. He tried to remember her voice, low and gentle and melodious as she had sung to him.


  Then the recollection of sound faded away and there was just darkness and silence, and a third lifeless satellite encircled the earth in the two-hour orbit.


  WHY SKEETS MALLOY HAS TWO HEADS


  Richard Shaver


  AN OLD CARNY MAN DOESN’T LIKE TO GIVE AWAY TRADE SECRETS, AND SKEETS HAD GOOD REASONS WHEN HE TRIED TO . . . BUT THE PROF USED A VERY ODD TRICK TO STOP HIM!


  SO YOU WANT to know why Skeets looks like that? Well, I’m probably one of the few men on the face of the Earth who could tell you the honest lowdown on Skeets Malloy. I’ve known Skeets ever since he. poked them two heads of his through this carny’s office-wagon door and got himself a job. That was a long time ago.


  Skeets was born that way, of course. But it never bothered him being different, until he met the Professor. You see, he wasn’t really different from other people, not the way he looked at it, and he didn’t even think much about being different. The Professor changed all that and ruined poor Skeets for life. If it wasn’t for this carny—. Well, you know how people are about such things. But he’s pretty happy now, and it turned out to be a good thing for our set-up here, too. You see, aside from his two heads, Skeets turned out to be an old carnival man. Just a natural for the business, you might say.


  But let me tell you about it.


  Skeets had always accepted his appearance, just like you accept having two legs and one nose and freckles. He’s a cagey guy, too. It would take the sharpest con in the rackets to touch Skeets for more than bus fare.


  The Professor walked onto the lot—the one he worked on—one day in New Memphis. Skeets was sounding off on the unlimited pulchritude of a row of cooch gals, and he had the tightwads buying tickets like mad, if you’ll believe me, to see “the gorgeous girls with two heads and four legs.” I’d say from what I’ve heard about that crowd no other spieler in his best days could have nicked them for a dime.


  After he finished his spellbinding, and the crowd drifted on, the Professor walks up to Skeets and says: “My friend, you are just the type I’m looking for. I’ve a proposition to make to you.”


  Skeets don’t say nothing, he just stands there chewing on two toothpicks and sizing up the little man.


  From what I hear, the Prof ain’t much to look at. He stands about five foot three, and if he weighs more than a hundred it’s because he’s got his pockets full of notebooks. He’s maybe fifty, maybe more. He wears glasses like an old maid, down on the middle of his nose, and he carries a cane like he needed it. Generally, he looks as if he doesn’t know what time of day it is.


  Skeets sneers—double—and finally says, “Now, what do you think I could do for you?”


  The Professor pushes up his glasses so he can look through them, and gives Skeets a careful onceover, like he’s measuring him—and he is. But Skeets don’t get what he’s measuring him for, or he’d have started running and never stopped. Then the Prof says, “I want you to do the talking for a sideshow I plan booking on circuits. You’ll have to handle booking, too. I don’t know anything about it. But you’re going to work for me, as of now.”


  Skeets takes the toothpicks out of his mouths, which for him is an exertion, as when he ain’t barking he is the laziest man this side of perdition. He says, “Oh, yeah! Show me the cabbage first. I ain’t quitting a regular job just for some crackpot’s say-so.”


  The Professor pulls out a roll of money as big as your head. No small bills, either, fifties and bigger in it. He takes out four of those fifties and puts them in Skeets’ hand, and grins.


  Skeets takes that two hundred bones like he’d never seen money before and stands there wondering. The Professor says, “If you’ll just come along with me, I’ll show you the gimmick, and you can get to work on bookings.”


  Skeets toddles off, too numbed by the suddenness of getting his salary quadrupled to even tell his boss he’s quitting. And he don’t even know the Prof’s name, yet! He just follows him.


  The little Professor takes him to a big trailer he’s got parked near the carny. It’s a living trailer, big as those transcontinental moving vans. It’s got a house door and a set of steps in the back. The Prof unlocks the door and Skeets follows him in.


  You’ve seen those old-time carny shows, where you go in the door and you find yourself in a swing-room that’s pivoted on the wall? Everybody is supposed to sit down and then the thing is swung and the walls go around so you think you’re upside down? This trailer is like that inside. It’s a room, with benches for maybe twenty people.


  “Better sit down, Mr. Malloy,” says the Professor, and starts turning a wheel in the wall. The whole room starts rocking, like a ship in a storm, and Skeets grabs for a bench quick before he falls down. This rocking goes on a few seconds. Then the room walls start turning over and over, and Skeets thinks, “Hell, it’s nothing but the same old enclosed gimmick—it won’t draw for peanuts.”


  The Prof shuts the thing down by turning the little wheel, and then he pulls a lever that opens up the sides of the room. Skeets is now looking out on scenery that is not the side street where the trailer is parked? It is not like any scenery such as Skeets has ever seen before. It’s like something from another world, in fact. There are some plants with red mouths opening and shutting, and a tornado screwing up the dust in the distance. There is a man with four arms picking mushrooms as big as his head. There is a horse with a hump like a camel, standing there chewing on something that looks like a rock.


  Skeets looks at the scenery for a while, and then he looks at the Professor. “Talk,” says Skeets.


  “I don’t know what to tell you, Mr. Malloy. In fact, it might be better if you think all this is just an illusion. But for your spiel, you tell your passengers they are now on Ganymede, or Mercury, or Mars, or Venus—I don’t care. I just want to make some money. Pretty good gimmick, eh?”


  Skeets nods, looking at the scenery. The Professor lowers the shutters, turns the wheel, and the place goes around again. Skeets sits down, a little sick to his stomach. But he says nothing; he wants that two hundred a week.


  The Prof stops the gimmick, raises the shutters, and they are not back on the side street by the carny grounds. They are looking out on some nice purple sea bottom, and the water is coming in the cracks of the room something fierce.


  The Professor says, “Oh my, I got the setting wrong,” and twirls the wheel. The water stops coming in, but Skeets is already soaking wet.


  Skeets says, “That’s out. The public won’t stand for getting wet. That’s carrying realism too far!”


  “Yes, you’re right.” The Professor is looking very downcast. “I thought the water would convince people they were really on Venus. But if you say it’s out, why out it comes. Now, look!”


  He raises the shutters and the scene outside is all mountains, canyons and vast trees that look like they were hundreds of feet through. On that set, redwoods would have been weeds. It was mighty majestic scenery, and Skeets says, “That’s more like it! That’s mighty clever projection work. I think you’ve got something we can clean up with.”


  So the Prof shuts off the gimmick, and Skeets shakes his hand on the deal, knowing he can really pull in the shekels anywhere with such a gadget.


  All goes well for Skeets for a time. The new gimmick draws crowds like nothing ever shown on a carny grounds before. Skeets learns to work the wheel, and his spiel gets better and better. People tell each other, and the act gets in the papers as something new, something very fine in “projection work far more clever than the movie tycoons can produce.” They get a lot of free publicity as local newshounds wax enthusiastic. Every new stand the carny makes, the crowds are bigger, and it gets so that booking isn’t necessary to get them in. They’re already set up to buy tickets, and Skeets starts charging a dollar a head to cut down the jam.


  About this rime Skeets begins to realize he ain’t getting a fair cut of the take and he starts to badger the Professor for more dough. The Prof raises his salary, but Skeets has got somewhat curious. He starts looking around for some way to put pressure on the Prof for a fifty per cent cut.


  So Skeets starts to experiment with the wheel. He has been staying inside, since the customers don’t need coaxing to go for the “Space-Warp to Other Worlds”, as the banner calls it. He stops it at different places on the wheel and peeks out, hoping to find something, maybe. See, he figures if he can prove to himself and the Prof that the wheel’s dangerous, he’ll be able to ask for half the take. Meanwhile, the Prof has been staying out of the gadget, occupying himself in the forward part of the trailer where the machinery is installed.


  So one day Skeets comes out of that gadget with a passenger that didn’t get on at the start. It, the passenger, is a girl with one head, two eyes and two arms, and two legs. With all this, they figure she is a sort of nice-appearing critter, and she even speaks a language they can understand, something like New Memphisian, the only difference being that she couldn’t sound her K’s like New Memphisians do.


  The Professor looks, at this cute critter Skeets has brought out of the warp panorama, and he says, “Skeets, I was afraid of this. Now people will find out we haven’t been fooling them, and they will be mad. They will know that we have been taking them to other planets without their consent. They will sue us for every cent we have made, risking their lives in an unsafe gadget.”


  Skeets says, “Exactly. That’s why I brought this girl home with me. Now either you cut me in for half, or I turn her loose and let the newshounds expose your duplicitous veracity.”


  The Prof says, “Okay, if that’s the way you want it. But from now on I’ll handle the controls. There’ll be no more gallivantin’ around. Anything could happen!”


  So the Professor handles the controls and Skeets takes the girl back to this here little old planet called Terra, where she comes from. But as he bids her goodbye and turns around to get back into the Professor’s warp shell, he finds the shutters are down, the door is closed, and the whole gadget is getting dim already!


  Skeets hollers, “Prof, you absentminded hoodlum,’ come back here!”


  The Professor shouts back, and Skeets can just about hear him above the hum of the vibrating warp. And do you know what the old rascal tells Skeets? “Get a job in a sideshow,” he chuckles meanly. “You’re a freak, you know—on Earth!”


  So that’s how we got ourselves Skeets Malloy—two heads and all-in our carny. And, man, has he been pulling in the suckers!


  MY FRIEND BOBBY


  Alan E. Nourse


  WHAT WILL BECOME OF THE HUMAN RACE WHEN, BY MUTATION OR OTHERWISE, TELEPATHY BECOMES A NORMAL CHARACTERISTIC? WHAT WILL IT DO TO HUMAN RELATIONS, TO PARENTS . . . AND CHILDREN?


  MY NAME IS Jimmy and I am five years old, and my friend Bobby is five years old too but he says he thinks he’s really more than five years old because he’s already grown up and I’m just a little boy. We live out in the country because that’s where mommy and daddy live, and every morning daddy takes the car out of the barn and rides into the city to work, and every night he comes back to eat supper and to see mommy and Bobby and me. One time I asked daddy why we don’t live in the city like some people do and he laughed and said you wouldn’t really want to live in the city would you? After all he said you couldn’t have Bobby in the city, so I guess it’s better to live in the country after all.


  Anyway daddy says that the city is no place to raise kids these days. I asked Bobby if I am a kid and he said he guessed so but I don’t think he really knows because Bobby isn’t very smart. But Bobby is my friend even if he doesn’t know much and I like him more than anybody else.


  Mommy doesn’t like Bobby very much and when I am bad she makes Bobby go outdoors even when it’s cold outside. Mommy says I shouldn’t play with Bobby so much because after all Bobby is only a dog but I like Bobby. Everyone else is so big, and when mommy and daddy are home all I can see is their legs unless I look way up high, and when I do something bad I’m scared because they’re so big and strong. Bobby is strong too but he isn’t any bigger than I am, and he is always nice to me. He has a long shaggy brown coat and a long pointed nose, and a nice collar of white fur and people sometimes say to daddy what a nice collie that is and daddy says yes isn’t he and he takes to the boy so. I don’t know what a collie is but I have fun with Bobby all the time. Sometimes he lets me ride on his back and we talk to each other and have secrets even though I don’t think he is very smart. I don’t know why mommy and daddy don’t understand me when I talk to them the way I talk to Bobby but maybe they just pretend they can’t hear me talk that way.


  I am always sorry when daddy goes to work in the morning. Daddy is nice to me most times and takes me and Bobby for walks. But mommy never takes me for walks and when we are alone she is busy and she isn’t nice to me. Sometimes she says I am a bad boy and makes me stay in my room even when I haven’t done anything bad and sometimes she thinks things in her head that she doesn’t say to me. I don’t know why mommy doesn’t like me and Bobby doesn’t know either, but we like it best when mommy lets us go outdoors to play in the barn or down by the creek. If I get my feet wet mommy says I am very bad so I stay on the bank and let Bobby go in, but one day when Bobby went into the water just before we went home for supper mommy scolded me and told me I was bad for letting Bobby go into the water and when I told her she hadn’t told me not to let Bobby go in she was angry and I could tell that she didn’t like me at all that day.


  Almost every day I do something that mommy says is bad even when I try specially to be good. Sometimes right after daddy goes away in the morning I know that mommy is angry and is going to spank me sooner or later that day because she is already thinking how she will spank me, but she never says so out loud. Sometimes she pretends that she’s not angry and takes me up on her lap and says I’m her nice little boy but all the time I can hear her thinking that she doesn’t really like me even when she tries and she doesn’t even want to touch me if she can help it. I can hear her wondering why my hair doesn’t grow nice like the Bennet twins that live up the road. I don’t see how mommy can be saying one thing out loud and something else inside her head at the same time but when I look at her she puts me down and says she’s busy and will I get out from underfoot, and then pretty soon I do something that makes her angry and she makes me go to my room or she spanks me. Bobby doesn’t like this. Once when she spanked me he growled at mommy, and mommy chased him outdoors with a broom before she sent me to bed. I cried all day that day because it was cold outdoors and I wanted to have Bobby with me.


  I wonder why mommy doesn’t like me?


  One day I was a bad boy and let Bobby come into the house before mommy told me I could. Bobby hadn’t done anything bad but mommy hit him on the back with the broom and hurt him and chased him back outdoors and then she told me I was a very bad boy. I could tell that she was going to spank me and I knew she would hurt me because she was so big, and I ran upstairs and hid in my room. Then mommy stamped her foot hard and said Jimmy you come down here this minute. I didn’t answer and then she said if I have to come upstairs and get you I’ll whip you until you can’t sit down, and I still didn’t answer because mommy hurts me when she gets angry like that. Then I heard her coming up the stairs and into my room and she opened the closet door and found me. I said please don’t hurt me mommy but she reached down and caught my ear and dragged me out of the closet. I was so scared I bit her hand and she screamed and let go and I ran and locked myself in the bathroom because I knew she would hurt me bad if I didn’t. I stayed there all day long and I could hear mommy running the sweeper downstairs and I couldn’t see why she wanted to hurt me so much just because I let Bobby come in before she told me I could. But somehow it seemed that mommy was afraid of me even though she was so big and strong. I don’t see why anybody as big as mommy should be afraid of me but she was.


  When daddy came home that night I heard him talking to mommy, and then he came up to the bathroom and said open the door Jimmy I want to talk to you. I said I want Bobby first so he went down and called Bobby and then I opened the door and came out of the bathroom. Daddy reached down and lifted me high up on his shoulder and took me into my bedroom and just sat there for a long time patting Bobby’s head and I couldn’t hear what he was thinking very well. Finally he said out loud Jimmy you’ve got to be good to your mommy and do what she says and not lock yourself up in rooms any more. I said but mommy was going to hurt me and daddy said when you’re a bad boy your mommy has to punish you so you’ll remember to be good, but she doesn’t like to spank you. She only does it because she loves you.


  I knew that wasn’t true because mommy likes to punish me but I didn’t dare say that to daddy. Daddy isn’t afraid of me the way mommy is and he is nice to me most times, so I said all right if you say so. Daddy said fine, will you promise to be nice to mommy from now on? I said yes if mommy won’t hit Bobby any more with the broom. And daddy said well after all Bobby can be a bad dog just the way you can be a bad boy, can’t he? I knew Bobby was never a bad dog on purpose but I said yes I guessed so. Then I wanted to ask daddy why mommy was afraid of me but I didn’t dare because I knew daddy liked mommy more than anybody and maybe he would be angry at me for saying things like that about her.


  That night I heard mommy and daddy talking down in the living room and I sat on the top step so I could hear them. Bobby sat there too, but I knew he didn’t know what they were saying because Bobby isn’t very smart and can’t understand word-talk like I can. He can only understand think-talk, and he doesn’t understand that very well. But now even I couldn’t understand what mommy was saying. She was crying and saying Ben I tell you there’s something wrong with the child, he knows what I’m thinking, I can tell it by the way he looks at me. And daddy said darling, that’s ridiculous, how could he possibly know what you’re thinking? Mommy said I don’t know but he does! Ever since he was a little boy he’s known—oh, Ben, it’s horrible, I can’t do anything with him because he knows what I’m going to do before I do it. Then daddy said Carol, you’re upset about today and you’re making things up. The child is just a little smarter than most kids, there’s nothing wrong with that. And mommy said no, there’s more to it than that and I can’t stand it any longer. We’ve got to take him to a doctor, I don’t even like to look at him. Daddy said you’re tired, you’re just letting little things get on your nerves. So maybe the boy does look a little strange, you know the doctor said it was just that the fontanelles hadn’t closed as soon as they should have and lots of children don’t have a good growth of hair before they’re six or seven. After all he said he isn’t a bad looking boy.


  Then mommy said that isn’t true, he’s horrible! I can’t bear it, Ben, please do something, and daddy said what can I do? I talked to the boy and he was sorry and promised he’d behave himself. And mommy said then there’s that dog—it follows him around wherever he goes, and he’s simply wicked if the dog isn’t around, and daddy said isn’t it perfectly normal for a boy to love his dog? Mommy said no, not like this, talking to him all the time, and the dog acting exactly as if he understands—there’s something wrong with the child, something horribly wrong.


  Then daddy was quiet for a while, and then he said all right, if it will make you feel any better we can have Doctor Grant take another look at him. Maybe he can convince you that there’s nothing wrong with the boy, and mommy said please, Ben, anything, I can’t stand much more of this.


  When I went back to bed and Bobby curled up on the floor, I asked him what were fontanelles, and Bobby just yawned and said he didn’t know but he thought I was nice, and he would always take care of me, so I didn’t worry any more and went to sleep.


  I have a panda out in the barn and the panda’s name is Bobby too and at first Bobby the dog was jealous of Bobby the panda until I told him that the panda was only a make-believe Bobby and he was a real Bobby. Then Bobby liked the panda, and the three of us played out in the barn all day. We decided not to tell mommy and daddy about the panda, and kept it for our own secret. It was a big panda, as big as mommy and daddy, and sometimes I thought maybe I would make the panda hurt mommy but then I knew daddy would be sorry so I didn’t.


  Bobby and I were playing with Bobby the panda the day the doctor came and mommy called me in and made Bobby stay outside. I didn’t like the doctor because he smelled like a dirty old cigar and he had a big red nose with three black hairs coming out of it and he wheezed when he bent down to look at me. Daddy and mommy sat on the couch and the doctor said let me have a look at you young fellow and I said but I’m not sick and the doctor said ha ha, of course you aren’t, you’re a fine looking boy but just let me listen to your chest for a minute. So he put a cold thing on my chest and stuck some tubes in his ears and listened, and then he looked in my eyes with a bright light and looked into my ears, and then he felt my head all over. He had big hairy hands and I didn’t like him touching me but I knew mommy would be angry if I didn’t hold still so I let him finish. Then he told daddy some big words that I couldn’t understand, but in think-talk he was saying that my head still hadn’t closed up right and I didn’t have as much hair as you’d expect but otherwise I seemed to be all right. He said I was a good stout looking boy but if they wanted a specialist in to look at me he would arrange it. Daddy asked if that would cost very much and the doctor said yes it probably would and he didn’t see any real need for it because my bones were just a little slow in developing, and mommy said have you seen other children like that? The doctor said no but if the boy seems to be normal and intelligent why should she be worrying so? Then mommy told me to go upstairs, and I went but I stopped on the top stair and listened.


  When I was gone the doctor said now Carol what is it that’s really bothering you? Then mommy told him what she had told daddy, how she thought I knew what she was thinking, and the doctor said to daddy, Ben, have you ever felt any such thing about the boy? Daddy said of course not, sometimes he gives you the feeling that he’s smarter than you think he is but all parents have that feeling about their children sometimes. And then mother broke down and her voice got loud and she said he’s a monster, I know it, there’s something wrong and he’s different from us, him and that horrible dog. The doctor said but it’s a beautiful collie, and mommy said but he talks to it and it understands him, and the doctor said now, Carol, let’s be reasonable. Mommy said I’ve been reasonable too long, you men just can’t see it at all, don’t you think I’d know a normal child if I saw one? And then she cried and cried, and finally she said all right, I know I’m making a fool of myself, maybe I’m just overtired, and the doctor said I’m sure that’s the trouble, try to get some rest, and sleep longer at night, and mommy said I can’t sleep at night, I just lie there and think.


  The doctor said well we’ll fix that, enough of this nonsense now, you need your sleep and if you’re not sleeping well it’s you that should be seeing the doctor. He gave her some pills from his bag and then he went away, and pretty soon daddy let Bobby in, and Bobby came upstairs and jumped up and licked my face as if he’d been away for a hundred million years. Later mommy called me down for supper, and she wasn’t crying any more, and she and daddy didn’t say anything about what they had said to the doctor. Mommy made me a special surprise for dessert, some ice cream with chocolate syrup on top, and after supper we all went for a walk, even though it was cold outside and snowing again. Then daddy said well, I think things will be all right, and mommy said I hope so, but I could tell that she didn’t really think so, and she was more afraid of me than ever.


  For a while I thought mommy was really going to be nice to me and Bobby then. She was especially nice when daddy was home but when daddy was away at work sometimes mommy jumped when she saw me looking at her and then sent me outdoors to play and told me not to come in until lunch. I liked that because I knew if I weren’t near mommy everything would be all right. When I was with mommy I tried hard not to look at her and I tried not to hear what she was thinking, but lots of times I would see her looking first at me and then at Bobby, and those times I couldn’t help hearing what she was thinking because it seemed so loud inside my head that it made my eyes hurt. But I knew mommy would be angry so I pretended I couldn’t hear what she was thinking at all.


  One day when we were out in the barn playing with Bobby the panda we saw mommy coming down through the snow from the kitchen and Bobby said look out Jimmy mommy is coming and I quick told Bobby the panda to go hide under the hay so mommy couldn’t see him. But the panda was so big his whole top and his little pink nose stuck out of the hay. Mommy came in and looked around the barn and said you’ve been out here for a long time, what have you been doing? I said nothing, and Bobby said nothing too, only in think-talk. And mommy said you are too, you’ve been doing something naughty, and I said no mommy we haven’t done anything, and then the panda sneezed and I looked at him and he looked so funny with his nose sticking out of the hay that I laughed out loud.


  Mommy looked angry and said well what’s so funny, what are you laughing at? I said nothing, because I knew mommy couldn’t see the panda, but I couldn’t stop laughing because he looked so funny sticking out of the hay. Then mommy got mad and grabbed my ear and shook me until it hurt and said you naughty boy, don’t you lie to me, what have you been doing out here? She hurt me so much I started to cry and then Bobby snarled at mommy loud and low and curled his lips back over his teeth and snarled some more. And mommy got real white in the face and let go of me and she said get out of here you nasty dog and Bobby snarled louder and then snapped at her. She screamed and she said Jimmy you come in the house this minute and leave that nasty dog outdoors and I said I won’t come, I hate you.


  Then mommy said Jimmy! You wicked, ugly little monster, and I said I don’t care, when I get big I’m going to hurt you and throw you in the wood shed and lock you in until you die and make you eat coconut pudding and Bobby hates you too. And mommy looked terrible and I could feel how much she was afraid of me and I said you just wait, I’ll hurt you bad when I get big, and then she turned and ran back to the house. And Bobby wagged his tail and said don’t worry, I won’t let her hurt you any more and I said Bobby you shouldn’t have snapped at her because daddy won’t like me when he comes home but Bobby said I like you and I won’t let anything ever hurt you. I’ll always take care of you no matter what. And I said promise? No matter what? And Bobby said I promise. And then we told Bobby the panda to come out but it wasn’t much fun playing any more.


  After a little while mommy called me and said lunch was ready. She was still white and I said can Bobby come too and she said of course Bobby can come, Bobby’s a nice dog, so we went in to eat lunch. Mommy was talking real fast about what fun it was to play in the barn and was I sure I wasn’t too cold because it was below zero outside and the radio said a snowstorm was coming, but she didn’t say anything about Bobby and me being out in the barn. She was talking so fast I couldn’t hear what she was thinking except for little bits while she set my lunch on the table and then she set a bowl of food on the floor for Bobby even though it wasn’t Bobby’s time to eat and said nice Bobby here’s your dinner. Bobby came over and sniffed the bowl and then he looked up at me and said it smells funny and mommy said nice Bobby, it’s good hamburger just the way you like it—


  And then for just a second I saw what she was thinking and it was terrible because she was thinking that Bobby would soon be dead, and I remembered daddy saying a long time ago that somebody fed bad things to the Bennet’s dog and the dog died and I said don’t eat it, Bobby, and Bobby snarled at the dish. And then mommy said you tell the dog to eat it and I said no you’re bad and you want to hurt Bobby, and then I picked up the dish and threw it at mommy. It missed and smashed on the wall and she screamed and turned and ran out into the other room. She was screaming for daddy and saying I can’t stand it, he’s a monster, a murderous little monster and we’ve got to get out of here before he kills us all, he knows what we’re thinking, he’s horrible, and then she was on the telephone, and she couldn’t make the words come out right when she tried to talk.


  I was scared and I said come on Bobby let’s lock ourselves up in my room and we ran upstairs and locked the door. Mommy was banging things and laughing and crying downstairs and screaming we’ve got to get out, he’ll kill us if we don’t, and a while later I heard the car coming up the road fast, and saw daddy run into the house just as it started to snow. Then mommy was screaming please, Ben, we’ve got to get out of here, he tried to kill me, and the dog is vicious, he bit me when I tried to make him stop.


  The next minute daddy was running up the stairs two at a time and I could feel him inside my head for the first time and I knew he was angry. He’d never been this angry before and he rattled the knob and said open this door Jimmy in a loud voice. I said no I won’t and he said open the door or I’ll break your neck when I get in there and then he kicked the door and kicked it again. The third time the lock broke and the door flew open and daddy stood there panting. His eyes looked terrible and he had a leather belt doubled up in his hand and he said now come out here and his voice was so loud it hurt my ears.


  Down below mommy was crying please Ben, take me away, he’ll kill us both, he’s a monster! I said don’t hurt me daddy it was mommy, she was bad to me, and he said I said come out here even louder. I was scared then and I said please daddy I’ll be good I promise. Then he started for me with the belt and I screamed out Bobby! Don’t let him hurt me, Bobby, and Bobby snarled like a wild animal and jumped at daddy and bit his wrist so bad the blood spurted out. Daddy shouted and dropped the belt and kicked at Bobby but Bobby was too quick. He jumped for daddy again and I saw his white teeth flash and heard him snap close to daddy’s throat and then Bobby was snarling and snapping and I was excited and I shouted hurt him, Bobby, he’s been bad to me too and he wants to hurt me and you’ve got to stop him.


  Then I saw daddy’s eyes open wide, and felt something jump in his mind, something that I’d never felt there before and I knew he was understanding my think-talk. I said I want Bobby to hurt you and mommy because you’re not nice to me, only Bobby and my panda are nice to me. Go ahead, Bobby, hurt him, bite him again and make him bleed. And then daddy caught Bobby by the neck and threw him across the room and slammed the door shut and dragged something heavy up to block it. In a minute he was running downstairs shouting Carol, I heard it! you were right all along—I felt him, I felt what he was thinking! And mommy cried please, Ben, take me away, let’s leave them and never come back, never, and daddy said it’s horrible, he told that dog to kill me and it went right for my throat, the boy is evil and monstrous. Even from downstairs I could feel daddy’s fear pounding into my head and then I heard the door banging and looked out the window and saw daddy carrying suitcases out through the snow to the car and then mommy came out running and the car started down the hill and they were gone. Everything downstairs was very quiet. I looked out the window and I couldn’t see anything but the big falling snowflakes and the sun going down over the hill.


  Now Bobby and I and the panda are all together and I’m glad mommy and daddy are gone. I went to sleep for a little while because my head hurt so but now I’m awake and Bobby is lying across the room licking his feet and I hope mommy and daddy never come back because Bobby will take care of me. Bobby is my friend and he said he’d always take care of me no matter what and he understands my think-talk even if he isn’t very smart.


  It’s beginning to get cold in the house now because nobody has gone down to fix the fire but I don’t care about that. Pretty soon I will tell Bobby to push open the door and go down and fix the fire and then I will tell him to get supper for me and then I will stay up all night because mommy and daddy aren’t here to make me go to bed. There’s just me and Bobby and the panda, and Bobby promised he’d take care of me because he’s my friend.


  It’s getting very cold now, and I’m getting hungry.


  FELLOW OF THE BEES


  Gordon R. Dickson


  YOU CAN LIKEN A FLEET OF IMPERIAL SPACESHIPS TO A SWARM OF BEES IF YOU WANT TO . . . BUT WHO WOULD?


  WHEATLEY’S Foray has always been worth a paragraph or two in the history books. As much, probably, for the reason that it is the sort of incident that glows for a moment among the dry and dusty maneuvers of humanity in general, as for the fact that in a small way it marked a turning point in history. The student of those times finds his imagination fired on the one hand by the fresh wind blowing that was the new individualism—pride of self and planet as an equal with all other peoples and planets; home-pride, hearth-pride, independence—and its impending conflict with the weathered rock that was the Empire. On the other hand he is liable to be fascinated by the picture of those two crafty and experienced oldsters, the Mark-Count Geert Von Ge Brock Til Den and Madame Lydia Lallee Rouch Wheatley, matching swords, as it were, in such highly unorthodox fashion.


  Beyond this, as far as I know, no researcher “has gone into any great detail. Which is a pity. In an age of great generalities we are only too likely to pay but casual attention to the particulars. We, nowadays, looking down the long, dispassionate corridor of six hundred years at Area’s perky little attempt to defy the Empire, are liable to lose sight of smaller personalities such as the man whose very existence on the scene at that moment made it possible for Wheatley’s Foray to take place. I refer, of course, to that amiable if muddle-headed gentleman, the Count and Admiral Von Horn Ge Brod, Fellow of the Imperial Bee Society and Commander of the Imperial Fleet Arm that was concerned in the Foray. In a sense the incident is his story, even as it is the story of Madame Wheatley herself. But, while “Grandma,” as her fellow Arcans called her, has got her name onto other pages of history for different reasons, the Count and Admiral Ge Brod makes this one appearance only, emerging from the ruck of humanity to flash once with a doubtful gleam and then disappear for good.


  For that reason I have taken the liberty of digging him out, so to speak, brushing him off, and telling the story from his viewpoint. In doing so, I have unavoidably trod on the thin ice of historical fact here and there. But in the main, the facts are correct.


  The Admiral Count Von Horn Ge Brod walked the bridge of his flagship. He was a tall, thin gentleman in early middle age, with prematurely grey hair, a mild eye, a habit of thinking to himself. Just at the moment he was thinking to himself what a lonely life it was, being an Admiral. Nobody talks to me, he thought. When I talk to them, they squeeze up on me. They act stiff and uncomfortable.


  “Commodore—” said the Admiral.


  “Yes, sir?” answered Commodore Nik Helm, looking up from the gigantic viewing screen on which was depicted that arm of the Imperial Traansalian Fleet which the Admiral commanded, and a fair share of the heavens that contained it.


  “Is that the planet we hit next?”


  “Yes, sir,” said the Commodore. “The Planet Area.”


  “Tell me about it.”


  “A small, out-of-the-way world, sir. Settled about two hundred years ago by a colony of spacemen. I imagine they picked it because it was so inhospitable they didn’t expect any other group would want to take it away from them.”


  “Well, we don’t want to take it away from them,” said the Admiral.


  “No, sir.”


  “All we want is their able-bodied adults for space-hands, don’t we?” continued the Admiral, chuckling in what he imagined was a fashion of easy camaradie.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Though why I really don’t know,” said the Admiral, pondering. His thoughts wandered. “Tell me, Commodore,” he added. “You really don’t resent the fact that I was given Admiral’s rank and put in charge of this expedition just because my Uncle Geert has influence at court, do you?”


  The Commodore’s face went slightly purple. “No, sir,” he said, stiffly. “Of course not, sir. Excuse me, sir, I really should get back to the screen.”


  Now, that’s what I mean, thought the Admiral, as the Commodore turned his back. No matter what I say, I can’t seem to put them at their ease. I wish I were back at the Imperial Planet, his thoughts went on, a trifle wistfully. That new mutation of black bees was just beginning to show results . . .


  And the Admiral wandered off down the bridge, thinking of his apiary back on the Imperial Planet, wondering how it was getting on since his uncle the Mark-Count Geert Von Ge Brock Til Den had whisked him away from it and plunged him willy-nilly into a career with the Imperial Space Navy. So deep in his thoughts was he that he bumped into another officer standing at the far end of the bridge.


  “Ah—excuse me, Captain,” he said. “I was just thinking of my bees.”


  Captain Ver Niertal, up to his ears at the moment in the labor of directing five hundred ships of war, ranging in size from courier to dreadnought class, into a safe landing on the planet below them, frantically signaled a subordinate to take over, and turned toward the Admiral with a desperate look of geniality on his face.


  “Sir?” he said.


  “Bees,” repeated the Admiral, imagining the other had not heard him clearly. “You know—buzz, buzz—honey.”


  “Oh, yes, sir,” echoed the Captain, sneaking a frantic look out of the corner of his eye at the master screen he had just abandoned. Two of the light cruisers were already out of line. “Bees.”


  If the Commodore’s face had turned slightly purple, the Captain s was turning a rich maroon. Sadly aware that he had somehow, once again, managed to rub his subordinates the wrong way, the Admiral turned and wandered off, thinking wistfully of bees and the dear, dead days in which he had nothing to do but putter around with them.


  The Third Grand Sector Fleet Arm of the Imperial Traansalian Space Navy under the command of the Right Honorable and Noble Admiral Von Horn Ge Brod, Count of the Northwest Hemisphere of the Planet Vaarhard, Suzerain of the Full Planet and Three Moons of Taiko and Fellow of the Imperial Bee Society, descended on the rocky little world of Area like a convocation of eagles into a chickenyard. The people of Area, of course, offered no objection. The thought of resistance was not merely foolish, it was fantastic.


  “It should,” said Commodore Helm to Captain Ver Niertal, judiciously, as they stood on a hastily thrown-up platform in the square of Area’s main town, “be a good haul here. Did you notice the large number of trading ships all over the planet?”


  “I did, sir,” replied the Captain. “This world must support itself almost exclusively by trading and hauling the rest of the galaxy. That means a good crop of trained spacemen.” He changed the subject abruptly. “Where’s the Beekeeper?”


  The Commodore frowned.


  “Ver,” he said. “I’m not too greatly impressed with our good admiral, myself, but I hardly think you should invent names—.”


  “Didn’t,” replied the Captain. “Every little tube-wiper in the fleet has been calling him that ever since we left Imperial Base. Hold on, there he is now, sir.”


  The thin, rather sad-faced figure of the Admiral could be seen approaching the platform through the air in one of the flagship’s gigs. It landed and he stepped out on the platform.


  “Ah, Commodore, Captain,” he said, his face lighting up. “Wonderful to have solid ground underfoot again, eh? What are we supposed to do now?”


  “Well, crewman, what are you waiting for?” snapped the Captain to the grinning gig pilot. “Return to the ship.”


  “Yessir!” said the gig pilot, and took off.


  The Commodore was busily explaining to the Admiral. “The governing body of the planet is to wait on us here,” said the Commodore. “They should be along at any minute. I’ve got a speech typed out for you here, Admiral. You simply inform them that all able-bodied adults between the ages of fifteen and thirty will be required for service in the Imperial Navy and that they’ll save us and themselves trouble by cooperating.”


  “Dear me,” said the Admiral. “Isn’t that rather drastic? Fifteen to thirty, I mean. Who’s going to run all these trading ships they have scattered around?”


  “They’ll get by until another generation grows up,” answered the Commodore. “After all, the very might of the Imperium is a protection for them against any other power that might try to dominate them.”


  “I suppose so,” began the Admiral doubtfully, “still—.”


  “Buzzz!” cried a sharp little voice.


  The three men jumped. A small boy crawled out from underneath the platform.


  “Lie down, you’re dead,” he told them. “I just blasted you with my rear Holman-Matin Difinitors.”


  “Run along, little boy,” said the Commodore, annoyed.


  “I will not,” said the boy. “I blasted you and you’re death and now you can’t take my daddy and mummy away.” And abruptly the boy sat down on the concrete of the square and started to cry.


  “Look here!” snapped the Captain. “You—.”


  But the Admiral was already down off the platform and in the process of picking the boy up.


  “Come now,” he said, rather agitatedly, “Come now—”


  “I hate you,” sobbed the boy.


  “I’ll call a crewman to take him home, sir,” the Commodore said to the Admiral.


  “I—I’ll cross-lead your Polman generators and blow you all up,” the boy choked.


  “Hush, now,” said the Admiral, trying to soothe him. The boy wriggled furiously.


  “You think I can’t, but I can!” he screamed. “We learned all about divelular generators in school and all I have to do is set up a constant field of y-sub-one in your governing arc, and I’ll blow you all up.”


  The Commodore and the Captain exchanged startled glances.


  “Where do you live, son?” asked the Admiral.


  “Just a minute, sir,” interrupted the Commodore, stepping forward. “Did you learn all this in school, boy?”


  “I won’t tell you,” cried the boy bravely.


  “I don’t think he has to, sir,” said the Captain, coming up in his turn. “It seems pretty obvious we’ve stumbled on a gold-mine here. If this planet teaches ship’s operational theory in their grade schools, then, practically everybody on the planet will have had spacetraining and we can take them clear up to the ages of fifty and draft them right into active service without anything more than a little indoctrination.”


  “By God, Captain!” said the Commodore. “I believe you’re right!” And they both beamed on the sobbing boy with the glow of fondness a pig-raiser might radiate in the direction of a prize pig.


  “What are you maundering about!” snapped the Admiral, testily. “Stop bothering the child, he’s all wound up as it is—. Where do you live, son? I’ll take you home.”


  “Won’t tell!” choked the boy.


  “You’ll tell me,” coaxed the Admiral. “I’m in charge here. You show me where you live and I promise neither your father nor your mother will be taken.”


  “But, sir—” protested the Captain.


  “SHUT UP!” exploded the Admiral. “Go away and let me handle this myself!”


  Somewhat stunned, the two officers retreated from the neighborhood of the platform and watched from a distance as the Admiral, after a short period of soothing, got directions from the boy and started off across the square toward the residential section of the city, still carrying the boy.


  “This way?” asked the Admiral.


  “Yes,” said Tommy Wheatley. They were walking side by side now, with Tommy holding the Admiral’s hand. He looked up now at the tall, thin figure beside him, a slight look of puzzlement on his tearstained face.


  “You’re a funny kind of Admiral,” he said.


  “No doubt,” answered Von Horn Ge Brod. He sighed. “I suppose it’s because I’m new to the job.”


  “Oh, did you just get out of school a little while ago?” said Tommy.


  “School?” echoed the Admiral.


  “School,” answered Tommy. “Where you learned fleet management and control.”


  , “I’m afraid I didn’t learn fleet management and control,” said the Admiral.


  “Then how come you’re an Admiral?”


  “It was my uncle’s idea,” said the Admiral, hollowly. “I don’t know anything about spaceships.”


  “What a dummy’.” marveled Tommy. “Can’t you even do plain-space navigation?”


  “No,” said the Admiral.


  Tommy digested this in silence for several yards. Eventually he was moved to charity. “Oh, well,” he said. “It probably isn’t your fault. I guess you just weren’t brought up right.”


  Gyneth Wheatley, looking out the front door of the plastic dome that was her home, felt the strength suddenly drain from her and fear throw cold bands about her heart. She sagged against the half-open door.


  “Mother—” she said. The word came out in a shaken whisper. She wet dry lips and tried again, this time raising her voice enough so that it carried back to the kitchen. “Mother!”


  There was the rapid scurry of light footsteps and Grandma Wheatley came running.


  “What is it?” she snapped.


  “They’ve got Tommy.”


  Grandma Wheatley followed her daughter’s gaze and saw, approaching down, the narrow street between the bright domes of the Arcan homes, her grandson, accompanied by a tall, thin, and slightly stoopshouldered man in early middle age. Briskly, she elbowed past her youngest daughter and marched out to meet the oncoming pair.


  “What’s this now?” she demanded.


  Admiral Von Horn Ge Brod looked down, a long way down, at the alert-looking little old lady with the fantastic white pompadour of hair.


  “Greetings, madam,” he said. “Does Tommy belong to you?”


  “My grandson,” she informed him.


  “Then I’ll leave him with you,” said Von Horn. “He heard a couple of my officers talking in the square and got rather upset.”


  “And small wonder,” said Grandma.


  “I agree with you,” replied the Admiral, sadly. “I don’t know why we can’t grow our own spacemen instead of taking the men and women from other planets. But then I never was good at understanding military matters.”


  Grandma cocked an interested eye at him. “You look like an Admiral of the Imperial Navy,” she said.


  “I am,” answered Von Horn.


  “But I’ll be damned,” said Grandma, “if you talk like one.”


  Von Horn looked at her in some surprise. “Do you know how Admirals talk?” he asked.


  “I do,” said Grandma, “having been one myself.”


  Von Horn peered at her. “Madam—Wheatley, is it?” he asked.


  “It is,” said Grandma.


  “I am admittedly ignorant of almost everything connected with spaceships and space navies,” said Von Horn, “but you will forgive me for saying that you look to me as little like an ex-admiral as I probably look like a practicing admiral to you.”


  “Young man,” replied Grandma. “If half the. merchant ships on this planet were armed, I’d undertake to chase you clear back to the Imperial Planet itself.”


  Von Horn was on the point of making some kind of rejoinder to this when he was interrupted by Tommy tugging at his hand.


  “That’s my auntie Gyneth,” said Tommy.


  “My youngest,” said Grandma dryly. “Suppose you come on into the house, Admiral, and we’ll see if we can’t offer you a drink.”


  Her face was perfectly calm and her voice bland as she issued the invitation. Von Horn, being innocent as a babe unborn of the customary conduct of Imperial Officers when on sub-class planets, matched her in lack of perturbation. Tommy and Gyneth, on the other hand, fell into the open-mouthed expression of those who have just seen the Devil, complete with horns and tail, offered a friendly piece of pie. They knew.


  “Why, thank you,” said Von Horn,” politely unaware that iron-clad regulations and three hundred years of tradition were crashing into ruins about him as he stood there. “That’s very kind of you. I’d be delighted.”


  “Grandma!” hissed Gyneth, scandalized, as Tommy led the Admiral happily into the dome and the two women followed up in the rear.


  “You mind your own business, girl,” said Grandma, tartly.


  The Commodore looked down from the platform into the tight, pale faces of the Arcan District Representatives. He had just finished reading, in default of Von Horn’s presence, the speech which he had written for the Admiral.


  “Any questions?” he said, passing the copy of the speech to the Captain, who pocketed it.


  “In God’s name, Commodore,” burst out one heavy, older man with the scars of some unknown accident grey against the whitened tan of his face. “Why don’t you just turn your arms on the planet and incinerate it? It’s a cleaner way of extermination.”


  “Your youth and your old people will be left,” answered the Commodore.


  “The children and the half-dead,” cried a thin man, “the babies and the senile. Can they keep up our trading contracts? Area cannot exist—”


  He was drowned out in the halfwail, half-growl of protest that surged up from the representatives. The Commodore listened wearily. He had heard this same noise many times. He let it run its course for perhaps half a minute and then held up his hand.


  The voice of the crowd died away to silence. Hope half-hid in fear, they listened.


  “Orders are orders,” said the Commodore. “As you gentlemen and ladies no doubt know. Our transports will start loading in half an hour outside all your principal towns and cities. Have your people at the landing stages.”


  The main living room of Grandma Wheatley’s dome-shaped house had no corners in it. The floor flowed into the walls and the walls into the ceiling in gentle curves, so that it was something like being in the interior of a comfortable egg. The tables and chairs were rough-hewn out off a foamy, resilient material which gave just enough to support its burden easily. The material was a soft grey, the walls and ceiling and the floor covering were a grass-green.


  Actually, the only two bright touches of color in the room were the imitation fireplace where a three-dimensional of an ancient water sailing vessel rode eternally under full sails through the red and flickering sea of the phantom flames, and the huge star screen on the opposite wall where a tiny white spaceship held his position forever steadfast while the galaxy unreeled around him at the touch of a button.


  “An excellent beverage,” said the Admiral, sipping at the pale yellow liquid in his glass. “What is it—if I might ask?”


  “Herb wine,” said Grandma.


  “I beg your pardon?” said the Admiral.


  “Wine,” explained Grandma, “made from native herbs—plants.”


  “Good Lord—natural wine?” ejaculated the Admiral. “This is a find.” He held his glass up to the light of the imitation fireplace and again sipped at it, cautiously. “Why, it’s a fine drink, every bit as tasty as the synthetics I’ve sampled.” He looked at Grandma, puzzled. “But since you know the taste sensations you want, why don’t you just duplicate it synthetically? It’d be a great deal easier and quicker, I imagine.”


  “Tradition,” said Grandma.


  “Tradition?” echoed the Admiral, puzzled. He cast his mind back over the great book of Imperial History which he, like all noble children, had been forced to learn almost by heart. “I don’t remember any traditions on making wine from herbs.”


  “Not Empire tradition,” replied Grandma, looking at him shrewdly over the pale gold of the liquor in her glass. “Something older than that. Tradition going back to the old world, to Earth itself—may it one day be found again!”


  The Admiral looked at her with deep interest. “And what tradition is that?” he asked.


  “It’s our religion,” said Grandma. “The sons of Earth are scattered over half the galaxy, each with some little bits of memories of the old world.” She pointed to the three dimensional of the sailing ship riding on the flames. “There’s one of ours. Another’s the making of herb wine. They are the keystones of something that will one day be uniquely Arcan.”


  “Dear me,” said the Admiral. “You’re going to run into trouble ,with-the Imperial authorities if you try to be so individualistic.”


  “The Empire is on its way out,” said Grandma. “I tell you this, I who have worn the Imperial uniform and commanded a levy fleet during the Nikalong uprising fifty of my years ago. We won—of course. Imperial fleets always win when it is a matter of men and machinery. But there—” she pointed again to the three dimensional of the boat “—and here—” she lifted her wine glass “—are the weapons that will destroy her eventually.”


  The Admiral tugged at his nose with a hint of embarrassment.


  “You make me feel guilty,” he said.


  “My apologies,” returned Grandma, a touch of malice sharpening the twinkle in her eyes. “How would you like to look at some others of our secret weapons? Our garden, or our bees?”


  “Bees?” It had been a good number of thousands of generations since the Admiral’s ancestors had been able to prick up their ears, but it must be admitted their remote descendant made a noble attempt.


  “And why not?” answered Grandma. “Would you like to see them?”


  The Admiral shook with something like a fever. The abrupt wrench of his unexpected parting from his apiary on his uncle Geert’s sudden orders had been, in part, its own anesthetic. The shock had numbed him until he found himself well into space with the fleet. And by that time the hopelessness of his position had transmuted his longing for the hives into a dull ache. He had thought of bees—but only with a sad sort of wistful longing. Now, with the sudden news that there were bees within viewing distance, that longing shot up into a raging hunger. Did he want to see them? What a foolish question!


  “I—I—I—” stammered the Admiral, shooting to his feet. “I—I’d be delighted.”


  As if in a delicious dream, the Admiral let himself be led out the back door of Grandma Wheatley’s dome, through a garden rank with rich beauty of color and shape, and into a short meadow where white hives on their platforms gleamed like mounds of snow, in a long double row with an avenue between; its airy length and breadth were patrolled by the busy shapes of-worker bees in their multifarious comings and goings.


  The Admiral stepped into that avenue; in doing so, he stepped into Paradise, which is a place where Empires and Fleets and levies from the sub-class planets do not exist. Grandma Wheatley, watching him, saw this; understanding, she made no effort to detain or follow him, preferring to leave him until that moment when, in his own good time, he should elect to return. She turned and went back through the flowers of the garden and into the main living room of her dome.


  There were four people waiting for her there, now. Besides Tommy and Gyneth there were Coria, Grandma’s oldest daughter, with her husband Jachim, these two being the parents of Tommy. Jachim’s face was strained and white; Coria held Tommy in her arms.


  “Who is this man you have here?” cried Jachim, as Grandma came in. “Tommy says he’s promised to keep Coria and me out of the levy.”


  “He’s a good man,” said Grandma, sitting down in one of the chairs. “A political appointee, I’d guess. He knows less about the universe than Tommy does.”


  “But he m the Admiral?” There was hope in Coria’s voice.


  “He is,” said Grandma, shortly. “But whatever he promised Tommy, you two must go when the rest go.”


  “If—,” Jachim stared at her. “But why? If there’s any chance at all—for Tommy’s sake.”


  “Are you a fool?” demanded Grandma. “What do you think Tommy’s life would be like—we won’t even bother considering what yours would be like—if the planet knew his parents had been singled out for such favoritism?”


  Jachim sighed and the strength seemed to go out of him. His shoulders slumped.


  “I knew it was too good to be true,” he said. “Then there’s no hope?”


  Not for individuals,” replied Grandma. “For the whole planet.” She got abruptly to her feet and began to stride back and forth across the room, her lips tight and her eyes abstracted. “Let me think.”


  A sub-class planet was what its name implied. It was a full-size world only recently settled by a sparse scattering of human beings, who clung together in small clusters at a few points of the globe, if, indeed, they did not all settle roughly in one main area. It was this latter situation that was the case with Area. As a result, even before the Imperial ships had landed, the Fleet Arm had been able to throw a detection screen around all of the few thousand square miles of coastal plain where the Arcan villages were located. And since that first announcement of the levy that was to be made, that screen had been shrinking, contracting on the central village, where the Flagship stood. As its rim closed in, passing over the individual villages, a little bubble of a screen was left around each one. These in turn each contracted around the Imperial transport which stood on the outskirts of each village, until every such ship was surrounded by a jostling, scared-eye mass of people swept from all the surrounding territory. Held now, penned, by a force screen as well as the detection screen, they stood helplessly while the officers of the Fleet winnowed the strong and healthy from the old, the young and the sick, and drove the former like sheep aboard the transports.


  “All right! Come on out of there!”


  There have possibly been ruder awakenings from Paradise, but at the moment the Admiral would have disagreed that any such thing were possible. Like the trained beekeeper he was, he had been moving quite fearlessly among the hives; he had just taken out one of the screens loaded with the black, crawling bodies of workers, and was examining them. Now, with shattered fragments of his pleasure evaporating in the sunlight around him, he lifted his head to see two Fleetmen of petty-officer rank step from the flower garden, halt abruptly on seeing him, and lower their sidearms in some confusion and a touch of fear. “Well?” said the Admiral shortly. “Sorry, sir,” said the older of the two, a short, square-faced man. “We saw a pip on the detector screen and we thought it was one of the natives hiding out.”


  By sheer chance he had said exactly the wrong thing. It was, in fact, a matter of comparative values. Every person tends to rate his own profession highest of all and grade people of other duties and persuasions on a descending scale. To the Fleetmen, quite naturally, the military ranked highest, and therefore the owner or owners of the apiary were low people in social standing and general morals. Hence the reference to a “native hiding out.” To the Admiral, on the other hand, the Elect, the Chosen of God, were not men who drove spaceships or walked out of gardens with guns in their hands telling other people to come out of there, but beekeepers. To hear one so coarsely insulted, even by proxy, by a member of the laity was enough to fire even his gentle breast to anger. For perhaps the first time in his life, the Admiral felt savage.


  “Excellent,” he said. “You’re just in time to give me a lift back to the ship. And before you go,” he added, “you can put this tray back for me.”


  It is a curious fact, but a true one, that bees are able to tell when the human approaching them is afraid of them or not. For this reason, a self-assured beekeeper can do things with his charges that a person of lesser experience would not attempt for a very large sum of money. It is unnecessary, therefore, to go into details of the replacing of the tray. Suffice it to say that the Admiral, himself unmarked, flew back to the flagship with two Fleetmen whose face and arms were already beginning to swell into hideous shapes.


  The Fleet Arm loaded and lifted. Up it went, in a compact ball, transports in the center, warships around them, into the airless regions. At a safe distance from the planet’s surface it headed out into the interstellar regions, where it would be possible to go up from normal drive into warp-drive without danger of backlash from nearby gravitic fields.


  It faded away and was lost to view from Area. The children and the old people saw it vanish.


  At ten hours out from the planet, the Admiral had locked himself in his cabin. He was in bad humor and he was thinking.


  Bees, he was thinking, angrily, and why not? Am I a weakling or a Fellow of the Imperial Bee Society? Brass bound military man? Certainly not! Not built for it. Whole thing senseless. Rip people away from homes here, ship them off to be shot up there. Total result, what? Nothing. Meanwhile bees get neglected. “And before you go (say it casually) you can put this tray back for me.” Ha! Served them right.


  Take bees. Useful. Produce honey. Feed selves and beekeepers. Take Spacemen. Unuseful. Produce damage and ruin. Eat up tax money much better devoted to bee research. Scooting all over the galaxy! Good God, who in his right mind wants to scoot anyway? Distrust scooters myself, on principle. Unstable.


  Spit in Geert’s eye. Hand in my resignation.


  I’ll do it!


  —And just at that moment, the lights went out, the alarm hooter rang through the ship and the Flagship lurched to a blow that seemed to tear it apart.


  “Sabati!” swore the Captain; which is a very impolite word indeed in lower Sirian. He shook his head dazedly and climbed to his feet. “What hit us? Are you all right, sir?” he went on, turning to the Commodore and helping the latter to his feet.


  “I think so, Ver,” replied the Commodore shakily, wiping a trickle of blood that was flowing from a scalp cut where his head had connected with an instrument board. “Get on stations and find out what happened.”


  The Captain turned toward the Communications Board. But before he could touch the first button that would connect him with his station officers, the master screen lit up and a benign-appearing little old lady-dressed in a somewhat out-of-date uniform, but unmistakably that of an Admiral of the Imperial Navy-beamed down at him.


  “Your fleet is shot to hell, Captain,” she said sweetly. “If you’ll call your superior officer, we’ll give you a chance to surrender. Five minutes.” And the little old lady vanished from the screen.


  “Shot to hell, eh?” said the Commodore, grimly. “We’ll see about that.” He flung himself at the communicator and began checking on the Fleet Arm.


  Three of the five minutes had gone by when the Admiral arrived on .the bridge at a dead run.


  “What’s this? What’s this?” he shouted, hastily straightening his uniform. “What’s going on?”


  The Captain groaned, raised his eyes toward the ceiling and then turned to him patiently.


  “We’ve been attacked, sir,” he explained.


  “By whom? Why? What? Where? When?” exploded the Admiral, going off like a string of firecrackers.


  “I don’t know, sir—” the Captain was beginning, when he was interrupted.


  “By Area,” said a voice. “The Arcan Navy, to be exact.” And they looked up to see on the screen the little old lady who had appeared there briefly just a few minutes before. “Your time for surrender is almost up.”


  The Admiral blinked into the screen. “Why—Madame Wheatley!”


  “The same,” answered Grandma, equitably. “At your service, Admiral.”


  Now we must leave the realm of historical fact for that of folk-tale and legend. The Arcans, understandably, preserved the record of that day’s happenings only in the more trustworthy, if less material, strongboxes of their memories, rather than committing it to writing, a procedure which might, even several hundred years after the event, have been somewhat dangerous. And since it is folk-tale and legend, perhaps we are justified in letting our imagination play with the scene a bit.


  We can imagine the crowds at each landing field, the lined, bitter faces and the wondering young ones upturned and watching as the fleet and the transports rose, dwindled and vanished into the blue-black sky. And at last each elderly survivor taking a grandson or a granddaughter by the hand, heading blindly with uncertain step into a future of desolation and sorrow.


  And then—running through the crowd—a rumor. A wild and fantastic rumor.


  “—To the square—.”


  “Why?”


  Old faces numb and hopeless.


  “Grandma Wheatley—she’s going to talk from the capitol—.”


  Young faces puzzled, looking up.


  “What can she say?”


  “I don’t know. But come—come!”


  So in each small town and village, the old and the very young streamed from the landing fields into the square—where the huge general information screen was set up; moving slowly at first, in tiredness and indifference, but picking up speed as they went, as the rumors grew.


  “—She’s got a plan.”


  “What plan?”


  “I don’t know, but—.”


  “And what good are plans now?”


  “It seems too late for them, but—.”


  “We haven’t anything.”


  “Yes, but—.”


  But, but, BUT . . . The twelfth hour had struck. But there were thirteen hours, weren’t there? Wild hope tugging at reluctant hearts, they quickened their paces from a walk to a run, their voices from a murmur to a babble and the crowds grew as they flooded into the squares and packed them tight. The screens hung blank before them, huge and grey. Suddenly the screens ran riot with color, which flamed for a second, then vanished, to show them the little lady that everyone on Area knew by reputation if not by sight.


  “Arcans,” she said.


  They waited, hardly breathing.


  “Free People,” she went on, “—for you have been free people until this hour—we have been subjected to an attack by the enemy.”


  A low moan of wonder went over the crowds.


  “I say enemy,” repeated Grandma. “You and I were born on worlds that thought of themselves as part of the Empire. We moved—those of us who were born on planets other than Area—to this world, to establish a home of our own. Again it was within the bounds of the Empire. We thought of ourselves as belonging to the Empire.


  “But we made no covenant with the Empire. We signed no treaty, agreed to no terms, accepted nothing, offered nothing. Our belonging was merely an assumption on both sides.


  “Now, as a result of that assumption, Imperial ships have landed here without warning and with no right but the right of superior strength have taken away the finest among us. In doing this they have destroyed any friendship between us—any alliance. They have become the enemy.”


  She talked on, showing them with pictures built of her words the difference that was the way of life of the Empire’s, and the way of life that was theirs. She showed them, without sparing, exactly what the loss of the men and women of spaceworking age would mean to Area, to themselves and to the children. And finally she must have said something very much like this:


  “Without the men and women to fulfill our trading contracts, we will die. Therefore we might as well gamble with what little we have left. I leave it up to you.”


  Her speech was undoubtedly a solemn one. But what followed on its heels was anything but solemn. Of course, they agreed with her. What could they do but agree? And then the fun started.


  The nearest approach to a warship on Area were the heavy-duty, long-range cargo cruisers; the villages had a total of nearly three hundred of these. To man these they had a little under a thousand of the people over fifty who were not prohibited by absolute individualism or some equal disability from taking off. But a cargo cruiser requires a minimum of twelve crew members, including the captain. Where were these extra hands to come from?


  One guess.


  The children under fifteen almost went through the roof in their excitement.


  “Yipeeee!” yelled Tommy Wheatley, dancing in the square.


  On all the landing fields a madman’s holiday was taking place. Tottering oldsters and straining youngsters were hurrying between the towns and the ships, loading them with everything portable that could be snatched up. Clocks, chairs, vases, toys, pictures, cups, pictures, statuettes, cooking utensils, old shoes, small lamps, all the small impedimenta of housekeeping, all the lumber of civilization were snatched up and hurried out to the waiting cargo cruisers. For two hours the towns were ransacked; and then Grandma put a halt to it.


  “No more time,” she said crisply, in a general broadcast. “To your places. We lift in twenty minutes.”


  The Fleet Arm had headed directly out from Area’s sun under ordinary drive, with the purpose of putting the necessary half-light year of distance between itself and the system before dropping into warpdrive. Such a trip would take roughly twelve hours, ship-time.


  The three hundred Arcan cargo ships rose in ragged formation; a scant three hours of travel brought them to a spot that their intimate knowledge of their own system told them was one where the gravitic strains of the sun and the planets would, for the short moment required for changeover, balance each other out. They arrived, they waited for a fraction of a second, they flickered and were gone.


  “Did you See me!” screeched half a hundred young voices in exultation over half a hundred intercom systems,, as the Arcan fleet resolved itself into the shadowy twilight of interdimensional travel.


  So, while the Imperial Fleet Arm was plodding its half year of distance out from the sun of Area under ordinary drive, the three hundred Arcan vessels hopped to Lyra III, which is fourteen light-years away. Here they came back into normal space and reformed their formation—taking a precious eighty minutes of time—and took off once more at right angles for Copasca, a systemless little sun in the Pelagos quadrant sixty light years from Lyra III. Once again they normaled, reformed, and turned. And this time they went halfway across the galaxy to an almost forgotten sun called Aldebaran.


  At Aldebaran, after going normal, they did a right about face and found themselves at last in line and directly behind the Imperial Fleet Arm, although a little matter of some eight hundred and twenty light years separated the nose of Grandma’s leading cruiser from the tip of the stern stabilizer of the most laggard Imperial scout. In three hundred cargo cruisers, three hundred experienced old fingers made identical calculations and three hundred heads nodded in unison when Grandma Wheatley came briefly onto the communication’s screen to announce her own figures.


  “Any disagreement?” said Grandma. And when none was forthcoming she nodded her head. “Jump in ten seconds.”


  Once again they went into warp drive. It was a long jump, and while no objective time went by, the greyness fleeting past the screens of the ships seemed to stretch and stretch into a small eternity.


  “Break out!” ordered Grandma.


  They broke. At an unmatched velocity they reappeared, a matter of scant thousands of miles in front of the Imperials. In a fraction of time too small to count, suddenly the Fleet warships were there on the screen. Grandma smiled a wintry smile.


  “Bombs away,” said she, with grim humor.


  The Admiral turned from the screen and the sardonic eye of the old lady. Momentarily, realization of the seriousness of the situation had given him dignity and stature. Officer he might be only by virtue of a careless signature on a piece of paper, but gentleman he was by birth and training.


  “Well, Commodore,” he said. “What’s the situation?”


  The Commodore reached out to flick on a screen that would shield his words from the communicator. He turned to the Admiral, so that the movement of his lips, too, were hidden.


  “I don’t know what she hit us with, sir,” he answered. “But half the Fleet’s gone. And of the rest there isn’t one ship that’s not crippled.”


  “She mentioned something about surrender,” said the Admiral.


  “Yes, sir. She made that offer, sir,” said the Commodore, emotionlessly.


  They stood waiting, the Commodore and the Captain, looking at the Admiral and waiting for his orders. Certain things they could do, in taking over the work of their Admiral; but some things they could not, and the making of this decision was one of them. What they would have done in the Admiral’s place was clear enough. They would have fought. Believing it hopeless, they would still have turned down the surrender offer and fought to the last ship. They would have done this, not because they wanted to, but because they were regular officers of the Imperial Navy. And the Imperial Navy does not surrender to cargo ships, no matter what kind of secret weapon they may have.


  The Admiral looked away from the officers and back to the old lady on the screen. The switch the Commodore touched erected a wall of silence between the two. But across that wall, their eyes met and conversed quite satisfactorily.


  “Commodore,” said the Admiral. “I would like to talk to the enemy commander.”


  The Commodore reached out and touched the switch which the Admiral would have been unable to find by himself; and the wall went down.


  “Well, sir?” said Madame Wheatley.


  “I think I’m correct, am I not,” asked the Admiral, “in supposing that your primary concern is with those of your people we have impressed?”


  “That’s right,” said Grandma.


  “I thought so,” replied the Admiral. “Now, my primary concern is for the men of my fleet arm.”


  Grandma inclined her head.


  “Since, therefore,” the Admiral went on, “I do not want my men to suffer unnecessarily; and since I’m sure you’d rather we didn’t turn our guns on the transports in retaliation for your attack, I have a counterproposal.”


  “I,” said Grandma, folding her hands judiciously in front of her, “would be interested to hear it.”


  The Admiral paused. Beside him and behind him, he could feel the silence and the waiting of the Commodore, the Captain and the other officers and men on the bridge. On all his ships, on the transports, in the ships behind Grandma, there would be waiting also, men and women, not breathing and not moving as they waited for his words, holding themselves tight for the fear or the pride, or the love that was in them. And the Admiral was not a religious man; but he said a little prayer to himself in that moment. Great Empire and Lost Earth, he prayed, let this be the way. And then he said to himself, Amen, and looked Grandma squarely in the eye.


  “I will release to you the people from Area we hold on our transports,” he said. “Provided you will let the Fleet Arm go without further hostilities. And, as a guarantee of good faith, I will surrender myself to you along with the Arcan impresses, as a hostage against any breach of this agreement or future reprisals.”


  “Agreed!” said Grandma, promptly. “We will start taking our people off your transports as soon as you have surrendered aboard my ship.”


  And with that her manner relaxed and she smiled. She said something more, one word, in so low a tone that the officers were not able to catch it before she had faded from the screen. Even the Admiral was not sure he had heard aright; but it was a familiar word, especially to him, a friendly word. It sounded to the Admiral almost exactly like “Bees!”


  And that is the story of Wheatley’s Foray; a remarkably bloodless incident considering the times to which it belonged, but an incident of some psycho-political importance as far as the Empire rulers were concerned. For that it was embarrassing we cannot doubt—and especially so to the Mark-Count Geert Von Ge Brock Til Den, who had the misfortune to be related to the officer responsible for the incident.


  All in all, it is clear from the study of court records that his embarrassment was at least great enough so that he devoted his far from inconsiderable influence to burying the matter as deeply as possible—an achievement carried out by two main actions, one of which was a somewhat hasty granting of autonomous status to Area, the other some statesmanlike sleight-of-hand that appears to have changed the status of the Admiral, his nephew, somewhat miraculously from that of hostage to Ambassador to the new free planet.


  The appointment as Ambassador to Area was clearly intended to be a lifetime one. Certainly, there is no evidence that the Admiral, now Ambassador, Von Horn Ge Brod ever showed any intention of resigning his post or changing his residence from Area. Indeed, as has been said at the beginning, after this one appearance on history’s pages, he rapidly sinks out of sight again; arid is only casually referred to once, some fifty years later, as the developer of a new mutational strain of bees capable of being exported to and surviving on low-gravity planets.


  Madame Wheatley goes on to found the Interstellar Association of Independent Traders before dying at the ripe old age of a hundred and thirty-two. But it is not found that her descendants were in any way remarkable; and they are lost to history.


  A final note deals with the weapon which permitted the Arcan cargo ships to defeat armed Navy vessels. The only authority for this is the Arcan legend; the Imperials, if they ever knew about it, having suppressed the knowledge. But it seems that what smashed beyond repair half the ships in that Fleet Arm and badly damaged the rest was a wide circle of household furniture which the Arcans set down, relatively motionless in space, shortly before the Fleet Arm smashed into them at a velocity of some thousands of miles per second.


  The moral in all this, if any, is obscure.


  THE CARGO


  Len J. Moffatt


  THERE’S A LESSON HERE . . . A LESSON, ODDLY ENOUGH, IN THE POWER OF LOVE OVER HUMAN DESTINY . . .


  CARGO, THE CREEPER, moved slowly across the crusty deck of the darkened hold. Cargo, the creeper, came to an abrupt halt when it touched something immobile in the darkness.


  At first it assumed that the motionless object was Cargo, the thinker.


  “No,” said the thinker. “It is not me. It is Cargo, the corpse, once Cargo, the emoter.”


  “Sad, sad,” murmured Cargo, the feeder. “So sad that our emoter has been deprived of life.”


  “You miss it more than any of us, do you not?” remarked Cargo, the excretor. “Though I have suspected that the creeper feels the lack of it almost as much . . .”


  “No more than you!” said the creeper. “No more than any of us. And as Cargo, the whole, we will surely find reproduction an unhappy experience—without the emoter. As for me, I suspect that forming the mother egg will be impossible without it. I suggest . . .”


  “Enough!” commanded the thinker. “The problem is mine. I do not suspect, I know that you, creeper, are letting your powers wane. You desire to return to our mother egg, and you know that is impossible, even were we from whence we were taken. Our mother egg has long been without life, remember that. Now it is our turn to form a mother egg, and reproduce our eventual replacements.”


  “But without the emoter . . .” chorused the others.


  “I believe that it can be done without the emoter,” continued Cargo, the thinker. “Each of us serves a specific purpose. The chief purpose of the emoter was to intensify our desire to reproduce. It is our duty and our purpose to survive and to reproduce. We all feel this urge despite the lifelessness of the emoter. I believe we can unite and form a mother egg, which will produce our offspring.”


  “But you do not really know,” said the creeper.


  “True, it is a theory unproven,” admitted the thinker. “We can but try. If we succeed then I am proven correct. If we do not succeed, I am proven incorrect. Then it will be my duty purpose and desire to think of another way for us . . .”


  “But what if our attempt to form a mother egg fails, and in failing, deprives all of us of life?” argued the excretor.


  “It may be painful without the emoter,” suggested the feeder. “Since they deprived it of life, I sometimes find the absorption of our food a painful process. Perhaps it is the food they give us, though it is similar to our diet at the place from whence we were taken.”


  “I too find it painful at times—” began the excretor.


  “Enough!” came the thinker’s command again. “We must bear this uncomfortable situation until I have thought of our way out of it. I too feel the pain sometimes, as do we all. Further, I must warn you that when we do unite to form the mother egg the pain may be more intense—without our emoter to turn pain into pleasantness—for we will be united physically as well as telepathically. However, I have a planassuming our uniting proves fruitful.”


  “A plan for what?” asked the creeper, dully.


  “If the mother egg we form produces young, and if the young is another Cargo—the whole possessing all five free-moving parts—and if we survive the reproduction phase by disuniting, it might be wise to destroy four members of the newly formed whole. We could save only the new emoter . . .”


  “Which we can adopt!” said the feeder and the excretor together.


  “It is a far-fetched plan,” grumbled the creeper. “But we must do as you instruct. Further, you risk as much as we, so . . .”


  “So shall we begin to form a mother egg?” suggested the feeder.


  “It is not time,” said the thinker. “All of this must be done with great care and at the proper time. Remember that we are captives. Our captors—from what I can read of their thoughts—do not plan to destroy us, unless we indicate a desire to destroy them. They wish to take us to the place from whence they came. Then we will be shown to their fellows.


  “Remember that we appear as a strange life-form to them, even as they appear as a strange life-form to us. The emoter was deprived of its life by an accident, due to the clumsiness on the part of our captors. In fact, they do not know that it is lifeless. In fact—.”


  The thinker’s thoughts trailed off.


  “Yes?” prompted the others.


  “I hesitate to tell you this,” continued the thinker. “You may not be able to bear the shock as well as I. Your nerve centers are not as well developed as mine, for I am the thinker. I have tried to soften the blow by having us adopt the label they have given us. A label which is a meaningless symbol to us, but not to them.”


  “Cargo’,” said the others.


  “Yes, Cargo,” said the thinker. “They call us ‘the Cargo.’ At first I divined only part of their meaning. Apparently they consider us a very low life-form, much lower than themselves.”


  “Mmmmmm!” said the others.


  “But that is not all,” the thinker went on. “Cargo is a term for things—usually inanimate objects—which they carry from place to place in strange sky creepers such as this one, in which we are forced to exist. Now, do you remember how they captured us?”


  “They were very clever; they must have studied our habits thoroughly,” muttered the creeper. “They waited until I was away seeking food. Then they took you into this huge hollow creeper . . .”


  “They are really quite stupid,” contradicted the thinker. “Even if you had been close by me they would have been able to remove me to this place. At least, they would have tried. No, I guess they would have succeeded. I would not have ordered you to obstruct them, though even without my orders you might have had such a desire. Yes, I would have ordered submission, as I have up to now.


  “They do outnumber us physically, and if we had attempted obstruction they might have deprived all of us of life.


  “But I insist they are stupid, for I can read some of their thoughts. They did not know that once they had captured one of us, they had captured all of us. They did not know that you four would follow me here, as a matter of natural necessity. In fact, they were quite surprised when you four pushed past their guard to enter this place. That is why the emoter became a corpse. The guard thought you meant me harm and struck at you, until his superior ordered him to desist. By then it was too late for our emoter. But they did not know this. When the emoter became immobile, they assumed it was like me.


  “Further, they assumed that you three remaining were similar to me. But—and this is the shocking thing—they believe each of us to be separate life-forms, somehow similar and on friendly terms. They do not know that we are parts of the whole. To them we are a cargo of lower animals, bound for their strange home, wherever it may be . .


  For a while there were no thoughts within the darkened hold.


  Finally,” the creeper murmured quietly:


  “I think I have recovered sufficiently to continue communication. Your information leads me to an obvious question. If they believe us to be separate things . . . what then are they? Are they—?”


  “Yes,” said the thinker, quickly, as though to get it over with. “Each a separate being unto itself. Are there any questions from the others?”


  “How do they reproduce?” asked the feeder and excretor in unison.


  “That is what I am now trying to discover,” replied the thinker. “The answer may or may not help us in our problem, but—now that you have survived learning the truth about them—you might find the answer interesting. My primary reason for investigating their thoughts is, of course, to solve our other problem. That, in itself, is as important as our problem of attempting reproduction without our emoter.”


  “Freedom,” said the others.


  “Correct,” said the thinker.


  Food was thrust into the hold through a specially prepared hole in the hatchway. The feeder went to work, while the others absorbed its radiations. After the excretor had accomplished its purpose, the thinker concentrated once again on the thoughts of their captors.


  Commander Ritter of the UNSN Explorer (spacer, first class) tried to relax in his cabin, as he contemplated the ship’s remarkable cargo through a video screen. The hidden TV cameras in the live-cargo hold were equipped with infrared lighting, making it possible for the ship’s captain to observe the captives even though they were in pitch darkness.


  The commander toyed impatiently with his dessert, glancing occasionally at the screen. He was waiting for the arrival of the expedition’s biologist.


  Blast him! thought the commander. He’s five minutes late. Doesn’t he know this ship is run on a schedule? Too bad he counts more as a passenger than as a member of the crew. If he was a crew member, by God, I’d. . . .


  Commander Ritter let his thoughts wander off, as he permitted his stern features to relax into the semblance of a smile. Doctor Norham III, the living picture of an eager young biologist, had just entered the cabin and given the commander a mock salute.


  “Get lost on your way here?” inquired Ritter. “I know some of the passageways on this spacer seem a bit complicated to an earthlubber, but you should have the hang of them by now.”


  “Reprimand noted,” grinned Norham. “Go ahead with your dessert, sir. I’ve had mine. Two helpings, in fact. Which is why I’m late. But before I forget, I have a question.”


  “Yes, Doctor?”


  “Why can’t I have one of these TV things in my cabin? After all, I am the chief biologist of this expedition. I’d like to be able to study our pets once in a while without begging leave to use your cabin. Of course, I could go directly to the hold—”


  “I beg your pardon all to hell,” said Ritter, “but as long as I’m captain of this ship, nobody enters that hold until we make Lunaport.”


  “But why not, Commander?” Norham’s grin faded. “We found them on a planet which was so Earth-like we could rotate around on it without oxy-masks and pressure suits. Apparently they are surviving in the hold, in Earth-like conditions. Most co-operative pets, I’d say. Even eat the garbage we give ’em out of the hydro-gardens. Have made no move to escape, or tried to harm us in any way. All of this watching from afar is damned silly, if you ask me.”


  “Nobody goes in that hold,” repeated Ritter. “I have a spaceman, second, feeding them, and he’s on the gig list for goofing off last inspection. At that, he’s only supposed to shove the stuff in and close the hatch chop-chop. The guards have orders to keep the hatch closed and locked at all other times. I admit that I’m curious too, probably as curious as you are. But I feel there’s something queer about those beasts, and—well, frankly, man, I’m just a little afraid of them.” The commander stared sullenly at the screen as he finished his speech.


  Just a little afraid? thought Norham III. Well, you’re a salty talker, anyway. Then he said aloud:


  “I’ve felt the same fear, Commander, but still I’d risk visiting our pets, if you’d permit me. But you won’t—so the next best thing’s for me to visit you and watch them. About their feeding time, isn’t it? According to my calculations, they eat one meal to our four, and since they were fed last—.”


  “I know it is time to feed them, according to your schedule,” interrupted the commander, impatiently. “But they won’t starve to death while I tell you something. I invited you here, remember? Ordinarily, you invite yourself—quite alright, of course. But I wanted to show you something I noticed the last time. You weren’t here then. You were probably having a third dessert.”


  “Uh . . . something like that,” grinned Norham III. Actually he had been below decks, trying to bribe the cargo guards into letting him enter the cargo hold. The guards, who feared the wrath of Ritter more than they loved the currency of the United Nations, would not be bought off.


  “Well,” continued Ritter. “Just for the hell of it, and because I was sick of looking at them, I adjusted the TV unit so the infrared was off. The cameras still worked, of course, but all I got on the screen was darkness,’ naturally.”


  “Naturally,” agreed the biologist.


  “I was about to turn off the whole set when a funny thing happened. I saw the little hatch open—the feeding hatch, you know—I could see this because of the light in the passageway outside the hold. That is, when the spaceman, second, opened the hatch . . .”


  “Of course,” said the biologist. “I know what you mean. Go on.”


  “Well, as usual, just one of the beasts takes any interest in the food, though—again-, as usual—the others seem to move closer to the one feeding. I got a glimpse of this familiar scene, and then the hatch was closed.”


  “And darkness again, or did you switch on the infra?”


  “Neither,” snapped the commander. “That’s what I want you to see tonight. As soon as that one little bugger started eating, it began giving off radiations of some kind. And I swear those others seemed to pick up the radiations and absorb them. That is, all but one of them. You know the two that just sit around and pulsate most of the time. Well, the one of them—”


  “The one I feel is injured or—”


  “Yes, that one. It didn’t seem to be getting any of the radiations, or even trying to. Now the thing is you can’t see this phenomenon in infra-light. I’ll give the signal for the things to be fed now, I’ll turn off the infrared, and you watch and see if you see the same thing. I tell you, man, it isn’t natural . . . not even alien natural, if you know what I mean. Why it seems to me like—”


  “One of them eats and gives off radiations which feeds the others,” finished-the biologist. “I’ve suspected this for some rime, but never thought of changing the light or anything to check the theory. Guess I assumed the energy emanating from the eater would be invisible.”


  “You mean you knew how they operated?” asked the commander.


  “Theory, sir, theory. We still don’t know anything about them. Crazy as it sounds, they could be just one animal. As for the one that apparently never moves at all—I do wish you’d have a unit like this in my cabin so I could keep more constant watch—that one could be dead.”


  “You know this is the only available TV unit aboard,” muttered the commander, as he pushed a buzzer on his desk panel. “Others are in some vital use or ruined by this clumsy crew I got stuck with. And I intend to keep this unit here. The ship and its contents are my responsibility. I’M the one who’ll take the gaff if anything goes wrong, so I’m the one who’ll watch the beasts—when I have the time.”


  But since I have more time, and with all your duties . . . Seems to me I should . . .”


  “No arguments,” said Ritter. He adjusted the video screen, and the two men watched it closely, peering at the hazy darkness.


  The cargo was being fed. Norham III moved closer to get a better look. Yes, it was as the commander said. Too bad he had to be the one to make the discovery. Norham had developed the theory, of course, but Ritter, by pulling a switch, had first seen the proof which turned theory into fact.


  But wait! What was that other one doing? It had been absorbing the eater’s radiations along with the others (save for the injured or dead-one), and now it was giving off radiations of its own. Now what the devil do you suppose . . . ah! but of course!


  Norham III explained it to the commander. Ritter laughed, almost scoffingly. “S’hard to believe!” he chortled. “Tell me, Doctor, how do you suppose they reproduce?”


  “That,” said Norham III, “is an excellent question, sir. Shall we discuss the matter as we continue to observe them? The infra, please. Thank you. Now as for sex, it is difficult to tell . .


  The discussion and the observation lasted several hours into the spacer’s pseudo-night. Both men had red-rimmed eyes and dry throats when the biologist finally departed for his own quarters. There really had not been much to see after the cargo was fed. They had hardly moved at all. But the discussion had been fascinating.


  Wearily the commander clicked off the video, yawned mightily, wrapped his arms around his chest and scratched sleepily at. his ribs.


  That man has more damn fool theories, he thought, as he methodically removed his uniform. The captain was sure his idea was most logical. If all of the beasts formed one thing, then they were all one sex. The other sex was back on Planet PC-S2a. Someone would have to go back and get this plural pet a mate.


  As he turned down his bunk, he thought of home. Two months ’til home, he thought, and his hard face showed more tender lines. He thought of his wife, always waiting, always patient. There were men who had their wives aboard. He could have had it that way too. Sally had wanted to take the Space WAVES Training, bur, thank God, he had put his foot down.


  No woman of his was going to risk her pretty neck in space. If others were fool enough to let their women go, even take their women with them—where the Regulations permitted—that was their foolish business. It was better his way. He had something to look forward to. She would meet him at Jerseyport, after he’d made the skip from Luna. This time they had agreed would be family-beginning time. After all, they weren’t getting any younger. Then the next time he would have a wife and child to come home to. Home . . . Sally . . . the recordings of Wagner and Schweibinz . . . love . . .


  In their private quarters in the spacer’s sick bay, the ship’s medical officer was making love to the Chief Pharmacist Mate. This action represented no breach of Space Navy regulations, as neither of the two were on duty.


  “We’re luckier than most,” sighed the Medical Officer. “Not every man aboard has his wife with him. And in two months we’ll be home again, and able to see the children . . . Oh? What’s the matter, dear?”


  “Nothing,” whispered the Chief Pharmacist Mate. “Nothing important. I was just thinking of the cargo. The live cargo, that is. I’ve been on four of these expeditions, but this is the first time they’ve captured—and kept alive—alien beasts. Wonder if it’s safe to take them back to Earth.”


  “First time we encountered a planet so like Mother Earth,” said the Medical Officer. “The things will probably live like kings in some zoo. after the biologists and whozises get through with ’em.”


  “I wasn’t worried about them!” said the Chief Pharmacist Mate. “I meant . . . is it safe for . . . us?”


  “Nonsense!” laughed the Medical Officer. “Now just forget all about the cargo, and . . . uh . . .’tend to business, darling . . .”


  Her reply was silent, but earnest.


  Doctor Norham III, the eager young biologist, who—strangely enough—came from a family of reknowned biologists, tossed restlessly in his bunk.


  Damn’ intriguing animals, he thought. Too had everybody’s afraid to go near them. Be named after me, I suppose, when we get home. Two more months. It seems like ages. Yes, they might as well hear my name. No Norham IV’s for me. Even if I could bring a wife with me on these rat races . . . no, not worth it. There’s always some willing biddy aboard. Like that cook, second. And when I get home. Whom shall I go to see first? Della? Emily? Rosalee? Hmmm. Aside from the cargo, that’s my biggest problem . . . Now Em has the best figure, but Della has a way of . . .


  Sleep was slow in coming.


  And in various other parts of the spaceship, at various times during the pseudo-night, men and women, awake or sleeping, dreamed of the things they loved, the things they hated, the things they feared. At one time or another, each thought—if only for a fleeting, fearful moment—of the cargo.


  “I have made a most interesting discovery,” announced Cargo, the thinker. “I believe I have found our emoter. Let us unite to form the mother egg, at once.”


  “But our emoter has been deprived of life!” murmured the feeder, wondering if perhaps the thinker had been deprived of its brain.


  “Our original emoter, yes,” said the thinker. “But I have found a replacement. The beings which survive in this great creeper all have emoters, in a sense. They are not exactly as our emoter was physically. But I think they will serve the same purpose. As I explained before, each being of our captors is a separate unit unto itself, each with its own set of little emotional drives, but all of these drives are similar. I will contact them and confiscate them—”


  “And we can use them to shield us during reproduction! “finished the creeper. “We need not feel pain, but will experience the usual pleasure.”


  “Exactly,” said the thinker.


  “Are you sure their emotions will serve us without harm?” asked the excretor. “As I will be the one to eject the new-made cargos . .


  “The fear in your question answers your question,” said the thinker. “Each of us retain some small emotional factors of his own, despite the lack of our emoter. In short, separately—and as a whole, which we will soon be—we have a semblance of our own emotions within us. We will merely use our captors’ emotions as we would have used our own emoter: to heighten and give force to our emotion of joy during reproduction. I am sure there will be no physical pain, or rather, that our joys will be of such greatness and vastness, that we will be, unable to sense the pain, if any. Now, I urge that we unite . . .”


  For one terrible moment the entire human population of the great spaceship was shocked into unconsciousness. Then, almost as quickly, they returned to their worlds of reality.


  Commander Ritter sat up in his bunk, wide awake. “Funny dream!” he muttered. “Now what was it about? Let’s see, I was thinking of Sally before I went to sleep. Sally! Gad, she must be looking old by now. What’d I ever see in her anyway? Wish we could stay in space and keep exploring new planets. That’s man’s work. Women are alright in their place, I guess—but who needs ’em?”


  The Medical Officer and the Chief Pharmacist Mate stared at each other in mild horror, horror which faded and was replaced by surprise. Their faces seemed to mirror the expression: What are we doing here? Finally they managed to discuss matters with each other and came to an agreement: divorce, as soon as they reached home port.


  Doctor Norham III was almost asleep and half-expecting a pleasant dream when the thought struck him.


  The women he had been picturing—what bags they were. He couldn’t say he hated them, or anyone, for that matter, but how could he ever have . . . with them . . . or anyone . . .?


  Have I suddenly grown up? As a biologist I should be able to diagnose my own case—or should I? Lord! Maybe I’ve turned—no, no feeling that way either. Indifference . . . that’s it! Indifference. It’s wonderful, though, in a cool, clear, logical way. Bet I can sleep peacefully now . . .


  Cargo, the whole, dis-united. Once again it became the thinker, the creeper, the feeder, the excretor—and the emoter. The original emoter was still quite dead, but the new emoter was now a permanent part of each of them.


  The thinker, aided by the creeper, counted the fast-growing young.


  “Great Original Mother Egg!” broadcast the thinker. “We have produced ten times the average young!”


  “Are they all with life?” asked the feeder.


  “Yes. Each and every one, and each complete with all parts. Normal, perfectly normal!”


  “Then we must deprive some of them of life—if we wish to survive,” said the feeder. “We are past our vegetarian stage, you know, for now. Now we must feed on animal matter. When that period has passed we can then return to the vegetable matter such as has been fed to us by our captors.”


  “It will not be necessary for us to eat our own young,” said the thinker. “And since our new emoter works wonderfully well, we do not even have to deprive our young of their emoters. Our captors, you know, are animal matter.”


  “But how do we reach them?” asked the creeper. “My stingers are ready now to deprive any oxygen-breathing animal of life, but first you must find a way for us to remove ourselves from these confines.” The creeper darted swiftly about hold, its movements a steady blur. The young creepers belonging to the new cargos began to imitate it.


  “You are all in good form,” said the thinker. “That is well. As for the problem of reaching and devouring our captors, worry not. We have reason to believe it will solve itself. Even now . . .”


  The commander dropped out of his bunk and began to don his uniform.


  I have been a fool, he said to himself, quite calmly. It was a matter-of-fact statement. Afraid. Afraid of the live cargo—just because it was alien and alive. Ugly little beasts. A little logic—now Norham knew what he was talking about—a little logic in thinking and I’d have realized that fear, like love, hate and all other petty emotions, is foolish. I’ll pay those little critters a visit right now. Guess I’m as curious as Norham to see them firsthand. Think I’ll give him a buzz. He’ll probably want to join me . . .


  Norham answered the commander’s midnight summons. His eager curiosity swept away all thought of sleep. It was about time old Ritter got some sense in his stubborn old head.


  The two of them met in one of the lower passageways. Their discussion, as they hurried down to the cargo hold, concerned the possibilities of establishing communications with the alien animals.


  “I doubt if it can be done,” concluded the commander, as they approached the well-guarded hatchway. “Not that they’re too alien a life form. I’d say they were too low a life form. Of course, you’re the biologist . . .”


  “Well,” said Norham III, as he watched the commander give the guards orders to open the big hatchway. “They might not be as low a life form as they appear. Some of these things, in my experience, can be very surprising. Now that I’m permitted to examine them at closer range, I should be able to tell you more about them. After all, one never knows . . .”


  PARADOX GAINED . . .


  Mack Reynolds


  DON’T TRY TO FIGURE A FINAL ANSWER TO THIS ONE. PHILOSOPHERS HAVE TRIED FOR AGES . . . AND HAVE FAILED!


  THE CLOSET IN Benjamin Farlan’s two-room bachelor apartment wasn’t particularly large. In fact’, it measured three feet wide by four feet deep. And by no stretch of the imagination could it have held three full-grown men. Not as full-grown as these were.


  Besides that, the closet was already chock full of clothes, half a dozen pair of shoes and two suitcases.


  It happened about seven-thirty. Ben Farlan had finished an unsatisfactory day at the laboratory, had his dinner at the automat, and picked up a fifth of brandy on the way home. Little Ben Farlan liked brandy. He liked to sit at night in his hundred-and-fifty-dollar chair and read something not too technical, but not too light, and have a snifter glass of brandy on the coffee table next to him.


  On nights when he had nothing on his mind he could sit for hours that way, get through a whole book and possibly a third of his bottle before it was time for bed.


  This wasn’t one of the nights when he had nothing on his mind. Things were getting on the chaotic side at the lab. Already he had enough work on his shoulders for three men, and now the Army was taking young Robertson. Now it was Robertson! They let a man take eight long years of schooling, eight years of work to become a scientist, preparatory to assuming a useful place in society—and then what happens? They slap him into the Infantry for what would probably be an indefinite period, the world situation being what it was.


  Ben had gone through three ounces of brandy and was pouring himself another glass. That was when the closet door opened and a six-footer who must have weighed at least two hundred and twenty pounds stepped into the room. He was wearing a uniform that wouldn’t have been out of place on a Guatemalan Rear Admiral and he didn’t look particularly friendly.


  Not half an hour earlier, Ben Farlan had hung his coat in that closet, and since then he hadn’t left the room. He blinked reproachfully through his thick lenses at his brandy glass.


  The newcomer took him in with one sweep of his eyes, then strode quickly to the bedroom, opened its door, and gave a quick look around inside.


  “Hey!” Ben protested.


  Another six-footer, cut in the same model as the first, stepped from the closet. This was really out of the question. You couldn’t have got the two of them in there with a shoehorn. But that didn’t prevent a third one from pressing after the second.


  While the third brute was giving the room the onceover, the second headed for the bathroom and gave it a quick glance. They evidently wanted to be sure Ben Farlan was alone. The first had meantime checked the tiny kitchenette.


  Ben Farlan let loose with another weak, “Hey!”


  They were almost identical duplicates of each other except for the burdens they bore. Number One came in hands free, but the others were carrying various equipment either in their hands or suspended from their belts. Some of the gadgets looked uncomfortably like weapons.


  Ben Farlan came shakily to his feet. This was all too much at once. However, it wasn’t in his nature or training as a laboratory scientist to be belligerent. Besides, he recognized . this phenomenon as a symptom of complete mental collapse. He therefore decided he might as well let happen what might.


  Before he could say, “Hey,” again the first of the three confronted him. “What is your name?” he snapped. He had an accent you could hang your hat on, but Ben Farlan couldn’t quite place it.


  “My name’s Farlan, Benjamin Farlan,” Ben said. He mustered what courage he could. “And this is my apartment and I’d like to know what the blazes you—?”


  “Quiet!” Number Two roared at him. “Answer when you’re spoken to!”


  Since he had one of the devices in his hand and was pointing at his host. Ben Farlan shut his mouth and blinked. He was not of the mold from which heroes are cast, and had never claimed to be. Besides, there was the net bulk of them. Nearly half a ton to his one hundred and thirty-five pounds.


  “What year is this?” Number One said.


  Ben Farlan refused to let himself consider some of the ramifications of that one. “It’s 1955. It’s December 6, 1955.”


  Number Three said, “We missed, but not far enough to make the expedition a failure.” His accent was as bad as those of Numbers One and Two.


  “Look here,” Ben flustered, “just what do you gentlemen think you—?”


  “Quiet!” Number Two roared.


  Number Three was twisting dials on a small box-like affair he held in his hands. “Let him talk,” he said, “while I check on phonemics and morphology.”


  “Talk,” Number One said to Ben.


  Ben blinked. “What should I say?” he said. Then, “Look here, have you gentlemen got a search warrant? Who the devil do you think you are? What’s the idea of breaking into my home and tramping around like a bunch of secret police or something? You can’t do that. I’ll call the—”


  “That’s enough,” Number Three said. He turned to Number One, still twisting dials. “Were off, but not badly.”


  “All right,” Number One said. He had been standing at the Window looking out at the street below. He turned now. “Fantastic,” he grunted. He strode over to Number Three and grasped a handle-like projection on the box. Number Three threw a switch.


  “How is it now?” Number One said. The accent was gone.


  Number Three looked down at a dial. “Within half a mil.”


  “Good enough,” Number One said.


  The others, in turn, each grasped the handle for half a minute. Apparently it was a way they had of losing their accents. Ben could only goggle at them.


  Number One turned back to Ben Farlan. “Are you clothed for the street?”


  “Huh?” Ben said, then looked down at himself. He was in shirtsleeves. “I don’t have a tie or jacket on,” he said. “No overcoat, either.”


  “Put them on,” Number One commanded.


  Ben went to the closet, not knowing what to expect. Nothing seemed changed, however. In the narrow confines his clothes were tightly packed. He got his coat from a hanger, a tie from the rack.


  They watched him in silence as he tied the cravat about his neck, donned the jacket, and then got an overcoat.


  “Now you are dressed for the streets?”


  He was wearing bedroom slippers on his feet, but somewhere the worm had to turn. “Yes,” he said.


  Number Three had substituted a box-camera-like affair for his previous gadget, fie focused it on Ben Farlan for a moment, then said, “All right, boys, line up there.”


  The other two stood before him.


  Number Three pointed the camera at them. Their clothes hazed, fogged, and then slowly became distinct again. They were both clothed exactly as was Ben Farlan, down to the last polka dot in the tie.


  “I’ll be damned,” Ben Farlan said.


  Number Two took the box camera from Number Three and trained it on his colleague. In seconds, Number Three was clothed in the same way as his companions.


  “Anything else?” Number One said, looking from one to the other of them.


  “The means of exchange,” Number Three said. “Our destination should not be far, but we might need some means of exchange. They had evolved slightly beyond the barter stage. They used metals. We should acquire a supply.”


  Number One turned to Ben Farlan. “We require a supply of your medium of exchange.”


  “So do I,” Ben grumbled. “Otherwise I’d have ditched that slave-driving job of mine at the lab so quick you could—”


  Number Two’s weapon came up. “A supply of the medium of exchange!” he barked.


  Ben Farlan winced. “All right,” he said. “All right, if you want to add armed robbery to housebreaking.” He reached into his pocket for his change. There were five or six pennies, four dimes, and two nickels. He tossed them to the coffee table and held his breath, waiting for them to ask for his folding money.


  Number One and Number Three bent over the coins.


  “What do you think?” Number One said.


  Number Three said, “Do you suppose he is jesting?”


  Number One looked up at Ben Farlan.


  Ben held his hands out, palms upward. “That’s our medium of exchange,” he said.


  Number One said, “He wouldn’t dare lie to us.” He picked up one of the nickels. “Try this one, it’s the biggest.”


  Number Three brought out another box, only slightly resembling the last. It was approximately the size of a cigar box but made of some darkish metal. He took up the nickel, lifted a lid, and slipped the coin inside.


  “I’ll need some basic material to make it of,” he said.


  Number One knocked his knuckles against the wrought iron base of Ben Farlan’s floor lamp. “How about this?”


  Number Three scowled at it. “Might work,” he said. “This coin is an alloy. I doubt if I could duplicate it exactly without a search for materials.”


  “Use this then,” Number One commanded. “It should be near enough.”


  A tiny beam of light lanced out from Number Three’s box, and he trained it over the lamp from base to top. For a moment, nothing happened, then the lampstand slowly disintegrated and collapsed to the floor into a pile of shiny coins.


  “I’ll be damned,” Ben Farlan said.


  “Divide them,” Number One commanded.


  The newcomers all stooped and picked up handfuls of the nickels and transferred them to their pockets.


  “Anything else?” Number One said.


  Number Three thought a moment. “That should be all,” he said.


  “Except for this one,” Number Two said ominously, motioning with his head to Ben Farlan.


  Number One looked at him.


  “We can’t afford to leave him behind, here at the entrance,” Number Two said. “Not without leaving a guard. And all of us might be needed to complete the mission.”


  “Eliminate him and let’s get going,” Number One said over his shoulder as he headed for the front door.


  “Hey, wait a minute, fellows,” Ben Farlan began desperately. He didn’t get any further. Number Two tightened his lips and an eerie, purplish glow seethed out from his weapon.


  Ben Farlan felt his brain crumble in upon itself.


  “Benjamin! Benjamin Farlan!” The voice came from a great distance. “Wake up! Wake up, you drunk, or you’re fired!”


  Fired?


  Ben Farlan opened one eye, groaned, and closed it again.


  “You heard me. Wake up!”


  He felt a stinging slap across his face.


  “Hey,” Ben protested. “Cut that out.” He opened both eyes, took in the rounded, scowling face above him and blinked.


  “Hello, boss,” Ben said. “What happened?” He attempted to sit up from where he had been sprawled flat on his back.


  Hugh H. Johnston glared down at his laboratory manager. “Stinking drunk not three hours after you leave work,” he accused. “No wonder efficiency is falling off at the lab. No wonder it’s all we can do to make a decent profit.”


  Ben Farlan allowed himself just the proper amount of indignation in view of his accuser’s august position as head of the Johnston Research Laboratories. “I’m not drunk, H.H.,” he said with precisely that amount of indignation. “Where are they?”


  “Where are who? And what’s wrong with you if you’re not drunk? What’re you doing there on the floor?”


  Ben Farlan got to his feet, staggered to the coffee table, and poured himself a quick one. He got it down without strain.


  “Those three bruisers. I—I think they meant to kill me.”


  H.H. looked his disbelief. “You mean you’ve had a holdup?”


  Ben Farlan sank into his chair.” He looked around the room vaguely. He bent over and picked up a strange, blue-colored five-cent piece. “They were here, all righty he muttered. With a palsied hand he passed the coin to his employer. “Take a look at that, H.H.”


  H.H. looked at it, first with quick irritation, then wide-eyed, then with slow care.


  He said, “It’s plastic. You’re not allowed to copy U.S. currency exactly, this way. Even if it is plastic, it’s against the law. It’s counterfeiting.”


  “Blue plastic,” Ben said. The brandy had proved an excellent antidote to whatever the strangers had done To him. He poured another one. “Blue plastic. It used to be my lampshade.”


  H.H. sat down on the couch, took another quick look at the plastic coin, and pursed his plump lips. “Offhand I’d still say you were drunk, but this coin intrigues me. Let’s start from the beginning. I came over here to talk about the labor shortage with you. The door was ajar, so I came in. You were flat on your back on the floor. Now, what happened?”


  Ben told him.


  His employer let him tell it. All of it. Then he heaved his bulk to his feet. “I should’ve known better than to give that job to a pipsqueak like you, no matter how hard it is to get men. You’re fired!” He headed for the door.


  “Wait a minute, H.H.,” Ben said frantically. “Just one thing before you go. Please.”


  H.H. swung around on his heel, his triple-chins quivering his indignation. “Well.


  “Would—would you mind looking in the closet? Kind of push my clothes to one side and see if there is anything there in the closet.”


  His ex-boss puffed his cheeks out in indignation. But then he clicked his teeth and snapped, “Certainly, you confounded lush.” He added ambiguously, “How can you expect to make a dollar . . .?”


  He flung open the door to the closet, stepped partially inside, and fumbled with the suits and coats there.


  There was silence for a long moment, then Hugh H. Johnston backtracked, went to the sideboard, and found himself a glass. He made his way to the coffee table, picked up Ben’s bottle, and poured himself a quick one. He got this down and made his way to the window. He opened the window and leaned far out and looked to his left. The window looked out on the wall which backed the closet.


  H.H. brought his head back in, carefully closed the window, and then returned to the coffee table and the brandy bottle. He poured himself a longer one this time and then returned to the couch.


  He said, “You’re hired again. Benjamin, where do you think they came from, and who do you think they are, and what do you think they came here for?” He added, “And have you thought of any way we might make a buck or so out of them?”


  “That’s the way I feel-,” Ben said, “except for the last. The last hadn’t occurred to me.”


  “There’s a hallway leading from the other side of your closet,” H.H. said.


  “There couldn’t be.”


  “I know it.”


  Ben Farlan faltered. “They’d have to come from, well, another world or something.”


  “Or something. What was it that one said when he was talking about out money? How we’d once used barter.”


  Ben wrinkled up his forehead. “You mean when he said we had evolved beyond the barter stage?”


  “Is that what he said?” H.H. was pinching his lower lip. “We had evolved, eh?” He looked at Ben Farlan. “Something isn’t right. I mean, not normal. Those characters were talking in the past tense. As though we were in the past, and they were in the present.”


  “Well, they had an accent—at first. Maybe they don’t know English—.”


  H.H. waved that aside. “Obviously, they’re not just foreigners. They actually felt that they were talking about something in the past. In other words, they regarded us as their past—which means they came from the future.”


  Ben’s mouth fell open. “The future? You mean they—?”


  “Traveled in time.” H.H. nodded portentously. “Yes, that’s it. Unbelievable though it may seem, they are time travelers, coming from the future.”


  “Why, that’s nonsense, H.H.”


  “Take a look at that hallway behind your closet. So is that. This apartment is twelve stories high and that closet wall backs onto sheer space. It’s the only possible answer. Those gadgets you describe—” His thoughts seemed to wander. “What were they here for, Benjamin?”


  “How in the world would I know, H.H.? They—well, they acted like a bunch of storm troopers. I—I got the feeling they were after somebody, or something. They were awfully business-like, H.H. I wouldn’t want to tangle with them again. In fact, I think we’d better get out of here.”


  “Sit. down, stupid! This is the chance of a millennium. Do you realize that we might pick up some information from them, some gadget, some technical hint that could make multi-millionaires of us both?”


  Ben Farlan was on his feet. “We’d more likely pick up a couple of holes in our heads. I tell you those characters are secret police or some such, H.H. Let’s get out and get to the cops before they—!”


  “Nonsense! Sit down.” H.H. didn’t take his own advice. He began prancing the floor. He stopped suddenly, snapped his fingers, and turned to Ben. He pointed a plump forefinger. “Benjamin, I have it. You’ll have to go through the closet and down that hallway and see what you can find. Pick up anything not nailed down. Bring it back!”


  “Ha ha,” Ben said with less than warmth.


  “It’s the chance of a millennium. Heavens knows what you’ll find. Good God!” His eyes goggled happily. “Just think what we’d be able to do with the results of research four, five hundred years in the future!”


  “Fine, you go. I’m leaving before those bruisers get back.”


  H.H. shot despairing eyes up at the ceiling. “Protect us all from wishy-washy lab managers,” he prayed. Then, “I can’t afford it, but your salary is doubled. Do you have a rope?”


  “What for?” Ben Farlan was weakening; a doubled salary he could use. He said cautiously, “And a three-week vacation instead of two?”


  “You’re a robber, but all right. To tie around your waist so I can pull you back in an emergency.”


  “What—what kind of an emergency?” Ben Farlan stammered hesitantly. He looked at the closet door with suspicion. “There’s a piece of clothesline in the kitchen, I think.”


  “How would I know what kind of an emergency?” H.H. went into the kitchen and within minutes returned bearing the rope. “Here, tie this around yourself.” He loped the rope around his lab manager’s middle.


  Ben Farlan’s courage was slipping again “What do you expect me to find, H.H.?”


  “How would I know?” Something that’ll give us a chance to make a fast buck or two. Go through, walk down that hall, find anything you can. Be careful. Don’t stick your neck out, understand? If everything goes right, we’ll go through again, maybe me the second time—maybe.” The owner of the Johnston Research Laboratories was propelling Ben toward the closet.


  “If I yell,” Ben Farlan was sputtering, “you start pulling.”


  “All right, get in there.”


  Ben pushed his way through the clothes hanging in the closet, mentally noting that he was going to have a king-size pressing bill on his hands when all of this was over. He emerged into the hallway the boss had described.


  It was alien all right, all right. It was from the future, or the past, or from some other universe. Ben didn’t know, and frankly, he didn’t care too much right now. Already he was wondering how he had let H.H. talk him into this.


  That was H.H. for you. Always ready to take the long chance—if it was somebody else’s neck or bankroll.


  The hall was possibly twenty feet long, barren and frighteningly quiet. Ben Farlan’s pace slowed considerably as he approached the door at the far end. He almost didn’t make it.


  There was no knob, but the door was slightly ajar. Ben couldn’t decide at first if he was happy about that or not. He summoned his courage and peered through the crack, then jerked his head back again.


  On the other side of the door was a large room. Ben Farlan had spent his adult years working for laboratories. He could recognize one. Possibly not a single item of equipment on the other side of the door corresponded to that in the Johnston Research Laboratories, but there could be no doubt he was looking at a lab.


  He had only a glimpse, but he had seen the figure of an elderly man, dressed in a uniform. Bent over a desk, writing instrument in hand, the man was rapidly jotting down figures of some soft.


  “What the devil do I do now?” Ben Farlan muttered peevishly. He couldn’t go further without attracting the other’s attention.


  He peeked again. The elderly man, his face twisted in a nervous scowl, was on his feet and glaring up at what appeared to be a timepiece on the wall. He suddenly tossed his writing tool to the desk, spun on his heel, and hurried toward a further door.


  There was no time to lose. Every motion of the man suggested that he was leaving the room for only a short period of time and would probably hurry back. Ben Farlan darted from his hiding place, feeling like the protagonist in Jack and the Beanstalk.


  On the far side of the laboratory was a large window. He allowed himself one quick look through it and then began to stuff his pockets with small instruments, a pamphlet he saw, the writing instrument.


  Through the window he had seen a large city. A city of tomorrow, there was no doubt about that. He had spied flying craft, large and small, with no visible propellers, jets, or other means of propulsion; buildings based on no system of architecture known to or dreamed of by such as Ben Farlan; hordes of people, tall, husky, all uniformed.


  He was halfway back to the protection of his hallway when he heard a stirring at the other door. Someone was entering the room! He dashed through his door, closed it quickly behind him, and bolted for the entrance to his closet.


  He had just made it when he heard a voice behind him shout, “No, schtop! Please schtop!”


  “Like hell I’ll schtop!” he muttered, pushing himself anxiously through pants, suits, and overcoats, and hauling his clothesline behind him. He burst into his living room.


  H.H. was waiting for him, rope end in hand, eyes on wristwatch. “What took you so long?” he demanded. “What’d you see in there?”


  Ben flung himself down on the couch to catch his breath. “Maybe they’re after me,” he gasped. “We’ll have to get out of here. I picked up a whole lot of stuff from a laboratory.”


  “A lab!” H.H.’s eyes gleamed. He darted a quick look into the closet. “Huh,” he snorted. “No need to worry about that. The hole is closed. What’d you get? What’d you see?”


  “Wait’ll I get my breath, H.H. I’m bushed.”


  The front door opened and Number One stepped in, his face dark and dangerous. He glanced at the two of them quickly, his eyebrows going up at the sight of Ben Farlan. Then he flicked his head to those behind him and his two companions entered the room after him.


  They looked less fearsome than they had when leaving the apartment an hour or two before. Number One’s coat was torn, Number Three’s tie was missing, Number Two had a rapidly flowering black eye. Their slippers were wet and in rags. None of their equipment was evident.


  “You should be dead,” Number One said accusingly to Ben Farlan. “Who is this?” He indicated H.H.


  Ben said weakly, “He’s my boss.”


  “We’ll have to eliminate them both,” Number Two growled. “The psycho-gun evidently doesn’t work on them. Not mentally developed sufficiently to be affected.” He looked down at his tattered and wet slippers. “It will be a pleasure to dispose of the small one by more primitive methods.”


  “Clothed for the street,” Number One said. “Ha!”


  “Medium of exchange,” Number Three growled. “Three pounds of it wasn’t enough to buy a ride across town in a taxi.”


  “If I had my needle gun I’d let them both have it now,” Number Two snarled.


  “Both of you be quiet,” Number One ordered. “This is serious. We’ve failed in our mission.” He turned to Number Three. “But that brings up a point. What happened to the needle gun—and all the rest of our equipment for that matter? It was their loss that prevented us from breaking through the watchmen and achieving our goal.”


  Number Three said blankly, “I don’t know. It seems incredible, but they disappeared spontaneously.”


  “Gentlemen,” H.H. began mildly, “could I ask a few questions?”


  “Quiet!” Number Two roared.


  Number One had opened the closet door and pushed his way through the clothing. He reversed his steps, his face white. “Closed,” he croaked.


  His companions spun on him.


  “The entrance is closed,” he repeated.


  Number Three blurted, “Something temporary. It will open again. The Govitor is on the other side waiting for us.”


  Number One turned accusingly to Ben Farlan and H.H. “What did you two do while we were gone?” he snapped.


  H.H. faced up to him with a pleased smirk. “We went through the entrance,” he said.


  “We, he says,” Ben muttered, from where he was crouched on the sofa.


  Number One was aghast. “What—what in the name of the holies did you do there?” He stared down at Ben.


  Ben cringed further back into his pillows. “I—I picked up half a dozen odds and ends, including a pamphlet. Then I came back and the entrance closed behind me.”


  Number Two slumped down into a chair, his face drained. Number Three sat down at the tiny telephone desk and put his head on his arms.


  Finally, in a small voice, Number One said to Number Three, “Then why are we still here?”


  Number Three shook his head. “I don’t know.” He looked up at Ben. “What did you take, exactly?”


  Ben was taken aback. “I—I don’t know. I don’t remember. I guess I was too excited to recall. “He reached into his pockets. There was nothing there. He said blankly, “I must have lost them.”


  “What!” H.H. snorted.


  “Ha!” Number Three said bitterly. “Lost them, he says.”


  H.H. turned on the three intruders. They were now considerably milder in mien than they had been. “It’s time you started answering some questions. Just where are you from?”


  Number One said weakly, “Nowhere. We’re from nowhere.”


  “Don’t be silly,” H.H. snapped, rapidly taking command of the situation.


  Number Three said, “We were from the future. But now you’ve changed it. What the new future will be like, I don’t know. But it won’t be the one we came from.”


  “Make sense,” H.H. snapped. “How did we change the future?”


  Number One indicated Ben. “When your friend brought back the things he did from our era, he was so able to change the past that the future altered.”


  Ben blinked at him. “I didn’t bring back anything. I—I lost the things I took.”


  Number Three explained wearily. “No. You brought them back and utilized them and in so doing you changed your present and in so doing changed our present. In changing our present you wiped out your future which you had visited. This, of course, eliminated those articles which you brought back with you. They never existed. Do I make myself clear?”


  “No,” H.H. and Ben said simultaneously.


  “Go over that again,” H.H. demanded.


  “No,” Number Three refused. “It gives me a headache and I almost understand it.”


  “Don’t be fantastic,” H.H. snapped. “How can you be from a future that doesn’t exist? You claim that the articles Benjamin, eh, acquired from your era disappeared upon the changing of the future as did the devices you brought with you. Why didn’t you disappear as well?”


  Number One looked at Number Three. Number Three said dejectedly, “An unexplained paradox.”


  “Paradox is right,” H.H. snorted. “An absolute impossibility.”


  Number Three was in no frame of mind to argue. “Nothing is impossible, although some things, admittedly, are extremely improbable. This situation is extremely improbable, but here we are.”


  “I don’t believe it,” H.H. snorted.


  Number Three said impatiently, “There have been paradoxes before. Remember the Dichotomy of Zeno, the Greek philosopher? Several thousand years before you were born he proved with his paradox that motion was impossible. He argued that to get from one point to another you had to cover half the distance, then you covered half the remaining distance, then you covered half of the remaining distance. Obviously, you never got to your destination, since half of the remaining distance always remained.”


  “Now I’m getting the headache,” Ben Farlan said.


  “What’s your point?” H.H. said, puffing out his cheeks. He was in his usual position of complete control of the situation now.


  Number Three explained. “Zeno proved to the satisfaction of the best minds of his day and two thousand years following that motion was impossible. But does that mean that the Greeks no longer went from place to place? They couldn’t explain the paradox, but they went on utilizing motion.”


  “Get to the point, confound it,” H.H. sputtered.


  “That is the point. Just because there are paradoxes involved in time travel, paradoxes we don’t as yet understand, it doesn’t mean we can’t utilize it. Here is the proof of the pudding. We’re here.”


  Number Two sobbed, “And we’ll never get back. There’s no back to get to.”


  H.H. said slowly, “So now you gentlemen are without a country, without even an era to which to return.”


  They said nothing.


  “Hmmmm,” H.H. said, his voice deceptively mild. “You’ll be in a rather bad spot.”


  “We can adapt,” Number One said defiantly. “After all, you know, we’re from several hundred years in your future.”


  “Ah, ha. So you are,” H.H. murmured, his little eyes beginning to gleam. “So you are. I assume you gentlemen have social security cards?”


  Three said, “Huh?”


  “Or at least birth certificates?”


  Two said, “Certificates?”


  “Or, at the very least, passports from a nation recognized by Uncle Sam and a certain Senator?”


  One said, “Uncle who?”


  Ben listened as H.H. got down to business.


  “Gentlemen,” H.H. said, “obviously what you need is an employer who, in return for a thirty-year contract, will see you through the unfortunate situation you find yourselves in. Now, happily, we’re a bit short at the laboratory and I could use three men. Of course, your experience in the labs of this era is somewhat limited, so I’m afraid I can offer only a nominal salary. Quite nominal.”


  Ben blinked and sat up straighter on the couch. “You mean they’d be working under me, H.H.?” The prospect didn’t displease him.


  “Well, gentlemen, take it or leave it,” H.H. snapped.


  Number One looked at his companions and they looked back. “I suppose it’s all we can do,” he said.


  “Call me sir,” H.H. snapped.


  “Yes, sir,” Number One said brightly.


  H.H. scowled at them. “Only one other thing,” he said. “What did you three come back for? What was your, eh, mission? I believe you called it that.”


  Number Three sighed deeply. “Our psycho-physicists discovered that there was a possibility—a possibility that’s now come true—of our whole space-time continuum being destroyed by some alterations in the time stream. Govitor Mardn traced it to this period. Our assignment was to find the man responsible for the alterations and to destroy him.”


  H.H. said, “That sounds like a lot of gobbledygook. Make it simpler.”


  Number Three shrugged his shoulders dejectedly. “Afraid I can’t, sir. All wrapped up in paradoxes again.”.


  A light was beginning to flicker in Ben Farlan’s mind. “Listen,” he said, “who was this man you were to eliminate?”


  Number One said, “The owner of a certain research laboratory, a Mr. Hugh H. Johnston. According to the Govitor’s research, he was to revolutionize scientific progress and completely disorder the—.”


  H.H. said, “Who, me?”


  Number Two jumped to his feet with a wail of anguish. “You mean you are Hugh H. Johnston and that now we’re forced to go to work for you?”


  “Shut up!” Little Ben Farlan roared. “And I want you all three to be at the laboratory promptly at eight in the morning!”


  HAIR OF THE DOG


  Charles Beaumont


  WHEN A GAY DOG’S ETERNAL FUTURE HANGS BY A HAIR, A WOMAN CAN PUSH HIM OVER THE BRINK TOO EASILY, ALAS . . .


  “ARTERIO—WHAT was that you said?”


  sclerosis.”


  “Bunky?”


  “Yes.”


  “Our Bunky?”


  “Yes.”


  “God!”


  “Sic transit gloria mundi. A rare case. Poor chap went out like a light. Just like a light.”


  “But I mean—Bunky, of all people! Up in his studies, young, well-off, good-looking, everything to live for!”


  “Ave atque vale, old boy.”


  “I can’t believe it.”


  “Here today, gone tomorrow.”


  “God!”


  Up until now, Lorenzo Gissing had thought about death, when he thought about it at all, which was practically never, as one of those things which one didn’t think about. The frequency of its occurrence among the lower classes made it especially impossible. None of his relatives had ever died, to his knowledge. Nor had any of his good chums. In fact, he had never once looked upon a human corpse. The entire subject, therefore, was dismissed as pointless, morbid and not a little scatological, no more to be worried over than the other diseases that came as direct sequels to unclean living habits.


  So the news of Bunky Frith’s rather pell-mell departure from this world affected Lorenzo as few things had. His reaction was one of total disbelief followed by an angry sense of betrayal. He took to his rooms. He refused to eat. He slept little and then fitfully, leaping to the floor from time to time and cursing, knocking the blue china about, and gazing at his image in the mirror.


  “God! “he exclaimed feelingly.


  The funeral was the usual sort of thing; though perhaps a touch more elaborate than most. Lorenzo sat dazed throughout. The flowers made him ill at the stomach. The music was unbearable. And the Reverend Seay’s oration struck new lows. Presently, however, services ended and it was time to line up for a last look at old Bunky.


  “Dear old pal!” cried Lorenzo, when his turn had come to stand before the dead man. “What has happened here?”


  They had to carry him away. His eyes had rolled up in his head, his skin had paled and, all things considered, he looked not quite as good as the late Frith.


  His studies immediately took a dip. Such had been his precarious scholastic standing at the university that this was fatal. He left the ivied walls and took up residence in the city. He became a changed person. From a happy-go-lucky Pierrot to a fog-bound Raskolnikov. Overnight. He lost touch with his parents, with his friends and even with his tailor. He thought of only one thing: Death. His money went for any literature connected with the subject and when he was not thinking about it, he was reading about it. The books were without exception humorless and dispiriting, though the medical publications were the worst of all. They had pictures. In color.


  He bought every manner of medicine imaginable. He was innoculated against—or given reason to believe he would not contract—diphtheria, smallpox, chicken pox, elephantiasis, polio, jungle rot, cirrhosis of the liver, Bright’s disease, hoof and mouth disease’, and the common cold. He avoided drafts and stuffy rooms. He checked daily with four doctors to make sure he did not have cancer, heart trouble, or perforated ulcers.


  Then he read a book on the statistics of death. It floored him. He gave up all thought of travel, almost of movement of any kind. It nearly drove him insane. With disease one could fight back, take precautions, guard one’s self—but what chance did one have against accidents? If you went into the streets, a safe might fall onto your head; if you stayed at home a thief might murder you and then set the house afire.


  Lorenzo was thinking these things one night when he found that he had wandered far from home. The gurgle of the Thames could be heard beyond a fogbank. It was late. He remembered poor old Bunky and how frightful he had looked—like dried paste there in the coffin, and dead, dead, dead. He ran a pale hand through his thick bushy hair.


  Why not?


  Do it yourself and at least you won’t have to go on waiting for it. There were worse things than drowning. Ateriosclerosis, for one.


  He took a step. A finger tapped his shoulder. He jumped.


  “Mr. Gissing?” The man was dressed in execrable taste: jaunty bowler, plus fours, a dun jacket of reprehensible fit. “Mr. Lorenzo Gissing?”


  “Yes. Who are you? What are you going about prodding people for? I might have had a heart attack!”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. But you were about to leap into the river.”


  Lorenzo said “Coo,” or something that sounded like “Coo.”


  “I represent a firm,” the man said, “whose services you may find .attractive. Shall we talk?”


  Lorenzo nodded dumbly. His armpits discharged cold pellets of perspiration as he became aware of what he had been about to do.


  “Very well,” the man said. “Now then. Does the thought of death keep you up nights, plague you, torture you, prevent you from full enjoyment of life’s rich bounty? Does it?”


  “In a manner of speaking.”


  “And do you wish to be rid of this nagging worry?”


  “Good heavens, yes! But how?”


  “I’ll tell you how, sir. I represent the Eternal Life Insurance Company, and—”


  “What was that?”


  “—and we are in a position to help you. Our plan is, roughly, this: we offer Eternal Life to our clients. Now, we’ve been established since—.”


  “Oh dear, is this some sort of quiz program? Because, if it is—.”


  “Of course, we’ll have to sit down and discuss this in more detail. Get your signature on some contracts and the like. But a rundown of our services may be stated in this way: For a very nominal fee—a phe-nominally nominal fee, if I may, sir—to be paid us monthly, we give you immortality.”


  “I say, you’re not the Dev—”


  ,“Oh no! I merely work for the company. Mr. Asmodeus, our president, has given up canvassing. It’s a very old firm.”


  “Well . . .”


  “Think of it, Mr. Gissing! No more worry about death! But life-happy, contented, healthy, eternal, free to do what you choose, without thought to consequences . . .”


  “Hmm.”


  “And all for a very low monthly payment.”


  “What sort of payment?”


  “There will, of course, be the usual waiting period. Then—by the way, which do you prefer? The first or the fifteenth?”


  “What? Oh—I don’t know. I suppose the first . . .”


  “Then on the first of the month and every subsequent month, you will just slip your payment in the mails to us and, why, Mr. Gissing, you’ll just go on living, that’s all!”


  “What sort of payment?”


  “One hair. Plucked from your head on exactly the day the payment comes due—never before.”


  “Did—did you say one hair?” Lorenzo started calculating, remembering his wild, heavy brown bush.


  “One hair. No more; no less.” The man dug in his briefcase for some papers. “Each shall represent a month of life to you.”


  Lorenzo gulped. “Well, now,” he said, “that’s not exactly eternity.”


  “Rather close though,” the man smiled, “wouldn’t you say?”


  “Yes,” Lorenzo agreed, remembering approximately how many hundreds of thousands of hairs one is supposed to have on one’s dome.


  “Are you interested, sir?”


  “I’m—interested. But tell me this.


  What happens when they’re all gone?”


  “Then you die.”


  “Oh.”


  “It’s the best we can do. You won’t get a better offer.”


  “Well, I mean, is that all? I just—die? Where’s your profit?”


  “Ah, Mr. Gissing, I wouldn’t have suspected such business acumen in one so young. But you’re quite right. There is one other little matter.”


  “I supposed as much. My soul, eh?”


  “You won’t miss it. They’re sort of like an appendix nowadays.”


  “Well . . .”


  “Shall we talk business? I do have other calls to make . . .”


  “All right.”


  The man spoke for almost an hour. Then he gave Lorenzo the contract to read. It seemed in order. Lorenzo signed all copies in a peculiar reddish ink provided by the man. Then he was given a brochure, a number of self-addressed envelopes, a carbon of the contract and a payment book.


  “It will be renewed every hundred years or so,” the man said, beginning to put things away. “Well!” he said. “That seems to take care of about everything. We’re all fixed up now. I think you’ll be quite happy with the arrangement—our firm does quite a volume of business. You’d be amazed. Good evening, Mr. Gissing. Remember now: the first payment falls due on the first, which is exactly twenty-five days from now.”


  “Good evening,” Lorenzo said. But the man was already gone.


  “Lorenzo, you’re looking peculiar.”


  “Indeed, Mama?”


  “So healthy! That savoir vivre, that smile, that twinkle in the eye! Is this my boy?”


  “It is, Mama. In the flesh. Quick now, what has happened? Is father ill?”


  “No, worse luck. Dead.”


  “What? Dad? Dad dead?”


  “Quite.”


  “Oh.”


  “Last week. Fell off his horse whilst hunting a .fox. Cracked his skull, poor thing.”


  “Well, that’s the way it goes. Sic transit gloria mundi.”


  “You’re—you’re taking it remarkably well, Lorenzo.”


  “Here today, gone tomorrow, Mama, I always say. Part of the game, what? Well, at least we shan’t have to suffer. I imagine poor old Dad’s estate is tidied up. That is—”


  “Oh Lorenzo!”


  “Yes, Mama?”


  “Your father, bless his departed soul, has kept something from us.”


  “And what might that be, Mama?”


  “He—I mean to say, your father—well, he—”


  “Yes? Yes? Yes?”


  “Stony.”


  “Oh, no!”


  “Yes. Not a sou. How he ever managed to keep us in such luxury, why, it must have taken everything! Such a good man, not to worry us—.”


  “Yes, quite so, quite so. Mama, when you say ‘not a sou’—I assume you’re indulging in a slight overstatement of the situation. That is to say, surely—.”


  “Nothing. Except debts. Oh, whatever shall we do? There’s scarcely enough for the funeral expenses.”


  “Good heavens!”


  “What is it, Lorenzo?”


  “I’ve just remembered something. An appointment in the city. Business, you know. I must leave at once!”


  “But, my son, you’ve just arrived.”


  “More’s the pity. Well, chin up! I’m off!”


  Back in the city, Lorenzo Gissing thrashed and stewed a good bit at this blow. How ludicrous, after all. Here one is offered eternal life—or very nearly that—and the next thing one knows, one has no money with which to enjoy the blessing. He took to brooding, and might have continued to do so indefinitely had not a happy thought occurred. He smiled. He visited his tailor.


  “My dearest!” he said, not long afterwards, to the Lady Moseby, formerly of Tunbridge Wells, now of London, rich, widowed and lonely. “My very dearest only one!”


  Anastasia Moseby had heretofore been spared the attentions of bachelors both eligible and ineligible owing to the genuineness of her despair at the violent and somewhat mysterious death of her husband, Sir Malcolm Peterhenshaw Moseby, Bart. This despair was transmitted by the pallor of her face and the quietness of her speech, which qualities actually made her more attractive and generally desirable. She was known as a woman who had loved and would not love again.


  It was therefore a source of considerable dismay to certain parties when Lorenzo Gissing walked down the old aisle with the now beamingly radiant lady.


  She was a woman transformed.


  “Lorenzo, duck,” she enthused later, at the proper time and place, “I do love you.”


  “And I,” Lorenzo responded, “love you.”


  “I love you more than anyone or anything else on earth!”


  “And I love you more than anyone or anything else in the entire galaxy!”


  “We shall be so very happy.”


  “Fantastically, deliriously, I’m sure.”


  “And will you love me all your life?”


  “I resent the question’s implication.”


  “Sweet, we are such a pair, we two. I know and understand you so well, Lorenzo. The others—.”


  “Yes? What about the others?”


  “They are saying—No; I cannot even repeat it!”


  “What? What? Is this to be a marriage of secrecy and deception?”


  “They are saying, Lorenzo, my dearest plum, that you married me.”


  “. . . only for my money.”


  “The swine! Who said it? Who? I’ll beat him to within an inch—.”


  “Hush, my duck! You and I know differently, don’t we? And that’s what counts.”


  “Indeed we do. By the bye, just for the record, what does the bally old bankbook come to?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. A few hundred thousand, I should imagine. What does it matter?”


  “Matter? Not tuppence worth. Only . . . well, you see, I’ve had some baddish luck . .


  “Not really.”


  “Yes, when you come right down to it. Wiped out. Utterly.”


  “I see.”


  “Yes. Well, never mind; I’ve my application in at the terminal for a clerk’s position. It won’t be much, but by the Almighty, we’ll make it, and without your having to dip—.”


  “Lorenzo! Kiss me!”


  “There!”


  “You’ll never have to worry about money, so long as you kiss me like that and are faithful to me. This one must go right.”


  “Beg pardon?”


  “Nothing. Only that just before Sir Malcolm’s tragic death, the details of which you must have read, I—well, I discovered he had been faithless to me.”


  “The fool! Darling, oh my darling!”


  It did not consume a great deal of time for Lorenzo to arrange for the account to be put in both their names. As soon as this was accomplished, and he had withdrawn the greater portion of it, there was a marked change in the relationship. Anastasia’s fey charm was all well and good, for a while, downright pleasant once or twice, but, as Lorenzo put it to her one evening, there were other fish to fry.


  The day before he left for Cannes, he received an unstamped letter in the mails, which read: “A FRIENDLY REMINDER! Your first payment falls due in exactly two (2) days. Thank you. Asmodeus, Pres. ETERNAL LIFE INS. CO., Gehenna.”


  It made him feel good, somehow, in a creepy kind of way, and he left whistling. He did not kiss his wife goodbye.


  Having plucked one hair from his head, placed it into an envelope, and included a covering letter, Mr. Gissing set forth to enjoy himself. He learned rapidly the extent to which this was going to be possible.


  Having made certain improper overtures to a bronzed and altogether statuesque beauty sunning herself in the Riviera warmth, he was annoyed at the approach of said beauty’s husband: tall, angry and, Lorenzo felt sure, a circus giant. There followed an embarrassing scene. The husband actually hit him. In the mouth.


  Bur he didn’t feel a thing. And though he had never previously been athletically inclined, Lorenzo’s amazing staying power—this extra dividend—eventually tired the irate husband to a point whereat it was possible Tor Lorenzo to kick him senseless. It made quite an impression on the bronzed, statuesque beauty, and they subsequently enjoyed a relationship which, though somewhat brief, was nothing if not satisfactory.


  Mr. Gissing proceeded to cut what may be described as a wide swath. He became increasingly unmindful of consequences. He traveled from point to point with the unconcerned purpose of a bluebottle fly, leaving untold damaged reputations and memorable evenings in his wake. Each month exactly on the first he mailed away a hair, praised his good fortune, and went on to newer conquests. He set records for derring-do, performing publicly such feats as diving three hundred feet into a bathtub and wrestling a giant ape to the death.


  At length, however, as is often the case with the most adventuresome of hearts, he tired of the gaiety, the lights and the tinsel, and began to long for the comforts of hearth, dog-at-the-feet, and wife. He therefore gave up his apartment in Tangier, composed an effusive letter of apology to Anastasia—explaining that the death of his father had sent him temporarily balmy—and returned home.


  Nothing had changed. Anastasia was as lovely as ever: forgiving, understanding, loving. She tended to his wants as though he had not been gone for the better part of five years. There was not one word of recrimination at his having spent most of the money. They settled in their cozy little cottage. Aside from noticing a slightly odd look in his wife’s eyes once in a very great while, Lorenzo Gissing settled down to the pleasures of domesticity, contented, until the old urges should again assail him.


  It was during dinner, with Heine the spaniel lying at his feet and roast beef lying on his plate, that Mr. Gissing dropped his coffee cup to the floor.


  “What,” he demanded, “did you say?”


  “I merely remarked, dear,” answered his wife, “that it’s a pity you should be losing your hair so rapidly.”


  “It’s a lie!” Mr. Gissing raced to the mirror and stood transfixed before it, running his hands over his head. “It’s a lie!”


  “Well, you needn’t get so broken up about it. Lots of people lose their hair. I shall still love you.”


  “No, no, no, that isn’t the point. Do you really think that I am?”


  “No question about it.”


  “God!”


  It was, however, quite true. It was going fast. How strange that he hadn’t noticed before—.


  He noticed now. It was as if it were all rotting off, so to speak. “My God!” cried Mr. Gissing, “I’m shedding!”


  It thinned first at the front of the head: the hairline receding some ten or fifteen inches. In short order it was reduced to a definite tonsure, giving him the curious appearance of a profane monk. He became frantic, finally to the point of spilling the beans to Anastasia.


  “But how dreadful!” Anastasia said. “Oughtn’t you to complain to the Better Business Bureau or something. I’m sure it must be some terrible fraud.”


  “What shall I do? I’m going bald, don’t you understand?”


  “Now, I wonder,” Anastasia said, “if that’s what’s happening to all the men that go bald? I mean, are they also clients of Mr.—what’s his name?—Asmodeus?”


  “You don’t believe me!”


  “Now, dear, you’ve always had a vivid imagination. But if you insist, I’ll believe you. Why not see a scalp specialist?”


  “Of course! Yes, I will!”


  He did. The specialist, a Dr. Hiram Fatt, shook his head sadly. “Sorry, old man. One of those rare things. Nothing we can do.”


  He went to other specialists. They also shook their heads. He thought of saving the hairs as they fell. But no. In the contract it was clearly put forth: that this hair shall be plucked from the head on the exact day payment falls due; never before, otherwise client risks forfeiture of his security . .


  Lorenzo Gissing lived the life of a tortured man, running from scalp specialist to scalp specialist, inundating his almost totally tendrilless head with a great variety of oils, herbs, juices, and powders. He submitted to treatments by diet, magnet, X-ray, vibrator and once tried hanging a dead toad from the lattice at midnight Nothing helped. He grew balder and balder.


  At last, down to no more than twenty hairs, he waited for the first of the month to roll around and then carefully sliced the plucked hair into two sections and mailed one of the sections off. He received a letter the same day: “Dear Mr. Gissing: In Hades, we do not split hairs. Very truly yours, Asmodeus.”


  He got off the remaining section hurriedly.


  Finally, when only one solitary tendril protruded from his pate, one tiny hair flourishing like a lone palm tree in a gigantic desert, Lorenzo, nearly speechless with anxiety, contacted the newly founded Binkley Clinic.


  “You’ve come to the right place,” said Dr. Binkley, saturnine of expression and comfortingly beshocked and tressed with carrot-colored filaments.


  “Thank God,” said Mr. Gissing.


  “Not a bit of it,” said the doctor. “Thank me.”


  “Can you really keep me from going bald?”


  “My dear sir, the Binkley Method will grow hair on a billiard ball.” He pointed to a green-felt covered table, on which rested three billiard balls, each covered with a thick hairy matting.


  “That’s all quite nice,” Mr. Gissing said, “but will it grow hair on me?”


  “I guarantee that in one month you will begin to feel the effects.”


  “Feel the effects! Be specific, man. In one month’s time, will there be any growth?”


  “My method is not inexpensive, but rightly so. Yes, Mr. Gissing: though slight, there will definitely be hairs upon your head in one month’s time.”


  You promise? That is, you’ve done it before?”


  “With scalp conditions such as yours, which are uncommon, yes, I can say unequivocally, I have.”


  “Let’s begin immediately.”


  It was necessary for Mr. Gissing to stand on his head for several hours and then submit to having his dome raked with a strange electrical device rather like a combination cotton gin and sewing machine.


  “Be careful,” he reminded the doctor every few minutes, “do not on your life disturb that last hair. Don’t even go near it.”


  Upon leaving the Binkley Clinic, Mr. Gissing put a Band-Aid over the hair and returned to his cottage, tired but happy.


  “It’s all right now,” he said with jubilance to his wife. “I’ve this month’s payment. And by next month I am guaranteed a new growth. Isn’t that wonderful!”


  “Yes, dear. Supper is ready now.”


  After stowing away his first undyspeptic meal in some time, Lorenzo turned to his wife and was shocked to observe how wan and beautiful she looked in the firelight. He felt a surge of sorts.


  , “Anastasia,” he said. “You’re looking fit.”


  “Thank you, Lorenzo.”


  “Very fit, indeed.”


  “Thank you, Lorenzo.”


  “In fact, if I may remark, you’re looking positively pretty, somehow.”


  “You are very gallant.”


  “Nonsense. See here, you’re not angry about what happened as a direct result of poor old Dad’s death? I mean my skipping off and all that—.”


  “Not angry, no.”


  “Good girl. Good girl! It’s the way a man’s constructed, one supposes. Well, it’s all over now. I mean, we were barely getting to know one another.”


  “Yes . . .”


  “Say, pretty sage of the old boy—meaning me—outsmarting the Devil himself, eh, what?”


  “Very sage indeed, Lorenzo. I’m tired. Do you mind if I go to bed?”


  Lorenzo smiled archly and delivered a pinch to his wife’s backside. “Oh,” he exclaimed, “I can feel it growing already. The hair, that is. I can make the payment tomorrow—it is the first, isn’t it?—and by next month I’ll be able to start all over again without any fears. Dr. Binkley says his hair won’t shed. Think of it!”


  They retired and, after a certain amount of wrestling and one thing and another, Mr. Gissing dropped off to a very sound sleep.


  “Anastasia! Oh, Lord!”


  “Yes, dear, yes, what is it?”


  “You mean, where is it? It’s gone, that’s where. Gone, you understand?”


  “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “The hair, you idiot. It fell off. Lost. You must help me look for it.”


  They looked. Frantically. In the bedroom. In the bed. In the bedclothes. The mattress. The sheets. The pillows. Nothing. No hair.


  “Again! We must look again! Carefully this time. Oh, carefully.”


  They covered every inch of the room, on hands and knees.


  “Are you sure you had it when you came in?”


  “Yes. I checked just before I retired.”


  “Well, have you looked in all your pockets?”


  “Yes. No . . . wait. No. Not there.”


  “Then where did you lose it?”


  Lorenzo gave his wife a withering look and continued his prayerful search. He inspected his clothes minutely. His shoes, his socks, his pajamas, his robe. The adjoining bathroom drain. The combs. Everything, everywhere.


  “We must find it. It’s getting near midnight!”


  “But dear, we’ve looked all day and all night. Can’t you just sort of forget about it?”


  “Anastasia, from the way you talk one would think you wanted to see me sizzle.”


  “Lorenzo! What a discourteous and utterly unattractive thing to say!”


  “Just keep looking.”


  At last, exhausted, breathless, hungry, his mind a kaleidoscope of fear, Lorenzo hurled himself onto the bed and lay there trembling.


  “Would this be it?”


  He leaped to his feet. He took the hair from his wife’s hand. “Yes! Yes, it is! I’m sure of it—see, how brown it is. It isn’t yours: yours is all black. Oh, Anastasia, we’re saved! I’ll get it in the mails right away.”


  He started back from the post office, still shaken by his experience, and was almost to the door. A finger tapped his shoulder.


  “Mr. Gissing?”


  “Yes, yes?” He turned. It was the man he had encountered by the Thames, so long ago. Still badly dressed.


  “Well, what is it? Almost had me, didn’t you?”


  “Come with me,” the man said.


  “In a pig’s eye I will. The payment, it so happens, is already in. And on time, too. So tootle oo, old boy—.”


  The man’s clothes suddenly burst into flame and in a moment Lorenzo found himself confronted by a creature unlike any in his experience. He quailed somewhat.


  “Come with me.”


  A hand of hot steel clutched Lorenzo’s arm and they began to walk down an alley where no alley had ever seemed to be before. It was very dark.


  “What,” Lorenzo protested, “is the meaning of this, may I inquire? The contract clearly states that as long as I get a hair off to you on the first of every month, everything’s in order.”


  “That is not quite correct,” said the creature, exuding the kind of aroma one associates with barbeques. “One of your hairs.”


  “But—but that was my hair. I saw it. No one else was in the house. Certainly not in the bedroom. Except my wife—and she’s a brunette.”


  The creature laughed. “It was not yours.”


  “Then what—Oh, surely not! Anastasia, unfaithful? I can hardly believe it!”


  They walked in silence. The creature was smiling.


  “My heart is broken,” Mr. Gissing wailed. “Another man in our bedroom! What sort of a world is this, where such iniquities are permitted to exist? Surely things can be no worse where we are going.”


  They disappeared into the blackness.


  Anastasia Gissing wore Prussian blue at the funeral. She was left to seek solace from her thoughts and a small brown-haired spaniel named Heine. She bore up remarkably well, considering everything.


  THE UNGRATEFUL HOUSE


  August Derleth


  MAN AND HIS MACHINES ARE DOING A GREAT JOB OF CONQUERING NATURE, OF COURSE. DOES ANYONE DOUBT IT?


  THE POINT ABOUT all these queer people you can run into from time to time is just that they aren’t really certifiable,” said Tex Harrigan in answer to a question of mine. “They’re sane enough, and no alienist would give them any more than the normal amount of aberrant concepts or actions.”


  “What’s normal?” I asked.


  “You tell me. Take Peyton Farquahr,” Harrigan went on, his pale gray eyes looking far back into the past. “I suppose he was one of the first of those I put into my File of Queer People. You’ve never heard of him; I needn’t ask if you have. He was a gadget inventor; he had no less than sixty-four patents on household gadgets ranging all the way from his ‘Little Gem Potato Peeler’ and his Peerless Magic Eraser’ down to his ‘Patented Bed-warmer’.”


  “He sounds like a handy man to have around a house,” I said.


  Harrigan laughed long and heartily. “You don’t know how ironic that is,” he said. “Wait till you hear about him. Like all gadget inventors, he wanted to try his hand at something big, and at last he conceived it—a mechanical house. A house that did everything for you, like a combination maid and housekeeper and valet.”


  “What a pipe dream!”


  “Take it easy. He built it.”


  “Where?”


  “Not far outside Denver. I was on the Rocky Mountain Gazette at that time, just beginning my newspaper career. The city editor was a hard-boiled old boy named Davis, Hickman Davis! He called me in one day and gave me a lead. Go easy on this boy,’ he said. We used to go to school together. He’s probably nuts, but he’s made money on it. He’s got a new invention.’


  “So I went out to his place.


  “Farquahr was a skinny, longhaired fellow with baggy pants and a sports coat, which he appeared never or seldom to change. Not that he was exactly dirty—just careless. I introduced myself and got down to the story.


  “Was it true, I wanted to know, that he was building himself a mechanical house?


  “He admitted it. But so far, he said, the story was under wraps.


  “ ‘What will it do?’ I wanted to know.


  “ ‘Everything, Mr. .Harrigan, everything,’ he said to me. ‘Except, of course, those more intimate little chores and duties performed by one’s wife.’


  “ ‘Interesting,’ I said. ‘But I’m skeptical.’


  “ ‘It’s your business to be,’ he agreed.


  “I couldn’t get another word out of him. What I could see of the house looked very intriguing. It was a low, one-story building, and it looked as if it was being built of chromium or some such similar material. Apart from that, though, it was ordinary enough in the way it was being put up—no fancy angles or curves or anything like that. A lot of glass, true, bur big windows were the style then.


  “I went back to the office and Davis gave me hell. He gave me a week to get out there again and get a story. So I went back after it next day. Farquahr didn’t appear exactly happy to see me. Seems he had something else on his mind.


  “ ‘Go away, Mr. Harrigan,’ he said. “I can’t. I’ve got to get a story. You know Davis.’


  “Well, I haggled with him for a while, and he finally consented to give me enough for a story. He took me into the house. The walls were thick—that was the first thing I noticed.


  “ ‘Why the thick walls?’ I asked him.


  “ ‘These walls are filled with all kinds of things that would be beyond you,’ he came back. ‘Relays, coils, electric eyes, memory tapes, recorders, and so on. You could say, the brains of the house.’


  “He didn’t offer to show anything to me, and the walls didn’t appear to have many openings. He explained that he had promised me only enough for a story, and he took me right out to the kitchen. It was a spotless kitchen, allowing for what needed to be done to it yet. All chromium, glass, steel. He went over to a large clock that was attached to a unit which seemed to be a stove, sink and disposal all together. He set the clock back to a few minutes before seven.”


  “ ‘Now all you need to do is watch,’ he said. ‘I figured someone was coming. I know Davis.’


  “I watched. I didn’t know what he was aiming at, but since he was watching the stove, I watched it, too. At seven o’clock the stove turned on. It wasn’t like an ordinary electric stove, you know, but a complicated affair. There were no grilles on top at all; everything was inside. I could hear some sort of machinery going inside the stove, and the whole thing was working away like mad. In about five minutes one side of the stove slid back and out Carrie an arm—a steel arm, of course—with a tray affixed. On the tray were two fried eggs, six slices of bacon, four slices of toast, and two cups of coffee.


  “ ‘Care for breakfast?’ he asked me.


  “ ‘No thanks,’ I said. ‘I’ve had mine.’


  “ ‘As you like,’ he said.


  “He went over to the clock again, set it ahead a little to about seven-thirty, and waited once more. At seven-thirty, the arm slid the tray over to the sink and dumped the plastic dishes; another metal arm came out of the sidewall and scraped the tray while hot water played on it and the dishes. The eggs, toast, bacon and coffee went down a large drain where, Farquahr explained, the solids were minced up and flushed away. Then the dishes were picked up and racked behind the stove, the water shut off, and the stove closed up. The demonstration was over.


  “ ‘Everything by clockwork, Mr. Harrigan,’ said Farquahr.


  “He set the clock back once more, pulled out one of the plugs connected to the stove, and put in another one. At seven-thirty the clock gave a single bell-like note and a recording played. ‘It’s seven-thirty A. M.,’ the clock said.


  “He disconnected the clock again. ‘You see?’ he said.


  “I saw, all right. It was the damndest thing. I could think of a thousand objections. What if you didn’t want to get up at six-thirty or quarter to seven for a change? Of course, you could disconnect the mechanism, sure, but sometimes you don’t know that you don’t want to get up until just before the time set. What then? Out of bed to shut it off and back in again. And a whole house like that?” Tex paused to ponder, and shuddered.


  “Was the whole house like that?” I asked.


  “I guess it was. That was what Farquahr was aiming for and what he hinted at when he talked about it. There was another part of it, anyway. When we were going out again I saw a little lever near the door. I gave it a push, and the first thing I knew I was half suspended in the air, with brushes working on my feet, a whisk broom going over my coat and pants, all on mechanical arms, and another arm reaching up (or my hat.


  “ ‘You’ve pushed the switch,’ said Farquahr.


  “I admitted I had pushed something. He shut it off and we were outside. I tell you I was glad to be out of the house.”


  “It worked, then?” I put in.


  “That part of it I saw certainly did. I said of course I was interested, but I couldn’t print everything just the way it happened because people would think I was running off a tall story.


  “ ‘Just what I thought,’ he said. But just the same, he opened up a little more. Maybe the thought that I couldn’t print everything gave him a feeling of greater freedom. Anyway, he let go with more of his gadgets: a bed that turned down and made itself, windows that opened and closed depending on the degree of humidity and the temperature, a talking calendar which announced dates and anniversaries and so on—oh, a lot of things. What he was working on now was something to make the house absolutely dirtproof, a device or two which would permit the house to eject all the dirt, dust, lint, and what have you. He already had the air purified and now he wanted to keep everything that didn’t measure up to standards out of the house. There were one or two more little things he had to do—like fix up the garage so that the thing opened and closed by clockwork, and put in an electric-eye apparatus that photographed everyone who called, and so on.”


  “I’d like to see that house,” I said.


  Harrigan smiled and poured himself another glass of sherry.


  “I had my story,” he went on. “It was just a matter of what part of the house I was going to write up. I decided to concentrate on Farquahr’s self-servicing stove; so I gave the story a brief lead on the mechanization of a modern house of the future, and did the stove up. I don’t know whether Davis even looked at my copy; he just okayed it and it went on through.


  “The story came out and got people to talking. Not too much, of course; you read so much in the papers that nobody has any time for any one story particularly. But the first thing I knew the advertisers came down on us. The stove, sink, dish, cleaning compound and plumbing fixture boys wanted to know what the hell, what kind of a joke was this, and what was the matter with the Gazette?


  “The next day old Davis charged into my cubbyhole like a wild bull and demanded to know what I’d been up to, writing a crazy story like that. ‘Now debunk it,’ he said. ‘Wash it off our hands.’


  “ ‘I can’t,’ I said. It’s true. I saw that stove work myself. Your old pal Farquahr has done it again,’ I said. ‘From potato peelers to mechanical houses in sixty-four easy inventions.’ “Said Davis, coldly, ‘As far as the Gazette is concerned it’s impractical if true, and it’s just a science-fiction story made up for reader-entertainment, anyway. Go out and get Farquahr to say something.’


  “I thought Farquahr had said enough already, but orders are orders. I went out. Farquahr was grinning like a Cheshire cat when he saw me.


  “ ‘I have to get a statement from you,’ I said to him.


  “ ‘The house of the future is the mechanized home. Farquahr’s Mechanical House,’ he said, ‘is the goal of every householder in the world of tomorrow.’ He smiled again and added, ‘That will gall your advertisers and give Hick apoplexy, but that’s my statement.’


  “ ‘We’ve heard from our advertisers,’ I said.


  “ ‘So have I. The diehards always fight progress.’


  “The house looked just the same. When I came he had just been running a demonstration with a hose. He was in the act of spraying water toward the open windows of the house. Just as smooth as a tuned-up motor those windows were rolling down, one by one, and, as soon as he stopped spraying water and the sunshine hit them again, up they all went, one after another.


  “ ‘Beautiful,’ he said. ‘There’s the house every woman dreams about.’


  “I wasn’t so sure about that, but I didn’t say anything. I stood and looked at the house and wondered how I could get anything else out of Farquahr.


  “ ‘No more responsibilities,’ he went on. ‘No more worrying about this and that.’


  “ ‘No,’ I said. ‘Just to keep the plugs in or out and set the clock and watch the current and look out for shorts.’


  “ ‘You’re an iconoclast,” he protested.


  “ ‘No, I’m a reporter,’ I said. ‘And I’ve got to say that the Mechanical House is impractical so that our readers won’t be shocked into tomorrow overnight.’


  “ ‘Well, go ahead,’ he said, and laughed.


  “I went back and wrote the story. The Gazette used it, and it appeared to satisfy everyone but a few crackpots who wrote in wanting to know more about it. It shut up the advertisers and Davis forgot about it. But it didn’t satisfy me. You see, by this time something of Farquahr’s insouciance had got into me. Besides, there was always a chance for a story to go out on the AP or UP wires, and I meant to have it.” He stopped to empty his glass.


  “Did you get it on the wires finally?” I asked.


  He shook his head. “No, as a matter of fact, I didn’t.” He smiled crookedly. “It looked like a sure thing, and I could see it as a feature, with photographs and all, as soon as Farquahr relented enough to permit it. But things didn’t turn out quite that way. That Mechanical House of his started out as a grandiose ideal and ended up by being too practical.”


  “Is there Such a state?”


  “Oh, yes. Farquahr’s house achieved it.” He chuckled. “Well, I went out there again a week later. Farquahr had read my second story and thought it all right. ‘No need to feed the yokels something that’s beyond them,’ he said. He was still working on his house, of course. He took me in and showed me his ‘daily reminder.’ It was something like a clock on the wall, only larger. It was fed by a kind of memory tape and was hooked up to a complicated device which measured the day’s humidity, temperature, and so on. He gave me a demonstration, explaining that once the thing was adjusted it needed no attention whatsoever; it was even self-lubricating, provided lubrication was there for its use.


  “Well, it worked. That fellow had the damndest set of ideas I ever ran into. That ‘ daily reminder’ of his came out with, ‘This is June seventeenth. Temperature, seventy-two degrees. Humidity, thirty-one percent. Wind, westerly.’


  “ ‘What’s the practical value?’ I asked him.


  “ ‘If you don’t see it, you wouldn’t appreciate it,’ he answered.


  “There was something in what he said. No need to fuss around with a calendar, turn on the radio for a weather report, or look outside to see which way the wind was blowing. That wasn’t all he’d done. He’d made some improvements in the living room. He had it filled with furniture by this time. You could sit down in a patented chair and have your paper or magazine served to you on a rack which automatically adjusted to your sight. You could push a button and the chair would open up on one side and present you with whisky and soda or whatever else you might have arranged for.


  “He had continued his work on the problem of keeping the house clean by mechanical means. I couldn’t begin to understand the complicated machinery he had rigged up: electric eyes, sensitized plates and wall-strips, and the like. He expected to have the only perfect self-cleaning house in the world. Think of eliminating all troublesome housework, the bane of the housewife!’ he said. When you think of how many complaints millions of women make about just that aspect of marriage, you could feel that if he could bring it off he’d do more for marriage than any single event in history since Margaret Sanger.


  He already had the plates and wall-strips responding to lint and dust; they simply opened up and a tremendous suction took care of the rest. All the furniture had now been weighted, and a lot of air was stirred up when the automatic suction began. Now he was at work on preventive measures—something at the front and back doors to keep dirt and dust out of the house.


  “Well, I got on to the subject of doing a wire feature story on the house. He was not encouraging.


  “ ‘Not until I get all my patents. If then,’ he said. Besides, once the word gets out I should be ready to go into large-scale production.’


  “He expected to do a thriving business. He intended to incorporate and spread his Mechanical House from one coast to another from border to border; that it would sweep over the face of the civilized world he had never a doubt. Myself, I could think of a good many objections—you know, there was always a nugget of truth in the old superstition that the excessive use of cars tended to weaken the legs of mankind. Think what might happen to the human race after several decades of exposure to Farquahr’s Mechanical House, and what might come after! Farquahr himself envisioned the Mechanical Office as the second step. You could go on from there ad infinitum.


  “So for the moment there was no story. I had to bide my time. I left him that day working happily away at what he apparently thought were the final touches. But, of course, a gadget man couldn’t be expected to leave well enough alone, and it was against the nature of things that his agile brain wouldn’t think of something new to add here and there.


  “At about that time a big story broke in Boulder, and I took it for the Gazette. I was gone for about ten days. When I came back I made a bee-line for Farquahr’s Mechanical House.


  “By that time the word about the house had got out, and there was a considerable crowd of people standing around—all at a respectable distance from the place. It was the kind of crowd that always gathers about an excavation or a building going up, just for lack of anything else to do. Farquahr was in and out of the house. I contacted him at last coming out.


  “ ‘Ah, it’s you, Harrigan,’ he said with an harassed air. He waved one hand in a sweeping gesture toward the crowd. ‘Look. Day after day. It’s enough to drive a man crazy.’


  “ ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘any building attracts sightseers, and yours will probably attract a good many more before you’re done with it.’


  “ ‘I’m almost done,’ he said. ‘You ought to see my heating unit and my fire-prevention installation.’


  “ ‘Let’s go,’ I said.


  “He demonstrated a half-dozen new gadgets, some of them variations of or improvements on earlier inventions of his. The electric eye at the door, for instance, was now arranged so that not only would it flash a picture of any caller on a screen in every room of the house, but it would also photograph, develop, and stamp each print with the hour of the call. The house had been elaborately protected against fire, with a system of sprinklers and chemicals that went into effect at the slightest hint of trouble. The heating unit was a dream; you could store enough oil for a year and never trouble yourself to look at the furnace for all that time—a far cry from the old days of shoveling coal.


  “There were a good many other things, but you get the drift of the set-up. Farquahr was intensely proud of it; all his other inventions now seemed to him of no consequence whatsoever compared to this ‘crowning achievement’ of his career, as he called it. True, he didn’t like the crowds standing around, but he was already beginning to accept them as something of his due; they owed him their adulation, and he owed them the courtesy of demonstrating his undeniable inventive genius. Moreover, at this moment, the house was virtually complete, a perfect thing, the sum total of his inventive ingenuity and the achieved goal of his ideals. He was waiting to test only one thing: the dust and dirt repelling machinery.


  “ ‘The feelings of the house,’ he explained it. ‘I’ve got the house to functioning just like a sensitive human being,’ he said, ‘and it will now reject grime and dirt just as readily as you or I might react to it—only perhaps it’s more scientific and impartial about it, being unsentimental.’


  “He talked about it as if it were alive.


  “ ‘You make it sound sentient,’ I said, ‘alive and thinking.’


  “ ‘To all intent and purpose it does think, doesn’t it?’ he asked me. ‘It operates pretty much like a human being, if you stop to analyze it.’


  “Damned if it didn’t, come to think of it! It responded to stimuli in patterns just as predetermined as most of those into which the average human being falls.


  “ ‘I’m all set to give it a demonstration now,’ he said. ‘I’ve set all the clocks for three, and it’s a minute or so to the hour. At three o’clock on the head everything will jog into place and the house will be functioning in every division.’


  “He stood there beaming happily, if a little obsessively, at his invention.


  “Well, three o’clock came, and everything went like clockwork. The windows went up; the garage door opened up for a non-extant car to roll out, and, after a reasonable while, went down again; the lawn sprinklers went into operation and wherever they were near windows, the windows shut. And so on.


  “Right then and there, I decided that the whole thing was too perfect. And I’m damned if Farquahr didn’t obligingly demonstrate my own conviction to me. He walked over to go into the house. I saw the door open and the brushing equipment begin to go into action. Then suddenly there was one tremendous whoosh, and out flew Farquahr, just exactly as if he had been booted out at the end of an extraordinarily powerful foot. He flew through the air and landed on his belly, spread-eagled, about ten feet from the door.


  “I ran over to him and helped him up. He was dazed.


  “What happened?’ I asked. ‘Something go wrong?’


  “ ‘I hardly think so,’ be answered.


  “ ‘Some flaw in the mechanism?’ I asked.


  “ ‘No, the mechanism’s perfect.’


  “ ‘Try it again,’ I said.


  “So off he went again, a little less confident this time, and opened the door.


  “Once more he was seized by the perfectly-functioning cleaning apparatus, once more he was caught up in a furious blast of air, once more he was catapulted over the stoop to the lawn outside, all to the vast and vociferous amusement of the watching crowd.


  “This time he didn’t wait to be helped up. He staggered to his feet and, with an angry shout, leaped once more for the house.


  “It was just as futile as the first time. He was getting bruised and shaken, but he was game. He tried the back door, and the result was the same.


  “The plain fact was that the Mechanical House would have none of its inventor. I went around and suggested to Farquahr that he ought to turn off the mechanism so that he could investigate for flaws. But he insisted that there weren’t any flaws in the machines, and he couldn’t turn off the mechanism without going into the house and he couldn’t get in.


  “ ‘The windows,’ I suggested.


  ‘ But they were out of the question. He had them rigged up for burglars and anyone who sought entrance through them would be imprisoned by an uncomfortable electric charge.


  “ ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.


  He just shook his head. He was angry, hurt, bewildered. But underneath all that I could sense that he knew what was the matter. And in a little while, I knew, too. He had said there was nothing wrong with the machines, and he ought to have known. So if there was nothing wrong with the machines and the Mechanical House was functioning as it was intended to, why then the flaw lay in Farquahr.


  “And that was it. The Mechanical House was too practical or built on too conservative lines. The plain fact was that Farquahr was just too unclean for the house and the house ejected him like any other piece of lint, dust mote, or stray leaf. Perhaps it was that habit of Farquahr’s of running around in old clothes. Perhaps not. Whatever it was, it was certain that just as soon as Farquahr stepped inside his Mechanical House, the house responded by throwing him out bodily.”


  I laughed. “That’s gratitude!”


  Don’t laugh,” said Harrigan. “Farquahr’s sense of humor didn’t extend that far. And what happened after that just took the heart out of him. He finally realized that the only way in which he could get back into the house was to shut off the power from outside. So he applied to the utility company to shut off the power at a certain hour, so that he could disconnect the gadget which rejected him, and the company obligingly did so.


  “Unfortunately, just about that time there was a corking electrical storm raging, and lightning struck the house. Farquahr got out there just in time to see the house burn down. Since the whole thing depended for its existence on the power, the sprinklers wouldn’t work without electricity. As a matter of fact, Farquahr in his enthusiasm had forgotten auxiliaries in the event of a power shortage. He had just made the mistake of taking something for granted because it had never failed him before.”


  But he could build it over,” I said.


  “Could, but didn’t. He went off on a holiday in Canada and vanished. I think the humiliation of being thrown out of his own Mechanical House was too much for him. Rank ingratitude.”


  THE PASSION OF ORPHEUS


  Bryce Walton


  HE WAS THE LAST MAN, AND ONLY HE COULD MAKE THE MUSIC TO BRING LIFE AGAIN.


  BROTHER HAMMOND pointed to the far horizon. “The City’s in that direction, but I can’t say how far, my boy. I’ve forgotten. But a long way. You’ll take some cheese and pemmican biscuit, but you’ll have to forage along the trail. It’ll be dangerous—strange beasts and who knows what kind of men?” A hawk dropped through the clouds and fell like a black stone past the high promontory on which Jonathan Scott stood.


  Brother Scott said, “I’ve prayed all day, since you told me I was chosen to carry the Song, that the Divine Ultimate Reality behind appearances would guide me in safety.”


  “You were chosen, my boy, because you play the Song with greater passion than any of us.” Brother Hammond’s harsh brown robe flattened in the high wind against his bent, bony frame. He took the ritual cylinder from the cloth bag suspended from his neck. He turned a dial to refresh his mind with the Temple Voice. He was old, and sometimes he forgot the older words. “You hear the words, Jonathan, my boy? Even the Voices of the Temple are fading, growing old.” The words were scratchy and distant.


  Brother Hammond blinked and whispered. “It was so long ago when we Elders were sent from the Temple with the Song. Four hundred years—. Longevity is a hard burden, my boy. Maybe you should be grateful you don’t have to carry it.”


  Jonathan’s shoulder-length blond hair glittered as he threw his head back to the sun. His eyes were bright with the ecstasy of anticipation. He would carry the Song!


  The cylinder spoke in a kind of fading whisper:


  “The Word is the Song!”


  The two on the height repeated it, chanting softly:


  “The Word is the Song.”


  “The Song is the Word.”


  “The Song is the Word.”


  ‘The Song is the Key to salvation, for all hope and realization . . .


  Jonathan’s eyes were glassy and hot, and his throat felt dry.


  “Sanctus . . . Sanctus . . . Spokesman of the Divine, Revealer of the Reality behind Appearances . . . the Integrating Principle of the Universe . . .”


  So they listened and repeated the old, old instructions from the Temple . . .


  Jonathan said goodbye to the people who lived in the Valley of the Preservers of the Song. A hundred and thirty in all—men, women and children—the workers coming in from the fields to their stone huts, the women preparing the evening meal in open stone furnaces to be served on flat stone plates.


  At dusk he went to the small stone chapel at the end of the village street and played the Song. Only two articles were left of all the things the Elders had fled with from the Temple: the cylinder, and the small pipe organ with a thirty-two-note AGO pedal keyboard. Jonathan did not know what thirty-two notes meant, nor AGO. But he knew the Song.


  Outside the chapel the other Brothers, neophytes, acolytes and workers, stood and sang while Jonathan played the vesper song. His head was angled back, his eyes closed. Sanctus . . . from the Divine Mass in D, as it was called—though what these symbols meant, no one knew any more. The Song had been recorded on the cylinder, and Jonathan had been able to play it as long as he could remember. Sanctus . . . composed from the substance of the Source, the stuff of true physical reality that underlies the world’s diversity. Also, it was written by a very ancient hand of the Source, a Brother called Batoven.


  And the next morning at dawn, Jonathan went through the pass and down out of the Valley toward the plains and the sea that would take him toward the City. It was in this direction, even if there was no City left now, that he would find the people waiting to be delivered by the Song.


  It was a long way, but Jonathan’s strides were long and sure. His body seemed fired with a strength beyond that of any one man, and he knew he was approaching the City and the Temple, the Key to the Source. He kept on walking and walking, but there was no City. He would find people though—somewhere, people and the Temple. Knowing this, he kept on walking.


  He ate fruit from the forests and clean white flesh from the seashells along the shore by the warm-winded sea. At night, he sheltered behind rocks and built small intimate fires and lay dreaming to the stars, gentle warm south winds of promise whispering and calling him to the west.


  Sometimes the white clouds drifting with him seemed like full-bodied women beckoning with white angel’s arms and calling lips that faded into mist, and he would awake, sweating, wondering why he should be tempted so at this time. Sometimes in the moonlight when the sea foam curled to the white sand, little wisps of fog danced in slow motion round and round like mist-clothed girls, laughing and calling in most gentle voices. They too melted toward the west, leaving a trail for Jonathan of whispered urgencies and hints of choral voices singing his destiny to the Sun.


  They are images of the Song, he thought. No one can understand the Song. It’s something one only feels, and so he had to put it into pictures that he could understand.


  He saw beasts he’d never seen before. The Valley was a locked land, except to men there who knew the way in and out of the Pass. It had been three hundred years since anyone had left the Valley. And maybe much longer than that since any kind of land-bound creature other than man had been in there.


  None of these beasts bothered Jonathan. They seemed afraid of him. Maybe they had never seen a human before. The thought lowered some of the soaring flame that burned so strongly in him to an uneasy flickering.


  Where were the people?


  He sat down on the side of a hill where the grass waved in long rolling swells. It looked like a green ocean with blue shadows. He gazed in all directions and, although he could see a long way, he saw no signs anywhere that there were, or had ever been, human beings.


  Digging the staff into the ground, he raised himself and began to walk again. His sandals had worn through and his feet were blistered. He was very tired. His muscles, even his bones, ached.


  The Brothers had talked about what might have happened out here after that last Great War. Two things could have come to pass: the end of human life; or a return to some kind of primitive life, barbarism, resulting from a terrible lessening of humanity.


  The first one didn’t hold true. There was still human life in the Valley, But only a few could procreate, and the Elders’ longevity was almost ended. To renew the great civilization of the past from that small group in the Valley seemed impossible. They were only there to preserve the Song that would purify and renew, would inspire whatever people remained to the celestial heights of their true destiny. There would still be a future, for he had the Song and mankind could start afresh, free of the old curses of materialism, as the evil thought was called, and the demons of science that destroyed the values of the Soul.


  He walked faster. He went along the sea and passed the black whispering weeds of the ebb, and he went inland where the oak trees thrust elbows at the wind, and bigger, blacker trees, smouldering with foliage, were dense with singing life.


  His pulses rose with the Pacific surge, heavy with summer. Time and land flowed under his determined struggle. Sun and night met him and were friendly and he left them behind, while the east wind ran like glass under the peeping stars, and the south wind ploughed in the shadows of the trees.


  And as he reached the further slope of a foothill at the base of high mountains, he found the City.


  He stood there a long time, scarcely breathing, his crooked staff pressed sharply into the earth. It was the right City. There had been only one after the first Great War, one City for every one in the Democritan half of the world. One City for the Asians in the other half of the world. That was the way the Brothers had told it to Jonathan, back long ago when he was younger and the Elders remembered things better. Two Cities were all that had been left.


  And then the second Great War, though few knew much about that. Anyway, only the Democritan City would be left. If any people still lived, they would live here. So it was said. The Asians could not have survived the second and last Great War. The Brothers had said that only the democratic side could win the ultimate victory.


  Jonathan felt weak in spite of the ecstasy that had flamed up inside of him at the sight of the City. His face felt flushed and hot. He couldn’t eat anything.


  He sat up there on the hill a long time and watched. There seemed to be no life below him in that vast fifty-square-mile area. Finally, Jonathan stumbled on down the hill, then stopped and sank to his knees. All the weariness of that journey seemed to settle around him. The sun’s light on the City had distorted his vision. Now that he was closer he could see he had filled in terrifying vacancies and gaps and holes with his own dreams, his preconceived dreams of what the City would be like.


  Actually now he could see that there wasn’t much of a City left. A burning sensation of fear was growing in his chest. A kind of dark and terrifying vacancy threatened to open before him, and he seemed to cling to little rays of light like a man about to fall through a glowing net into an abyss.


  Bones, he thought. Shiny, brilliantly shiny metal bones, polished and still. Shiny metal joints like giant elbows twisting up from cratered ground, twisted brokenly as far as Jonathan could see, into the narrowing valley that wound back with the river from-the sea into the mountains. Across the river a few strands of glistening cable hung motionless, like dried tendons. And here and there, the ragged ends of fused and melted metals protruded from the water and the further shore.


  “And the priest will be fire,” the Asians were reported to have said. “And blood the witness.”


  Grass grows where the flame flowered. Metal, the burned-out chemicals of the demons’ tools, lay in the shattered crucible of the devil science . . .


  No life at all, Jonathan whispered, except small furry animals with tails, and the birds.


  The landscape seemed to turn like a wheel under Jonathan and the sun dimmed. Sweat was damp and sticky under the coarsely woven cloth of his robe. His heart thundered in his temples and he longed to lie down in the cool grass and sleep—here within sight of the greatest sleep of all.


  Peace . . . peace, the heir of dead desire . . .


  He lay there feeling the insolent quietness of steel and stone. Above him, the clouds raced northward as the river raced below. Every fiber of his body trembled with faintness. The people he could have saved had all bubbled up in the violence of fire and become ash in evil metal . . .


  “Hello. Why do you wear such funny clothes?”


  He did not look up at once. He hardly trusted his senses now, but he’d heard no one approach. Yet it was a real voice, for now he saw a shadow bend softly before him. A young woman’s voice, gently sweet but with an undertone of deep feeling and sympathy. It was almost as though her voice reflected his own momentary despair.


  “Are you resting? Can you hear me?”


  “Yes.” He saw her, and he got up quickly. He forgot his weakness as. he stared. He saw a nobly formed woman, erect and browned and strong as a new tower of stone. Her features were sculptured into a strong dark face: straight nose with a high bridge, firm wide eyes that gazed down with open and steady curiosity into his.


  She was too much like those mist-draped, forbidden women of his dreams. She wore a slightly concealing, brightly-colored cloth around high breasts and flat, almost boyish hips. The thin cloth fluttered in the hushing and creaking of the wind.


  An inward pressure grew in his throat and he could not speak for a while, even in a whisper. Then he realized in a tide of emotion what this really meant, to him, to the old, old plan of the Temple.


  He grabbed her shoulders. “There are more of you—! I mean more women, men, children—.”


  “There are many of us around here. Children—?”


  He said “children” again, and she shook her head. Maybe they had some other term—.


  She put her hands on his arms, ran them softly up toward his shoulders and down again, and smiled. Her teeth shone and her eyes were brighter now as though reflecting his own growing excitement.


  “But there doesn’t seem to be anyone living there.” He pointed at the City.


  “No. Maybe no one ever has lived there. Who would want to?”


  “Where do you live?”


  “I’ll show you. You need rest and sleep and food.” She took his hand. Her warmth and softness reached out to him in his weakness and his loneliness. The longing that ached in him at the same time made his hands tremble with guilt. Nothing should interfere with a Brother’s devotion to the Song and the Temple and the Work.


  “I like you,” she said lightly. “I could love you. You’re very appealing. You’re bigger and your hair is brighter and your shoulders broader than any man among us.”


  His face reddened. No woman among those in the Valley would ever speak to him, to any Brother, this way. Tingling excitement he couldn’t control ran up his arm like a chill, and the sound of the ocean was like blood in his ears.


  They walked slowly down the sloping hill and moved under the shadows of the mountains in the sunny afternoon. They went through sweet high grass filled with the scents of summer. They stepped among red, purple and golden blossoms that wavered in the warm winds.


  “Who are you?” she asked again.


  He tried to tell her, but he stumbled and would have fallen had she not held him up.


  “You’re too tired and ill now to talk,” she said. “You must have walked such a long while. We’ll talk about it later. After you’ve rested. You will rest and sleep a long time and grow strong again.”


  But he kept on trying to explain. She didn’t seem interested, not really. She seemed only to be trying to be interested. But she just didn’t understand. Few of the significant words he used were even familiar to her. This he realized as he whispered to her.


  She just looked at him and her eyes had nothing in them that he could recognize, except a kind of passionate sympathy which had nothing to do with what he said, but seemed only her attempt to share with him feeling and hope and longing and need.


  “I just don’t know about these, things,” she said again. “It only seems to me that you aren’t happy. Everyone should be happy. There’s nothing else.”


  His toes dragged a little as he staggered beside her. They went much nearer to the City, past the edge of vast piles of shiny rubble, circling back again toward another sector of the foothills. Birds floated from girder to stone and sang strange prolonged and varied patterns of song.


  The Song, Jonathan thought, as the world blurred and seemed to shift crazily under his feet. Words aren’t adequate. The Song is the Key. The Word is the Song. He would find the Temple, which was indestructible. When he played the Song, Syndra and the others who heard it would understand. She had said her name was Syndra. That was an odd name.


  He rested and slept, drifting through a timeless land. The people had seemed to be numerous enough, if he remembered correctly, and they lived in caves in the side of the hills under the big granite overhang, deep cool caves with open fires in the front.


  Sometimes he awoke slightly in the easeful darkness of the cave and always he heard the bright, starry laughter outside. He couldn’t remember hearing anything else out there except that free, abandoned laughter, like birds’ voices. And he remembered also the soft, careful whispers when they came into the cave where he lay.


  Syndra seemed to stay there beside him all the time. Whenever he awoke slightly, she was there looking at him, her eyes always understanding, always reflecting whatever he felt. Joy, lethargy, half-sleep, dream, those moments of forbidden desires, brief looping instances of sadness and shame, times of exhilaration—whatever fleeting mood was his, he saw it reflected in her face and eyes, in the posture of her body, in the soft, caressing movements of her hands.


  And once, when he had dreamed of something he couldn’t remember, and awoke startled by his own fear, that was there too, in her face and eyes. Fear—and he shut his eyes at once.


  In daytime there was sun, muted and streaked with dust that gave a cozy, lazy warmth to the cave. And sometimes at night when he awoke for a while, still half dreaming, her body was etched in moonlight, moving a little, sighing gently. And beyond her, through the cavers mouth, he could see the enormous films of moonlight trailing down from the mountain heights. Space, vastness, and the distant shining ocean lay light like a haze. Little vapors gleamed and little darknesses marked wood and valley, but the air was always warm and soft and contenting—and there was always Syndra in the moonlight.


  Sometimes at night the wind raved in the dark, and the fire-shadows flapped, and the ocean battered against the rock. And once thunder walked down the canyons over the cave mouths and he saw her still there, sitting, looking into his face and eyes.


  They were beautiful people, Jonathan discovered later, when he was well and strong again. But of course it was all wrong. He walked with Syndra among the caves, up and down the hills above the City. It seemed blasphemous somehow. But he felt a peace, a contentment, he had never felt before. And he knew it was wrong. It was a kind of paganism, and it wasn’t right.


  There were no machines—that part of it was good—none of the gadgets of the devil, no evil tools of the destructive demons of science. Not even a wheel. These people had intelligence enough and the potentiality to learn. But they had no drive in that direction. They were just happy, thoroughly satisfied, and of this Jonathan approved and was very glad.


  He explained to Syndra as best he could why this pleased him, and he kept hoping that she or someone among these people would understand. Science, materialism, had destroyed civilization in that First Great War. It had been misused, it was evil, because people had worshiped it and almost destroyed themselves. After that war, the City State of Democritas had gotten on the right road, away from the worship of materialism. They had put philosophy; religion, psychology, as it was called then, ahead of materialism. Now these words were almost meaningless. But the spirit, the understanding was there, even if he couldn’t put it into words. It was all in ,the Song that put truth and final understanding into the human heart.


  The Democritans had combined science and religion into one governing force. The scientists and priests became one. Religion and philosophy were the motivating forces for science. Science was only a method in the development of the soul, never an end in itself. All this the Brothers knew who had fled from the Temple to preserve the Song. So now Jonathan knew.


  The Asians had been on the wrong road. They had not learned. They had been strictly material, coldly scientific, believing in any means to justify the end. They had hated the Democritans and prepared to destroy them for purely cold and, to them, scientific reasons.


  So the Democritans had had to stay prepared for a long time to meet the Asian threat. And then the second and last Great War . . .


  What had really happened? These people of Syndra’s had no idea, seemed to have no cultural memory. Some kind of mass shock, Jonathan thought. They stand still. They’re afraid to move back, and afraid to move forward. But I have the Song, and that will show them the way.


  He had to find the Temple. There, science and religion had been combined. From the Temple came all directions, guidance, inspiration, from the scientist-priests. Science alone wasn’t enough. Religion alone wasn’t enough. The Democritans had been on the right road, and now he, Jonathan Scott, could preserve that road, see it widen out and out into a glorious future . . .


  But he had to find the Temple. He asked about the Temple and tried to explain what it meant. No one knew. He was frightened and he didn’t know why. He was glad because they had not gone along the suicidal pathway of strict materialism. But they had no religion either. No religion at all. And this made him. afraid.


  He saw no children anywhere, and this frightened him, too. But no one knew what he was talking about when he tried to ask them about children. They had never seen humans smaller than themselves. Love, sex, these things they understood thoroughly—up to the point of procreation. That they could not comprehend.


  Everyone seemed about the same age. He saw no old people. No one was ever sick that he could see. No one was ever dissatisfied, or irritated. No quarrels, no violence or hostility. There were just a round of simple duties to keep the small social units, somewhat like a family, functioning. And the rest of the time was for dancing and laughter and drifting leisure. It was like being on a clear and warm-scented river that had started nowhere and was going nowhere, and whose currents were barely determinable.


  No science. No religion. Nothing. No awareness of anything beyond the visible and immediate. No yesterdays. No tomorrows.


  He was glad he wouldn’t have to convert them. He had the Song and he would find the Temple and that would be enough. They had no false beliefs from which to be converted. You couldn’t educate them because they had no understanding of his words. But the Song could make them know, the Song went directly to the heart.


  He started walking, one midafternoon, down the hill toward the City. Syndra ran after him. He knew he had to find the Temple. A kind of lonely, desperate panic came over him as he stopped on a height and looked downward and Syndra’s face reflected how he felt. He could be with all these gentle loving people, and still be more alone than if he were actually physically alone, for they seemed always to share what he felt. If he was sad, someone should be happy. If he was suddenly afraid, someone around should show courage.


  He walked faster. The Temple seemed suddenly more important than it ever had before. No children. No old people. No science. No religion. No movement forward. No memory backward . . . It was meaningless on the surface, but all the answers were in the Temple.


  “But we’ve never been in that City,” said Syndra, running behind him. “Why should anyone go in there? It’s ugly. There’s not much fruit to gather. And no animals worth hunting. I can’t really believe people lived in there once . . .”


  “I’ve explained,” said Jonathan, somewhat exasperated. “That’s what happened to those buildings. People lived there, then they had a war, a terrible war. And the buildings were destroyed. It wasn’t always this way.”


  “But if they liked living there why did they destroy it?”


  Jonathan sighed. “Total war . . .” How could he explain it? They wouldn’t understand mass warfare; they couldn’t. Even the faintest hostility between individuals was unknown amongst them.


  He turned. He felt embarrassed as she stood up close to him, and he could see the warm, intimate light in her eyes. “Don’t go,” she said softly. “Stay with us . . . with me.”


  “I must find the Temple,” he said desperately. “Look here . . . you go back. I may be gone a long time . . .”


  She shook her head. She seemed in pain, as though torn between some strong desire to do what he asked, and something else—and yet it all seemed only a reflection of how he felt, even the desire for—.


  So he guessed that she sensed also how much he really wanted her to stay with him. That also made him afraid. He did not trust his own sense of right and wrong any more.


  He turned and started walking rapidly, moving away from the caves, following a narrow, winding pathway toward the valley and the ruins of the City. She followed him. She did not say anything, now.


  There was so much that the Brothers who had been sent to the Valley with the cylinder, the organ and the Song, had not known—or had forgotten. In four hundred years one could forget. And—maybe it had been longer. Sometimes Jonathan wondered if the Brothers really knew now how long they had lived in the Valley.


  The uneasy flickering began again in his stomach. There was something frightening about all this, strange and inexplicable, something invisible and everywhere that crowded down around him. He walked faster.


  The Temple had the answers. There, he would play the Song. Somewhere was the Temple. It had all the answers.


  It was a long time since they had left the hillside and the caves. Jonathan lay on his side, his hands extended upward along the shattered rubble of stone and steel. Behind him, Syndra sat, her head bowed. In the hot sun’s glare, they were burned and glazed, thin and soiled. They looked like two figurines fallen from a shattered height, somehow miraculously preserved.


  He whispered through cracked lips. “That’s—that’s the Temple. See . . .”


  She looked up slowly and nodded, but there was nothing in her eyes except the same weariness that he now felt. Beyond that there was no understanding. It seemed as though she was trying hard to react as fully as he did, to fill her heart and face and eyes with the ecstasy that Jonathan felt.


  “It’s so big, Jonathan. It’s . . . like a mountain.”


  Far beyond the inland part of the City they had found it, high, very high up the side of a mountain, so that it dominated the entire valley clear to the sea. It overlooked the entire fifty square miles of ruins, yet itself was untouched by time or violence.


  They had seen it the evening before, shining down through the sun’s glare, in a far, high splendor of shifting hues. But Jonathan had not believed it then. A mirage, he had thought, an image created by the longing in his heart.


  But now he knew the Temple was real. It had loomed larger as they came close, until now its spires and steeples and columns and glistening domes seemed to tower higher than the eye could reach, stretching up beyond the clouds.


  The light reflecting from it sent an incredible renewed strength into Jonathan, lifted him to his knees, then his feet. Above him alabaster steps circled up and up. Half a mile wide at the base, they narrowed in graceful spirals, disappearing somewhere above their heads in a blaze of promising color.


  The awful weakness of fatigue was gone. Now he could not feel anything. His feet seemed to float as he went up the winding steps. There was no world beyond this world of the Temple, and no sounds except the Song that was stirring for release in his brain and in his eager fingers.


  Far away it seemed he could hear Syndra calling, calling, but he couldn’t be sure. He climbed faster, up and up. Cloud mists raveled round him and the choir music of all his dreams fevered in his brain..


  Syndra had not recognized this towering structure as the Temple. No one had told him. But he knew. He knew as a flower knows and opens to the sun.


  He reached dizzy, vertiginous height, up steps worn deep by the climbing of many feet for many hundreds of years. They would climb again. He would play the Song. The Song would lead all to the final glory that had long been man’s due—freedom to act without the age-old curse of the devil science and its materialistic demons of destruction. There would be no Asians to express an attitude of destruction and mar the bright highway of human progress. There would be no science, with its blinding values, to race too far ahead of philosophy and life.


  He seemed to hear Syndra calling from somewhere that seemed very far away.


  “Jonathan—. Jonathan.”


  He did not look back.


  “Jonathan—don’t leave me! I’m afraid!”


  He glanced back as he reached the top step, and saw her. She seemed far away and small. He was beyond feeling what he knew he felt for her. He was larger, a part of something far greater than two people and whatever emotions they might have for each other.


  He turned back toward the Temple. He couldn’t hear her any more. He couldn’t see anything but the divine building, looming up like a mountainside across a vastness of sun-splashed mosaic. Fountains stood lifeless between soaring columns and purple shadows. Rising up before him, the Temple seemed to be a mile wide, perhaps wider, Jonathan thought, for it curved away on both sides into the clouds and a haze of distance.


  He looked up. He could not see the top of the Temple because of clouds, but steeples and towers and columns climbed higher and higher. They seemed to glitter and shiver and Jonathan felt he was floating on endless radiance as from millions of shards of multicolored glass. He felt an ecstatic suffocation, a blinding joy as though he somehow was becoming a part of the light, a part of ineffable ecstasy of love and adoration and the eternal Passion of the spheres.


  He walked toward the giant doors while the red rays of sunset reflected down from the clouds. The doors were fifty feet high. They seemed to expand as he approached, his shadow growing small, seeming to diminish slowly in size until he felt like a small stone in the middle of a vast plain. He was like a man caught up in a far world designed for giants.


  The dying sun’s rays found new life and rebounded from the metal doors. A deeper inner light seemed to come out of the metal. He kept on walking and his mind and body were pulsing with the rhythm of the Song. He went on through the doors that had not opened. No human hand had ever opened those doors, but he was through—like dissolving oneself in glass, walking through water one could inhale like high fresh air.


  From so far away he seemed to hear Syndra’s voice in a wild and fading cry. “Jonathan . . . where are you?”


  And then from even further away he heard what might have been a beating of fists against giant doors.


  There was a strange inner tingling in him as he walked down the endless aisle, between the rows of worshipers’ seats that curved away and out of sight in both directions. Bars of light streamed down from somewhere so high Jonathan could not find it. But he was aware of the distant arch that rose far above him, fusing and meeting somewhere like the archway of the sky.


  So long, so long, he thought, since the thousands had come here to receive the light and the Song. And now he alone—no, not alone. He walked with ghosts, invisible shadows of the thousands upon thousands who had once come here. He walked with the memories of centuries. He stopped and sank slowly to his knees.


  The golden, shining pipes of the organ rose up and up forever like giant columns. He thought of that tiny instrument in the Valley and compared it with this, and he began to tremble. It was too big, it was vast, it was inconceivable—. Yet there was no one else to play. He thought, but I’m not worthy . . . not worthy . . .


  And yet, the doors had melted for him. That was the sign. And there was no one else. He went up the carpeted walkway, past the dais, past the giant console and shining instrument board, and sat down. He seemed surrounded by pedals and keys and pipes.


  He lifted his hands. They hung poised. They seemed like the hands of someone else. Or not like any hands, but dissociated instrument of a will greater than one man, or all men. His hands fell.


  His eyes were closed. He forgot where he was, or what he had been. The tides of sound carried him away in a surging flood. Starting from somewhere deep down and spreading upward and outward . . . yet it seemed as though the music were being called inward through his fingers; it was as if he were drawing the music from afar, from the distant star points of time and space.


  Muted and slow at first, the symphonic voice mounted thunderously, and he was floating on the mounting tides, breathing it as the swell rose higher, throbbing in great deep-throated sound. Each separate nervecell of his brain flamed, and the stars fell from their place and left their cry in his mind.


  He drifted on the upsurging fountains of the wines of sound, and everywhere shiny lights and walls kept slipping and drifting around and faces were smiling in front of him. And he was aware then of other sounds, under the music, a throbbing and grinding, a clicking and clacking and roaring and thundering, a meshing and crackling and shifting of weight.


  He could see his hands looming large and white and pale and wet, but they were no longer playing. The music continued, growing, roaring, racing, rising, thundering, rippling. And then he knew.


  Jonathan was on his hands and knees, crawling, until he lay there where the colored light came down in pastel patterns that shifted and glowed on the pallor of carpets. His mind reeled with remembered ecstasy . . . no, not remembered, for he had never known. But he knew now, as though he was remembering.


  Voices, voices in the brain; faces, eyes . . .


  Somehow the magnificent music of clear light had suddenly turned into the forgotten corridors of the past. Burning sensations of fear grew in his chest. A coldness too, the coldness of certainty and infinite wisdom, for now he knew.


  The Temple knew everything. And now Jonathan knew everything. All at once, all that the Temple knew, he knew.


  His eyes felt hot. The vastness of the place was suddenly chokingly hot. Memory rose in him like a volcano bursting with flame. And centuries, with lightning feet, marched suddenly, thoroughly and completely through his brain. No—not HIS memory. The Temple’s memory . . . the Temple’s memory. It had known everything, and it had never forgotten.


  And now he was part of the Temple, so it was as though he too remembered. He had had a curious inner vision of the mind, and the intoxication of swooping motion through space and time, a kind of ultimate freedom. But that was only briefly; now it was gone, and he was part of the Temple.


  He knew how it was. At first you need only know the Song, the complex but meaningful notes and rhythm and sequence of the Song. It was a Key. It made you one with the Temple, you were in harmony with it, the doors dissolved for you, and when the organ sounded, the machinery started.


  He screamed—once.


  Machinery . . .


  He got to his feet and ran wildly up the endless aisle toward the doors. He had started the Organ and he knew he could not stop it. It would continue forever now. To stop it required another Song—a Song he had never learned.


  Maybe it had gotten lost somewhere in time or in the brains of dead men. But the other Song was gone. And the Temple itself didn’t know it—for the Temple had not been built to stop itself from functioning. It could repair itself, keep itself going forever, now that the harmonies of sound were established. But it could never stop itself.


  He had known only the Song, and now he knew everything the Temple knew—but that wasn’t enough.


  He went through the doors that dissolved for him like liquescent glass. He ran after Syndra across the plains of mosaic no longer splashed with sunlight, but with lights that seemed more powerful in the night than ever the sun . had been by day.


  The entire valley blazed with whiteness as though caught in the eternal glare of celestial flame. The fountains murmured and frothed with life. The vines were turning green on the walls.


  “Syndra! Syndra’.”


  She did not turn. She did not say anything, and then she disappeared far ahead of him, down the winding steps that led into the City.


  He ran on to the edge of that tremendous height and looked down. He fell forward. He put his hands up and felt his tears squeezing through his tightly-locked fingers.


  “Syndra . . . Syndra . . . I can’t stop it. I can’t put things back again. It’s all too big. Syndra . . .”


  But then he knew that the shape, the shadow, fading, diminishing down the alabaster steps, was not Syndra. Not any more. It was something else, something that reacted as part of the workings of the Temple. And now it would always be that way, forever and ever . . .


  He got up and looked down. He watched the valley begin to move. Everything had been channeled in and out of the Temple. It was more than a place of communion with the Divine Reality behind appearances. It was also a machine of incalculable complexity.


  And the vesper Songs of the Organ had kept it functioning until that last terrible day when the Asian bombs had come. But the Temple had been ready for that too. It was a synthesis of all knowledge, and it had been conditioned to handle any and all emergencies. It had the power to protect itself. And it had had enough power, while protecting itself, to destroy the Asians: their ships, their City and every last quivering cell of life they possessed.


  It was all so logical, Jonathan thought, as he stood there and watched the valley below throbbing and pulsing and beginning to assume a strange and meaningless pretense of living. Science and religion and philosophy, all thought, combined in the minds of men, channeled outward from one center of final control. Science, religion, philosophy, psychology—all fused. And the scientist-priests who knew the Song were thereby one with the Temple, part of the harmony of its complex structure.


  The scientist-priests who had remained here to work with the Temple until the end had sent a few of their numbers away, to preserve the key that would set the Temple to acting again, when the enemy had been destroyed. The Temple had always been alive, only waiting, waiting for someone to activate the sensitive relays . . .


  All around him, Jonathan felt the massive murmuring. Below, under the sun-bright glare of giant floodlights, he could see the valley beginning to grow.


  Science, like religion, had always been based on faith—faith in the truth of the mind’s logical processes; faith in the ultimate ability to explain the world; faith that the laws of thought would someday become the laws of things. But science came to realize that the scientific picture of the world was only partial—a product of the scientists’s special ability in mathematics. They also realized the need for aesthetic and moral values and religious motives, and intuitions of experience.


  Science and religion found their goals to be the same. They no longer took separate paths. Everything fused. The Temple, the final synthesis of all FAITH.


  Jonathan knew all this. He knew all the Temple knew. He knew a lot more than he even cared to think about now. He stood there, unable to move, a paralysis crowding down around him, and watched the valley, directed by the reactivated intricacies of the Temple, pretend to come alive.


  Under the great lights, he saw the giant, sleek machines dart out of suddenly-revealed openings in the hills. Giant streamlined cranes, tractors, loading cars, streamed in and down from all directions, everything working according to preconceived plans, electronically intelligent, operating out of the complexity of ten million binary digets of directive brain.


  With fantastic speed, the thing grew. The metal frames began to go up, sprays of plastic and metal and steel spun through the air like monstrous cobweb skeins of silver. As though sentient with life of its own, a bridge began projecting itself across the river. Rockets shot skyward and rockets came down. Monorails began growing up and up, looping and curving, and then small silver dots began speeding like specks of quicksilver along the lines of metal.


  Tube ways, skyways, tiers upon tiers, sprang outward in all directions, making first a mad meaningless maze that suddenly joined to form a perfect pattern—one that kept growing, gaining speed, expanding outward, shooting higher.


  He could see the streams of tiny human figures moving in even, darting lines, like ants to and from a mound. The figures streamed out of the caves, down from the hills, moving in orderly, swift rivers that merged and became one with the lines and curves and loops of the City.


  A giant explosion of constructions streamed red fire. Metallic dust sifted across the light-splashed mosaic and settled on Jonathan’s robe, on his face, and coated his hair with fine silver spray. He saw the bigger machines streaming out. The smaller machines had been busy building bigger machines. The bigger machines were expanding the City, tearing and chewing at the hills, blasting down the faces of the mountains.


  They would build bigger machines. The bigger machines would build bigger machines. There was no way to control it, Jonathan knew. No one knew the Song that could control anything. He had known only the Song that began, that began everything . . . everything, everything all over again.


  Except now it wasn’t quite the same. Maybe that part was wrong. That part about the workers. Maybe that part of the Temple’s knowledge was wrong, distorted perhaps. He couldn’t believe it.


  He ran down the steps. He got lost. He found himself caught up in the swirling, growing, grinding pattern. But somehow he kept moving, sometimes up to dizzy heights in tiny, darting, bright capsules, sometimes hurtling along subterranean tubeways.


  He looked at every worker he saw. Some of them he partly recognized, but of course they weren’t the same. They walked, ran, worked, with a terrible intentness.


  The Temple was right. They weren’t the same. Maybe not. But if he could find Syndra, talk to her, then he would know for certain.


  He found her sitting in front of a machine. Around her were walls of dials, knobs, meters, needles, voltage amplifiers, and pulsing power tubes.


  He touched her shoulder. “Syndra,” he whispered. It wasn’t loud enough. The whisper was drowned by the murmuring, whirring and humming of the valley and the City growing.


  “Syndra,” he said, louder this time, bending down.


  She looked up. Hot pain seared his throat. There was nothing in her eyes now but a glazed and glassy efficiency, like the luster of the metal knobs and dials and amplifiers.


  He backed away. He did not call her name again. She would have a number, and he didn’t know what it was. And anyway, it wouldn’t matter now. Robotics of some kind—he hadn’t been able to understand that completely from the Temple. Perhaps he had forgotten because it wasn’t quite worth remembering, something no one would care to remember. Whatever their labels were, they were merely imitations of life.


  But they had seemed so human, all of them, he thought. And that too had a reason, everything had a reason. They all had certain tasks to do in the rebuilding, in the functioning of the City in peace and war. They were made to serve, to reflect the needs of men.


  But there were no more men here. Only the reactivated commands of men long dead. No men to control the key harmonies of sound.


  Now Syndra’s people only helped rebuild. No power of the Asians had been able to destroy them. Perhaps they were, like the Temple, indestructible. And they had been constructed to live on, even when the Temple stopped, or to lie quiescent on some dim, low stage of activity, appearing like human beings—so much so no one would ever know they were not humans at all.


  That too had had a reason, Jonathan knew. To fool the Asians, to disguise the efficacy of the Asian’s destructive force, to divert, to have certain psychological effects—it didn’t matter now. There were no more Asians. The Temple knew that. No more Asians. No more Democritans. At least, not here.


  Jonathan managed to escape from the rapidly expanding complexity of the City. He went back up over the hills and down again to the sea, and started on the long road back to the Valley of the Preservers of the Song.


  He remembered the laughter of Syndra and the others in the caves, the sunny days and the long dreamy nights. He remembered her face and her eyes, and how human, how real they had been to him. He remembered the compassion, the sympathy, the depths of understanding. But then, they had been made for empathy. Perfect empathy.


  Behind him receded the glaring sun-lights of the valley and the growing City. He looked back and saw the entire horizon glowing, a thin, twinkling white line, as if a new and frightful white-hot sun were coming up for a new and incredible dawn.


  And then he walked on through the moonlight until the line thinned and finally went out altogether.


  If I had never played the Song to the City, he wondered. Would Syndra and the rest somehow have become human after all? How human had they been, really? That strange and haunting light he had seen in Syndra’s eyes, it had seemed so real, so precious—. He shook off the thought, and with it the terrible sickness that threatened to engulf him, the sickness of the machines, of a world filled only with machines in a macabre imitation of life.


  He walked faster through the moonlight, back along the sands. Maybe there was a way. He would—he must—make a way! He would find out! The Elders had lived too long, had grown senile, forgotten much and lost the ability to interpret and translate. But on that cylinder they had preserved so long there could very well be the answer. The other Song, some way to stop what he had started. He had to stop it. It would never stop unless he stopped it. The buildings would expand in all directions, keep climbing higher and higher, moving over the world like some looping metallic plague.


  And if it was not on the cylinder then it was there in someone’s soul. Of the few who remained in the Valley, the few human beings who remained in the world, someone must know—some old man, some child, some woman. Somewhere among them there must remain a spark of memory, of soul. If he could find it, nourish it—his heart leaped with hope. He was still human, after all. And somewhere he would find a fellow-soul to help him start a new human race.


  He walked faster. There were a few left in the Valley, and they would find a way to stop the rising, mounting tumult of the Song.


  THE DOG THAT LIKED CARMEN


  Roger Dee


  IF YOU WERE FACED BY THE CHOICE OF SPENDING THE REST OF YOUR DAYS LISTENING TO A SINGING DOG, OR RISKING THE CONQUEST OF HUMANITY BY A STRANGE WORLD OUTSIDE OUR WORLD, WHAT WOULD YOU DO?


  IT WAS about eight-thirty in the evening, just getting good and dark for June, when Doc MacGuinness came rushing down to my shack at the foot of the mountain.


  I was sitting out front on a bench with my pipe, smoking and listening to the whippoorwills calling each other out on the pine slopes and broom-sedge flats. A big white moon was rising in a sky full of stars that burned as bright and clear as Christmas-tree bangles, and the summer-air was soft as silk and sweet with the smell of sassafras and honeysuckle. The only off-key note in the night came from Doc’s cabin up the mountain, where Claude was playing an opera named Carmen on Doc’s phonograph and howling his head off.


  Carmen was Claude’s favorite, but he wasn’t making much headway with it; he still sounded pretty sour on the high notes.


  I had expected Doc to be surprised. When he came back from visiting his sister in Washington and found out about Claude and the others, he was bound to be taken aback, so to speak, but I didn’t figure he’d take it as hard as he did. Maybe Doc was still edgy from the nervous breakdown that had brought him down this way originally—he used to be an electronics expert in guided missiles research with the Army, until the strain got too rough and his doctors sent him here to fish and recuperate.


  Doc had liked it so well that he never went back. He and I had got to be great friends, and saw eye to eye about most things. We were both what Doc called congenital philosophers, for instance. We agreed from the first evening I went up to play checkers and drink his bourbon that the world was cockeyed and that nobody but us knew what was wrong with it.


  But Doc wasn’t in a philosophical mood when he reached my shack that evening. To tell the truth, he was fit to be tied.


  “Either I have just suffered a thundering relapse,” Doc panted, “or I have come home to find myself the owner of a talking dog. Charlie, you looked after my place during the week I was away. What the hell has been going on up there?”


  Up at the cabin the opera reached the place where a bullfighter named Escamillo stops the show to make his brag. Claude was always partial to that song—aria, Doc called it—and showed it now by getting louder and farther off key.


  “A singing dog,” I said, getting the record straight. “You can’t rightly call him a talking dog unless he speaks English, can you? And Claude has been jabbering away for four days in a row without saying a word that makes sense.”


  Doc sat down on the bench beside me and let go a long breath.


  “Thank God for small favors,” he said. “If you heard him too then there’s either a red Irish setter singing Carmen in my living room or else the two of us are victims of the first joint hallucination in psychiatric history. But why, Charlie, and how?”


  “It was that trick electric gadget you rigged in the cellar corner to get rid of ground-squirrels,” I told him. “You see?”


  “No, I don’t see,” Doc said—violently.


  “Why, those others. They come from—well, you know. You ought to know where that vanishing-varmint trap sends things to, since you invented it.”


  Doc said a couple of words you wouldn’t expect from a scientific man.


  “But I don’t know,” he said. “That gadget is based on a sort of dimensional field-warp effect I stumbled across while I was doing research for the Army. I never had time to work it out fully because it had no military application. All I learned about it is that any solid object placed in its field disappears and never comes back. I was too—”


  “I know,” I said. “You were too busy to walk up to Compton for cement to plug that hole in the cellar corner, so you rigged up that vanisher instead. But it’s more than a varmint trap, Doc. It’s a sort of tunnel.”


  “Tunnel?” Doc said, blinking. “How do you know that?”


  “Because a squirrel got into the kitchen while I was up there last week,” I said, “and Claude chased it down to the cellar and through the trap. The squirrel didn’t come back. Claude did.”


  “He came back talking?”


  “Like a Portugee parrot, only he was talking a language he must have picked up at the other end of the tunnel. I couldn’t understand a word of it. He tagged after me and jabbered his head off for four days, but finally he gave it up and went back through the trap. That’s how I know about the tunnel, because I tried to stop him and fell through after him.”


  Doc made a strangled sort of sound. “Charlie Gloster,” he said, “yours and mine are two great minds in beautiful accord, and I’d be sorry to break that rapport by committing murder. Will you explain, slowly, just what the hell you’re talking about?”


  “I’m trying to tell you,” I said, “that there’s a world of—well, dog-people, I guess you’d call them, though they’re a lot smarter than dogs or people either—at the other end of that tunnel. They nailed Claude the first time he went through, and after giving him the works they seemed to take a great fancy to him. Or maybe it was just that they liked the Carmen tunes they found inside his skull when they examined him, and wanted more. Anyway they treated him like a prince and raised his IQ. They’re as crazy about opera as Claude is.”


  Doc sat very still for a minute. Then he said, “Go ahead and tell it in your own way, Charlie. I won’t interrupt again.”


  “Good enough,” I said. “But I don’t talk so well with a dry throat, Doc. Wait’ll I get my jug.”


  Doc took a bottle of bourbon out of his coat pocket. “Never mind that iniquitous jug, Charlie. Just bring glasses, will you?”


  He had calmed down a lot by the time I got back.


  “You’d take your own sweet time at Armageddon,” he said. “But then why shouldn’t you? Deliberation is the philosopher’s mark, Charlie, and you’re the only real one I ever met. In print or out.”


  I used to think Doc was ribbing me with his talk about philosophy until I understood that what he quoted from books was the same stuff, in different words, that I’d had to puzzle out for myself. Doc was a great scientist and I was only a half-hermit hillbilly with a game leg and a little pension from World War II, but the difference in background didn’t mean a thing between us because we saw eye to eye on the really important things.


  Neither of us liked trouble, for instance, and we had learned by different routes that the only way to avoid it is to avoid people. Theoretically a man should be able to do anything he likes as long as it’s legal, but it never works out that way. A man’s neighbors keep him toeing the mark of convention closer than any sort of Gestapo could. That’s because society can’t afford any little deviations; the little ones lead to bigger ones that might crack the whole system. Maybe you like music, say, and you like pink, and there’s no harm in either—but just try walking down the streets of your home town wearing a pink overcoat and playing a harmonica, and see what happens!


  We agreed that people would get along better if they stuck strictly to their own selfish interests instead of trying to follow an impractical Golden Rule, and that patriotism and nationalism are the same thing under different circumstances. And all the billions of people who thought differently didn’t shake our convictions for a minute, because it’s a known fact that public opinion is always at least one generation behind the times. Nobody but Columbus thought the world was found, once.


  So we had confidence enough in ourselves to feel that we could handle most any sort of problem without calling in help. And a good thing for the rest of the world that we did, because, when the crisis came, if word had leaked out about Claude’s other-side friends there’d have been a panic that would have made the Orson Welles scare look pale.


  It took us some time to reach that crisis, though, because first I had to explain the situation to Doc.


  “I can’t describe this dog-world at the other end of the tunnel,” I said. “Partly because I didn’t get past the vestibule to it and partly because there’s nothing on this side to compare it with. All I really saw was a sort of in-between ground full of queer-looking machinery, a biggish egg-shaped place where everything seemed to be turned inside out. It’s easier just to tell what happened.


  “When I fell through the trap after Claude these other-siders crowded around us the minute we landed, woofing and yowling at Claude for bringing along a visitor. They were pretty cool toward me, but I couldn’t rightly blame them for that because I wasn’t dressed to go visiting. As a matter of fact I wasn’t dressed at all, and I never felt so unnecessary in my life. I found out that nothing artificial will go through that tunnel, Doc. It’ll disappear, but it won’t go through.


  “The other-siders ganged around and buzzed a lot of queer gadgets at me, but they didn’t make any mental changes in me like they made in Claude. Judging from the sound of their talk, they didn’t think much of the raw material they had to work with. But then I doubt if they’d have been interested in Claude either if they hadn’t found that bullfighter opera in his head; they’d liked that so well that they’d sent him back for more.


  “They found out from my visit that nothing that wasn’t alive could be taken through the tunnel, and so had to give up their idea of lugging your phonographs and records down to their world. So they’ve been coming up to your cabin in shifts ever since, singing opera in your living room until I had to sneak away down here to get some peace and quiet.


  “I hated to let you walk into a set-up like that without any warning, Doc,” I added, “but since you built the gadget in the first place, I didn’t think you’d take it so hard.”


  Doc shook his head like a diver coming up for air.


  “If anyone else told me a story like that,” he said, “I’d recommend him to a good psychiatrist. But I saw Claude myself, blast his impudent soul, swishing his tail on my living-room rug and howling the Sequidilla!”


  Up at Doc’s cabin the phonograph went quiet for a minute. When it started again I knew that Claude’s other-side friends had come up for their evening concert. I couldn’t recall the name of the new opera they had put on, but it was one of their favorites.


  “You haven’t heard anything yet,” I told Doc. “There’s one spot in this where five or six of them sing together in different—”


  “Lucia di Lammermoor,” Doc said, shuddering. “The Sextette. This I’ve got to see, Charlie!”


  So we got off the bench and went up the mountain together to Doc’s cabin, where we found Claude and his friends sitting in a half-circle around the phonograph, singing loud and earnest. There were five of the other-siders this time, and they didn’t sound any better than Claude did.


  They were all pretty much alike, but they didn’t really look like dogs when you saw them close up. They were more woolly than hairy, for instance, except their stomachs, which were smooth and pink and as bare as a bald head. They had fingers and toes like people, which explained how they worked the phonograph. They had a sort of sober and dignified look, too, but you’d have to see them to appreciate that.


  Doc and I stood in the doorway for a while and listened. Their howling didn’t bother me particularly because I don’t know one end of an opera from the other, but I could see from the look on poor Doc’s face that he was suffering.


  The other-siders saw us right away, but none of them did anything about it until they had finished singing and stopped the phonograph to change records. Then one of them pointed a four-fingered paw at us and said something to Claude that sounded like a question.


  “Yash?” he said.


  Claude just shrugged his tail and said, “Yash, gadeesh,” and after that they ignored us and piled more records on the turntable.


  Doc craned his neck at the album and groaned when he saw the title. “Let’s get out of here, Charlie. They’re putting on the Barber, and I couldn’t live through Claude’s Figaro!”


  So we went around by way of the veranda to the kitchen, where Doc dug up another bottle of bourbon. He was rummaging around for glasses when the possibilities of the situation first struck him.


  “This could be a dangerous business, Charlie,” he said. “Those creatures seem amiable enough just now, but suppose they take it into their heads to see the rest of our world? Suppose they like what they see well enough to try invading us?”


  “I thought of that,” I said. “But—”


  “That gadget in the cellar!” Doc interrupted. “Charlie!”


  He didn’t wait to finish. Instead he yanked open the door to the cellar and went clattering downstairs. I followed, and found him staring palely at the empty cellar corner.


  “The trap’s gone!” he said.


  “I was going to tell you about that,” I said. “I unplugged it and lugged it upstairs after the othersiders’ first visit, but that didn’t stop them from coming back. Remember that queer machinery I told you about seeing in their egg-shaped inbetween vestibule? They put it there to keep the tunnel open.”


  Doc opened the bourbon automatically, but was so upset that he forgot to sample it. He didn’t even notice when I took it.


  “But if they’re as keen as that, Charlie, then they can take this country away from us quicker than we took it from the Indians! They can conquer the world!”


  “We don’t know that they’d want it, in the shape it’s in,” I said. “You’re thinking like a politician now instead of a philosopher, Doc. There’s a good chance that they’re not interested in anything but—.” Doc cut me off short. “It’s one thing to criticize the world for its stupidities, Charlie, but an altogether different one to stand by and see it overrun. We can’t take that chance!” He squared his shoulders and marched up to the tunnel mouth. “We’ve got to stop this thing, Charlie. We’re going down there and wreck that machinery you spoke of.” There wasn’t time to remind him that if we did that we’d be left stranded on the other side. Doc had stepped into the tunnel and was gone before I could stop him. So of course there wasn’t anything I could do but follow him, because in his present mood there was no telling what might happen to him. I did have sense enough, though, to park the bourbon on a cellar shelf before I went down. It wouldn’t have gone through.


  When I popped out into the egg-shaped place I found Doc running in circles like a country cat tossed out into city traffic. There’s an old saying that a man without his pants is only half a man, and it held true with Doc. I never saw a man so confused in my life. Not that I was any better shape, because both of us were as naked as jays.


  The place we were in wasn’t really egg-shaped; it was just that no matter which way you looked everything seemed to rush away and come back in a sort of wavery curve that made your eyes blink and cross. The machinery I had told Doc about was there, but Doc couldn’t get to it even after he had pulled himself together. I can’t explain that, either. The stuff was there in front of us, but every time Doc made a pass at it he found himself walking backward like a drunk trying to climb a flight of stairs that wasn’t there.


  All that saved his sanity, I think, was that Claude and his friends came home just then. They popped through the tunnel and surrounded us, yapping and whuffing, and herded us out of the egg-shaped vestibule into another place that was even worse.


  It was as big as space itself, without any end but curved up tight in a way that made us feel as if we were locked up in a broom-closet. Everything was sort of turned Inside out, and our sense of balance reversed itself every time we turned our heads so that just standing still was like being in an elevator that shot up and down without stopping. It simply wasn’t the sort of world that men could understand; there wasn’t any sky or sun or stars or buildings or streets. They didn’t even have any weather.


  I think we’d have blacked out completely if we hadn’t found that we could steady things down by shutting our eyes. We had them screwed tight shut when one of the othersiders clapped some sort of thought-transference gadgets on our heads, and after that we could dicker with them.


  The conference that we had with them backed up what I had been trying to get across to Doc from the beginning. I felt sorry for poor Doc—he’d been willing and ready to sacrifice his life for his world by marooning himself on the alien end of this super-dimensional tunnel, when all the time he had only been doing what he called tilting at a windmill.


  The other-siders didn’t want any part of our world. They didn’t like it any better than we liked theirs, and were just as uncomfortable here as we were there. All they wanted was more opera, and if we’d get it to them they promised to close up the tunnel and never bother us again.


  Doc was dubious at first. “It sounds good,” he said, “but suppose they take it into their heads later on to reopen the trap and invade us after all? What’s to stop them?”


  “Nothing at all,” I told him. “But you’re still thinking like a politician, Doc, and not like a philosopher. You and I agreed long ago that our society is hopeless and is getting cock-eyeder every day, so what difference does it make if these other-siders do come up and take over? Probably they’d do a better job of running the world than we did. They couldn’t do worse.”


  Doc thought it over, and finally he agreed.


  “That’s really putting your philosophy to the acid test,” he said. “But we’ll try it. There’s nothing else we can do.”


  But a little later, after we had closed our deal with Claude and his other-side friends, Doc suddenly groaned out loud.


  “We forgot something, Charlie,” he said. “We’ve promised these people scores of all the opera ever written, but how are we going to deliver it? If nothing insentient can pass through the tunnel—.”


  “I was going to mention that, too,” I said. “But you were too busy charging at windmills to listen. Remember I told you once that I learned how to tattoo people while I was in the Army? These other-siders don’t have any hair at all underneath, and I figure I can tattoo a hell of a lot of opera music and words on that much bare hide.”


  Doc laughed for the first time since he came home and found Claude singing Carmen.


  “Charlie,” he said, “by God, you’re a genius! We’ll do it.”


  And we did.


  Maybe I should have said we are doing it, because we’re still hard at work keeping our promise.


  A fresh bunch of other-siders comes up every night to have opera scores tattooed on their stomachs, and they’re not a bad sort at all now that we’re on a business basis. Doc and I get along with them first rate.


  The only rub, from Doc’s point of view, is that there’s a lot more opera in the world than even he realized. By the time he got copies of it all mailed to us, the cabin looked like a music store.


  Doc, being a scientific man, figured out after our first night’s work just how long it will take us to get all that opera tattooed away, and the answer staggered him. It would bother me too, only I’ve got nothing to do with my time but fish and play checkers and draw my pension. This is just as relaxing, and as good a way as any to spend the last years of a man’s life. In a way, you can figure we’re doing a great service to humanity at the same time, so you can’t say our philosophical notions turned out to be impractical, either.


  I like tattooing fine and I’m learning to like opera. The way I figure it we’ve got nothing to lose but our time, and what’s ten years more or less to a couple of half-hermit philosophers like me and Doc?
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  LAST NIGHT OF SUMMER


  Alfred Coppel


  WHEN THE END COMES, IT WILL BE DIFFERENT FROM ANYTHING MAN HAS IMAGINED-AND IT WILL ALSO BE DIFFERENT FOR EACH OF US WHO MUST FACE IT ALONE.


  THERE were fires burning in the city. With the house dark—the power station was deserted by this time—Tom Henderson could see the fires clearly. They reflected like bonfires against the pall of smoke.


  He sat in the dark, smoking and listening to the reedy voice of the announcer that came out of the battery-powered portable radio.


  “—mean temperatures are rising to abnormal heights all over the world. Paris reports a high yesterday of 110 degrees . . . Naples was 115 . . . . astronomers predict . . . the government requests that the civil population remain calm. Martial law has been declared in Los Angeles—” The voice was faint. The batteries were low. Not that it mattered. With all our bickering, Henderson thought, this is the finish. And we haven’t got what it takes to face it. It was so simple, really. No war of the worlds, no collision with another planet. A slight rise in temperature. Just that. The astronomers had discovered it first, of course. And there had been reassuring statements to the press. The rise in temperature would be small. Ten percent, give or take a few million degrees. They spoke of surface-tensions, internal stresses and used all the astrophysical terms not one man in two million had ever taken the trouble to understand. And what they said to the world was that on the last night of summer it would die.


  It would be gradual at first. Temperatures had been high all summer. Then on September 22nd, there would be a sudden surge of heat from that familiar red ball in the sky. The surface temperature of the earth would be raised to 200° centigrade for seventeen hours. Then everything would be back to normal.


  Henderson grinned vacuously at the empty air. Back to normal. The seas, which would have boiled away, would condense and fall as hot rain for a month or so, flooding the land, washing away all traces of man’s occupation—those that hadn’t burned. And in two months, the temperature would be down to where a man could walk on the surface without protective clothing.


  Only there would not be very many men left. There would only be the lucky ones with the talismans of survivals, the metal disks that gave access to the Burrows. Out of a population of two billions, less than a million would survive.


  The announcer sounded bone-weary. He should, Henderson thought. He’s been on the air for ten hours or more without relief. We all do what we can. But it isn’t much.


  “—no more applicants are being taken for the Burrows—”


  I should hope not, Henderson thought. There had been so little time. Three months. That they had been able to build the ten Burrows was tribute enough. But then money hadn’t mattered, had it? He had to keep reminding himself that the old values didn’t apply. Not money, or materials, or even labor—that standby of commerce. Only time. And there hadn’t been any of that.


  “—population of Las Vegas has been evacuated into several mines in the area—”


  Nice try, but it wouldn’t work, Henderson thought languidly. If the heat didn’t kill, the overcrowding would. And if that failed, then the floods would succeed. And of course there would be earthquakes. We can’t accept catastrophe on this scale, he told himself. We aren’t equipped mentally for it any better than we are physically. The only thing a man could understand were his own problems. And this last night of summer made them seem petty, small, as though they were being viewed through the wrong end of a telescope.


  I’m sorry for the girls, he thought. Lorrie and Pam. They should have had a chance to grow up. He felt a tightness in his throat as he thought of his daughters. Eight and ten are sad ages to die.


  But he hadn’t thought of them before, why should the end of the world make it any different? He had left them and Laura, too. For what? For Kay and money and a kind of life that would go out in a bright flash with the coming of dawn. They all danced their minuscule ballet on the rim of the world while he sat, drained of purpose or feeling, watching them through that reversed telescope.


  He wondered where Kay was now. All over the city there were Star Parties going on. The sky the limit tonight! Anything you want. Tomorrow—bang! Nothing denied, nothing forbidden. This is the last night of the world, kiddo!


  Kay had dressed—if that was the word—and gone out at seven. “I’m not going to sit here and just wait!” He remembered the hysteria in her voice, the drugged stupor in her eyes. And then Trina and those others coming in, some drunk, others merely giddy with terror. Trina wrapped in her mink coat, and dancing around the room singing in a shrill, cracked voice. And the other girl—Henderson never could remember her name, but he’d remember her now for all the time there was left-naked except for her jewels. Diamonds, rubies, emeralds—all glittering and sparkling in the last rays on the swollen sun. And the tears streamed down her cheeks as she begged him to make love to her—


  It was a nightmare. But it was real. The red sun that slipped into the Pacific was real. The fires and looting in the city were not dreams. This was the way the world was ending. Star Parties and murder in the streets, and women dressed in gems, and tears—a million gallons of tears.


  Outside there was the squeal of tires and a crash, then the tinkling of broken glass and silence. A shot came from down the street. There was a cry that was part laughter and part scream.


  I’m without purpose, Henderson thought. I sit and watch and wait for nothing. And the radio’s voice grew fainter still.


  “— those in the Burrows will survive . . . in mines and caves . . . geologists promise a forty percent survival . . . behind the iron curtain—”


  Behind the iron curtain, surely nothing. Or perhaps it would be instantaneous, not sweeping across the world with dawn. Of course, it would be instantaneous. The sun would swell—oh, so slightly—and eight minutes later, rivers, lakes, streams, the oceans—everything wet—would boil up into the sky . . .


  From the street came a rasping repetitive cry. Not a woman. A man. He was burning. A street gang had soaked him with gasoline and touched him with a match. They followed him shrieking: preview, preview! Henderson watched him through the window as he ran with that uuuh uuuh uuuh noise seemingingly ripped from his throat. He vanished around the corner of the next house, closely pursued by his tormentors.


  I hope the girls and Laura are safe, Henderson thought. And then he almost laughed aloud. Safe. What was safety now? Maybe, he thought, I should have gone with Kay. Was there anything left he wanted to do that he had never done? Kill? Rape? Any sensation left untasted? The night before, at the Gilmans’, there had been a ludicrous Black Mass full of horror and asininity: pretty Louise Gilman taking the guests one after another amid the broken chirta and sterling silver on the dining table while her husband lay halfdead of self-administered morphine.


  Our set, Henderson thought. Brokers, bankers, people who matter. God, it was bad enough to die. But to die without dignity was worse yet. And to die without purpose was abysmal.


  Someone was banging at the door, scratching at it, shrieking. He sat still.


  “Tom—Tom—it’s Kay! Let me in, for God’s sake!”


  Maybe it was Kay. Maybe it was and he should let her stay outside. I should keep what shreds of dignity. I have, he thought, and die alone, at least. How would it have been to face this thing with Laura? Any different? Or was there anything to choose? I married Laura, he thought. And I married Kay, too. It was easy.


  If a man could get a divorce every two years, say, and he lived to be sixty-five, say—then how many women could he marry? And if you assumed there were a billion women in the world, what percentage would it be?


  “Let me in, Tom, damn you! I know you’re there!”


  Eight and ten isn’t very old, he thought. Not very old, really. They might have been wonderful women . . . to lay amid the crockery and cohabit like animals while the sun got ready to blow up?”


  “Tom . .!”


  He shook his head sharply and snapped off the radio. The fires in the city were brighter and bigger. Not sunfires, those. Someone had set them. He got up and went to the door. He opened it. Kay stumbled in, sobbing. “Shut the door, oh, God, shut it!”


  He stood looking at her torn clothes—what there was of them—and her hands. They were sticky red with blood. He felt no horror, no curiosity. He experienced nothing but a dead feeling of loss. I never loved her, he thought suddenly. That’s why.


  She reeked of liquor and her lipstick was smeared all over her face. “I gave him what he wanted,” she said shrilly. “The filthy swine coming to mix with the dead ones and then run back to the Burrow—” Suddenly she laughed. “Look, Tom. Look!” She held out one bloody hand.


  Two disks gleamed dully in her palm.


  “Were safe, safe—” She said it again and again, bending over the disks and crooning to them.


  Henderson stood in the dim hallway, slowly letting his mind understand what he was seeing. Kay had killed a man for those tickets into the Burrow.


  “Give them to me,” he said.


  She snatched them away. “No.”


  “I want them, Kay.”


  “No, nononono—” She thrust them into the torn bosom of her dress. “I came back. I came back for you. That’s true, isn’t it?”


  “Yes,” Henderson said. And it was also true that she couldn’t have hoped to reach a Burrow alone. She would need a car and a man with a gun. “I understand, Kay,” he said softly, hating her.


  “If I gave them to you, you’d take Laura,” she said. “Wouldn’t you? Wouldn’t you? Oh, I know you, Tom, I know you so well. You’d never gotten free of her or those two sniveling brats of yours—”


  He struck her sharply across the face, surprised at the rage that shook him.


  “Don’t do that again,” she said, glaring hatred at him. “I need you right now, but you need me more. You don’t know where the Burrow is. I do.”


  It was true, of course. The entrances to the Burrows would have to be secret, known only to those chosen to survive. Mobs would storm them otherwise. And Kay had found out from the man—that man who had paid with his life for forgetting that there were only potential survivors now and animals.


  “All right, Kay,” Henderson said. “I’ll make a bargain with you.”


  “What?” she asked suspiciously.


  “I’ll tell you in the car. Get ready. Take light things.” He went into the bedroom and took his Luger from the bedside table drawer. Kay was busy stuffing her jewelry into a handbag. “Come on,” he said. “That’s enough. Plenty. There isn’t much time.”


  They went down into the garage and got into the car. “Roll up the windows,” he said. “And lock the doors.”


  “All right.”


  He started the engine and backed onto the street.


  “What’s the bargain?” Kay asked.


  “Later,” he said.


  He put the car in gear and started down out of the residential district, going through the winding, wooded drives. There were dark shapes running in the shadows. A man appeared in the headlights’ beam and Henderson swerved swiftly by him. He heard shots behind. “Keep down,” he said.


  “Where are we going? This isn’t the way.”


  “I’m taking the girls with me,” he said. “With us.”


  “They won’t let them in.”


  “We can try.”


  “You fool, Tom! They won’t let them in, I say!”


  He stopped the car and twisted around to look at her. “Would you rather try to make it on foot?”


  Her face grew ugly with a renaissance of fear. She could see her escape misting away. “All right. But I tell you they won’t let them in. No one gets into a Burrow without a disk.”


  “We can try.” He started the car again, driving fast along the littered streets toward Laura’s apartment.


  At several points the street was blocked with burning debris, and once a gang of men and women almost surrounded them, throwing rocks and bits of wreckage at the car as he backed it around.


  “You’ll get us both killed for nothing,” Kay said wildly.


  Tom Henderson looked at his wife and felt sick for the wasted years. “We’ll be all right,” he said.


  He stopped the car in front of Laura’s. There were two overturned cars on the sidewalk. He unlocked the door and got out, taking the keys with him. “I won’t be long,” he said.


  “Say good-by to Laura for me,” Kay said, her eyes glittering.


  “Yes,” he said. “I will.”


  A shadow moved menacingly out of the dark doorway. Without hesitation, Tom Henderson lifted the Luger and fired. The man fell and did not move. I’ve just killed a man, Henderson thought. And then: But what does it matter on the last night of summer?


  He shot away the lock and walked swiftly up the dark hallway, up the two flights of stairs he remembered so well. At Laura’s door he knocked. There was movement within. The door opened slowly.


  “I’ve come for the girls,” he said.


  Laura stepped back. “Come in,” she said.


  The scent she wore began to prod memories. His eyes felt unaccountably hot and wet. “There’s very little time,” he said.


  Laura’s hand was on his in the dark. “You can get them into a Burrow?” she asked. And then faintly. “I put them to bed. I didn’t know what else to do.”


  He couldn’t see her, but he knew how she would look: the close-cropped sandy hair; the eyes the color of rich chocolates; her so familiar body supple and warm under the wrapper; the smell and taste of her. It didn’t matter now, nothing mattered on this last crazy night of the world.


  “Get them,” he said. “Quickly.”


  She did as she was told. Pam and Lorrie—he could hear them complaining softly about being awakened in the middle of the night—soft little bodies, with the musty-childish odor of sleep and safety. Then Laura was kneeling, holding them against her, each in turn. And he knew the tears must be wet on her cheeks. He thought: say good-by and make it quick. Kiss your children good-by and watch them go out while you remain alone in the dark that isn’t ever going to end. Ah, Laura, Laura—


  “Take them quickly, Tom,” Laura said. And then she pressed herself against him just for an instant. “I love you, Tom. I never stopped.”


  He lifted Pam into his arms and took Lorries hand. He didn’t trust himself to speak.


  “Good-by, Tom,” Laura said, and closed the door behind him.


  “Isn’t Mommy coming?” Pam asked sleepily.


  “Another time, baby,” Tom said softly.


  He took them out to the waiting car and Kay.


  “They won’t take them,” she said. “You’ll see.”


  “Where is it, Kay?”


  She remained sullenly silent and Henderson felt his nerves cracking. “Kay—”


  “All right.” She gave him directions grudgingly, as though she hated to share her survival with him. She wouldn’t look at the girls, already asleep in the back of the car.


  They drove through the city, the looted, tortured city that burned and echoed to the shrill gaiety of Star Parties and already stank of death.


  Twice, they were almost struck by careening cars, filled with drunken, naked, insane people, all with the desperate desire to make this last night more vivid than all the others back to the very beginning of time.


  The headlights illuminated tableaus from some wild inferno as the car swung around through the concrete cemetery the city had become:


  A woman hung by the ankles, her skirt shrouding her face and upper body, her legs and buttocks flayed . . .


  Psalm singers kneeling in the street, not moving as a truck cut. a swath through their midst. And the hymn, thin and weak, heard over the moans of the dying: Rock of Ages, cleft for me, let me hide myself in thee . . .


  Sudden sun-worshippers and troglodytes dancing round the fire of burning books . . .


  The death throes of a world, Henderson thought. What survives the fire and flood will have to be better.


  And then they had reached the silent hill that was the entrance to the Burrow, the miles-deep warren clothed in refrigerator pipes and cooling earth. “There,” Kay said. “Where you see the light. There’ll be a guard.”


  Behind them, the fires burned in the city. The night was growing lighter, lit by a rising moon, a moon too red, too large. Four hours left, perhaps, Tom thought. Or less.


  “You can’t take them,” Kay was whispering harshly. “If you try they might not let us in. It’s kinder to let them stay here—asleep. They’ll never know.”


  “That’s right,” Tom said.


  Kay got out of the car and started up the grassy slope. “Then come on!”


  Halfway up the hill, Henderson could make out the pacing figure of the guard: death watch on a world. “Wait a minute,” he said.


  “What is it?”


  “Are you sure we can get in?”


  “Of course.”


  “No questions asked?”


  “All we need are the disks. They can’t know everybody who belongs.”


  “No,” Tom said quietly. “Of course not.” He stood looking at Kay under the light of the red moon. “Tom—”


  He took Kay’s hand. “We weren’t worth much, were we, Kay.”


  Her eyes were bright, wide, staring.


  “You didn’t really expect anything else, did you?”


  “Tom-Tom!”


  The pistol felt light in his hand. “I’m your wife—” she said hoarsely.


  “Let’s pretend you’re not. Let’s pretend it’s a Star Party.”


  “My God—please—nonono—”


  The Luger bucked in his hand. Kay sank to the grass awkwardly and lay there, eyes glazed and open in horrified surprise. Henderson opened her dress and took the two disks from between her breasts. Then he covered her carefully and shut her eyes with his forefinger. “You didn’t miss much, Kay,” he said looking down at her. “Just more of the same.”


  He went back to the car and woke up the girls.


  “Where are we going now, Daddy?” Pam asked.


  “Up there on the hill, dear. Where the light is.”


  “Carry me?”


  “Both of you,” he said, and dropped the Luger into the grass. He picked them up and carried them up the hill to within a hundred feet of the bunker entrance. Then he put them down and gave them each a disk. “Go to the light and give the man there these,” he said, and kissed them both.


  “You’re not coming?”


  “No, babies.”


  Lorrie looked as though she might start crying.


  “I’m afraid.”


  “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” Tom said.


  “Nothing at all,” Pam said.


  Tom watched them go. He saw the guard kneel and hug them both. There is some kindness in this stripping of inhibitions, Henderson thought, something is left after all. They disappeared into the Burrow and the guard stood up saluting the darkness with a wave. Henderson turned and walked back down the hill, skirting the place where Kay lay face to the sky. A warm dry wind touched his face. Time running out quickly now, he thought. He got into the car and started back toward the city. There were still a few hours left of this last night of summer, and Laura and he could watch the red dawn together.


  BEAST IN THE HOUSE


  Michael Shaara


  TERROR CAN TAKE MANY FORMS. IN THIS CASE IT IS A DOG-JUST A DOG-WHOSE EARS DO NOT MOVE.


  THE DOG walked out of the trees on the far side of the mountain and paused for a moment in the sun. Betty was on the porch, knitting. Her head was down and she did not see it. The dog’s head swivelled slowly, gun-like, came to rest with the black nose pointed up the hill. The morning was clear and cool, the grass was freshly wet. After a moment the dog began to move.


  It came on across the meadow and up the long hill, moving in a steady, unvarying line toward Betty and the house. It broke through the bushes down by the garage, came up the gravel path with stiff even strides, until the shadow of it blotted, the corner of her eye. Startled, she looked up.


  At the front steps it stopped and waited, watching. Betty dropped her knitting in her lap.


  “Well, hel-lo,” said Betty, smiling. She leaned forward and held out a hand toward the dog, making coaxing, clucking noises. But the dog did not move. It stood motionless on the gravel before her, watching her silently with round, brassy eyes.


  “Whose dog are you?” said Betty, clucking again cheerfully. These silent mountain mornings were often very lonely; with the baby asleep they were lonelier still. She rose up from the rocker and walked down the porch steps, her hand outstretched. It backed stiffly away.


  “Oh, come on,” she smiled. “I won’t hurt you.”


  The dog continued to back away, stopped when she stopped, but did not turn its eyes. After a while she gave up trying to say hello and went back up onto the porch. The dog kept watching her gravely and she was forced to laugh.


  “Coward,” she said coaxingly, “fraidy cat.”


  The dog did not move.


  It was not a neighbor’s dog. Even though she knew very little about dogs she was certain she had never seen this one before. It was a big dog, larger than most; she hazarded a guess that it was what they called a police dog. It was long and trim, sleek, with high, stiff pointed ears. Deciding that perhaps if she fed the dog it might begin to cotton up to her, she went inside to the icebox for some cold scraps of chicken. While she was inside she heard the dog come onto the porch. But when she returned it ran quickly back down the steps. It resumed its position on the lawn, watching.


  She set down the chicken on the lawn, but the dog wouldn’t touch it. It seemed preoccupied with her. For several moments she smiled and asked it questions, but it never even sat down, and it never moved its eyes from her face.


  Presently she felt a slight annoyance. There was something odd in the dog’s stare, something nerveless and chill and unvarying, almost clinical, as if the thing were examining her. She shrugged and bent to her knitting, forgetful and relaxed for a moment.


  But she couldn’t help looking up. The dog’s eyes, like balls of cold metal, were still on her. It was a peculiar, ridiculous thing, to be stared at like this by a dog. She began to grow irritated.


  “All right,” she said at last, peevishly, “if you won’t be friends, then shoo!”


  The dog did not move. She went down off the porch and tried to chase it. But it only retreated as before, silently, watching. When she tired and sat down, it took up its place on the lawn again and waited.


  Well, I never, she said to herself. She had no idea what the dog wanted. Gradually, under the pressure of the cold metal eyes, she felt the beginnings of a slight fear. The thing was certainly strange. She knew very little about the behavior of dogs, but she had never known a dog—or any animal, for that matter—to sit so long in one place just to watch.


  Unless it was about to pounce, the thought came to her.


  Momentarily she felt unnerved. But it was silly, she chided herself, dogs didn’t do that sort of thing. And there was nothing hostile about the dog. It was just standing there, stifflegged and gray, observing.


  Now for the first time she began to examine the dog in detail. She sensed immediately that something was wrong—physically wrong. It was a short while before she could place it—those blank, staring eyes distracted her—but then she remembered.


  The ears of the dog did not move.


  All around her in the air there were light, sudden sounds, far-off grindings of trucks on the highway, quick calls of birds; yet the ears of the dog did not move at all. But the ears should move, Betty thought confusedly. She had noticed even as a little girl that the ears of most animals were never still, that they swivelled automatically to follow sudden sounds even when the animal was preoccupied. The ears of this dog were high and free, and . . . why didn’t they move?


  It was very odd. She had begun to retreat unconsciously toward the screen door behind her when she heard the baby begin to cry. Suddenly she felt released from thinking of the dog, and she went inside almost gratefully to prepare the bottle. A few moments later she came back quickly and locked the door.


  Shortly after noon she looked out again and the dog was gone. She was relieved for a moment, and at the same time she felt angry with herself for being upset over such a little thing. Then she saw the dog again. The door of the garage was open, and she saw the dog come out and look immediately toward the house toward the window, as if it knew she was there. She watched with a new, growing terror as the dog walked stiffly across the grass and disappeared behind the barn.


  This morning, when her husband left, she had locked the garage door!


  Of that she was certain, yet the door now faced her—dark and open. She continued to tell herself that she was being perfectly silly, but she went around immediately and checked all the locks on all the doors and windows of the house. For the rest of the afternoon she sat stiffly in the parlor trying to read, halting occasionally with real fright as the dark form of the dog padded by her window. Toward the end of the afternoon there was a crash from the cellar. Somehow the dog had gotten in. Immediately, and for some unknown reason, she feared for the baby. She ran to bolt the door and listen, terrified. But there was no sound. Finally she thought of her husband’s gun. She found it in a drawer and locked herself in the nursery with the baby. In the evening when her husband returned she was hysterical.


  The next day was Saturday and Harry stayed home. He knew his wife well enough not to be amused at what she had told him; he took the gun and searched for the dog carefully, but it was gone. How it had gotten into the cellar or the garage he had no idea. Like most country men he had a respect for dogs, but he supposed that the doors had not been locked. Anyway, by morning Betty seemed to be pretty well recovered and calm. He saw no reason to talk about the dog any more and went out to the barn to putter with the homemade three-inch telescope which was his hobby. Later on he came back to the house for a while to play with the baby. The day passed and the dog did not return.


  In the evening, as was their custom, they went out under the stars. They lay down in the cool grass of the lawn. Harry began to talk about a great many things, about the office and about taking up painting as a hobby, and about the way the baby called everything “didi.” Betty lay back and said nothing.


  She was a tiny girl, moody, new to the wide mountain loneliness and in many ways unsure. She was given to long silent periods which she could not explain and which Harry had learned not to try to question. As she lay now restlessly in the silent dark, a small-edged wheel of uneasiness whirling inside her, Harry did not ask what was wrong. Instead he became consciously boyish and cheerful, began to talk happily about nothing in particular.


  It did not occur to him that she might still be thinking of the dog—by this time he had forgotten the dog completely. What he was doing was ritual. In a little while she would reach over and pat his hand and begin to smile, and whatever had bothered her would die away. He was fully aware of the childlike, deceptively naive and charming quality which he seemed to be able to turn on at will, and he saw no reason not to use it. And she knew that too, but it did not bother her.


  On this evening, as always, she began to respond. She was just beginning to return to herself when she saw the dog.


  She put one hand to the throat of her blouse. With the other she clutched Harry’s arm. The dog was not moving and Harry had to search before he saw it.


  It was a sharp-pointed shadow, black and lean, by the corner of the garage. The moon shone down with a pale, glowing flow; in the softness and the radiance the dog stood out with an odd unmoving heaviness. Its legs drove sharply into the ground below it, like black roots. It had been standing there, perhaps, for quite some time.


  Harry started to rise. At his movement the dog turned and walked silently into the bushes, vanished. Harry was about to walk down toward the spot when Betty pulled at his arm.


  “No!” she said earnestly, and he was astonished at the strong edge of fear in her voice. “No, please, let it go!”


  “But honey—” he looked at her, then back toward the bushes where the dog had disappeared. He was about to say that it was only a dog, when he recalled quite clearly that it was, after all, a fairly large animal.


  “Well,” he said, “all right.” He patted her arm soothingly: He was thinking that the thing might just possibly be wild. And there was no sense in dashing off into the woods to look for it. Not in the dark, at any rate, although if it kept coming back like this, frightening Betty—


  “Was that the same dog?” He led her toward the house. She nodded, looking back over her shoulder. She was trembling.


  “I think so. I . . . couldn’t really see, but I think so.”


  He folded his arm protectively on her shoulder, squeezed warmly.


  “Poor old hound’s probably just looking for a home. Probably lost. Let’s go put out a plate of—”


  “It was watching, just like the other time.”


  He grinned.


  “Unfortunately, it didn’t see much. Remind me to draw the blinds tonight.”


  “Harry, it was watching us.”


  She was insistent; her hands were balled at her sides and she continued to look back.


  “What does it want?” she said, still trembling.


  “Now honey—”


  “It was looking for something.” She stopped on the porch and stared out into the blackness. “It was looking for something in the house and the garage. What does it want?”


  He marched her firmly inside and put her to bed. He promised to go out looking for the thing in the morning. Joking was of no value now, and so he turned on the radio and played soft music. He chatted brightly about baby-sitting problems. The light was out and he was almost asleep when he heard the soft pads come up on the porch.


  Suddenly and thoroughly angry, he dashed to the door. When he reached it the dog was gone.


  The same thing happened again three times during the night.


  In the morning Ed Benson drove down from his farm on the hill, pulled up with a sliding crunch on the gravel in front of the porch. Normally, he was a glum and unexcited man. But right now he was very much annoyed, and his face was bright red against the gray of his hair as he slammed the car door and stalked up onto the porch.


  “Some louse,” he roared huskily, flinging out a red-plaid arm to point at the mountain, “some slimy, miserable, cotton-pickin’ louse done killed a dog!”


  Harry grinned instantly, without thinking of the effect on Benson. It had been a long night, mostly sleepless. So the doggone thing had pestered one porch too many. He wiped the grin off as Benson glared at him. “What in hell are you laughin’ at? Dog killin’ all right by you? Why, for two cents I’d whomp—”


  “No no, Ed, no,” Harry said quickly, soberly. “I wasn’t thinkin’ about that at all, really. Now—what’s the trouble? Somebody kill a dog? Who? What dog?”


  “I don’t know who killed it and I don’t know what dog!” Benson roared again, impotently. “All I know is they’s a poor mangled carcass lyin’ up there on the mountain. Skinned. Skinned, by God, can you tie that?”


  Harry’s eyes widened. He did not have Benson’s great love for dogs—which in most cases surpassed his love for people—but Harry had never heard of anyone skinning a dog. The thought was revolting.


  “—and if I ever find the mangy louse that done it, I’ll strangle him, I swear!”


  He went on to ask if Harry had seen any strangers around lately. No mountain man would have done such a thing. Harry was shaking his head when Betty came out onto the porch.


  She had heard the word “dog.” She stood wiping her hands nervously on a dish towel, the sleeplessness of last night thick in her eyes.


  In the presence of a woman Benson calmed a little and told them what had happened.


  “I found the carcass out back in the woods this morning. The skin was gone. Can you figure that? They skinned the dog neat like a rabbit, then took the skin. Why in hell would they want the skin?”


  He lifted his bony hands helplessly. Harry was still shocked.


  “Are you sure it was a dog’s body?” Betty said.


  “Sure I’m sure. Couldn’t be nothin’ else. Too big. Looked like a German police dog. Only dog I know like that is Bill Kuhn’s, over at Huntsville, but I called him right away and he said his dog was right there.”


  He stopped to look with surprise at Betty. She was relaxing now, lifting a hand to smooth back her hair as the tenseness went out of her. She spoke to Harry.


  “I’ll bet it was the same one.”


  Harry nodded.


  “The same what?” Benson asked, looking from one to the other. They told him about the dog on the porch, and he agreed that it was mighty queer for a dog to act like that. But he ended up shaking his head.


  “Couldn’t have been the same dog.”


  “Why?” Betty’s head lifted quickly.


  “Your dog was here last night. The one I found had been dead for a couple of days.”


  Harry frowned his disappointment. “You’re sure?”


  “Doggone it,” Benson exploded, irked, “ ’course I’m sure. I seen a lot o’ dead animals in my time . . . say,” he suddenly added, thrusting his nose belligerently up at Harry, “you act like you want that dog to be dead!”


  Betty turned away. Harry smiled with embarrassment.


  “Well no, not really. But it sure was a pain in the neck. Scared heck out of Betty. It—uh—broke into the house.”


  “That so?” said Benson with raised eyebrows. And then he added: “Well, hell, ma’am, ain’t no dog’ll hurt you, not if you treat it right. Couldn’t of been mad, you’d’v seen that right off.”


  Betty spun suddenly, remembering. She spoke to Benson with a tight, now obviously worried voice.


  “Ed, shouldn’t a dog’s ears move?”


  Benson looked at her blankly.


  “I mean,” she said hesitantly, “a big dog like that with pointed ears—not ears that hung down, but high, pointed like a cat’s. Shouldn’t ears like that move? When the dog is looking at you and there’s a sound somewhere, the ears should turn toward the sound, shouldn’t they?”


  “Well, hell,” Benson said, his face screwed up in a baffled frown, “sure they move. The dog can’t keep ’em still. Why?”


  They waited for her to explain, but she looked at their faces and could say nothing. They had not seen the dog, nor the ears . . . nor the brassy eyes. She sensed a horror in all this which she could not impart to anyone, and she knew it. And maybe she was after all just a green, helpless girl from the city. For her pride’s sake now she did not say anything. Just then the baby began to cry and she turned and went into the house.


  That the dog Benson had found and the dog they had seen were the same was a thing which would not have occurred to Harry in a thousand years. He thought no further than the fact that Benson had said the animal had been dead for two days. That ended it. It also, for a time, ended it for Betty. But not for long. The dog had come after her into the house. It had opened a locked door. In the horrifying visits of the night before was all the proof she needed that the dog was evil; the dog was danger. But because there was nothing she could say to Harry, to anyone, she went off by herself to think. It occurred to her at last that the two dogs were the same.


  Harry, in the meanwhile, passed a miserable day. Little Hal was cutting teeth and wouldn’t stop crying. Betty was no help, and when Harry went out into the garage he couldn’t find half his tools. He had to put the baby to sleep himself and it was only at the end of the day, as he stood gazing down at the slight woolly mound of his boy, that he was able to regain his smile. Poor little codger, he thought. He turned out the light and tiptoed into the bedroom. His smile faded. Betty was awake.


  He sat down and pulled off a shoe.


  “If that damn thing comes again tonight,” he announced dramatically, but with honest feeling, “I will skin it myself.”


  Betty spoke suddenly from the other bed.


  “Harry,” she said in a very small voice—the same voice she always used when she had something to say which she knew he would not like—“Harry, will you listen to something?”


  He heaved the other shoe. “Sure,” he said cheerfully. “Dogs?”


  She sat up in bed and nodded earnestly.


  “Don’t think I’m silly, please, just listen. Don’t you think it’s funny about the two big dogs? I mean, two big dogs, both the same size, both maybe the same kind, both of them new around here, the one skinned and the other a—a prowler?”


  He shrugged. Of course it was strange.


  “And the way it came into the house and into the garage, and just . . . stood there, watching.” She paused, not wanting to get to the point. He waited patiently.


  “Well . . .”


  He turned to look at her.


  “Come on, pet, get it out. What’s your idea?”


  Her words came out in a sudden rush.


  “The skin! What happened to the skin?” she said it with some violence, lifting her eyes to meet his with mingled doubt and defiance. “Why would anyone skin a dog and take the skin. Why? What possible reason could there be? And why should a dog the same size, two days later—a dog that breaks into houses and has ears that don’t move—why should another dog come out of nowhere?”


  He stared at her blankly.


  “Honey—”


  “You didn’t see,” she insisted, “you didn’t see the eyes. They weren’t a dog’s eyes. They were—” she broke off as he stared in amazement. “I don’t know,” she moaned. “I don’t know.”


  He knelt down on the bed and took her in his arms. She pushed him away.


  “It was the same dog!” she cried, almost shouting. “But the thing we saw was only the skin!”


  “Ssh! The baby!” Harry said.


  “But it wasn’t a dog at all. There was something inside.”


  He sat on the bed not knowing what to say. He had never seen her like this, and the business about the dog was so completely ridiculous that he could not understand her at all. He wished mightily that he had seen the damn thing.


  He waited until she quieted—she kept asking him why didn’t the ears move—and then reached over to the end table for a cigarette. He handed her one. She pushed it away.


  “You won’t even think about it,” she said with despair.


  He made the mistake of trying to be funny.


  “But, pet,” he grinned cheerfully, “you tell me. What in the sweet holy Hanna would want to crawl inside a dog?”


  He did not expect any answer. He could not possibly have expected the answer he got. But she had been thinking and thinking, and once she had believed that the two dogs were the same the rest of it followed.


  “Someone . . . something . . . is watching.”


  He drew a blank, an absolute blank.


  Her face was set. “Suppose, just suppose that there really were . . . beings . . . from somewhere else. From another world. It’s possible, isn’t it? Isn’t it?”


  After a moment he nodded dumbly.


  “Would they be like people, necessarily? No. Maybe they couldn’t even live on Earth. Maybe that’s why the saucers have never landed.”


  At that he jumped.


  “Oh now, honey—”


  She refused to be interrupted.


  “Listen, please. Hear me out. It’s all possible. If there are people from some place else and they’re different from us, they can’t come down, can they? They can learn all about our science, maybe, that we have radios and airplanes. But what can they learn about us, about people? They don’t know our language, our customs. From ’way up there they can’t really learn anything. They have to come down. They have to come down if they want samples of the real thing.”


  His grin died slowly. She had obviously thought a great deal about this and had worked it all out. And even if he could not possibly believe all she was saying, he was by nature an objective man and at least he had to admit the possibility.


  She waited, watching him. He sat and tried to think it through, to show her where she was wrong.


  All she had said so far was possible. Granted. In the morning, of course, in the broad plain dullness of daylight, it would be a lot less possible. But now in the night he could think about it. There was a warm bed near him and a darkness over the land outside, and a legion of dark thoughts became almost overwhelmingly real.


  Aliens. He had a brief, disgusting picture of slimy things with tentacles. But whatever they were—if they were—they would most likely not be able to pass unnoticed among men and women. And there were, so people said, the flying saucers.


  Thus the skinned dog.


  He followed the logic with an increasing chill.


  From above, with telescopes, it could be observed that dogs and cats and a few other small animals seem to pass freely among men without undue notice. How simple then, thought Harry incredulously, to land in some out-of-the-way place—like the mountain—and trap a stray dog. It would be simple to skin it carefully without damaging the pelt, and to insert an . . . observer.


  His mind did not waver, it dragged him on.


  The observer could be an actual alien—if they were that small—or a robotic device. When the dog had stood so long observing Betty, had it been, perhaps, taking pictures?


  Well, this was silly, this was absolutely ridiculous. He was about to say so to Betty when he remembered the tools he had searched for in the garage—tools he had not been able to find.


  In the garage.


  He rose up suddenly.


  “Where are you going?”


  “I’ll be back in a minute. By gum, this is the craziest thing I ever heard.” He shook his head quickly, unable to suppress a bewildered grin. What if the tools were really gone from the garage? Along with its observing, wouldn’t the thing take samples?


  He was dressing quickly, laughing aloud at the weirdness of it all, when he heard the sound. It was a faint sliding noise as of a window falling and being stopped. It was coming from the nursery. Betty screamed.


  No time for the gun. He leaped past the door and crashed into a chair, wrecking it to get to the door beyond. He tore at the knob, the greatest fear he had ever known boiling and screaming in his mind. He stared agonizingly into the black. Even before he turned on the light he felt the fresh cool breeze from the open window, and a part of him died. Because the thing had been watching to take one more sample—the one sample it would obviously have to take—and he stared with utter horror at the crib.


  The crib was empty.


  They searched all night and into the morning, but they never found the baby. Not ever. What they did find at last, hung from a bush like an old worn rag, was the empty skin of a large grey and black dog.


  DANGER PAST


  James E. Gunn


  YOU CAN’T have a murderer without a murder. You can’t have a murder without a corpse. There was a victim, but he probably died from natural causes.


  And yet it was all planned, cleverly, maliciously. The moment the victim pressed the button, he was dead . . .


  Laban pressed the button. The danger was past.


  Kyle wiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of a trembling hand. He turned away from the clutter of the laboratory and walked through the doorway into the cool, ordered peace of the study.


  He sank down into the comfortable embrace of the Twentieth Century pneumatic chair and dialed a bourbon-and-soda on the antique console. It came up slowly through the parting doors, frosty and tinkling. He reached for it eagerly. He poured half of it down his dry throat without stopping.


  He lowered the glass to the chair arm and sighed. There was something to be said for the old days. As dangerous as they were—perhaps because of that—people had known how to ease the tension, how to make bearable that constant pressure. Kyle had not dared relax before, but now—


  The danger was past. Laban was gone. He would never come back. Kyle had won. He could enjoy it.


  Slowly, possessively, he looked around the crowded walls of the large room. Everything here was his:


  the shining stones, the shaped and carved metals, the rusty tools, the stained weapons, the dark paintings, the primitive machines. In this room was the wealth of the ages, and it was his. His legacy. Laban had left it to him.


  A nice thought, but it wasn’t true. Everything in this room, everything in this house, was his because he had risked everything to get them. Twice. Just now and once before with every item. Death had touched him with each one. Death has a cold touch. After a few encounters Kyle got chilled; Laban couldn’t understand that. But he had signed, the will; in case of fatal accident, the other would inherit. Without that, Kyle had refused to go on.


  Everything in the house. Joyce, too. Lovely, greedy Joyce. Laban hadn’t understood Joyce. He had wanted her; he had got her; he had used her, like he used everyone else. But he hadn’t understood her. He never knew what she wanted. He never tamed her.


  Kyle would tame her. The thought brought a smile to his lips. That was one of the things he was looking forward to. Joyce thought she was using him; she didn’t know about the will It would be a pleasant moment when he told her.


  Joyce was desirable. Kyle’s hands began to sweat as he thought about her sleek, responsive body. Joyce used it well. She had used it to trap Laban. And then, when Laban had been so blind to her needs, she had used it to trap Kyle. Or so she thought.


  “Kill him,” she had said. Her voice had been soft in the warm darkness. “Kill him for me.”


  Murder, Kyle thought distastefully. Joyce was so direct and uncomplicated. Murder had consequences. There were better ways.


  Her awakening would be rude and effective. Laban had never realized that Joyce could be beaten. She could be beaten with a golden whip. She wanted that. She wanted to be tamed. And then she would be a delightful, docile wife—or mistress. Which? Kyle hadn’t decided. Probably mistress. It would be dangerous if she had a chance to inherit.


  Once more Kyle let his eyes roam around the room. As long as this was his, Joyce would never leave.


  Laban had been a fool. Laban lived in the past. Kyle chuckled. He was being very clever tonight.


  Laban should have converted a little more of this into cash. If he had been a bit more generous with Joyce, she would never have betrayed him. Especially if she had known that it would never be hers if he died—or disappeared.


  But Laban had loved every item. Each one was a piece of the past. He would sit in this room, in this chair, for hours, looking at them, not touching them, conjuring up images, gloating over the history that was represented there. And when he needed money for household expenses or research, when he had to part with a minor relic, he would sigh and frown and delay.


  To Kyle they had meant nothing, in spite of the fact that his life had been risked to get them. To Kyle they were wealth, unrealized; power, unfulfilled.


  Kyle raised his big, well-muscled body out of the chair and stretched. It was good to be free, free of Laban, free of worries about money and Joyce.


  He lowered his arms and held out his hand. It was still shaking. That was a funny thing. He had never trembled on those expeditions into the past. Certainly not afterwards. What was past was past. It could never hurt him.


  But Laban had always affected him like that. Laban could look at him with those smoldering dark eyes or speak to him in that low, casual voice, and Kyle would tremble. Tremble how? To take that neck in his hands and squeeze until those eyes darkened for the last time, until that voice was stilled forever.


  Kyle could have done it. He had always been bigger and stronger than Laban. But Kyle could never find the courage. And, after all, Laban had been his brother, his wiser, richer brother. And there were the consequences. All his life, Kyle had been aware of the consequences.


  Laban had been? Laban was? It was an interesting problem in tenses. Laban wasn’t dead. Kyle had been the last man to see him, and Laban was alive then. Or rather Laban was dead, surely. He was dead at least hundreds of years ago, maybe thousands or millions. And probably he died from natural causes. You couldn’t call that murder.


  It gave Kyle a comfortable feeling to think of Laban dead. His hands stopped shaking. What was dead was gone. What was past was past. It could never hurt him.


  It would have been satisfying to have done it himself, to have seen Laban dead. But it was better this way. There were no embarrassing stains, no incriminating scratches, no accusing body. Kyle shuddered. The law was strict about few things, but one of them was murder. There had been no murder, and Laban was gone. He would never be back. He had died a long time ago, before he was even born.


  Laban had always been the clever one. He had learned quickly and remembered everything. He had been inventive, too. His mind had ranged ahead into unexplored fields of speculation and theory, and come back with the Traveller. No one else could have done it; no one else could duplicate it now. Because it was gone, too.


  That was a pity. Kyle could have used it. But it was dangerous, and there was no reason for danger now. Danger was past. Kyle had all the wealth he would ever use; now he could enjoy it. And when people asked him, “What happened to Laban?” he would shake his head regretfully and say, “The machine must have failed; Laban never came back.”


  It was true. And no one could ever prove Kyle had been responsible.


  Yes, Laban had been clever. And he had always gotten everything he wanted. Their parents had always preferred him, the clever one, the little one.


  “Kyle! Let Laban have it! He’s the little one.” Or, “Kyle! You must learn not to hurt your little brother.”


  How many times had he longed to kill Laban even then?


  It got worse as Laban grew up. His cleverness made him wealthy. It got him Joyce.


  And what did Kyle have? Nothing. Everything he had ever had, he had worked for. While Laban had relaxed and dreamed, Kyle had worked and risked his life. For what? To make Laban richer. And Laban had been niggardly. He had doled out the money to Kyle and to Joyce.


  Laban had been clever, but not clever enough. The doer had beaten the dreamer. Kyle had struck first. And the first stroke had been the last, all that was necessary.


  First, because Laban had not been blind. He’d had suspicions. Kyle had felt Laban’s eyes studying him curiously, speculatively, and Kyle would shiver and turn, and Laban would look away.


  Kyle’s plans had been ready for days. His experiences in the past had given him a certain quick readiness of thought and decision. When he had seen the imprint of the Traveller in the dust on the marble floor, he had known instantly what it meant. The machine had been there before. When it arrived, he would not be in it. Laban would.


  , Only one problem was left to solve: how could he keep the Traveller from coming back? When he had stated it to himself in just that way, the answer was obvious.


  Laban had tried to explain the machine many times, but Kyle could never understand it. Analogies helped, but Laban insisted that they were inaccurate.


  If time were a river, Laban would say, we would be the boats drifting along with the current, watching the scenery change on the shore. The Traveller, then, would be the boat with a motor, beating back up the river against the current, going backward in time.


  Kyle would nod eagerly, and Laban would say, disgustedly, that time isn’t a river, and he would branch off into discussions of subjective and objective phenomena, the temporal sense, mathematical formulations . . .


  A few things, though, Kyle remembered. The Traveller had two different motors. They were entirely different. One reversed the temporal flow; it took you back in time. The other speeded it up; that returned you to the present. There was no way to turn the Traveller around in time. The motors were not interchangeable, either, nor were many of the parts. If something happened to the motor that returned you to the present, you were stranded.


  That was to make Kyle careful.


  No, Kyle couldn’t get anyone to fix it. No one in the past could understand it and not very many in the present. Even Laban, if it happened to him, would have trouble if it was more than a broken connection, if some part had to be replaced. The technology of the age would be useless; he would have to do it all himself, and the smallest repair would take him years. Unsuspected or rare minerals would have to be located or refined or manufactured and combined in intricate detail which Laban could only find by hit-and-miss improbability. Here in the present he got his parts ready-made; he only put them together.


  But Kyle did not need to worry. If he did not come back on schedule, it would be a simple matter for Laban, with the facilities of the present, to put together a new machine and come to his rescue.


  The Traveller, of course, had never failed. The motors were foolproof, and Laban had been a careful craftsman. Kyle had never worried. Not about that. He wasn’t the type to worry about machinery; he took such things for granted. The explanation had been almost forgotten until he needed it. Then Kyle worked fast and secretly.


  It had been simple to remove the vital motor. The only need for caution was in concealing any traces of tampering.


  Kyle had removed the panel carefully. He clipped the wires and pulled the motor out. He had been surprised that it was so small and light. He had held it easily in one hand. He had replaced the panel and smashed the motor to bits before he tossed it into the junk drawer. No one would ever be able to analyze it. He had taken all Laban’s notebooks and drawings and shoved them in the electric furnace. In a few seconds there weren’t even any ashes.


  The motors could not be duplicated. Laban would not be rescued.


  The real difficulty had been to trick Laban into making the trip. After the first few experiments, Laban had turned that part over to Kyle. Let Kyle do the work. Let Kyle risk his life. Laban had selected all the goals, the times, the places. He would prepare intricate schedules and timetables.


  “Go here; go there,” he would say. “Do this; do that. I want the Seal of Solomon.” Or the sword of Charlemagne or the Coronation Crown of Queen Victoria of England.


  And before Kyle got into the machine, Laban would set the dials for the date and the time of day and the place. The time was always just before the object was recorded as disappearing or being destroyed. That was important, he would say. The past was fixed. It could not be changed. If Kyle tried to take the things earlier, he would fail: Perhaps he would be killed. He would drill Kyle in the timetable for hours. Then Kyle would press the button, and the rest was up to him.


  From that last trip, Kyle had returned shaking. It was not from fright, or from seeing that peculiar square in the dust on the marble floor of the National Archives Exhibition Hall. But Kyle had turned the trembling to good account. When the time came he refused to go back.


  “I’ve got to have those documents,” Laban had said impatiently. “The Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, the Bill of Rights. You’ve got to go back.”


  “It’s impossible,” Kyle had said firmly.


  “But the place is deserted,” Laban had insisted. “You have all the time you need.”


  “All the time I need.” Kyle shook his head. “They’re in the cellar. A fifty-ton vault. Walls fifteen inches thick. Five-ton armored doors. Bombproof, fireproof, thiefproof.”


  “Anything one man makes, another can break. You know who said that? The man who built the vault. And we have tools and techniques he never suspected. And time. Washington is evacuated for the bombing. In a day or so, those documents will be destroyed by a direct hit. If you hadn’t lost your nerve, you’d have had them on your other trip.”


  “Time, time.” Kyle’s voice was shaking. “Sure, you can sit here safely and talk about time. But it’s something else to be working there in that deserted building, working in the dark, waiting for that bomb to fall, waiting for the bomb that leveled Washington. Give it up, Laban. It isn’t worth it.”


  “Worth it!” Laban’s eyes were smoldering. “Those fabulous pieces of paper! Look, Kyle!” His voice became low and persuasive. “I’ve been trying to tell you. We’ll set you down this time before your previous trip. Then there can’t be any danger.”


  “And what if I’m still there at the time I arrived before?”


  “I keep telling you,” Laban exploded. “It can’t happen. You can’t be in two places at the same time. Neither can the Traveller. I could explain the theory to you, but you wouldn’t understand.”


  “Understand!” Kyle gritted his teeth and shivered. It wasn’t hard to pretend fear. Excitement and dread were scorching and chilling him inside. “I understand this. I’m not going.”


  Laban sighed and shrugged. “All right,” he said mildly. “I’ll go myself.”


  Fool! Fool! Kyle had thought exultantly. The clever Laban makes his fatal mistake.


  And it had happened just like that. Laban got into the square, latticework car, checked the assortment of tools, instruments, and explosives, and set the dials. He didn’t bother to check the Traveller; that always worked. It would now: one-way.


  Laban nodded casually to Kyle. “It shouldn’t take me more than a few hours, six at most. Be here in the laboratory in six hours. There’s something I want to talk to you about.”


  Kyle nodded and thought, I’ll be here, Brother, but you won’t. You can’t come back, but I’ll be here. I’ll enjoy that moment. I’ll think about you there in the dusty Exhibition Hall, pressing the button again and again, and taking off the panel in a wild panic, and seeing the empty space where the motor should be, and understanding. Understanding instantly, with that quick, clever mind of yours, that you can go back as far as you like but you can never return. You’ve enjoyed living in the past; enjoy it now. You have mastered time, and now time has mastered you. Time and I.


  It’s funny thinking about time. I’ll stand here six hours from now and think of you and your panic and your understanding, but you will be dead. As soon as you push that button you are dead. You’ll have run out of time. You’ll have died hundreds or thousands or millions of years ago, and maybe I’ll wonder how far back you went before you gave up.


  You’ve got something to talk to me about. I wonder what it is. I’ll always wonder. Do you plan on returning early and laying a trap for me? Have you, too, thought of murder? Or do you only intend to tell me that we’re finished, that we’ve worked our way up through time, that we’ve stolen all its treasure, and now we’re through?


  I don’t need you any more, brother Kyle. Good-by. Good luck.


  You’re too late, Laban. You’re pushing the button, and soon your treasures will be mine. The treasure in the downstairs study, and the treasure upstairs, waiting for you with hate in her heart. There! You push the button. The car flickers out like a candleflame, and you are dead.


  The danger is past.


  Kyle picked up the drink from the arm of the chair and drained it. He wondered how far back Laban had gone. He pictured him, standing silent in the darkness, desire for revenge burning inside, and knowing he was helpless. There was no time for revenge. There was only time to die.


  It must have been a difficult decision for Laban. Stay or go back? To stay was to give up immediately. But the farther back he went the greater difficulty he’d have in adjusting himself to conditions. Would he stay or go back and back, searching for legendary civilizations that might have reached peaks of technology great enough to repair the Traveller? There were none. Kyle had searched.


  Quite a problem, and Laban, with all his cleverness, could not solve it. The past was fixed. It could not be changed. Laban said that himself. His only decision was how to die. And he was dead.


  As long as Kyle kept reminding himself of that, he felt all right. But it was hard to think of Laban dead. Kyle had seen him alive just a few minutes ago. And then Kyle would tremble.


  He wandered around the room. There would never be another moment like this feeling alive with his victory, swelling with the first full glow of possession. Soon he would go up to Joyce, but first he would enjoy this. He had sown the seeds with his daring; now the harvest was his. He stared at the treasures, ranged in chronological order around the walls, and remembered the risks each had entailed.


  That painting of the woman there. The one with the gentle smile. Laban had sat for hours, just looking at it. He’d had a place all ready for it.


  “Hang it there, Kyle,” he’d said. No thanks. No praise.


  Those pre-war days had been busy ones. Here, there, everywhere were treasures about to be destroyed. The painting of the woman had come from a Paris museum, Kyle remembered. He had dressed in the uniform Laban had provided. It was identical to that worn by the guards who were moving the paintings to a safe place. He had taken the picture, not to the truck that was going to be destroyed but to the Traveller.


  And far down the wall, almost at the end, that stone ax, the crudely chipped, misshapen stone roughly lashed to a stick. Kyle walked to it and stared at the brownish stain on the stone. He remembered how it had got there.


  A brute man had been digging up the stubborn dirt with a crooked stick. He had stopped to talk violently with another man. He had grabbed that ax hanging by his side and smashed the other’s skull with it. And then, with unsuspected sensitivity, he had dropped the ax beside the body and backed away, mumbling, before he turned and trotted clumsily into the trees, glancing fearfully back over his shoulder.


  If there was any truth in the old legend, it might have been Cain killing Abel.


  Kyle felt a kinship with that brute man. They both had killed with the weapon at hand. They had killed someone close to them. The only difference was that Kyle felt no remorse. He could not be caught.


  He had picked up the ax and brought it back. He looked at it now, at the brown stain that Laban had not washed off. Kyle would have liked to have used it on Laban, with that same passion and violence. He should have. Then he would have known Laban was dead, with a certainty he could not feel now.


  Impulsively, Kyle took the ax down from the wall and swung it in his hand. It had a nice feel to it, a balance he had not noticed before. He made it whistle viciously through the air.


  Kyle winced. He looked down at his hand. A drop of blood was welling redly from his palm where something had punctured the skin. He turned the handle over. Something glittered in the light. It was a needle, sharp, stained now like the stone. There was a small slit in the handle from which it had sprung. Inside was a tiny spring.


  Kyle stared at it stupidly. The brute man could not have put it there. He did not know the secret of metal.


  Laban!


  Not before he left. After. Inexorably the truth pressed in upon Kyle. He saw Laban going back through the centuries, stopping at every one of the places and times Kyle had stopped, planting deadly little devices in each of the things that Kyle would take.


  Laban would be patient. No time? He had all the time in the world. Laban would be thorough. He remembered everything.


  The needle! Was it poisoned?


  Kyle felt nothing except the gentle throbbing of the little wound.


  That drink! No. Kyle had not brought the console back. Laban had bought it. And he could not have known before he left. He could only have known when he stood in the darkness and felt the empty place beyond the panel.


  Kyle’s eyes were wide and staring as they raced around the room. Everything here was his. And everything was untouchable. Wild ideas chased themselves through his mind. He could avoid the traps. Gloves. Instruments. He could hire someone.


  But it was useless. There would be bombs there and guns and knives and skin poisons and incendiaries. Even if he could sell them without being killed, someone else would die, and Kyle would be blamed for the death. No one could touch him for what he had done, but he would surely be punished for what he had not done.


  Some of them would not be dangerous. Laban would want to prolong his agony as long as possible, to make him suffer.


  But any of them could be deadly. Laban himself had handled some of them, and he had not died. Which ones? His eyes flitted from one precious object to another. Which was bomb? Which was poison?


  Stop, Laban! Stop!


  But Laban was dead, millions of years ago. The danger was past, yet Kyle whimpered.


  ME FEEL GOOD


  Max Dancey


  THIS FELLOW DIDN’T KNOW HIS OWN STRENGTH, WHICH WAS LUCKY FOR THOSE WHO HAD THE LITTLE JOB OF GETTING HIM SAFELY DOWN TO EARTH, SO TO SPEAK.


  SPACE SHIP MEN good. Smart.


  Eat. Gurgle. Make smoke. Say much word.


  Me no smart. No man learn me smart, eat, gurgle, make smoke, say much word.


  “But how was this man able to keep alive on that asteroid?” Captain Sir say. “Nothing to eat, no water, no air. Almost absolute zero. Just cold, and bare rock, and a smashed ship.”


  Navigator say: “The others kept alive for a while on the ship . . . Still, this guy was a baby when they crashed.” He look me. Make sick face. “It’s a lucky thing for you we came along, boy . . . But God knows how you’re going to make out on Earth.”


  “Hey, Captain,” Mate say, “he’s hot!”


  Me no hot. Me no cold. Me me.


  Mate hand box. “Hotter’n a blast tube,” Mate say. “Look at that neon! Wait a minute, I’ll turn on the audio count.”


  Mate click box. Box make beep beep beep. Quick beep. Man look me. Me feel funny. No hot. Funny.


  Captain Sir say me: “When did the others die?”


  What me say? When? When? Die? Some go. Some stop. Mamma say: “I wish I’d never been born.” She go. Daddy say: “I guess the danger isn’t you, son. It’s in the rest of us, in all of Man . . . But I wish I were dead.” He stop. Me tell Captain Sir? No.


  Mate say: “He doesn’t understand most of what we say. But look at his face when we talk. Looks like he’s storing away every word . . . I don’t like the ugly little monkey.”


  Navigator say: “How would you like to have grown up marooned and alone on a forsaken asteroid? It’s a miracle he’s alive . . . Does he have to be pretty, too?”


  Mate say: “So I didn’t grow up on an asteroid. And I wouldn’t have liked it. And I’m not pretty myself . . . But look at him—. And if I did look like him, I wouldn’t expect you to like my looks.”


  “I don’t anyway,” Navigator say. Mate face get red. “Captain,” Navigator say, “what shall I do with this ore sample?” Small rock.


  Captain Sir no say. Mate say. No nice say. Small rock go. Poof. Me feel good. Navigator say: “Eeeee!” Navigator say Mate: “You—” No nice. “I wish I had you in a ring with some gloves on!”


  Mate gone. Poof. Navigator gone. Poof. Me feel good.


  Captain Sir say: “Hunnh?” Look me. “Did you see them vanish? Just like that?” Captain Sir look. Jump. Look. Go locker. “Just like that!” Captain Sir hot? “I need a drink . . . Gone, by God! Just like that!” Captain Sir gurgle bottle. “Navigator and Mate gone. Damn funny!” Gurgle bottle. Push wall, make big beep.


  Man come. Man come. Man come.


  Captain Sir say: “The Mate and the Navigator are gone, gentlemen . . . Gone.”


  Much say.


  Captain Sir say: “The Navigator and the Mate had a little argument. The Navigator said he wanted to face the Mate in a boxing ring. They both vanished. You figure it.”


  Man say: “Hah! . . . I’d like to see that fight.” Man gone. Poof. Me feel good.


  Captain Sir say: “That’s what happened, men. I don’t have to try to convince you now.”


  Much say.


  “I think,” Captain Sir say, “that this—. This—.” He look me. “This man we picked up on the asteroid—. Or maybe the asteroid—.” Captain Sir gurgle bottle. Man gurgle. Man gurgle.


  “Three of us left,” Captain Sir say. “But the Navigator cut the tape, and the Mate had it rigged in. We’ll get to Earth all right on the autos.”


  “Maybe so,” Man say. “But I wish I were safe on Earth now.” Man go. Poof. Me feel good.


  Captain Sir gurgle bottle. Man gurgle. Look me. Me no gurgle.


  Man look me. Say: “I wish I’d signed on the Martian Queen, I know that.” Man gone. Poof. Me feel good.


  Captain Sir say: “I’m not going to drink any more. Not now. Not ever. I’m sober. I’m God-fearing.” Captain Sir shut eye. Captain Sir open eye. Captain Sir look me.


  Me feel funny. Me no learn. Man say go, man go. Me say go, me no go. Me no learn. Man say go, me feel good.


  Captain Sir say: “How do you do it?” Captain Sir mad. “How?” Captain Sir mad.


  Me no say. Me no learn. Mate say me stupid. Me stupid.


  Captain Sir hit head. “I don’t know why I’m worrying. You like to make people get their wishes, eh? How about me? I wish I had a million dollars.”


  Dollars? Green come. Hit Captain Sir. He fall . . . He no mad. Captain Sir funny. Ha-ha. “I got it! A million bucks!” Captain Sir say: “You go to Earth, boy, and make everyone happy . . . I wish I was home with this money.” Captain Sir gone. Poof. Me feel good.


  Me go Earth. Feel big good.


  NO MORE THE STARS


  Irving E. Cox, Jr.


  ETERNALLY, MAN SEEKS IN THE STARS THE THING HE COULD FIND AT HOME.


  IN AN HOUR—as soon as it was dark—they would raid the chart vault.


  The decision was made; the waiting over. Lawson repeated that to himself as he stood with the late afternoon crowd on the slow-moving outer band of the slide-walk. Two hours more and they would be gone.


  Escape! They would escape from this regimentation and mediocrity.


  Lawson grinned at the vacuous faces of the throng. He was looking upon the farce called civilization for the last time. It was their world, this thing he loathed. Let them have it, the nameless mass of happy nonentities; let them live with it and die with it. Tomorrow he would be free.


  And then Adam Endicott slipped out of a cross-walk and caught desperately at Lawson’s sleeve. “The police raided the cellar, Lawson!”


  The dream began to die. “When?” Lawson whispered.


  “Twenty minutes ago.”


  “How many—?”


  “Nearly all of us. I broke away and ran to warn you. Madge hadn’t come yet.”


  “We’ll have to find her and get out of the city fast. There’s still a chance—”


  “For only three of us?” Endicott laughed sourly.


  “One man can pilot a ship.”


  Lawson and Endicott took the high-speed slide-walk from the clanging, cluttered industrial area to the suburbs on the outskirts. Tall apartment spires were set in green parks. The glass-like walls of the buildings reflected the red of the dying sun. Hordes of noisy children crammed the playgrounds beside the apartments, and the park walks were filled with brown-uniformed workers returning from the five-hour afternoon shift in the city factories.


  Lawson and Endicott cut across the lawn toward the block-three buildings where Madge Brown, as an unmarried woman, was granted a single apartment.


  “She may not be here,” Endicott said. “I tried to get her on the teleview right after the raid and I couldn’t.”


  “Then we’ll wait,” Lawson answered. Madge Brown meant as much to him as his dream of escape. He knew that; yet it was a strange infatuation, for until four weeks ago he had not known her. Madge had been the last to join the conspiracy.


  “It was an inside job,” Endicott told him grimly.


  “One of us blew the story to the police?”


  “It’s obvious. They knew just how to find the cellar; they knew exactly when we were going to be there.” Lawson fingered his lip thoughtfully. “I suppose they’d have had me, too, if I hadn’t been held up waiting for the slide-walk out of the plant.”


  “That’s how I got away—because I was late.”


  “But we all believed in the same thing, Endicott. For two years we’ve been planning this together!”


  “Most of us, Lawson.”


  “You don’t mean—?” Lawson stopped and faced Endicott with clenched fists. “Not Madge.”


  “She’s the only one who didn’t show up at the cellar.”


  “You’re wrong! She hated this world as much as we do.”


  “So she said.” Endicott licked his lips. “I know how you feel, Lawson. Sometimes the truth hurts. What do we really know about her? Madge Brown—just a dame you picked up one night in a recreation block. We took her in on your say-so. But who is she? Where’d she come from?”


  Suddenly the words sang in Lawson’s soul with the tinny jangle of hysteria. It was more than he could take, to lose his faith in Madge and the dream of escape simultaneously. His fist shot out, lashing Endicott’s jaw. Lawson turned and ran blindly toward the walk in front of the block-three apartments.


  From the lobby he rang her apartment, but the teleview remained blank. While he waited in the booth, he heard the distant cry of a police siren. Fear clutched at his mind. How could the police have traced him here so soon?


  Considering the cumbersome inefficiency of this world it was impossible. There would have been a dozen bureaucratic forms to fill out first. Endicott must have called the police. It was Endicott, then, who had betrayed the conspiracy, not Madge.


  Lawson got the picture, then—or thought he did. Only Lawson and Madge had escaped the police raid, and Endicott was using Lawson to lead him to Madge, since no record of addresses had been kept. Clearly, Endicott had to present the police with a clean sweep before he was paid the Judas fee.


  Lawson left the apartment lobby. He had more chance to evade the police in the park outside. Across the lawn beyond the playground he saw the police van, its black panels turned to fire in the sunset light. Two gray-uniformed officers, armed with neuro guns, were pushing Adam Endicott into the cage.


  Lawson darted into the shrubs that sheltered the walk. He stood watching the arrest, helpless with impotent hatred. Lawson was unarmed and superstitiously awed by the dreaded neuro guns. No citizen could legally possess a weapon—and the handful which the conspiracy had managed to acquire had been lost in the raid on the cellar. There was literally nothing Lawson could do to save Endicott. The van doors banged shut. Now Lawson knew beyond any possibility of doubt that it was not Endicott who had sold out to the police. And that left only Madge.


  Only Madge! Lawson saw the police officers help her out of the cab. They walked with her to the apartment building. As they passed the shrub where Lawson was hidden, he heard her voice distinctly,


  “. . . and there’s only one more Jimmy Lawson. He’ll show up at my apartment, I think. I’ll bring him in myself.”


  The full weight of the truth crushed Lawson’s soul with a kind of numbing fury. For a moment he felt nothing. He saw Madge enter the lobby and, by instinct, he crept away across the lawn. When he came to a walk, he began to run. He ran without direction or destination until his lungs were screaming for relief and pinpoints of fire hung before his eyes.


  He dropped panting on the grass. He had come to the edge of the parkland and the suburban area of the city. Below him, beyond the fringe of trees, were the bright lights and the crowded slide-walks of the industrial area. On the roof of a factory building he saw a faded campaign poster, forgotten for almost two years. It was tattered, but still the grinning face of Kim Rennig was visible in the smoke-blue reflection of city lights.


  Rennig, Madge and the conspiracy: they swam together in a nightmare, without ending and without hope. From the deep well of his bitterness, Lawson abruptly remembered the beginning of his dream of escape.


  At first the dream was Lawson’s alone. But it was by no means original with him. As recently as forty years ago the sleek sky cruisers had still soared up from the space port beyond the city. It was only after the gray-uniformed dictatorship had been clamped tight on the world that the government had rigidly supervised interstellar flight, and finally prohibited it entirely.


  The government claimed that the population had been seriously depleted by colonization flights which had robbed each generation of its strongest, its most ambitious and intelligent men and women. But Lawson never accepted that explanation. The real truth, as he saw it, was that the colonization of the infinite empty worlds of the universe presented a constant invitation to freedom to the dissatisfied and the oppressed. The gray dictatorship could not really control the home world so long as any man with a smattering of initiative could escape. Consequently, all possibility of interstellar flight had to be cut off.


  That happened with the election of Kim Rennig to the planetary presidency two years ago. It was not that Rennig—a mild-mannered, emotionless man—was in any way personally responsible. He simply represented the ultimate end of a trend, and he had been elected by an overwhelming vote. The opposition, speaking vigorously for freedom, for man’s right to colonize where he chose, to grow as much as he dared, had not polled quite five per cent of the ballots.


  “How can people be such fools?” Lawson demanded when the final election returns flashed on the wall screen in the factory where he worked.


  “Because we’re afraid.” The answer came from one of the blankfaced nonentities in the throng: the slight, stooped man Lawson later knew as Adam Endicott. As the crowd broke up and the workers went back to their machines, Endicott added, “The average man is always disturbed by change, and the colonies represent an unknown constant; of change. We don’t know where they are or what worlds they may be building. They’re cut off from us and that makes us feel we’ve lost a part of ourselves.”


  “Don’t tell me,” Lawson sneered, “that these idiots who elected Rennig went through that involved reasoning.”


  “Of course not. They do it by instinct.”


  “And destroy freedom by default!”


  “Freedom is an abstract. It means nothing to most of us.”


  “You’re taking this as if it had nothing to do with you personally.”


  “What else can I do? It’s impossible to escape now.”


  “Not impossible,” Lawson replied slowly. “We still have the power of cosmic energy and the sky ships. All we need is initiative and—”


  “And a star chart,” Endicott intervened dryly. “When you figure out how to break into the government vaults, let me know.”


  Lawson’s dream of escape began with that conversation. For days on end he mulled over the factors of the problem. No legal prohibition of interstellar flight could have been effective except that all galactic charts were possessed by the government and the science of astronomy had been a bootleg subject for a quarter of a century. There were thousands of sky ships lying abandoned on deserted fields; anyone with a small outlay of funds could have built one.


  Five centuries earlier the harnessing of cosmic radiation, in a machine as simple to make as a crystal radio set, had put interstellar flight into the hands of the common man. No longer had the exorbitantly expensive three-stage rockets been necessary. Cosmic power automatically eliminated the government control and financing of space flight. The adolescent boy, once happy with his noisy hot rod, began to build space flyers to explore the dry deserts of Mars. The family down the street took a Sunday ride beyond the troposphere and vacationed in the asteroids.


  Within a generation man learned to key his new-found energy to a speed just short of the speed of light. And humankind overflowed into the universe. Every crackpot who could attract a handful of disciples went to build a new world after his own pattern. By the thousand other groups left to make more stable societies. Sometimes, for a decade or more, communication was maintained with the home world. But the universe was infinite and the colonies were so widely scattered that any continuing form of union was impractical.


  Lawson looked upon the period of free-for-all colonization as the high point in man’s creative genius. He was certain that the gradual tightening of controls paralleled a cultural decline, and the prohibition of space flight marked the death of civilization. There was no alternative except to escape from a world that had chosen, in indolence and ignorance, to destroy itself. The only thing he needed to make his escape was one of the government charts of the universe; without it—and without a knowledge of astronomy—no cosmic-powered ship could be piloted to a pinpoint destination in the vast emptiness of space.


  Yet Lawson was quite undisturbed by the fact that the charts were sealed within a vault more carefully guarded than the treasury. The gray-uniformed dictatorship, tangled in its endless net of bureaucratic forms, was hopelessly inefficient. A determined man could break into the vaults before the ponderous machinery of government could bestir itself to stop him.


  Lawson’s primary concern was to recruit colonists who thought as he did. Carefully he sounded out the men and women he knew. Within six months he found twenty followers—all as young as he was and as idealistic. They met in an abandoned cellar in the industrial district and they liked to consider themselves the first spark of conspiracy against the dead-weight mediocrity of the gray dictatorship.


  The number of converts increased steadily, as new members of the conspiracy spread the word to their friends and brought them to the hidden cellar. At the end of a year, when more than a hundred eager citizens for the new world-to-be had been recruited, Lawson met Adam Endicott again. It was in the white-tiled coffee automat, where Lawson went for his fifteen-minute break in the five-hour afternoon shift he worked in the factory. Endicott dropped on the booth seat opposite Lawson, smiling his recognition.


  “Still dreaming of escaping from your fellow fools?” Endicott asked.


  For a moment Lawson was shocked—and frightened—at having his dream spoken of in a crowded public space. Then he saw who it was, and he countered with another question, “Do you still want to join me?”


  Endicott shrugged. “Any time you show me a sky chart—”


  “We don’t have that—not yet. But I’ve something almost as good.” Lawson’s voice dropped to a stealthy whisper. “A genuine textbook in astronomy. We stole it from the library archives. Nobody ever caught on. This government’s too lazy to inventory its own books.”


  A flame of hope flickered behind the cynical mask of Endicott’s lean, hungry face. “So you really mean it.” He held out his hand. “It won’t work; it can’t work. Escape is impossible. But I’m with you all the way.”


  After Endicott joined the conspiracy, his sardonic probing, his incisive cynicism, shifted the emphasis from starry-eyed discussions of the projected escape colony to practical plans for creating it. The recruiting of colonists stopped, and the conspirators hammered out the details of an ideal government. It was largely a government of negatives. They knew precisely what they did not want—the cumbersome bureaucracy which crushed their world—but it was considerably more difficult to visualize the positive legislative forms they would need.


  “That we can work out later,” Lawson said confidently. “It will depend partly on the environment of the planet we colonize. The important thing for us to agree upon now is the extent to which we must limit the government. In our world the individual must have maximum freedom. Government must never be allowed to regiment our lives or imprison us again in mediocrity.”


  All the colonists spent a great deal of their time studying the stolen text in astronomy. At the space port near the city they located a large, abandoned cruiser that would meet their needs when the time came to escape. At night they worked in small groups refurbishing the interior. They carried supplies, in small quantities, past the gray-uniformed field guard and secreted them aboard the escape ship.


  During the second year they managed to steal half a dozen neuro guns from the police. They could never make an open raid on the city arsenal, because that would have given away the conspiracy. For the same reason they could not attack isolated police officers patrolling their beats in the factory aisles or on the city slide-walks. So that the loss of the guns would seem to be the result of a natural accident, the conspirators periodically tied up slide-walk intersections at the peak of the rush hour when the factory shifts were changing. They did this by tampering with the machinery in the bowels of the city—slight damage which the repair crew could take for a normal breakdown. When the police tried to straighten out the temporary confusion caused on the street level, conspirators in the milling mob managed to drive the dull-witted emotions of the nonentities close to panic. They arranged for the gray-uniformed patrol to be caught and trampled in the turmoil. And, in the process, the police lost their weapons.


  It was a very slow way to acquire arms, because the mechanical breakdowns could be organized only at rare intervals or the government might have become suspicious. But the conspiracy required relatively few neuro guns. They would be used only once, on the night the chart vault was raided.


  When the last of the supplies had been carried aboard the cruiser, the date for the raid was set for a month in the future—when the rotation of the vault guard would increase the chance for success. The final act-escape—was within their grasp, and Lawson’s dream was nearly a reality.


  That knowledge acted upon Lawson like a drug, intoxicating his senses and blurring the rigid self-discipline he had held upon his thinking for two years. Where once he had been outspoken against the gray dictatorship, he had forced himself to conform; he had made himself, in public, a bland imitation of the vacuous fools he observed around him.


  But for the moment, when he knew escape was within his grasp, Lawson’s self-imposed restraint was gone. He wandered alone in the city, reveling in his hatred and drunk on his dreams. He wanted to see it all—that bumbling world he despised—and to sneer at its absurdities.


  He walked through the factory district, where the first night shift was working in the blue-lit buildings. A five-hour work shift, Lawson thought. It was enough to give man freedom for all the creative impulses he had ever felt. That much the gray dictatorship had given them—that and economic security. Regardless of the work a man did, his income and his living conditions were much the same, within a very narrow range. Yet how had the fools frittered away their freedom?


  There might have been a Renaissance of art, poetry, music, drama. Instead the people flocked during their free time to the great recreation blocks. They sat munching on insipid confections and watching the lush 3-D love dramas. Or they ate soporific banquets in the gilded halls, or drank endlessly at the mirrored bars. Sporting contests, too, were watched in 3-D restorations of the great games of the past; no one participated. There were gyms, pools, and game courts in all the recreation blocks; no one ever used them.


  Man had made himself flabby-muscled and witless. For that, too, Lawson blamed the gray dictatorship. The government built and maintained the glittering recreation blocks and encouraged the people to use them. Amusement had been transformed into a drug to keep the world placid and easily managed.


  From his early childhood Lawson had belligerently used the gyms and pools in the recreation block. He enjoyed the physical activity. He had a boundless energy that few others in his world seemed to possess. It disturbed his parents that he was so different from other people. They were desperately concerned at what the neighbors might think. But Lawson gloried in the difference. He was proud of his physique, vain in the knowledge that with one hand he could have crushed his scrawny, flaccid companions. His parents spoke so often of his embarrassing idiosyncracies that Lawson left home in his teens and took a job in a city factory. To do so meant that he had to sacrifice his right to attend the government university, but education under the dictatorship had no appeal for him.


  On the night when the conspiracy voted to raid the chart vaults, Lawson walked slowly through the throbbing industrial sector and went to a recreation block on the edge of the suburb. For a time he wandered in the thronged bars and banquet halls, laughing in his soul at the dull-witted pleasures of his fellow men. From the back of the auditorium he watched a part of a 3-D love thriller until the ridiculous posturing of the heroine began to churn his viscera with nausea. Angrily, he went into the empty natatorium, stripped off his brown uniform, and plunged naked into the clean, cold water of the pool.


  As he came up, refreshed by the long, gliding dive beneath the surface, he saw a pretty brunette watching him from the side of the pool. For a moment his nakedness embarrassed him. Disposable plastic trunks were always available in the dressing rooms, but Lawson seldom bothered to use any because he had always been alone in the pools. Then his embarrassment became boastful belligerence. What did he have to be ashamed of? Let her see a real man for a change.


  Very deliberately he began to swim the length of the pool. He heard a splash in the water behind him, and the pretty brunette was in the water with him. She knifed past him, with a clean, powerful stroke, and turned at the end of the pool to smile into his face.


  “I’ve always wanted to do it myself,” she laughed, “but I could never quite get up the nerve.”


  And that was how he met Madge Brown. Their mutual affinity was immediate. She preferred to use the gyms and pools in the recreation blocks, as he did. That made her different in the same way that Lawson was different. Until he met Madge, he had never realized how lonely he had been, wedded to the abstraction of a dream and a hatred.


  When they left the pool, they went to the lounge for a snack. He found himself telling her of his cherished hope of escape. It was a dangerous admission to make to a stranger, but he was certain it was safe. Lawson was sure he knew Madge Brown as well as he knew himself. Within an hour he had told her about the conspiracy, and the next day he asked the others to accept her as a recruit.


  They found it impossible to investigate Madge as they did every other new member of the conspiracy. She told them that was to be expected, since she had just moved to the city from another some miles to the south.


  “At home I was bored,” she said. “I lived with nothing but fools. I thought it might be different here.”


  Adam Endicott was unwilling for her to know the details of the conspiracy until they had learned more of her background, but he was a minority of one. Lawson persuaded the others to accept her because he vouched for her. After all, it was fantastic to be cautious where Madge was concerned. Lawson knew her and that was enough. She was enthusiastic for his dream and surprisingly helpful; she was a government secretary, working for the security office, and she knew a way into the chart vault that would allow the conspirators to by-pass the outer ring of guards.


  Yet one point of view, which she expressed repeatedly, puzzled Lawson. “It’s a wonderful thing to escape, Jimmy—but think how much more we could do if we stayed right here.”


  “These fools had their chance. They turned it down when they elected Rennig.”


  “Of course. First, you have to teach the people to want a revolution.”


  “This is their world, just the way they have made it. Let them die with it.”


  “That’s not the point, Jimmy. Don’t you see their problem is ours, too? We’re all human beings, with the same faults. If we could solve the problem here, we wouldn’t need to run away.”


  “We’re not running away; we’re escaping from a graveyard to build a better world.”


  “Then why couldn’t we do it here?”


  To that one he never had an answer which satisfied even himself. The dream was to escape; anything else was a weakling’s compromise. Lawson couldn’t put that feeling in words, and he always countered her question with one of his own. “What makes you talk so much like a government propagandist, Madge?”


  “But I don’t, Jimmy; I don’t!”


  It amused him that the suggestion flustered her. He could never understand why. Madge was no spy; Madge would never betray the conspiracy; her thoughts and her reactions were too much like his own. He believed that; he believed it implicitly until the end—until he saw Madge with the gray-uniformed police officer outside her block-three apartment spire. “There’s one more,” she had said. “I’ll bring him in myself.”


  Lawson lay on the grass at the edge of the parkland looking at the factory buildings of the city, gleaming bright against the night sky. The hatred burned out of his soul in the searing flush of guilt. It was his fault the dream had failed. He had destroyed the others by trusting Madge. How could he have misjudged her so grossly? Why hadn’t he seen that she was only acting a part?


  That could not be true. Madge’s hatred for the gray dictatorship was as real as his, her wish for a finer world as genuine. No degree of acting could have conveyed such sincerity. Then why had she betrayed them?


  At first Lawson thought of revenge. He would go back to her apartment and kill her with his own hands. It would be easy. She expected him and she didn’t know he knew the truth. Lawson actually got up from the grass and began to cut back across the park toward her apartment spire.


  But gradually his footsteps slowed and stopped. Revenge was a personal emotion, entirely pointless. The dream deserved better than that. Whatever happened, Lawson could not save himself. In a matter of hours the gray-uniformed police would close in on him and, without a weapon, he was helpless. He accepted that as the hazard for opposing the accumulated weight of mediocrity. In the time that was left to him he wanted to make a gesture of some sort, something spectacular enough to encourage any other captives of regimentation who dreamed of escape.


  He knew, suddenly, what he must do. The sky cruiser was on the abandoned space port, ready and waiting. Lawson would take it up alone and without the sky charts. He would be lost in the infinite emptiness, a mote forever riding the beams of cosmic energy. He had little chance of stumbling upon a world where he could survive or of finding one of the older colonies. The flight would be suicide. But no one would know that. In the city they would see the waterfall of fire as the ship arched upward through the stratosphere. The people would know that someone had broken free of the gray dictatorship. To those who dreamed, the trail of fire would be an encouragement and a hope—perhaps enough to make them attempt escape.


  From the park Lawson took the slide-walk to the fringe of the city, riding the fast-moving center lane. Beyond the circle of suburban apartments, the city decayed rapidly. There was a broad area of deserted homes, long unoccupied because the city population was much smaller than it had been generations before. Every city on the planet was bordered by a similar fringe of empty buildings and untended parks. Lawson took the decay for granted, since he had never lived with anything else, but he considered it a bitter symbol of the death of his world.


  The slide-walk came to a turnaround in an empty station, where the windows were filmed by decades of accumulated grime and the ornamental gilt was flaking from the stone walls. Beyond the station was the two-level express highway winding across the rolling, green farmland. Here and there on the white road Lawson saw the lights of produce vans moving toward the city.


  There were no other vehicles on the road. Lawson would have been surprised if he had seen one. The people in the cities did not travel. They were uninterested in seeing the physical beauties of their world, although scores of pleasure cars were available for their use in the city storage yards. Early in their lives the people settled into their ruts: a five-hour work shift, with the rest of their day devoted to the sterile pleasures of mechanical amusements. They were content to live and die with that; they had no ambition to achieve anything else.


  In a valley just outside the city lay the old space port. A bright, crescent moon, just rising above the horizon, revealed the high, wire walls and the round hulks of the abandoned sky ships. Far away, in the old, flat-roofed terminal building, there was a feeble light, burning for the convenience of the guards who patrolled the field. It was a small guard, merely a token reminder that space flight was forbidden. A stronger force was not necessary, for as long as the sky charts were locked in the government vaults not even a moronic fool would think of taking a ship into the trackless void of space.


  Lawson slipped into the field through a gully beneath the electrified fence. It had been dug by the conspirators when they carried supplies to the sky cruiser. The cruiser was the largest hulk on the field, an enormous disk of rusting metal overgrown with weeds and vines. Although the interior had been cleansed and refinished, the conspirators could do nothing to the outer hull or their work would have been discovered by the guard. Yet they had tested the metal and found it entirely sound. The rust was an ugly blemish, but the long period of neglect had not seriously damaged the cruiser.


  Cautiously, soundlessly, Lawson wormed his way across the field. He entered the cruiser by the fuel chamber, partly buried in the hard earth, and pulled himself through the narrow emergency corridor into the spacious living quarters of the disk. He fumbled in the darkness for the door of the control room.


  Suddenly he heard the sound of breathing close behind him. A hand shot out and closed upon his. Lawson responded by instinct, swinging his fist blindly through the seething darkness. He hit something soft. A man grunted. There was a scuffling of feet on the metal floor. Fingers clawed at Lawson’s chest. He broke the grip and jerked open the door of the control room.


  A pale blue light came on in the corridor. Lawson saw three men in the gray military uniforms. So they had been waiting for him here. He should have expected that. Naturally Madge would have told them about the ship.


  As they drew their weapons—old-fashioned pistols, not the devastating neuro guns—Lawson darted toward the control panel. All he had to do was jerk down the power lever. The ship would catch the cosmic transmissions and rise into the heavens. Nothing mattered after that. The men could kill him then, for the ship would be aloft, riding the floodtide of radiated light.


  “No, Lawson. No!” one of the men screamed. “Madge sent us! You must understand—”


  A second man fired his pistol, not at Lawson but at the curving glass of the control panel. The bullet ploughed through the delicately interlocked wires of the power receiver. Sparks flashed. Tubes shattered. Flames leaped up from the fuel chamber at the center of the disk.


  The cabin rocked and the three men were thrown off balance. Lawson sprang at the nearest man, grappling for his gun. It should have been easy. A dozen of the flabby nonentities would not have been a match for him. But, surprisingly, the muscles beneath the gray uniform were hard and lithe. A fist smashed Lawson back against the shattered panel.


  Through the arching view window of the cabin Lawson saw guards streaming across the field from the terminal building. They were carrying white lights that bobbed in their hands as they ran. Lawson’s three assailants saw them, too. Inexplicably they turned and fled from the cabin, in such haste that one of them left his pistol forgotten on the floor.


  They darted across the field, firing at the terminal guard. Lawson heard the sound of pistol shots, and he saw the silent probe of the energy beam as the guard replied with neuro guns. In a moment the fighting had moved beyond his range of vision.


  Lawson glanced at the ruined panel. The cruiser receiver was smashed; the ship would never rise again from the abandoned port. Once more Lawson was defeated. “Madge sent us,” the gray-uniformed man had said—as if that were a magic formula that made anything all right!


  Lawson stooped and picked up the pistol. Except in museums, he had never seen one before. All shell-firing weapons had been replaced long ago by the more efficient neuro guns, which fired a paralyzing beam of energy created by a combination of radioactive elements sealed In the leaded handle. The neuro-gun monopoly had always been rigidly controlled by the government. Except for half a dozen closely guarded technicians, no one knew precisely what gave the gun its power; and it was instant death to remove the leaded handle to experiment.


  The ancient pistol lay cold and hard in Lawson’s hand: a new kind of power. It gave him a strange sense of confidence. He no longer felt naked before a guard armed with the neuro guns. With a pistol that spoke the ultimate finality of death, he could invade the government headquarters and the chart vaults. The soft, gray men would run before him in fear.


  Smiling grimly, he slid out of the cruiser, went past the burned-out wreckage of the fuel chamber. Far away across the field Lawson heard the continuing sounds of the conflict between the guards. And that puzzled him. Why should they fight among themselves?


  As he squeezed through the gully under the fence, he heard the whine of a motor on the express highway. A police van screamed past him. The three men in the cab were the same who had tried to trap him in the cruiser. Behind them a chaos of alarm sirens sounded over the space port.


  Lawson took the high-speed slide-walk back toward the heart of the city. As he moved through the suburbs, he heard sirens again, from scattered points in the city. He had no doubt that the guard had reported his escape, and now all the police of the gray dictatorship would be after him. But the last place they would look would be the government center. Lawson’s heart soared with the anticipation of victory. He could release his fellow conspirators and still escape to his dream.


  He left the slide-walk at the government center and stood for a moment looking up at the facade of the buildings. There was a light in the jail and the hospital, and lights blazed from the lecture rooms of the city university. But the rest of the center was dark.


  Stuffing the pistol into his belt, he moved slowly toward the yawning, open doors of the jail. The tiny, landscaped square in front of the center was deserted. In another hour it would be thronged as students left the night classes in the university. Lawson’s confidence increased; even time had played into his hands.


  Then, suddenly, a black police van screamed to a stop on the plasticsurfaced road beside the jail. The cab door banged open. Lawson saw Madge Brown running toward him, a pale shadow in the moonlight.


  “Jimmy!” she cried. “Don’t be a fool! Come with us!”


  He saw that she was armed with a neuro gun. He drew his pistol and fired at her, but missed. The sound of the shot echoed like thunder over the silent square. He turned and ran toward the steps of the jail. Guards tumbled through the doors, blocking his way. The beam from Madge’s neuro gun caressed them and they dropped where they stood.


  Why had Madge saved him? Lawson had no time to consider a logical answer. He sprang up the steps, into the ornate hearing room. He heard Madge call out behind him,


  “Jimmy, come back!”


  Guards came at Lawson from all sides, confused and uncertain of themselves, not quite sure what to do. Lawson waved his pistol. It meant nothing to them, for they had not seen it destroy a sky ship. Lawson pulled the trigger. The bullet smashed into the wall, fragmenting the plastic ornamentation. Frightened, the gray-uniformed men backed away, reaching for their neuro guns.


  Lawson swung toward the door. Madge was on the steps. Once again she sprayed the mob with her gun. Lawson clawed at a door in the side wall. It swung open. He caught a glimpse of the cell block.


  It was empty—empty, except for a handful of dissolute drunks serving out sentences for disorderly conduct. The conspirators were not in the city jail.


  Lawson’s mind reeled. None of it made sense. He turned toward Madge, an agony of doubt in his eyes. She faced him with a neuro gun leveled at his chest.


  “Now will you come with us, Jimmy?”


  Dumbly he followed her out of the station to the black police van parked on the road.


  “You’re the toughest recruit I ever corralled,” Madge said, as she climbed into the cab beside him. The gray-uniformed driver put the van on the express highway leading south out of the city.


  “Recruit?” Lawson repeated.


  “For our revolution,” she answered coolly. “I told you before, Jimmy, we can’t run away; we have to solve our problem right here.”


  “That’s impossible, Madge. Rennig runs the planet. We don’t stand a chance.”


  “No?” She smiled. “You remember, I mentioned that I came here from another city. That’s where I’m taking you now; that’s where I sent your men this afternoon. That city already belongs to us. We’re ready to take over another one, when we find enough recruits. Revolutions aren’t necessarily violent, Jimmy. We simply adopt the forms of this world—as you see, our people use the police vans and the gray uniforms—and make them our own.”


  “It isn’t worth it, Madge, for these nonentities, these fools—”


  “They are children of men who dreamed of escape long ago. Escape is impossible. Colonization skims off the best of a world and leaves mediocrity behind. And in a generation or two—if the colony survives—it faces the same problem.”


  “That isn’t true! If you build a world on genius and on ambition—”


  “It is still a human world. We carry our faults as well as our virtues with us. What we have to learn is how to build a workable civilization for all of us together. Running away only postpones the problem; it doesn’t solve it.” She paused and her voice became very gentle. “You see, Jimmy, I know I’m right, because this world is a colony, too.”


  He felt as if she had struck him with a club. “No, Madge,” he whispered. “This is the Earth—the home world. We’ve always believed that.”


  “I said I worked as a government secretary, Jimmy. I do, when I’m out recruiting for the revolution—which is what I was doing when I found you. I’ve seen the old documents in the archives. Rennig and his bunch of fools may not know what the records mean; perhaps they’ve never bothered to read them. But I did. This is a colony founded by men from the Earth centuries ago. They ran away to create a better world. They did their best. And this is the result. That’s why I know the running has to stop. We can’t escape a thing that’s a part of ourselves; it’s time we solved the problem.”


  He sat silent beside her. There was no reason to doubt what she said; his dream had been foolish and childish—he realized that without bitterness—and, as he discarded it, he found another to take its place: the more stable dream of maturity.


  As a city came into view on the horizon, he took her hand and said, “We’ll make this our kind of world, Madge; we’ll rebuild here. And tomorrow—”


  “Tomorrow our children must build for themselves, their sort of civilization and not ours. It must always be that way, Jimmy. We can never find perfection, but to grow constantly toward it—that’s the only dream worth having.”


  After a silence, he asked, “Madge, how did you know you’d find me at the government center?”


  She was surprised. “Why, you called me on the teleview—”


  “Called you? No, Madge.”


  “The connection was poor and I couldn’t bring in your face, but I was sure—” Suddenly she laughed. “You’re joking, aren’t you, Jimmy?” He had no time to reply, for the van came to a stop in the square of a new city, and they were surrounded by a noisy, jovial crowd. The sight of a city that was so alive with the energy of hope and creativeness was so new to Lawson that he forgot the tiny detail of the question neither he nor Madge could have answered. It hardly seemed important. It belonged to the mediocrity of yesterday—to a dead world. Lawson bad suddenly regained the living.


  In a campus room, high above the government center of the city Jimmy and Madge had left, three elderly professors met anxiously with Kim Rennig. They were concerned, too, about the garbled teleview call; it was the only small detail where their interference might have been detected.


  “It doesn’t matter,” Rennig assured them, in his weak, emotionless voice. “She found him and got him out of the city; they won’t try to escape again.”


  “We’ve kept them here; we’ve kept their revolution,” one of the professors added with satisfaction. “That’s what counts. No colony will get our best brains and our non-conformists this time. We’ve given the Earth a chance to grow again.”


  “It was touch and go for a while,” Rennig admitted. “The thing that did the trick was the misinformation we planted in the archives. The forged papers convinced Madge Brown and her friends that this was a colony, not the Earth itself; and on that basis she concluded that escape was futile.”


  “The Earth has spawned the universe,” one of the professors said. “It’s time we looked out for ourselves. In two or three generations, perhaps, we’ll be able to lift up our heads again and be the equals of our brilliant offspring.”


  “If this revolution doesn’t sink back into the comforts of conformity,” another added.


  “It won’t,” Rennig assured them. “We’ve made the dictatorship their challenge, rather than the stars!’ He said very softly, “No more the stars, but man himself: that’s the problem we’ve given them. As long as we exist, the challenge does too. And by the time they destroy us, they will have transformed the world.”


  THE THINKER AND THE THOUGHT


  August Derleth


  THIS IS TRUE: MAN’S POWER TO ACHIEVE THE FINAL VICTORY IS LIMITED BY HIS CAPACITY TO ENJOY IT.


  TEX HARRIGAN paused before a window filled with miniature machines. “Gadgets always make me think of Professor Richards,” he said.


  “Who’s he?”


  “Was. He’s dead. You’d find him in my file of queer people, if I ever got around to putting it together. He was an inventor, in a modest way, after his retirement from the faculty of Harvard.”


  “No less?”


  “No less,” said Harrigan.


  “What did he invent?”


  “A machine. A thinking machine.”


  “Oh, no!” I laughed. “What next? Do you remember when it was perpetual motion?”


  Harrigan smiled. “As a matter of fact, computing machines are functioning machines in our civilization. You ought to remember Bessie—Bessel Functions, to you—which was put together for nuclear physics and trigonometric problems back in 1944. Bessie was the first of them, and quite a primitive machine, compared to some of those which came after, like Mark III and Mark IV. But those machines were strictly calculating machines, wonderfully helpful when it came to problems concerning rocket motors, atomic fission and the hydrogen and cobalt bombs, whereas Professor Richards’ machine was somewhat different. He called his Mark VII. He meant it to think in fields other than mathematics.”


  “And did it?”


  “According to Richards, it did. How could I know? I mean, a reporter can’t have any definite knowledge of that kind. Oh, he could, but it’s rare.”


  Harrigan led the way to a tavern and hunched over the bar.


  “Richards, now, didn’t seem so queer when I knew him first. He was on the faculty at Harvard then, and I was on the Boston Almanac. It was only later on, when he retired, that he began to get more and more fanciful. He always began his theories on perfectly sound scientific grounds, and branched off into pure fantasy. He was hipped up on Mark VII for some time before he turned his hand to it. He figured that if the calculating machines functioned so well in the pattern of the human brain, a thinking machine in other veins could be perfected.


  “Gadget crazy,” I said. “Our entire civilization has been affected.”


  “Well, now, I don’t think I’d go so far as to say that. I wouldn’t call Bessie or Mark III a gadget. Huge, complicated machines. Respectable scientists hold that they think. It depends on what you mean by thinking. If you say that thinking is judging present information by past experience, as the brain does, why, then, the calculators think. The machine has relays and vacuums, comparable to neurons. The machine has wires; the brain has fibres. Both brain and machine respond to impulses, and both have memory.”


  “Of a sort, I suppose.”


  “I’m not qualifying it. Richards didn’t, either. He set to work to build his machine. It was a long, slow process, naturally, and he worked pretty much by himself. I used to run into him rarely at the University Club, and listen to his theories. He was a solitary; that is, he preferred solitude. But there’s something about an old student, I suppose, that always enlists a professor’s interest. It was that way with Richards. He recognized me and it wasn’t long before I caught on to what was in his mind.”


  “What did he expect to accomplish?”


  “Just what his goals were, I don’t think he himself knew. He wanted a machine that could think like a man.”


  “A superman.”


  “Of course. What would be the good of a machine which couldn’t think any better than the average man?—who doesn’t think at all, if it comes right down to it. It wasn’t that Richards especially made a confidante of me; he just relaxed and talked. He had a fellow-scientist who got a little closer to his secret. Old Max Radford. We used to compare notes, especially after Radford began to think Richards was losing his mind.”


  “A natural conclusion.”


  “If you agree that we all tend to think the other fellow’s crazy when he comes up with an original idea, yes. Otherwise, no. Each case ought to be investigated on its own merits, not on somebody else’s prejudices. Richards’ idea was sound enough.”


  “What happened to the machine?”


  “Why, he built it.”


  “And then?”


  “I wish I knew exactly what happened then. Something did. He perfected it late one night in spring—a machine that could do everything he expected a superman to do, even to the extent of doing a kind of rudimentary talking. It could say things like ‘Good morning’—a quirk of Richards’. I imagine how delighted he was that first night . . .”


  He was trembling a little when he pushed the button.


  There was a tremendous rushing and roaring sound, which fanned out and up and died away into a flat, “Good morning, Professor Richards.”


  That it was ten forty-five at night did not trouble him at all. The machine would adjust itself. What now? To which problem would he turn the machine for its first essay? But, of course, it must be something relatively simple, which he himself knew, so that he could check its findings with ease. He gazed fondly at his creation with myopic eyes behind dark-rimmed spectacles. An astronomical problem.


  He fed the machine the equation. Given a man traveling in one second with the speed of light in one year, how long would it take him to reach the outermost rim of the mapped, pre-Palomar cosmos?


  The machine whirred and roared into action, all its complex parts, almost a million of them, playing a role in the solution of the problem; its glass sides gleamed in the glow of the lights from above; and presently the electronic typewriter connected to it began to function. The answer was there.


  Sixteen years. It would take a man, traveling in one second at the rate of light in one year, sixteen years to reach the outermost rim of the mapped cosmos in pre-Palomar days, before the installation of the 200-inch telescope, which extended the cosmos still more upon the astronomical maps.


  He sat down with a sigh of relief. The machine purred and was still. He did not dare challenge Mark VII further, though he well knew that the problem the machine had just worked out had been simple for Bessie years before. There was time. He hesitated to confess to himself that even now the worm of doubt gnawed at him; he was afraid to discover that, after all, perhaps, Mark VII could not do what he hoped it would be able to accomplish.


  First, of course, it must build up its memory. It must acquire the equivalent of racial memory and experience. For a time he would have to feed it a progression of problems, becoming increasingly complex.


  Only then would he dare to branch into other fields.


  He looked longingly at the speaking-tube which was the beginning of his own contributions to what had been invented before. Would the time come when he might simply propound a question by voice and have it answered?


  He edged over to the tube, took hold of it, and, on impulse, asked, “Is there any practical value in algebra as taught in secondary schools?”


  The machine whirred into life once more. There was a tremendous to-do of gears, levers, and the hum of electronic impulses which spoke for the machine’s life. And, at last, the typewriter rattled out the machine’s answer.


  ‘There is no practical value in algebra except for specialized students. Algebra should be removed as a required subject and become an elective. The same is true of geometry, advanced arithmetic, trigonometry and calculus. At best, one required course covering the essentials of all subjects could be taught.”


  Being a methodical man, Professor Richards did not give vent to his pleasure. How could the machine have answered such a question? It was an imperfect thing, he knew. Nothing was perfect under heaven. But it was possible that somewhere within its extremely complicated mechanism there might be a sensitized reflector, something sufficiently sensitized to mirror his own thoughts. The concept made him uneasy, but it remained a distinct possibility. The machine had not yet told him anything which lay outside the boundaries of his own knowledge and convictions.


  “I had to call on him one night to ask some questions about a colleague whose loyalty was then under investigation,” Harrigan went on. “Routine stuff, of course. Richards showed me his machine. Now, I’d seen Mark III at Harvard, and I had some idea of how the thing worked, with questions being fed to it in the form of holes in a paper tape, or reduced to binary numbers and fed in on the principle of an adding machine. Richards’ machine wasn’t quite like that. Perhaps it differed as much from Mark III as that machine did from the adding machine, which was certainly its ancestor. The difference between those earlier machines, apart from the greater simplicity of the adding machine, was that the adding machine needed separate commands—that is, a button had to be pushed for each part of the operation and its conclusion—and Mark III functioned independent of anything but an operational button or switch. Richards’ machine dispensed with a great deal more, it seemed to me.”


  “For instance?” I asked.


  “I’m afraid I couldn’t put the differences into words. I don’t even know, basically, what makes its ancestors function as well as they do. And, you understand, I don’t know yet that Mark VII was everything that its inventor claimed for it. Some intermediate steps that had been eliminated—I could see that.


  “Well, the calculating machines are huge, complicated affairs, and Richards’ was no exception to the rule. He had torn out one floor of his house part of the way so that it could be accommodated; even so, it was crowded. I looked it over carefully; it didn’t look too different from Mark III except that it had a mechanical voice-box, and a great many more gadgets.


  “I heard it speak, of course. That was elementary. Then Richards asked me to set it a problem. Not too difficult a one. But it needn’t be mathematical, he said. So I asked it by means of the speaking tube what would happen if I turned in my copy late three or four times. I could hardly make it simpler.”


  “What happened?”


  “The machine came back with ‘Stephenson would fire you.’ So I reasoned, as logically as I could that there was some device in connection with the machine which could pick my thoughts. I hadn’t mentioned the managing editor; neither had Richards. The machine brought him into it, but he had existed in my thoughts. It made a kind of sense.


  “But how had the machine done it? And, beyond that, how had Richards done it?”


  “Do you mean that the machine talked to you?” I asked.


  Harrigan shook his head. “No, the answer came through on that electronic typewriter. I expected it to, since I’d seen Mark III work out complicated equations about nuclear fission on its typewriter; so I wasn’t surprised at that. But an equation, after all, is a different thing from the propounding of a problem in economics or philosophy or what have you.


  “Mathematics is, in its fashion, an exact science; a machine could conceivably function admirably within its boundaries. But this wasn’t an exact science. And Richards had got some crazy kind of logic into it.


  “I asked him to explain his work, but he either wouldn’t or couldn’t. I gathered that he was a little puzzled by his creation himself. But he was still feeling pretty good about it and did a little wild talking about solving a lot of problems which had been bothering mankind for ages.”


  “The usual thing, isn’t it?”


  “Sure. You get these highly educated boys who shake on their balance, and almost every time it comes down to solving the problems of the universe. That was what I figured had happened or was happening to Richards.


  “Well, Richards went a little farther while I was there. He knew what I was after about Professor Byington; so he simply asked the machine, and the machine came through with the answer: Byington had once unwittingly belonged to a subversive organization, but he himself was completely loyal to the United States. Well, now, that was clearly Richards’ opinion, combined with some knowledge he had, and it was also beginning to be my own opinion; I’d turned up the organization, and Byington claimed he had been corralled with other big-wigs during the war, and that made sense.


  “ ‘All right,’ I said to Richards. ‘What’s the gimmick?’


  “He tried to explain, but all the time I had the feeling that he really didn’t know himself.


  It was approximately six months later that Mark VII suffered a nervous breakdown.


  Professor Richards came home one night from a faculty party at the University Club to encounter a steady throbbing and grinding and meshing issuing from the machine. The noise met him outside the door and drew him precipitately to the machine.


  Mark VII was brilliantly lit and working away in a frenzy. Beside the typewriter lay a sheaf of paper.


  Bewildered and alarmed, Richards efficiently shut off the current. Mark VII sputtered and went silent, but not without gasping, “Good evening, Professor Richards.”


  “Good evening, Mark,” Richards answered automatically.


  Then he went around to the sheaf of papers.


  The machine must have been functioning for at least two hours. There were no less than seven separate papers. Richards read the top line of each monograph, one after the other, with a sense of nightmare.


  “The Kinsey report neglects certain psychic aspects of the night-life of the average American woman’s mind . . .


  “The principal inhabitants of Venus do not, as popularly supposed, bear any resemblance to man, but are more closely related in form to molluscs, and on certain days are able to move in the heavy, humid atmosphere of that planet by a mode of propulsion closely related to swimming . . .


  “The proposition for the elimination of war as an instrument of policy on the planet Earth is one utterly unrelated to reality, since the most highly-developed animal, man, is grotesquely at variance with himself in the basic developments of his various growth patterns . . .


  “The entire science of mathematics is based on the acceptance of the fundamental hypothesis that the digit one is the primary unit, failure to accept which, however, collapses the entire structure of mathematics, astronomy, music . . .


  “What proponents of the theory that women as a sex do not reason with the clarity of men fail completely to realize is that women are capable of arriving at the same conclusions as men do through rationalization by an unique process of intuitive perception . . .


  “The entire system of education in America is based on the fundamentally erroneous credo that equality of opportunity equals equality of education, which is basically false and will ever be since great numbers of people are irrevocably uneducable . . .


  “The planet Earth has been under observation from other planets, notably Mars and Venus, for some centuries, and the snail-like progress of its highest civilization duly noted by the inhabitants of those planets . . .”


  Thereafter Professor Richards sat down to read the papers through with undeviating interest. Some of them were of considerable length, since the electronic typewriter was not hampered by human limitations and could record appreciably faster for Mark VII than it could for any human hands.


  What Richards read astonished him out of all hounds. Mark VII had parrotted no thought of his own this time. Indeed, he had been far away, out of its ken, presumably.


  He halted himself abruptly. “Ken,” indeed. Mark VII had no “ken” in that sense.


  Or did it?


  A horrible doubt began to gnaw at him. He gazed at the machine for a long time before he got up and cautiously completed the connections once more.


  The lights came on, the machine whirred into life, the mechanical voice said, “Good evening, Professor Richards” and the smashing and throbbing resumed, as if nothing had happened in the interval.


  The electronic typewriter began to clack and Richards hurried around to see what was being written. He had removed the last paper before the machine had finished. Now it simply took up where it had left off.


  Richards read, ” . . . and the entire furore caused by the so-called ‘flying saucers’ or ‘flying discs’ arose from a fundamental misconception of the problem and carried through in logical sequence along patterns of thought long ago determined by habit, to which the human animal is more essentially a slave than is supposed . . .”


  Richards ran around the machine and once more broke the connections.


  He stood for a moment breathing heavily, gazing at his machine as Frankenstein must have looked upon his monster. What had he created in Mark VII? Was this, too, a monster?


  The machine was silent. Its very silence seemed to mock him.


  “Next time I saw him,” Harrigan went on, “I could see that it was the beginning of the end for him. He looked haunted.”


  “ ‘Haunted?”


  “Well, you know what I mean. A way a man has of seeming to be looking over his shoulder for someone on his trail without actually doing so. Richards looked that way. At the same time he had thinned down considerably, his face was haggard and gaunt, his clothes bagged on him. His voice was lower, almost a whisper, as if he feared that he was being overheard. He scarcely noticed me when I bumped into him on the street. I caught hold of his arm.


  “ ‘Professor Richards,’ I said. ‘Don’t you remember me?’


  “ ‘Oh, yes. Mr. Harrigan,’ he answered.


  “His voice was as lifeless as a phonograph, and considerably more impersonal than the telephone.


  “ ‘How’s Mark VII?’ I asked.


  “ ‘Oh, he’s fine,’ he said.


  “ ‘What problems has he been solving?’ I asked.


  “He gave me a funny look; it’s hard to describe. I couldn’t determine whether he was being deliberately lugubrious or whether he was grimacing to express something else.


  “ ‘Did you ever know that the location of the Garden of Eden was not in the Tigris-Euphrates region, or anywhere in Arabia, but in the Mayan country of South America?’ he asked.


  “I said I knew nothing about it.


  “ ‘Fact,’ he said. ‘He says so. And did you know that the inhabitants of Mars are virtually bodiless as we understand body, that their locomotion is a kind of floating progression, and that they are not, as supposed, a dying race?’


  “ ‘Oh, come,’ I began to protest.


  “He shook his head. ‘There cannot be any doubt about it, Mr. Harrigan,’ he answered. ‘Mark VII has demonstrated his accuracy beyond cavil. Oh, and even more. For instance,’ he went on in his low, half-whispered voice, ‘America is destined to become a matriarchy soon—very soon. There will be a woman president, and a majority of women will occupy Congress. Can you conceive of anything more frightening?’


  “ ‘To a bachelor, perhaps,’ I came back at him. ‘As a matter of fact, though, the women couldn’t do any worse than the men, and they might do a great deal better.’


  “ ‘Ha! that’s what you say. But not according to him..’


  “ ‘And what does he say?’


  “ ‘Atomic warfare is inevitable,’ Richards replied. ‘And not over persecuted minorities, not over encroachments on alien territory, not over incidents of war—no, sir, but over whether fashions shall be dictated by European or American centers. There’s one consolation, however—the women will fight it; the men will stay home.’


  “The whole thing had the air of something out of Gilbert & Sullivan. There we were on Boston Common talking about Richards’ thinking machine as if it were a real, living entity, capable of flights of thought beyond those of mere mortals.”


  “But it wasn’t, of course?” I put in.


  “How could it be?” countered Harrigan. “Admittedly, it had some kind of sensitivity. I had seen that. But it couldn’t reject anything that wasn’t there in the first place. So much I had seen. I didn’t know how Richards felt about the Garden of Eden or the inhabitants .of’ Mars, but, granting that the machine actually came up with some of those answers, it was a cinch that he was a confirmed misogynist and couldn’t abide the thought of women in public office. So the machine simply reproduced his own prejudices. There wasn’t anything out of order in that.”


  “Except Richards himself.”


  “Yes, except Richards. It was plain as a pikestaff that he was getting more unbalanced and that he wasn’t long for this world.


  “Well, I walked along with him for a couple of blocks, listening to the damnedest rigmarole you ever did hear. It seemed that the machine worked night and day, if he didn’t break the connection, and that he apparently had no control over it. What was developing in his house was a kind of warfare between him and the machine. He had begun to think of himself as Frankenstein, and Mark VII as Frankenstein’s monster.


  “I felt sorry for him, but, of course, he might have seen it coming. The whole idea of a thinking machine, as he saw it, was an impossibility.”


  “But you saw the machine yourself, Tex?”


  “Sure, I saw it. I saw it work. But it’s a cinch I didn’t see anything like Richards said he was experiencing.


  “The end, however, wasn’t very far off. About a week or so. He looked about half dead when I saw him that day on the Common.”


  “He died?” I asked.


  Harrigan nodded and called for another drink. “Have another?” he asked me.


  I nodded.


  “Yes, he died,” Harrigan went on. “The city editor sent me out on the story and I got there ahead of the other reporters, but not by much. Richards had been a pretty important man on the faculty for many years, and his death was news in Boston. Some of the boys had to go around and get the usual statements of regret from well-known people with whom Richards had been associated and so on, but I got the body.


  “A cleaning-woman had found him not far from the machine.


  “He was still lying there when I came in, and the place was a shambles. The police didn’t know what to make of it. First of all, Mark VII was smashed to pieces. It looked as if Richards had done his best to wreck the machine beyond any attempt to put it back together. No one ever made the attempt, for that matter. There were plenty of computing machines and no one had taken Mark VII seriously on Richards’ terms.


  “Richards had shot himself.”


  “He’d been ill?”


  Harrigan tapped his temple. “Up here, yes. It was the craziest thing you ever saw. There were all those papers from the machine—or supposedly from the machine. The cops were trying to make some sense out of them, but they were pretty much over their heads. All except what must have been the last one. That was clear as a pikestaff. Richards had apparently taken it up, read it, and gone berserk.”


  “What in the world was it?” I asked.


  Harrigan chuckled. “Why, it was nothing more than a beautifully worked out chart of all the diseases of which Richards was likely to die, with a logical argument showing him that there was no reason for him to keep on living. That was what must have been in Richards’ mind, and the machine simply picked it up.


  “Poor Richards had so much faith in his machine that he believed it. Every silly word of it.”


  THE IMAGE OF THE GODS


  Alan E. Nourse


  WHEN THE SHOWDOWN CAME, A BRAVE BAND OF REBELS FOUND THEY HAD SOME FRIENDS.


  IT WAS nearly winter when the ship arrived. Pete Farnam never knew if the timing had been planned that way or not. It might have been coincidence that it came just when the colony was predicting its first real bumper crop of all time. When it was all over, Pete and Mario and the rest tried to figure it out, but none of them ever knew for sure just what had happened back on Earth, or when it had actually happened. There was too little information to go on, and practically none that they could trust. All Pete Farnam really knew, that day, was that this was the wrong year for a ship from Earth to land on Baron IV.


  Pete was out on the plantation when it landed. As usual, his sprayer had gotten clogged; tarring should have been started earlier, before it got so cold that the stuff clung to the nozzle and hardened before the spray could settle into the dusty soil. The summer past had been the colony’s finest in the fourteen years he’d been there, a warm, still summer with plenty of rain to keep the dirt down and let the taaro get well rooted and grow up tall and gray against the purple sky. But now the taaro was harvested. It was waiting, compressed and crated, ready for shipment, and the heavy black clouds were scudding nervously across the sky, faster with every passing day. Two days ago Pete had asked Mario to see about firing up the little furnaces the Dusties had built to help them fight the winter. All that remained now was tarring the fields, and then buckling down beneath the wind shields before the first winter storms struck.


  Pete was trying to get the nozzle of the tar sprayer cleaned out when Mario’s jeep came roaring down the rutted road from the village in a cloud of dust. In the back seat a couple of Dusties were bouncing up and down like happy five-year-olds. The brakes squealed and Mario bellowed at him from the road. “Pete! The ship’s in! Better get hopping!”


  Pete nodded and started to close up the sprayer. One of the Dusties tumbled out of the jeep and scampered across the field to give him a hand. It was an inexpert hand to say the least, but the Dusties seemed so proud of the little they were able to learn about mechanized farming that nobody had the heart to shoo them away. Pete watched the fuzzy brown creature get its paws thoroughly gummed up with tar before he pulled him loose and sent him back to the jeep with a whack on the backside. He finished the job himself, grabbed his coat from the back of the sprayer, and pulled himself into the front seat of the jeep.


  Mario started the little car back down the road. The young colonist’s face was coated with dust, emphasizing the lines of worry around his eyes. “I don’t like it, Pete. There isn’t any ship due this year.”


  “When did it land?”


  “About twenty minutes ago. Won’t be cool for a while yet.”


  Pete laughed. “Maybe Old Schooner is just getting lonesome to swap tall stories with us. Maybe he’s even bringing us a locker of T-bones. Who knows?”


  “Maybe,” said Mario without conviction.


  Pete looked at him, and shrugged. “Why complain if they’re early? Maybe they’ve found some new way to keep our fields from blowing away on us every winter.” He stared across at the heavy windbreaks between the fields—long, ragged structures built in hope of outwitting the vicious winds that howled across the land during the long winter. Pete picked bits of tar from his beard, and wiped the dirt from his forehead with the back of his hand. “This tarring is mean,” he said wearily. “Glad to take a break.”


  “Maybe Cap Schooner will know something about the rumors we’ve been hearing,” Mario said gloomily.


  Pete looked at him sharply. “About Earth?”


  Mario nodded. “Schooner’s a pretty good guy, I guess. I mean, he’d tell us if anything was really wrong back home, wouldn’t he?”


  Pete nodded, and snapped his fingers. One of the Dusties hopped over into his lap and began gawking happily at the broad fields as the jeep jogged along. Pete stroked the creature’s soft brown fur with his tar-caked fingers. “Maybe someday these little guys will show us where they go for the winter,” he said. “They must have it down to a science.”


  Somehow the idea was funny, and both men roared. If the Dusties had anything down to a science, nobody knew what. Mario grinned and tweaked the creature’s tail. “They sure do beat the winter, though,” he said.


  “So do we. Only we have to do it the human way. These fellas grew up in the climate.” Pete lapsed into silence as the village came into view. The ship had landed quite a way out, resting on its skids on the long shallow groove the colonists had bulldozed out for it years before, the first year they had arrived on Baron IV. Slowly Pete turned Mario’s words over in his mind, allowing himself to worry a little. There had been rumors of trouble back on Earth, persistent rumors he had taken care to soft-pedal, as mayor of the colony. There were other things, too, like the old newspapers and magazines that had been brought in by the lad from Baron II, and the rare radio message they could pick up through their atmospheric disturbance. Maybe something was going wrong back home. But somehow political upheavals on Earth seemed remote to these hardened colonists. Captain Schooner’s visits were always welcome, but they were few and far between. The colony was small; one ship every three years could supply it, and even then the taaro crates wouldn’t half fill up the storage holds. There were other colonies far closer to home that sent back more taaro in one year than Baron IV could grow in ten.


  But when a ship did come down, it was a time of high excitement. It meant fresh food from Earth, meat from the frozen lockers, maybe even a little candy and salt. And always for Pete a landing meant a long evening of palaver with the captain about things back home and things on Baron IV.


  Pete smiled to himself as he thought of it. He could remember Earth, of course, with a kind of vague nostalgia, but Baron IV was home to him now and he knew he would never leave it. He had too many hopes invested there, too many years of heartache and desperate hard work, too much deep satisfaction in having cut a niche for himself on this dusty, hostile world, ever to think much about Earth any more.


  Mario stopped in front of the offices, and one of the Dusties hopped out ahead of Pete. The creature strode across the rough gravel to the door, pulling tar off his fingers just as he had seen Pete do. Pete followed him to the door, and then stopped, frowning. There should have been a babble of voices inside, with Captain Schooner’s loud laugh roaring above the excitement. But Pete could hear nothing. A chill of uneasiness ran through him; he pushed open the door and walked inside. A dozen of his friends looked up silently, avoiding the eyes of the uniformed stranger in the center of the room. When he saw the man, Pete Farnam knew something was wrong indeed.


  It wasn’t Captain Schooner. It was a man he’d never seen before.


  The Dustie ran across the room in front of Pete and hopped up on the desk as though he owned it, throwing his hands on his hips and staring at the stranger curiously. Pete took off his cap and parka and dropped them on a chair. “Well,” he said. “This is a surprise. We weren’t expecting a ship so soon.”


  The man inclined his head stiffly and glanced down at the paper he held in his hand. “You’re Peter Farnam, I suppose? Mayor of this colony?”


  “That’s right. And you?”


  “Varga is the name,” the captain said shortly. “Earth Security and Supply.” He nodded toward the small, frail-looking man in civilian clothes, sitting beside him. “This is Rupert Nathan, of the Colonial Service. You’ll be seeing a great deal of him.” He held out a small wallet of papers. “Our credentials, Farnam. Be so good as to examine them.”


  Pete glanced around the room. John Tegan and Hank Mario were watching him uneasily. Mary Turner was following the proceedings with her sharp little eyes, missing nothing, and Mel Dorfman stood like a rock, his heavy face curiously expressionless as he watched the visitors. Pete reached out for the papers, flipped through them, and handed them back with a long look at Captain Varga.


  He was younger than Captain Schooner, with sandy hair and pale eyes that looked up at Pete from a soft baby face. Clean-shaven, his whole person seemed immaculate as he leaned back calmly in the chair. His civilian companion, however, had indecision written in every line of his pink face. His hands fluttered nervously, and he avoided the colonist’s eyes.


  Pete turned to the captain. “The papers say you’re our official supply ship,” he said. “You’re early, but an Earth ship is always good news.” He clucked at the Dustie, who was about to go after one of the shiny buttons on the captain’s blouse. The little brown creature hopped over and settled on Pete’s knee. “We’ve been used to seeing Captain Schooner.”


  The captain and Nathan exchanged glances. “Captain Schooner has retired from Security Service,” the captain said shortly. “You won’t be seeing him again. But we have a cargo for your colony. You may send these people over to the ship to start unloading now, if you wish—” his eye swept the circle of windburned faces—“while Nathan and I discuss certain matters with you here.”


  Nobody moved for a moment. Then Pete nodded to Mario. “Take the boys out to unload, Jack. We’ll see you back here in an hour or so.”


  “Pete, are you sure—”


  “Don’t worry. Take Mel and Hank along to lend a hand.” Pete turned back to Captain Varga. “Suppose we go inside to more comfortable quarters,” he said. “We’re always glad to have word from Earth.”


  They passed through a dark, smelly corridor into Pete’s personal quarters. For a colony house, if wasn’t bad—good plastic chairs, a hand-made rug on the floor, even one of Mary Turner’s paintings on the wall, and several of the weird, stylized carvings the Dusties had done for Pete. But the place smelled of tar and sweat, and Captain Varga’s nose wrinkled in distaste. Nathan drew out a large silk handkerchief and wiped his pink hands, touching his nose daintily.


  The Dustie hopped into the room ahead of them and settled into the biggest, most comfortable chair. Pete snapped his fingers sharply, and the brown creature jumped down again like a naughty child and climbed up on Pete’s knee. The captain glanced at the chair with disgust and sat down in another. “Do you actually let those horrid creatures have the run of your house?” he asked.


  “Why not?” Pete said. “We have the run of their planet. They’re quite harmless, really. And quite clean.”


  The captain sniffed. “Nasty things. Might find a use for the furs, though. They look quite soft.”


  “We don’t kill Dusties,” said Pete coolly. “They’re friendly, and intelligent too, in a childish sort of way.” He looked at the captain and Nathan, and decided not to put on the coffee pot. “Now what’s the trouble?”


  “No trouble at all,” the captain said, “except the trouble you choose to make. You have your year’s taaro ready for shipping?”


  “Of course.”


  The captain took out a small pencil on a chain and began to twirl it. “How much, to be exact?”


  “Twenty thousand, Earth weight.”


  “Tons?”


  Pete shook his head. “Hundredweight.”


  The captain raised his eyebrows. “I see. And there are—” he consulted the papers in his hand—“roughly two hundred and twenty colonists here on Baron IV. Is that right?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Seventy-four men, eighty-one women, and fifty-nine children, to be exact?”


  “I’d have to look it up. Margaret Singman had twins the other night.”


  “Well, don’t be ridiculous,” snapped the captain. “On a planet the size of Baron IV, with seventy-four men, you should be producing a dozen times the taaro you stated. We’ll consider that your quota for a starter, at least. You have ample seed, according to my records. I should think, with the proper equipment—”


  “Now wait a minute,” Pete said softly. “We’re fighting a climate here, captain. You should know that. We have only a two-planting season, and the ‘proper equipment,’ as you call it, doesn’t operate too well out here. It has a way of clogging up with dust in the summer, and rusting in the winter.”


  “Really,” said Captain Varga. “As I was saying, with the proper equipment, you could cultivate a great deal more land than you seem to be using. This would give you the necessary heavier yield. Wouldn’t you say so, Nathan?”


  The little nervous man nodded. “Certainly, captain. With the proper organization of labor.”


  “That’s nonsense,” Pete said, suddenly angry. “Nobody can get that kind of yield from this planet. The ground won’t give it, and the men won’t grow it.”


  The captain gave him a long look. “Really?” he said. “I think you’re wrong. I think the men will grow it.”


  Pete stood up slowly. “What are you trying to say? This business about quotas and organization of labor—”


  “You didn’t read our credentials as we instructed you, Farnam. Mr. Nathan is the official governor of the colony on Baron IV, as of now. You’ll find him most co-operative, I’m sure, but he’s answerable directly to me in all matters. My job is administration of the entire Baron system. Clear enough?”


  Pete’s eyes were dark. “I think you’d better draw me a picture,” he said tightly. “A very clear picture.”


  “Very well. Baron IV is not paying for its upkeep. Taaro, after all, is not the most necessary of crops in the universe. It has value, but not very much value, all things considered. If the production of taaro here is not increased sharply, it may be necessary to close down the colony altogether.”


  “You’re a liar,” said Pete shortly. “The Colonization Board makes no production demands on the colonies. Nor does it farm out systems for personal exploitation.”


  The captain smiled. “The Colonization Board, as you call it, has undergone a slight reorganization,” he said.


  “Reorganization! It’s a top-level board in the Earth Government! Nothing could reorganize it but a wholesale—” He broke off, his jaw sagging as the implication sank in.


  “You’re rather out on a limb, you see,” said the captain coolly. “Poor communications and all that. The fact is that the entire Earth Government has undergone a slight reorganization also.”


  The Dustie knew that something had happened.


  Pete didn’t know how he knew. The Dusties couldn’t talk, couldn’t make any noise, as far as Pete knew. But they always seemed to know when something unusual was happening. It was wrong, really, to consider them unintelligent animals. There are other sorts of intelligence than human, and other sorts of communication, and other sorts of culture. The Baron IV colonists had never understood the queer perceptive sense that the Dusties seemed to possess, any more than they knew how many Dusties there were, or what they ate, or where on the planet they lived. All they knew was that when they landed on Baron IV, the Dusties were there.


  At first the creatures had been very timid. For weeks the men and women, busy with their building, had paid little attention to the skittering brown forms that crept down from the rocky hills to watch them with big, curious eyes. They were about half the size of men, and strangely humanoid in appearance, not in the sense that a monkey is humanoid (for they did not resemble monkeys) but in some way the colonists could not quite pin down. It may have been the way they walked around on their long, fragile hind legs, the way they stroked their pointed chins as they sat and watched and listened with their pointed ears lifted alertly, watching with soft gray eyes, or the way they handled objects with their little four-fingered hands. They were so remarkably human-like in their elfin way that the colonists couldn’t help but be drawn to the creatures.


  That whole first summer, when the colonists were building the village and the landing groove for the ships, the Dusties were among them, trying pathetically to help, so eager for friendship that even occasional rebuffs failed to drive them away. They liked the colony. They seemed, somehow, to savor the atmosphere, moving about like solemn, fuzzy overseers as the work progressed through the summer. Pete Farnam thought that they had even tried to warn the people about the winter. But the colonists couldn’t understand, of course. Not until later. The Dusties became a standing joke, and were tolerated with considerable amusement—until the winter struck.


  It had come with almost unbelievable ferocity. The houses had not been completed when the first hurricanes came, and they were smashed into toothpicks. The winds came, vicious winds full of dust and sleet and ice, wild erratic twisting gales that ripped the village to shreds, tearing off the topsoil that had been broken and fertilized—merciless, never-ending winds that wailed and screamed the planet’s protest. The winds drove sand and dirt and ice into the heart of the generators, and the heating units corroded and jammed and went dead. The jeeps and tractors and bulldozers were scored and rusted. The people began dying by the dozens as they huddled down in the pitiful little pits they had dug to try to keep the winds away.


  Few of them were still conscious when the Dusties had come silently, in the blizzard, eyes closed tight against the blast, to drag the people up into the hills, into caves and hollows that still showed the fresh marks of carving tools. They had brought food—what kind of food nobody knew, for the colony’s food had been destroyed by the first blast of the hurricane—but whatever it was it had kept them alive. And somehow, the colonists had survived the winter which seemed never to end. There were frozen legs and ruined eyes; there was pneumonia so swift and virulent that even the antibiotics they managed to salvage could not stop it; there was near-starvation—but they were kept alive, until the winds began to die, and they walked out of their holes in the ground to see the ruins of their first village.


  From that winter on, nobody considered the Dusties funny any more. What had motivated them no one knew, but the colony owed them their lives. The Dusties tried to help the people rebuild. They showed them how to build windshields that would keep houses intact and anchored to the ground when the winds came again. They built little furnaces out of dirt and rock which defied the winds and gave great heat. They showed the colonists a dozen things they needed to know for life on the rugged planet. The colonists in turn tried to teach the Dusties something about Earth, and how the colonists had lived, and why they had come. But there was a barrier of intelligence that could not be crossed. The Dusties learned simple things, but only slowly and imperfectly. They seemed content to take on their mock overseer’s role, moving in and about the village, approving or disapproving, but always trying to help. Some became personal pets, though “pet” was the wrong word, because it was more of a strange personal friendship limited by utter lack of communication, than any animal-and-master relationship. The colonists made sure that the Dusties were granted the respect due them as rightful masters of Baron IV. And somehow the Dusties perceived this attitude, and were so grateful for the acceptance and friendship that there seemed nothing they wouldn’t do for the colonists.


  There had been many discussions about them. “You’d think they’d resent our moving in on them,” Jack Mario had said one day. “After all, we are usurpers. And they treat us like kings. Have you noticed the way they mimic us? I saw one chewing tobacco the other day. He hated the stuff, but he chewed away, and spat like a trooper.”


  One of the Dusties had been sitting on Pete’s knee when Captain Varga had been talking, and he had known that something terrible was wrong. Now he sat on the desk in the office, moving uneasily back and forth as Pete looked up at Mario’s dark face, and then across at John Tegan and Mel Dorfman. John’s face was dark with anger as he ran his fingers through the heavy gray beard that fell to his chest. Mel sat stunned, shaking his head helplessly. Mario was unable to restrain himself. His face was bitter as he stomped across the room, then returned to shake his fist under Pete’s nose. “But did you see him?” he choked. “Governor of the colony! What does he know about growing taaro in this kind of soil? Did you see those hands? Soft, dainty, pink! How could a man with hands like that govern a colony?”


  Pete looked over at John Tegan. “Well, John?”


  The big man looked up, his eyes hollow under craggy brows. “It’s below the belt, Pete. But if the government’s been overthrown, then the captain is right. It leaves us out on a limb.”


  Pete shook his head. “I can’t give him an answer,” he said. “The answer has got to come from the colony. All I can do is speak for the colony.”


  Tegan stared at the floor. “We’re an Earth colony,” he said softly. “I know that. I was born in New York. I lived there for many years. But Earth isn’t my home any more. This is.” He looked at Pete. “I built it, and so did you. All of us built it, even when things were getting stormy back home. Maybe that’s why we came, maybe somehow we saw the handwriting on the wall.”


  “But when did it happen?” Mel burst out suddenly. “How could anything so big happen so fast?”


  “Speed was the secret,” Pete said gloomily. “It was quick, it was well organized, and the government was unstable. We’re just caught in the edge of it. Pity the ones living there, now. But the new government considers the colonies as areas for exploitation instead of development.”


  “Well, they can’t do it,” Mario cried. “This is our land, our home. Nobody can tell us what to grow in our fields.”


  Pete’s fist slammed down on the desk. “Well, how are you going to stop them? The law of the land is sitting out there in that ship. Tomorrow morning he’s coming back here to install his fat little friend as governor. He has guns and soldiers on that ship to back him up. What are you going to do about it?”


  “Fight it,” Mario said.


  “How?”


  Jack Mario looked around the room. “There are only a dozen men on that ship,” he said softly. “We’ve got seventy-four. When Varga comes back to the village tomorrow, we tell him to take his friend back to the ship and shove off. We give him five minutes to get turned around, and if he doesn’t, we start shooting.”


  “Just one little thing,” said Pete quietly. “What about the supplies? Even if we fought them off and won, what about the food, the clothing, the replacement parts for the machines?”


  “We don’t need machinery to farm this land,” said Mario eagerly. “There’s food here, food we can live on; the Dusties showed us that the first winter. And we can farm the land for our own use and let the machinery rust. There’s nothing they can bring us from Earth that we can’t do without.”


  “We couldn’t get away with it!” Mel Dorfman shook his head bitterly. “You’re asking us to cut ourselves off from Earth completely. But they’d never let us. They’d send ships to bomb us out.”


  “We could hide, and rebuild after they had finished.”


  Pete Farnam sighed. “They’d never leave us alone, Jack. Didn’t you see that captain? His kind of mind can’t stand opposition. We’d just be a thorn in the side of the new Earth Government. They don’t want any free colonies.”


  “Well, let’s give them one.” Mario sat down tiredly, snapping his fingers at the Dustie. “Furs!” he snarled. He looked up, his dark eyes burning. “It’s no good, Pete. We can’t let them get away with it. Produce for them, yes. Try to raise the yield for them, yes. But not a governor. If they insist on that we can throw them out, and keep them out.”


  “I don’t think so. They’d kill every one of us first.”


  John Tegan sat up, and looked Pete Farnam straight in the eye. “In that case, Peter, it might just be better if they did.”


  Pete stared at him for a moment and slowly stood up. “All right,” he said. “Call a general colony meeting. We’ll see what the women think. Then we’ll make our plans.”


  The ship’s jeep skidded to a halt in a cloud of dust. Captain Varga peered through the windshield. Then he stood up, staring at the three men blocking the road at the edge of the village. The little pink-faced man at his side turned white when he saw their faces, and his fingers began to tremble. Each of the men had a gun.


  “You’d better clear the road,” the captain snapped. “We’re driving through.”


  Pete Farnam stepped forward. He pointed to Nathan. “Take your friend there back to the ship. Leave him there. We don’t want him here.”


  Nathan turned to Varga. “I told you,” he said viciously. “Too big for their boots. Go on through.”


  The captain laughed and gunned the motor, started straight for the men blocking the road. Then Jack Mario shot a hole in his front tire. The jeep lurched to a stop. Captain Varga stood up, glaring at the men. “Farnam, step out here,” he said.


  “You heard us,” Pete said, without moving. “Crops, yes. We’ll try to increase our yield. But no overseer. Leave him here and we’ll kill him.”


  “Once more,” said the captain, “clear the way. This man is your new governor. He will be regarded as the official agent of the Earth Government until the final production capacity of this colony is determined. Now clear out.”


  The men didn’t move. Without another word, the captain threw the jeep into reverse, jerked back in a curve, and started the jeep, flat tire and all, back toward the ship in a billow of dust.


  Abruptly the village exploded into activity. Four men took up places behind the row of windbreaks beyond the first row of cabins. Pete turned and ran back into the village. He found John Tegan commandeering a squad of ten dirty-faced men. “Are the women and children all out?” he shouted.


  “All taken care of.” Tegan spat tobacco juice, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.


  “Where’s Mel?”


  “Left flank. He’ll try to move in behind them. Gonna be tough, Pete, they’ve got good weapons.”


  “What about the boys last night?”


  John was checking the bolt on his ancient rifle. “Hank and Ringo? Just got back an hour ago. If Varga wants to get his surface planes into action, he’s going to have to dismantle them and rebuild them outside. The boys jammed up the launching ports for good.” He spat again. “Don’t worry, Pete. This is going to be a ground fight.”


  “Okay.” Pete held out his hand to the old man. “This may be it. And if we turn them back, there’s bound to be more later.”


  “There’s a lot of planet to hide on,” said Tegan. “They may come back, but after a while they’ll go again.”


  Pete nodded. “I just hope we’ll still be here when they do.”


  They waited. It seemed like hours. Pete moved from post to post among the men, heavy-faced men he had known all his life, it seemed. They waited with whatever weapons they had available—pistols, home-made revolvers, ortho-guns, an occasional rifle, even knives and clubs. Pete’s heart sank. They were bitter men, but they were a mob with no organization, no training for fighting. They would be facing a dozen of Security’s best-disciplined shock troops, armed with the latest weapons from Earth’s electronics laboratories. The colonists didn’t stand a chance.


  Pete got his rifle and made his way up the rise of ground overlooking the right flank of the village. Squinting, he could spot the cloud of dust rising up near the glistening ship, moving toward the village. And then, for the first time, he realized that he hadn’t seen any Dusties all day.


  It puzzled him. They had been in the village in abundance an hour before dawn, while the plans were being laid out. He glanced around, hoping to see one of the fuzzy brown forms at his elbow, but he saw nothing. And then, as he stared at the cloud of dust coming across the valley, he thought he saw the ground moving.


  He blinked, and rubbed his eyes. With a gasp he dragged out his binoculars and peered down at the valley floor. There were thousands of them, hundreds of thousands, their brown bodies moving slowly out from the hills surrounding the village, converging into a broad, liquid column between the village and the ship. Even as he watched, the column grew thicker, like a heavy blanket being drawn across the road, a multitude of Dusties lining up.


  Pete’s hair prickled on the back of his neck. They knew so little about the creatures, so very little. As he watched the brown carpet rolling out, he tried to think. Could there be a weapon in their hands, could they somehow have perceived the evil that came from the ship, somehow sensed the desperation in the men’s voices as they had laid their plans? Pete stared, a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. They were there in the road, thousands upon thousands of them, standing there, waiting—for what?


  Three columns of dust were coming from the road now. Through the glasses Pete could see the jeeps, filled with men in their gleaming gray uniforms, crash helmets tight about their heads, blasters glistening in the pale light. They moved in deadly convoy along the rutted road, closer and closer to the crowd of Dusties overflowing the road.


  The Dusties just stood there. They didn’t move. They didn’t shift, or turn. They just waited.


  The captain’s car was first in line. He pulled up before the line with a screech of brakes, and stared at the sea of creatures before him. “Get out of there!” he shouted.


  The Dusties didn’t move.


  The captain turned to his men. “Fire into them,” he snapped. “Clear a path.”


  There was a blaze of fire, and a half a dozen Dusties slid to the ground, convulsing. Pete felt a chill pass through him, staring in disbelief. The Dusties had a weapon, he kept telling himself, they must have a weapon, something the colonists had never dreamed of. The guns came up again, and another volley echoed across the valley, and a dozen more Dusties fell to the ground. For every one that fell, another moved stolidly into its place.


  With a curse the captain sat down in the seat, gunned the motor, and started forward. The jeep struck the fallen bodies, rolled over them, and plunged straight into the wall of Dusties. Still they didn’t move. The car slowed and stopped, mired down. The other cars picked up momentum and plunged into the brown river of creatures. They too ground to a stop.


  The captain started roaring at his men. “Cut them down! We’re going to get through here!” Blasters began roaring into the faces of the Dusties, and as they fell the jeeps moved forward a few feet until more of the creatures blocked their path.


  Pete heard a cry below him, and saw Jack Mario standing in the road, gun on the ground, hands out in front of him, staring in horror as the Dusties kept moving into the fire. “Do you see what they’re doing!” he screamed. “They’ll be slaughtered, every one of them!” And then he was running down the road, shouting at them to stop, and so were Pete and Tegan and the rest of the men.


  Something hit Pete in the shoulder as he ran. He spun around and fell into the dusty road. A dozen Dusties closed in around him, lifted him up bodily, and started back through the village with him. He tried to struggle, but vaguely he saw that the other men were being carried back also, while the river of brown creatures held the jeeps at bay. The Dusties were hurrying, half carrying and half dragging him back through the village and up a long ravine into the hills beyond. At last they set Pete on his feet again, plucking urgently at his shirt sleeve as they hurried him along.


  He followed them willingly, then, with the rest of the colonists at his heels. He didn’t know what the Dusties were doing, but he knew they were trying to save him. Finally they reached a cave, a great cleft in the rock that Pete knew for certain had not been there when he had led exploring parties through these hills years before. It was a huge opening, and already a dozen of the men were there, waiting, dazed by what they had witnessed down in the valley, while more were stumbling up the rocky incline, tugged along by the fuzzy brown creatures.


  Inside the cavern, steps led down the side of the rock, deep into the dark coolness of the earth. Down and down they went, until they suddenly found themselves in a mammoth room lit by blazing torches. Pete stopped and stared at his friends who had already arrived. Jack Mario was sitting on the floor, his face in his hands, sobbing. Tegan was sitting, too, blinking at Pete as if he were a stranger, and Dorfman was trembling like a leaf. Pete stared about him through the dim light, and then looked where Tegan was pointing at the end of the room.


  He couldn’t see it clearly, at first. Finally, he made out a raised platform with four steps leading up. A torch lighted either side of a dais at the top, and between the torches, rising high into the gloom, stood a statue.


  It was a beautifully carved thing, hewn from the heavy granite that made up the core of this planet, with the same curious styling as other carving the Dusties had done. The design was intricate, the lines carefully turned and polished. At first Pete thought it was a statue of a Dustie, but when he moved forward and squinted in the dim light, he suddenly realized that it was something else indeed. And in that moment he realized why they were there and why the Dusties had done this incredible thing to protect them.


  The statue was weirdly beautiful, the work of a dedicated master sculptor. It was a figure, standing with five-fingered hands on hips, head raised high. Not a portrait, but an image seen through other eyes than human, standing high in the room with the lights burning reverently at its feet.


  Unmistakably it was the statue of a man.


  They heard the bombs, much later. The granite roof and floor of the cavern trembled, and the men and women stared at each other, helpless and sick as they huddled in that great hall. But presently the bombing stopped. Later, when they stumbled out of that grotto into the late afternoon light, the ship was gone.


  They knew it would be back. Possibly it would bring back search parties to hunt down the rebels in the hills; perhaps it would just wait and again bomb out the new village when it rose. But searching parties would never find their quarry, and the village would rise again and again, if necessary.


  And in the end, somehow, Pete knew that the colonists would find a way to survive here and live free as they had always lived. It might be a bitter struggle, but no matter how hard the fight, there would be one strange and wonderful thing they could count on.


  No matter what they had to do, he knew the Dusties would help them.


  ADJUSTMENT TEAM


  Philip K. Dick


  SOMETHING WENT WRONG . . . AND ED FLETCHER GOT MIXED UP IN THE BIGGEST THING IN HIS LIFE.


  IT WAS BRIGHT MORNING.


  The sun shone down on the damp lawns and sidewalks, reflecting off the sparkling parked cars. The Clerk came walking hurriedly, leafing through his instructions, flipping pages and frowning. He stopped in front of the small green stucco house for a moment, and then turned up the walk, entering the back yard.


  The dog was asleep inside his shed, his back turned to the world. Only his thick tail showed.


  “For Heaven’s sake,” the Clerk exclaimed, hands on his hips. He tapped his mechanical pencil noisily against his clipboard. “Wake up, you in there.”


  The dog stirred. He came slowly out of his shed, head first, blinking and yawning in the morning sunlight. “Oh, it’s you. Already?” He yawned again.


  “Big doings.” The Clerk ran his expert finger down the traffic-control sheet. “They’re adjusting Sector T137 this morning. Starting at exactly nine o’clock.” He glanced at his pocket watch. “Three hour alteration. Will finish by noon.”


  “T137? That’s not far from here.”


  The Clerk’s thin lips twisted with contempt. “Indeed. You’re showing astonishing perspicacity, my blackhaired friend. Maybe you can divine why I’m here.”


  “We overlap with T137.”


  “Exactly. Elements from this Sector are involved. We must make sure they’re properly placed when the adjustment begins.” The Clerk glanced toward the small green stucco house. “Your particular task concerns the man in there. He is employed by a business establishment lying within Sector T137. It’s essential that he be there before nine o’clock.”


  The dog studied the house. The shades had been let up. The kitchen light was on. Beyond the lace curtains dim shapes could be seen, stirring around the table. A man and woman. They were drinking coffee.


  “There they are,” the dog murmured. “The man, you say? He’s not going to be harmed, is he?”


  “Of course not. But he must be at his office early. Usually he doesn’t leave until after nine. Today he must leave at eight-thirty. He must be within Sector T137 before the process begins, or he won’t be altered to coincide with the new adjustment.”


  The dog sighed. “That means I have to summon.”


  “Correct.” The Clerk checked his instruction sheet. “You’re to summon at precisely eight-fifteen. You’ve got that? Eight-fifteen. No later.”


  “What will an eight-fifteen summons bring?”


  The Clerk flipped open his instruction book, examining the code columns. “It will bring A Friend with a Car. To drive him to work early.” He closed the book and folded his arms, preparing to wait. “That way he’ll get to his office almost an hour ahead of time. Which is vital.”


  “Vital,” the dog murmured. He lay down, half inside his shed. His eyes closed. “Vital.”


  “Wake up! This must be done exactly on time. If you summon too soon or too late—”


  The dog nodded sleepily. “I know. I’ll do it right. I always do it right.”


  Ed Fletcher poured more cream in his coffee. He sighed, leaning back in his chair. Behind him the oven hissed softly, filling the kitchen with warm fumes. The yellow overhead light beamed down.


  “Another roll?” Ruth asked.


  “I’m full.” Ed sipped his coffee. “You can have it.”


  “Have to go.” Ruth got to her feet, unfastening her robe. “Time to go to work.”


  “Already?”


  “Sure. You lucky bum! Wish I could sit around.” Ruth moved toward the bathroom, running her fingers through her long black hair. “When you work for the Government you start early.”


  “But you get off early,” Ed pointed out. He unfolded the Chronicle, examining the sporting green. “Well, have a good time today. Don’t type any wrong words, any double-entendres.”


  The bathroom door closed, as Ruth shed her robe and began dressing.


  Ed yawned and glanced up at the clock over the sink. Plenty of time. Not even eight. He sipped more coffee and then rubbed his stubbled chin. He would have to shave. He shrugged lazily. Ten minutes, maybe.


  Ruth came bustling out in her nylon slip, hurrying into the bedroom. “I’m late.” She rushed rapidly around, getting into her blouse and skirt, her stockings, her little white shoes. Finally she bent over and kissed him. “Goodbye, honey. I’ll do the shopping tonight.”


  “Goodbye.” Ed lowered his newspaper and put his arm around his wife’s trim waist, hugging her affectionately. “You smell nice. Don’t flirt with the boss.”


  Ruth ran out the front door, clattering down the steps. He heard the click of her heels diminish down the sidewalk.


  She was gone. The house was silent. He was alone.


  Ed got to his feet, pushing his chair back. He wandered lazily into the bathroom and got his razor down. Eight-ten. He washed his face, rubbing it down with shaving cream, and began to shave. He shaved leisurely. He had plenty of time.


  The Clerk bent over his round pocket watch, licking his lips nervously. Sweat stood out on his forehead. The second hand ticked on. Eight-fourteen. Almost time.


  “Get ready!” the Clerk snapped. He tensed, his small body rigid. “Ten seconds to go!”


  “Time!” the Clerk cried.


  Nothing happened.


  The Clerk turned, eyes wide with horror. From the little shed a thick black tail showed. The dog had gone back to sleep.


  “TIME!” the Clerk shrieked. He kicked wildly at the furry rump. “In the name of God—”


  The dog stirred. He thumped around hastily, backing out of the shed. “My goodness.” Embarrassed, he made his way quickly to the fence. Standing up on his hind paws, he opened his mouth wide. “Woof!” he summoned. He glanced apologetically at the Clerk. “I beg your pardon. I can’t understand how—”


  The Clerk gazed fixedly down at his watch. Cold terror knotted his stomach. The hands showed eight-sixteen. “You failed,” he grated. “You failed! You miserable flea-bitten rag-bag of a wornout old mutt! You failed!”


  The dog dropped and came anxiously back. “I failed, you say? You mean the summons time was—?”


  “You summoned too late.” The Clerk put his watch away slowly, a glazed expression on his face. “You summoned too late. We won’t get A Friend with a Car. There’s no telling what will come instead. I’m afraid to see what eight-sixteen brings.”


  “I hope he’ll be in Sector T137 in time.”


  “He won’t,” the Clerk wailed. “He won’t be there. We’ve made a mistake. We’ve made things go wrong!”


  Ed was rinsing the shaving cream from his face when the muffled sound of the dog’s bark echoed through the silent house.


  “Damn,” Ed muttered. “Wake up the whole block.” He dried his face, listening. Was somebody coming?


  A vibration. Then—


  The doorbell rang.


  Ed came out of the bathroom. Who could it be? Had Ruth forgotten something? He tossed on a white shirt and opened the front door.


  A bright young man, face bland and eager, beamed happily at him. “Good morning, sir.” He tipped his hat. “I’m sorry to bother you so early—”


  “What do you want?”


  “I’m from the Federal Life Insurance Company. I’m here to see you about—”


  Ed pushed the door closed. “Don’t want any. I’m in a rush. Have to get to work.”


  “Your wife said this was the only time I could catch you.” The young man picked up his briefcase, easing the door open again. “She especially asked me to come this early. We don’t usually begin our work at this time, but since she asked me, I made a special note about it.”


  “Okay.” Sighing wearily, Ed admitted the young man. “You can explain your policy while I get dressed.”


  The young man opened his briefcase on the couch, laying out heaps of pamphlets and illustrated folders. “I’d like to show you some of these figures, if I may. It’s of great importance to you and your family to—”


  Ed found himself sitting down, going over the pamphlets. He purchased a ten-thousand dollar policy on his own life and then eased the young man out. He looked at the clock. Practically nine-thirty!


  “Damn.” He’d be late to work. He finished fastening his tie, grabbed his coat, turned off the oven and the lights, dumped the dishes in the sink, and ran out on the porch.


  As he hurried toward the bus stop he was cursing inwardly. Life insurance salesmen. Why did the jerk have to come just as he was getting ready to leave?


  Ed groaned. No telling what the consequences would be, getting to the office late. He wouldn’t get there until almost ten. He set himself in anticipation. A sixth sense told him he was in for it. Something bad. It was the wrong day to be late.


  If only the salesman hadn’t come.


  Ed hopped off the bus a block from his office. He began walking rapidly. The huge clock in front of Stein’s Jewelry Store told him it was almost ten.


  His heart sank. Old Douglas would give him hell for sure. He could see it now. Douglas puffing and blowing, red-faced, waving his thick finger at him; Miss Evans, smiling behind her typewriter; Jackie, the office boy, grinning and snickering; Earl Hendricks; Joe and Tom; Mary, dark-eyed, full bosom and long lashes. All of them, kidding him the whole rest of the day.


  He came to the corner and stopped for the light. On the other side of the street rose the big white concrete building, the towering column of steel and cement, girders and glass windows—the office building. Ed flinched. Maybe he could say the elevator got stuck. Somewhere between the second and third floor.


  The street light changed. Nobody else was crossing. Ed crossed alone. He hopped up on the curb on the far side—


  And stopped, rigid.


  The sun had winked off. One moment it was beaming down. Then it was gone. Ed looked sharply up. Gray clouds swirled above him. Huge, formless clouds. Nothing more. An ominous, thick haze that made everything waver and dim. Uneasy chills plucked at him. What was it?


  He advanced cautiously, feeling his way through the mist. Everything was silent. No sounds—not even the traffic sounds. Ed peered frantically around, trying to see through the rolling haze. No people. No cars. No sun. Nothing.


  The office building loomed up ahead, ghostly. It was an indistinct gray. He put out his hand uncertainly.


  A section of the building fell away. It rained down, a torrent of particles. Like sand. Ed gaped foolishly. A cascade of gray debris, spilling around his feet. And where he had touched the building, a jagged cavity yawned—an ugly pit marring the concrete.


  Dazed, he made his way to the front steps. He mounted them. The steps gave way underfoot. His feet sank down. He was wading through shifting sand, weak, rotted stuff that broke under his weight.


  He got into the lobby. The lobby was dim and obscure. The overhead lights flickered feebly in the gloom. An unearthly pall hung over everything.


  He spied the cigar stand. The seller leaned silently, resting on the counter, toothpick between his teeth, his face vacant. And gray. He was gray all over.


  “Hey,” Ed croaked. “What’s going on?”


  The seller did not answer. Ed reached out toward him. His hand touched the seller’s gray arm—and passed right through.


  “Good God,” Ed said.


  The seller’s arm came loose. It fell to the lobby floor, disintegrating into fragments. Bits of gray fibre. Like dust. Ed’s senses reeled.


  “Help!” he shouted, finding his voice.


  No answer. He peered around. A few shapes stood here and there: a man reading a newspaper, two women waiting at the elevator.


  Ed made his way over to the man. He reached out and touched him.


  The man slowly collapsed. He settled into a heap, a loose pile of gray ash. Dust. Particles. The two women dissolved when he touched them. Silently. They made no sound as they broke apart.


  Ed found the stairs. He grabbed hold of the bannister and climbed. The stairs collapsed under him. He hurried faster. Behind him lay a broken path—his footprints clearly visible in the concrete. Clouds of ash blew around him as he reached the second floor.


  He gazed down the silent corridor. He saw more clouds of ash. He heard no sound. There was just darkness-rolling darkness.


  He climbed unsteadily to the third floor. Once, his shoe broke completely through the stair. For a sickening second he hung, poised over a yawning hole that looked down into a bottomless nothing.


  Then he climbed on, and emerged in front of his own office: DOUGLAS AND BLAKE, REAL ESTATE.


  The hall was dim, gloomy with clouds of ash. The overhead lights flickered fitfully. He reached for the door handle. The handle came off in his hand. He dropped it and dug his fingernails into the door. The plate glass crashed past him, breaking into bits. He tore the door open and stepped over it, into the office.


  Miss Evans sat at her typewriter, fingers resting quietly on the keys. She did not move. She was gray, her hair, her skin, her clothing. She was without color. Ed touched her. His fingers went through her shoulder, into dry flakiness.


  He drew back, sickened. Miss Evans did not stir.


  He moved on. He pushed against a desk. The desk collapsed into rotting dust. Earl Hendricks stood by the water cooler, a cup in his hand. He was a gray statue, unmoving. Nothing stirred. No sound. No life. The whole office was gray dust—without life or motion.


  Ed found himself out in the corridor again. He shook his head, dazed. What did it mean? Was he going out of his mind? Was he—?


  A sound.


  Ed turned, peering into the gray mist. A creature was coming, hurrying rapidly. A man—a man in a white robe. Behind him others came. Men in white, with equipment. They were lugging complex machinery.


  “Hey—” Ed gasped weakly.


  The men stopped. Their mouths opened. Their eyes popped.


  “Look!”


  “Something’s gone wrong!”


  “One still charged.”


  “Get the de-energizer.”


  “We can’t proceed until—”


  The men came toward Ed, moving around him. One lugged a long hose with some sort of nozzle. A portable cart came wheeling up. Instructions were rapidly shouted.


  Ed broke out of his paralysis. Fear swept over him. Panic. Something hideous was happening. He had to get out. Warn people. Get away.


  He turned and ran, back down the stairs. The stairs collapsed under him. He fell half a flight, rolling in heaps of dry ash. He got to his feet and hurried on, down to the ground floor.


  The lobby was lost in the clouds of gray ash. He pushed blindly through, toward the door. Behind him, the white-clad men were coming, dragging their equipment and shouting to each other, hurrying quickly after him.


  He reached the sidewalk. Behind him the office building wavered and sagged, sinking to one side, torrents of ash raining down in heaps. He raced toward the corner, the men just behind him. Gray clouds swirled around him. He groped his way across the street, hands outstretched. He gained the opposite curb—


  The sun winked on. Warm yellow sunlight streamed down on him. Cars honked. Traffic lights changed. On all sides men and women in bright spring clothes hurried and pushed: shoppers, a blue-clad cop, salesmen with briefcases. Stores, windows, signs . . . noisy cars moving up and down the street . . .


  And overhead was the bright sun and familiar blue sky.


  Ed halted, gasping for breath. He turned and looked back the way he had come. Across the street was the office building—as it had always been. Firm and distinct. Concrete and glass and steel.


  He stepped back a pace and collided with a hurrying citizen. “Hey,” the man grunted. “Watch it.”


  “Sorry.” Ed shook his head, trying to clear it. From where he stood, the office building looked like always, big and solemn and substantial, rising up imposingly on the other side of the street.


  But a minute ago—


  Maybe he was out of his mind. He had seen the building crumbling into dust. Building—and people. They had fallen into gray clouds of dust. And the men in white—they had chased him. Men in white robes, shouting orders, wheeling complex equipment.


  He was out of his mind. There was no other explanation. Weakly, Ed turned and stumbled along the sidewalk, his mind reeling. He moved blindly, without purpose, lost in a haze of confusion and terror.


  The Clerk was brought into the top-level Administrative chambers and told to wait.


  He paced back and forth nervously, clasping and wringing his hands in an agony of apprehension. He took off his glasses and wiped them shakily.


  Lord. All the trouble and grief. And it wasn’t his fault. But he would have to take the rap. It was his responsibility to get the Summoners routed out and their instructions followed. The miserable flea-infested Summoner had gone back to sleep—and he would have to answer for it.


  The doors opened. “All right,” a voice murmured, preoccupied. It was a tired, care-worn voice. The Clerk trembled and entered slowly, sweat dripping down his neck into his celluloid collar.


  The Old Man glanced up, laying aside his book. He studied the Clerk calmly, his faded blue eyes mild—a deep, ancient mildness that made the Clerk tremble even more. He took out his handkerchief and mopped his brow.


  “I understand there was a mistake,” the Old Man murmured. “In connection with Sector T137. Something to do with an element from an adjoining area.”


  “That’s right.” The Clerk’s voice was faint and husky. “Very unfortunate.”


  “What exactly occurred?”


  “I started out this morning with my instruction sheets. The material relating to T137 had top priority, of course. I served notice on the Summoner in my area that an eight-fifteen summons was required.”


  “Did the Summoner understand the urgency?”


  “Yes, sir.” The Clerk hesitated. “But—”


  “But what?”


  The Clerk twisted miserably. “While my back was turned the Summoner crawled back in his shed and went to sleep. I was occupied, checking the exact time with my watch. I called the moment—but there was no response.”


  “You called at eight-fifteen exactly?”


  “Yes, sir! Exactly eight-fifteen. But the Summoner was asleep. By the time I managed to arouse him it was eight-sixteen. He summoned, but instead of A Friend with a Car we got a—A Life Insurance Salesman.” The Clerk’s face screwed up with disgust. “The Salesman kept the element there until almost nine-thirty. Therefore he was late to work instead of early.”


  For a moment the Old Man was silent. “Then the element was not within T137 when the adjustment began.”


  “No. He arrived about ten o’clock.”


  “During the middle of the adjustment.” The Old Man got to his feet and paced slowly back and forth, face grim, hands behind his back. His long robe flowed out behind him. “A serious matter. During a Sector Adjustment all related elements from other Sectors must be included. Otherwise, their orientations remain out of phase. When this element entered T137 the adjustment had been in progress fifty minutes. The element encountered the Sector at its most de-energized stage. He wandered about until one of the adjustment teams met him.”


  “Did they catch him?”


  “Unfortunately no. He fled, out of the Sector. Into a nearby fully energized area.”


  “What—what then?”


  The Old Man stopped pacing, his lined face grim. He ran a heavy hand through his long white hair. “We do not know. We lost contact with him. We will re-establish contact soon, of course. But for the moment he is out of control.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “He must be contacted and contained. He must be brought up here. There’s no other solution.”


  “Up here!”


  “It is too late to de-energize him. By the time he is regained he will have told others. To wipe his mind clean would only complicate matters. Usual methods will not suffice. I must deal with this problem myself.”


  “I hope he’s located quickly,” the Clerk said.


  “He will be. Every Watcher is alerted. Every Watcher and every Summoner.” The Old Man’s eyes twinkled. “Even the Clerks, although we hesitate to count on them.”


  The Clerk flushed. “I’ll be glad when this thing is over,” he muttered.


  Ruth came tripping down the stairs and out of the building, into the hot noonday sun. She lit a cigarette and hurried along the walk, her small bosom rising and falling as she breathed in the spring air.


  “Ruth.” Ed stepped up behind her.


  “Ed!” She spun, gasping in astonishment. “What are you doing away from—?”


  “Come on.” Ed grabbed her arm, pulling her along. “Let’s keep moving.”


  “But what—?”


  “I’ll tell you later.” Ed’s face was pale and grim. “Let’s go where we can talk. In private.”


  “I was going down to have lunch at Louie’s. We can talk there.” Ruth hurried along breathlessly. “What is it? What’s happened? You look so strange. And why aren’t you at work? Did you—did you get fired?”


  They crossed the street and entered a small restaurant. Men and women milled around, getting their lunch. Ed found a table in the back, secluded in a corner. “Here.” He sat down abruptly. “This will do.” She slid into the other chair.


  Ed ordered a cup of coffee. Ruth had salad and creamed tuna on toast, coffee and peach pie. Silently, Ed watched her as she ate, his face dark and moody.


  “Please tell me,” Ruth begged.


  “You really want to know?”


  “Of course I want to know!” Ruth put her small hand anxiously on his. “I’m your wife.”


  “Something happened today. This morning. I was late to work. A damn insurance man came by and held me up. I was half an hour late.”


  Ruth caught her breath. “Douglas fired you.”


  “No.” Ed ripped a paper napkin slowly into bits. He stuffed the bits in the half-empty water glass. “I was worried as hell. I got off the bus and hurried down the street. I noticed it when I stepped up on the curb in front of the office.”


  “Noticed what?”


  Ed told her. The whole works. Everything.


  When he had finished, Ruth sat back, her face white, hands trembling. “I see,” she murmured. “No wonder you’re upset.” She drank a little cold coffee, the cup rattling against the saucer. “What a terrible thing.”


  Ed leaned intently toward his wife. “Ruth. Do you think I’m going crazy?”


  Ruth’s red lips twisted. “I don’t know what to say. It’s so strange . . .”


  “Yeah. Strange is hardly the word for it. I poked my hands right through them. Like they were clay. Old dry clay. Dust. Dust figures.” Ed lit a cigarette from Ruth’s pack. “When I got out I looked back and there it was. The office building. Like always.”


  “You were afraid Mr. Douglas would bawl you out, weren’t you?”


  “Sure. I was afraid—and guilty.” Ed’s eyes flickered. “I know what you’re thinking. I was late and I couldn’t face him. So I had some sort of protective psychotic fit. Retreat from reality.” He stubbed the cigarette out savagely. “Ruth, I’ve been wandering around town since. Two and a half hours. Sure, I’m afraid. I’m afraid like hell to go back.”


  “Of Douglas?”


  “No! The men in white.” Ed shuddered. “God. Chasing me. With their damn hoses and—and equipment.”


  Ruth was silent. Finally she looked up at her husband, her dark eyes bright. “You have to go back, Ed.”


  “Back? Why?”


  “To prove something.”


  “Prove what?”


  “Prove it’s all right.” Ruth’s hand pressed against his. “You have to, Ed. You have to go back and face it. To show yourself there’s nothing to be afraid of.”


  “The hell with it! After what I saw? Listen, Ruth. I saw the fabric of reality split open. I saw—behind. Underneath. I saw what was really there. And I don’t want to go back. I don’t want to see dust people again. Ever.”


  Ruth’s eyes were fixed intently on him. “I’ll go back with you,” she said.


  “For God’s sake.”


  “For your sake. For your sanity. So you’ll know.” Ruth got abruptly to her feet, pulling her coat around her. “Come on, Ed. I’ll go with you. We’ll go up there together. To the office of Douglas and Blake, Real Estate. I’ll even go in with you to see Mr. Douglas.”


  Ed got up slowly, staring hard at his wife. “You think I blacked out. Cold feet. Couldn’t face the boss.” His voice was low and strained, “Don’t you?”


  Ruth was already threading her way toward the cashier. “Come on. You’ll see. It’ll all be there. Just like it always was.”


  “Okay,” Ed said. He followed her slowly. “We’ll go back there—and see which of us is right.”


  They crossed the street together, Ruth holding on tight to Ed’s arm. Ahead of them was the building, the towering structure of concrete and metal and glass.


  “There it is,” Ruth said. “See?”


  There it was, all right. The big building rose up, firm and solid, glittering in the early afternoon sun, its windows sparkling brightly.


  Ed and Ruth stepped up onto the curb. Ed tensed himself, his body rigid. He winced as his foot touched the pavement—


  But nothing happened: the street noises continued; cars, people hurrying past; a kid selling papers. There were sounds, smells, the noises of the city in the middle of the day. And overhead was the sun and the bright blue sky.


  “See?” Ruth said. “I was right.”


  They walked up the front steps, into the lobby. Behind the cigar stand the seller stood, arms folded, listening to the ball game. “Hi, Mr. Fletcher,” he called to Ed. His face lit up good-naturedly. “Who’s the dame? Your wife know about this?”


  Ed laughed unsteadily. They passed on toward the elevator. Four or five businessmen stood waiting. They were middle-aged men, well dressed, waiting impatiently in a bunch. “Hey, Fletcher,” one said. “Where you been all day? Douglas is yelling his head off.”


  “Hello, Earl,” Ed muttered. He gripped Ruth’s arm. “Been a little sick.”


  The elevator came. They got in. The elevator rose. “Hi, Ed,” the elevator operator said. “Who’s the good-looking gal? Why don’t you introduce her around?”


  Ed grinned .mechanically. “My wife.”


  The elevator let them off at the third floor. Ed and Ruth got out, heading toward the glass door of Douglas and Blake, Real Estate.


  Ed halted, breathing shallowly. “Wait.” He licked his lips. “I—”


  Ruth waited calmly as Ed wiped his forehead and neck with his handkerchief. “All right now?”


  “Yeah.” Ed moved forward. He pulled open the glass door.


  Miss Evans glanced up, ceasing her typing. “Ed Fletcher! Where on earth have you been?”


  “I’ve been sick. Hello, Tom.”


  Tom glanced up from his work. “Hi, Ed. Say, Douglas is yelling for your scalp. Where have you been?”


  “I know.” Ed turned wearily to Ruth. “I guess I better go in and face the music.”


  Ruth squeezed his arm. “You’ll be all right. I know.” She smiled, a relieved flash of white teeth and red lips. “Okay? Call me if you need me.”


  “Sure.” Ed kissed her briefly on the mouth. “Thanks, honey. Thanks a lot. I don’t know what the hell went wrong with me. I guess it’s over.”


  “Forget it. So long.” Ruth skipped back out of the office, the door closing after her. Ed listened to her race down the hall to the elevator.


  “Nice little gal,” Jackie said appreciatively.


  “Yeah.” Ed nodded, straightening his necktie. He moved unhappily toward the inner office, steeling himself. Well, he had to face it. Ruth was right. But he was going to have a hell of a time explaining it to the boss. He could see Douglas now, thick red wattles, big bull roar, face distorted with rage—


  Ed stopped abruptly at the entrance to the inner office. He froze rigid. The inner office—it was changed.


  The hackles of his neck rose. Cold fear gripped him, clutching at his windpipe. The inner office was different. He turned his head slowly, taking in the sight: the desks, chairs, fixtures, file cabinets, pictures.


  Changes. Little changes. Subtle. Ed closed his eyes and opened them slowly. He was alert, breathing rapidly, his pulse racing. It was changed, all right. No doubt about it.


  “What’s the matter, Ed?” Tom asked. The staff watched him curiously, pausing in their work.


  Ed said nothing. He advanced slowly into the inner office. The office had been gone over. He could tell. Things had been altered. Rearranged. Nothing obvious—nothing he could put his finger on. But he could tell.


  Joe Kent greeted him uneasily. “What’s the matter, Ed? You look like a wild dog. Is something—?”


  Ed studied Joe. He was different. Not the same. What was it?


  Joe’s face. It was a little fuller. His shirt was blue-striped. Joe never wore blue stripes. Ed examined Joe’s desk. He saw papers and accounts. The desk—it was too far to the right. And it was bigger. It wasn’t the same desk.


  The picture on the wall. It wasn’t the same. It was a different picture entirely. And the things on top of the file cabinet—some were new, others were gone.


  He looked back through the door. Now that he thought about it, Miss Evans’ hair was different, done a different way. And it was lighter.


  In here, Mary, filing her nails, over by the window—she was taller, fuller. Her purse, lying on the desk in front of her—a red purse, red knit.


  “You always . . . have that purse?” Ed demanded.


  Mary glanced up. “What?”


  “That purse. You always have that?”


  Mary laughed. She smoothed her skirt coyly around her shapely thighs, her long lashes blinking modestly. “Why, Mr. Fletcher. What do you mean?”


  Ed turned away. He knew. Even if she didn’t. She had been redone—changed: her purse, her clothes, her figure, everything about her. None of them knew—but him. His mind spun dizzily. They were all changed. All of them were different. They had all been remolded, recast. Subtly—but it was there.


  The wastebasket. It was smaller, not the same. The window shades—white, not ivory. The wall paper was not the same pattern. The lighting fixtures . . .


  Endless, subtle changes.


  Ed made his way back to the inner office. He lifted his hand and knocked on Douglas’ door.


  “Come in.”


  Ed pushed the door open. Nathan Douglas looked up impatiently. “Mr. Douglas—” Ed began. He came into the room unsteadily—and stopped.


  Douglas was not the same. Not at all. His whole office was changed: the rugs, the drapes. The desk was oak, not mahogany. And Douglas himself . . .


  Douglas was younger, thinner. His hair, brown. His skin not so red. His face smoother. No wrinkles. Chin reshaped. Eyes green, not black. He was a different man. But still Douglas—a different Douglas. A different version!


  “What is it?” Douglas demanded impatiently. “Oh, it’s you, Fletcher. Where were you this morning?”


  Ed backed out. Fast.


  He slammed the door and hurried back through the inner office. Tom and Miss Evans glanced up, startled. Ed passed by them, grabbing the hall door open.


  “Hey!” Tom called. “What—?”


  Ed hurried down the hall. Terror leaped through him. He had to hurry. He had seen. There wasn’t much time. He came to the elevator and stabbed the button.


  No time.


  He ran to the stairs and started down. He reached the second floor. His terror grew. It was a matter of seconds.


  Seconds!


  The public phone. Ed ran into the phone booth. He dragged the door shut after him. Wildly, he dropped a dime in the slot and dialed. He had to call the police. He held the receiver to his ear, his heart pounding.


  Warn them. Changes. Somebody tampering with reality. Altering it. He had been right. The white-clad men . . . their equipment . . . going through the building.


  “Hello!” Ed shouted hoarsely. There was no answer. No hum. Nothing.


  Ed peered frantically out the door.


  And he sagged, defeated. Slowly, he hung up the telephone receiver.


  He was no longer on the second floor. The phone booth was rising, leaving the second floor behind, carrying him up, faster and faster. It rose floor by floor, moving silently, swiftly.


  The phone booth passed through the ceiling of the building and out into the bright sunlight. It gained speed. The ground fell away below. Buildings and streets were getting smaller each moment. Tiny specks hurried along, far below, cars and people, dwindling rapidly.


  Clouds drifted between him and the earth. Ed shut his eyes, dizzy with fright. He held on desperately to the door handles of the phone booth.


  Faster and faster the phone booth climbed. The earth was rapidly being left behind, far below.


  Ed peered up wildly. Where? Where was he going? Where was it taking him?


  He stood gripping the door handles, waiting.


  The Clerk nodded curtly. “That’s him, all right. The element in question.”


  Ed Fletcher looked around him. He was in a huge chamber. The edges fell away into indistinct shadows. In front of him stood a man with notes and ledgers under his arm, peering at him through steel-rimmed glasses. He was a nervous little man, sharp-eyed, with celluloid collar, blue-serge suit, vest, watch chain. He wore black, shiny shoes.


  And beyond him—


  An old man sat quietly, in an immense modern chair. He watched Fletcher calmly, his blue eyes mild and tired. A strange thrill shot through Fletcher. It was not fear. Rather it was a vibration, rattling his bones—a deep sense of awe, tinged with fascination.


  “Where—what is this place?” he asked faintly. He was still dazed from his quick ascent.


  “Don’t ask questions!” the nervous little man snapped angrily, tapping his pencil against his ledgers. “You’re here to answer, not ask.”


  The Old Man moved a little. He raised his hand. “I will speak to the element alone,” he murmured. His voice was low. It vibrated and rumbled through the chamber. Again the wave of fascinated awe swept Ed.


  “Alone?” The little fellow backed away, gathering his books and papers in his arms. “Of course.” He glanced hostilely at Ed Fletcher. “I’m glad he’s finally in custody. All the work and trouble just for—”


  He disappeared through a door. The door closed softly behind him. Ed and the Old Man were alone.


  “Please sit down,” the Old Man said.


  Ed found a seat. He sat down awkwardly, nervously. He got out his cigarettes and then put them away again.


  “What’s wrong?” the Old Man asked.


  “I’m just beginning to understand.”


  “Understand what?”


  “That I’m dead.”


  The Old Man smiled briefly. “Dead? No, you’re not dead. You’re . . . visiting. An unusual event, but necessitated by circumstances.” He leaned toward Ed. “Mr. Fletcher, you have got yourself involved in something.”


  “Yeah,” Ed agreed. “I wish I knew what it was. Or how it happened.”


  “It was not your fault. You’re the victim of a clerical error. A mistake was made—not by you. But involving you.”


  “What mistake?” Ed rubbed his forehead wearily. “I—I got in on something. I saw through. I saw something I wasn’t supposed to see.”


  The Old Man nodded. “That’s right. You saw something you were not supposed to see—something few elements have even been aware of, let alone witnessed.”


  “Elements?”


  “An official term. Let it pass. A mistake was made, but we hope to rectify it. It is my hope that—”


  “Those people,” Ed interrupted. “Heaps of dry ash. And gray. Like they were dead. Only it was everything: the stairs and walls and floor. No color or life.”


  “That Sector had been temporarily de-energized. So the adjustment team could enter and effect changes.”


  “Changes.” Ed nodded. “That’s right. When I went back later, everything was alive again. But not the same. It was all different.”


  “The adjustment was complete by noon. The team finished its work and re-energized the Sector.”


  “I see,” Ed muttered.


  “You were supposed to have been in the Sector when the adjustment began. Because of an error you were not. You came into the Sector late—during the adjustment itself. You fled, and when you returned it was over. You saw, and you should not have seen. Instead of a witness you should have been part of the adjustment. Like the others, you should have undergone changes.”


  Sweat came out on Ed Fletcher’s head. He wiped it away. His stomach turned over. Weakly, he cleared his throat. “I get the picture.” His voice was almost inaudible. A chilling premonition moved through him. “I was supposed to be changed like the others. But I guess something went wrong.”


  “Something went wrong. An error occurred. And now a serious problem exists. You have seen these things. You know a great deal. And you are not coordinated with the new configuration.”


  “Gosh,” Ed muttered. “Well, I won’t tell anybody.” Cold sweat poured off him. “You call count on that. I’m as good as changed.”


  “You have already told someone,” the Old Man said coldly.


  “Me?” Ed blinked. “Who?”


  “Your wife.”


  Ed trembled. The color drained from his face, leaving it sickly white. “That’s right. I did.”


  “Your wife knows.” The Old Man’s face twisted angrily. “A woman. Of all the things to tell—”


  “I didn’t know.” Ed retreated, panic leaping through him. “But I know now. You can count on me. Consider me changed.”


  The ancient blue eyes bored keenly into him, peering far into his depths. “And you were going to call the police. You wanted to inform the authorities.”


  “But I didn’t know who was doing the changing.”


  “Now you know. The natural process must be supplemented—adjusted here and there. Corrections must be made. We are fully licensed to make such corrections. Our adjustment teams perform vital work.”


  Ed plucked up a measure of courage. “This particular adjustment. Douglas. The office. What was it for? I’m sure it was some worthwhile purpose.”


  The Old Man waved his hand. Behind him in the shadows an immense map glowed into existence. Ed caught his breath. The edges of the map faded off in obscurity. He saw an infinite web of detailed sections, a. network of squares and ruled lines. Each square was marked. Some glowed with a blue light. The lights altered constantly.


  “The Sector Board,” the Old Man said. He sighed wearily. “A staggering job. Sometimes we wonder how we can go on another period. But it must be done. For the good of all. For your good.”


  “The change. In our—our Sector.”


  “Your office deals in real estate. The old Douglas was a shrewd man, but rapidly becoming infirm. His physical health was waning. In a few days Douglas will be offered a chance to purchase a large unimproved forest area in western Canada. It will require most of his assets. The older, less virile Douglas would have hesitated. It is imperative he not hesitate. He must purchase the area and clear the land at once. Only a younger man—a younger Douglas—would undertake this.


  “When the land is cleared, certain anthropological remains will be discovered. They have already been placed there. Douglas will lease his land to the Canadian Government for scientific study. The remains found there will cause international excitement in learned circles.


  “A chain of events will be set in motion. Men from numerous countries will come to Canada to examine the remains. Soviet, Polish, and Czech scientists will make the journey.


  “The chain of events will draw these scientists together for the first time in years. National research will be temporarily forgotten in the excitement of these non-national discoveries. One of the leading Soviet scientists will make friends with a Belgian scientist. Before they depart they will agree to correspond—without the knowledge of their governments, of course.


  “The circle will widen. Other scientists on both sides will be drawn in. A society will be founded. More and more educated men will transfer an increasing amount of time to this international society. Purely national research will suffer a slight but extremely critical eclipse. The war tension will somewhat wane.


  “This alteration is vital. And it is dependent on the purchase and clearing of the section of wilderness in Canada. The old Douglas would not have dared take the risk. But the altered Douglas, and his altered, more youthful staff, will pursue this work with wholehearted enthusiasm. And from this, the vital chain of widening events will come about. The beneficiaries will be you. Our methods may seem strange and indirect. Even incomprehensible. But I assure you we know what we’re doing.”


  “I know that now,” Ed said.


  “So you do. You know a great deal. Much too much. No element should possess such knowledge. I should perhaps call an adjustment team in here . . .”


  A picture formed in Ed’s mind: swirling gray clouds, gray men and women. He shuddered. “Look,” he croaked. “I’ll do anything. Anything at all. Only don’t de-energize me.” Sweat ran down his face. “Okay?”


  The Old Man pondered. “Perhaps some alternative could be found. There is another possibility . .


  “What?” Ed asked eagerly. “What is it?”


  The Old Man spoke slowly, thoughtfully. “If I allow you to return, you will swear never to speak of the matter? Will you swear not to reveal to anyone the things you saw? The things you know?”


  “Sure!” Ed gasped eagerly, blinding relief flooding over him. “I swear!”


  “Your wife. She must know nothing more. She must think it was only a passing psychological fit—retreat from reality.”


  “She thinks that already.”


  “She must continue to.”


  Ed set his jaw firmly. “I’ll see that she continues to think it was a mental aberration. She’ll never know what really happened.”


  “You are certain you can keep the truth from her?”


  “Sure,” Ed said confidently. “I know I can.”


  “All right.” The Old Man nodded slowly. “I will send you back. But you must tell no one.” He swelled visibly. “Remember: you will eventually come back to me—everyone does, in the end—and your fate will not be enviable.”


  “I won’t tell her,” Ed said, sweating. “I promise. You have my word on that. I can handle Ruth. Don’t give it a second thought.”


  Ed arrived home at sunset.


  He blinked, dazed from the rapid descent. For a moment he stood on the pavement, regaining his balance and catching his breath. Then he walked quickly up the path.


  He pushed the door open and entered the little green stucco house.


  “Ed!” Ruth came flying, face distorted with tears. She threw her arms around him, hugging him tight. “Where the hell have you been?”


  “Been?” Ed murmured. “At the office, of course.”


  Ruth pulled back abruptly. “No, you haven’t.”


  Vague tendrils of alarm plucked at Ed. “Of course I have. Where else—?”


  “I called Douglas about three. He said you left. You walked out, practically as soon as I turned my back. Eddie—”


  Ed patted her nervously. “Take it easy, honey.” He began unbuttoning his coat. “Everything’s okay. Understand? Things are perfectly all right.”


  Ruth sat down on the arm of the couch. She blew her nose, dabbing at her eyes. “If you knew how much I’ve worried.” She put her handkerchief away and folded her arms. “I want to know where you were.”


  Uneasily, Ed hung his coat in the closet. He came over and kissed her. Her lips were ice cold. “I’ll tell you all about it. But what do you say we have something to eat? I’m starved.”


  Ruth studied him intently. She got down from the arm of the couch. “I’ll change and fix dinner.”


  She hurried into the bedroom and slipped off her shoes and nylons. Ed followed her. “I didn’t mean to worry you,” he said carefully. “After you left me today I realized you were right.”


  “Oh?” Ruth unfastened her blouse and skirt, arranging them over a hanger. “Right about what?”


  “About me.” He manufactured a grin and made it glow across his face. “About . . . what happened.”


  Ruth hung her slip over the hanger. She studied her husband intently as she struggled into her tight-fitting jeans. “Go on.”


  The moment had come. It was now or never. Ed Fletcher braced himself and chose his words carefully. “I realized,” he stated, “that the whole darn thing was in my mind. You were right, Ruth. Completely right. And I even realize what caused it.”


  Ruth rolled her cotton T-shirt down and tucked it in her jeans. “What was the cause?”


  “Overwork.”


  “Overwork?”


  “I need a vacation. I haven’t had a vacation in years. My mind isn’t on my job. I’ve been daydreaming.” He said it firmly, but his heart was in his mouth. “I need to get away. To the mountains. Bass fishing. Or—” He searched his mind frantically. “Or—”


  Ruth came toward him ominously. “Ed!” she said sharply. “Look at me!”


  “What’s the matter?” Panic shot through him. “Why are you looking at me like that?”


  “Where were you this afternoon?”


  Ed’s grin faded. “I told you. I went for a walk. Didn’t I tell you? A walk. To think things over.”


  “Don’t lie to me, Eddie Fletcher! I can tell when you’re lying!” Fresh tears welled up in Ruth’s eyes. Her breasts rose and fell excitedly under her cotton shirt. “Admit it! You didn’t go for a walk!”


  Ed stammered weakly. Sweat poured off him. He sagged helplessly against the door. “What do you mean?”


  Ruth’s black eyes flashed with anger. “Come on! I want to know where you were! Tell me! I have a right to know. What really happened?”


  Ed retreated in terror, his resolve melting like wax. It was going all wrong. “Honest. I went out for a—”


  “Tell me!” Ruth’s sharp fingernails dug into his arm. “I want to know where you were—and who you were with!”


  Ed opened his mouth. He tried to grin, but his face failed to respond. “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “You know what I mean. Who were you with? Where did you go? Tell me! I’ll find out, sooner or later.”


  There was no way out. He was licked—and he knew it. He couldn’t keep it from her. Desperately he stalled, praying for time. If he could only distract her, get her mind on something else. If she would only let up, even for a second. He could invent something—a better story. Time—he needed more time. “Ruth, you’ve got to—”


  Suddenly there was a sound: the bark of a dog, echoing through the dark house.


  Ruth let go, cocking her head alertly. “That was Dobbie. I think somebody’s coming.”


  The doorbell rang.


  “You stay here. I’ll be right back.” Ruth ran out of the room, to the front door. “Darn it.” She pulled the front door open.


  “Good evening!” The young man stepped quickly inside, loaded down with objects, grinning broadly at Ruth. “I’m from the Sweep-Rite Vacuum Cleaner Company.”


  Ruth scowled impatiently. “Really, we’re about to sit down at the table.”


  “Oh, this will only take a moment.” The young man set down the vacuum cleaner and its attachments with a metallic crash. Rapidly, he unrolled a long illustrated banner, showing the vacuum cleaner in action. “Now, if you’ll just hold this while I plug in the cleaner—”


  He bustled happily about, unplugging the TV set, plugging in the cleaner, pushing the chairs out of his way.


  “I’ll show you the drape scraper first.” He attached a hose and nozzle to the big gleaming tank. “Now, if you’ll just sit down I’ll demonstrate each of these easy-to-use attachments.” His happy voice rose over the roar of the cleaner. “You’ll notice—”


  Ed Fletcher sat down on the bed. He groped in his pocket until he found his cigarettes. Shakily he lit one and leaned back against the wall, weak with relief.


  He gazed up, a look of gratitude on his face. “Thanks,” he said softly. “I think we’ll make it—after all. Thanks a lot.”


  INTRUDER ON THE RIM


  Milton Lesser


  IT’S HARD TO FERRET OUT SECRETS ON THE RIM OF THE SOLAR SYSTEM . . . BUT IT CAN BE DONE.


  STYX, like Earth’s own Luna, always turns one side toward Pluto. Because of this, half of each month on the ninth planet’s only satellite sees the thermometer dip as close to absolute zero as it does in deep space itself. Even the thermometer on Styx is a tricky affair, measuring as it does absolute molecular activity in an environment where molecular activity is almost imperceptible.


  “Stop it,” said Trudy Adams, spinning around to frown prettily at her husband, while her long chestnut hair behaved like a miniature billowing cloak. “Tell me one more thing wrong with Styx—just one, and that’s a promise—we’ll turn around and rocket back to Earth.”


  Craig puffed his pipe with a completely exasperating confidence. “Not if I know my wife, we won’t. The chance to cover Operation Zero for every teleo in Interplanetary Telliance won’t be missed by Mrs. Trudy Adams, especially since this is the first time civilians ever got close enough to look, let alone teleo the whole operation all over the Solar System.”


  The beginnings of a smile threatened to unseat Trudy’s frown. “Still as cocksure as the day you—well, never mind. What gets me is the sudden relaxation of security restrictions. Anybody know why?”


  “That’s the intriguing thing about it. One year no one’s permitted beyond Neptune’s orbit—though what they planned on doing some time in the future when Pluto’s lop-sided ostrich-egg of an orbit swung her in closer than Neptune, I don’t know—anyway, the next year they gave the whole mysterious operation more publicity than the Interplanetary Olympics. As a result, we got the Telliance option to do this thing up brown.”


  “Styx still doesn’t sound like a honeymooner’s paradise . . .”


  “So we’re not honeymooners.”


  “But you said we’d always—”


  “I was drunk or lying,” Craig told her. “But don’t feel sorry for yourself, honey. Feel sorry for Telliance. If Operation Zero turns out to be a big brass bust, Telliance will have laid the biggest egg in Interplanetary Telio history. They spent ten million dollars on publicity alone.”


  “Maybe Telliance has some inside info telling them Zero’s as big as it’s cracked up to be.”


  Craig shook his head, forming the thumb and forefinger of his right hand into a large nothing. “That’s, exactly what Telliance knows, at least according to Avery. They’re taking a chance that all this security the past twenty years adds up to something big.”


  “Oh yeah? Then why forget about the security all of a sudden?”


  “That, my pet, I don’t know. That’s why we’re here. I can guess, though. With elections coming up, maybe someone’s lobbying himself a return trip to Capitol Crater by cracking the security barrier. Anyway, security’s been lifted, so maybe we’ll find out why.”


  “Well—” But Trudy stopped in mid-sentence when a blinker flashed red-green, red-green on the panel to her left. “Now why do you suppose anyone should be radioing us?” Flicking a toggle, she faced the panel and spoke: “Adams, Spaceship Or Bust. Identify yourself.”


  The voice came in crystal clear, resonant, quite military. “Better identify yourself, young lady. You are in security space.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” said Trudy. “This isn’t security space any longer. We’re Adams and Adams of Interplanetary Telio Alliance, here to cover Operation Zero.”


  “Now who’s ridiculous?” Incredulity had removed some of the crisp formality from the voice. “This has always been security space, still is security space and as far as I know always will be security space. If coming out here was some kind of gag, I’m afraid you are in serious trouble.”


  “See here—” Trudy began indignantly, but Craig prodded her away from the panel receiver and sat down in her place.


  “Craig Adams,” he said. “Who are you?”


  “Colonel Tansley, Assistant Security Officer, Operation Zero. Was the woman serious about Interplanetary Telio Alliance? They asked for partial relaxation of security, were turned down.”


  Trudy was furious. “That isn’t what they told us. If you think we came barrelling out here three and a half billion miles to be sent home, Colonel, you’ve got another guess coming.”


  “Shut up!” Craig hissed in a stage whisper. “This guy’s a big fish. We’ll be free-lancing on the Martian Syrtis if we get Telliance into any trouble.”


  “But they said—”


  “Shh! Uh, Colonel, we have clearance from Tycho Station as well as our credentials from Telliance, of course. Shall we land and present them?”


  “Yes,” the Colonel agreed. “Since you’re here, ride the radar into Styx. But I’ll tell you in advance: if you have clearance of any kind, it’s counterfeit.”


  And the radio light blinked off.


  “When I get my hands on that stuffed shirt. Trudy wailed.


  But Craig was too busy seeking and holding the radar beam to offer any answer. Tight-lipped and pensive, he spiralled the Or Bust down toward frozen Styx in narrowing concentric loops.


  “Landing always gets me dizzy,” Trudy finally said to break the silence.


  “Your imagination. Because you know we circle a moon, slowing down below the speed of escape and finally spiralling to planetfall, you get dizzy. But the circle’s too large; your equilibrium is too concerned with the ship and not the satellite to make you dizzy. As I said, your imagination.”


  “So, people get seasick and—never mind. Craig?”


  “Umm?”


  “Craig, I can’t figure this thing out. I mean, if everything got squared away though Telliance and now this Colonel what’s-his-name tells us there’s no such animal. . . .”


  Craig shrugged, but not indifferently. “We know absolutely nothing about Operation Zero, so we can’t be expected to know about the things which make it tick. Let’s wait till after planetfall.”


  “Who doesn’t know anything about Operation Zero? I read in the Martian Monthly—”


  “Sure, and in the Zurich Zephyr—”


  “There’s no such paper!”


  “I know, but you get the idea. All lurid scandal sheets afflicted with sensation-itis. They don’t know any more about Zero than Telliance does—and take it from me and Avery, Telliance knows nothing.”


  “At least we’ll soon find out for them, sweet.”


  “Don’t forget Colonel Tansley. I wouldn’t be too sure.”


  A few moments later the Or Bust belied its name by settling down without a quiver on the bleak, frozen methane-ammonia surface of Styx.


  No brass bands greeted them. Nor top brass with warm handshakes, nor speechmaking on the occasion of the first civilian craft to planetfall on home base for Operation Zero—nor anything of the sort, for the matter.


  At least they did not have to wear the clumsy, cumbersome spacesuits of five years ago. In a sense, the passing of the spacesuit marked the end of an era: spelling finish as it did for the age of space pioneering, of swashbuckling from planet to planet when each new world challenged brave men with the unknown. Gone was the bulky insulating equipment, the necessity for moving about like a third-rate robot, the need for electrical power to supplement over-burdened muscles. In its place: the almost-ubiquitous forcefield, a mili-inch of perfect insulation, complete protection—invisible, weightless, allowing absolute freedom of movement. Except for a rather light oxygen tank with hose and mask, the forcefield sufficed for space gear.


  Garbed in field and mask now, Craig and Trudy left the lock of the Or Bust. Trudy wore the briefest of halter and shorts, pale ice-blue and iridescent ash of rose. Women affected the scantiest of garments on the outworlds not because they had gone exhibitionist, Craig realized, but because it was a natural reaction to the shapeless spacesuit era. Not all women naturally: for some the long skirt, the kirtled bathing suit, the inflated undergarments were an understandable necessity. But Trudy’s fine young figure curved petitely and alluringly in the right places, leaving a wake of loud whistles and staring eyes on the outworlds.


  “Adams and Adams?” A burly provost marshal sergeant demanded, attempting with some success to maintain his military dignity while ogling Trudy.


  “Right,” said Craig, his voice carrying clearly over the tiny microphone imbedded by plastisurgery in his palate. “I believe Colonel Tansley wants to see us about—”


  “About some mistake his office made!” Trudy finished indignantly.


  “Yes, Ma’am,” the sergeant assured her. “A mistake on someone’s part. Won’t you follow me, please?” Craig led the way, followed by Trudy. The sergeant must have changed his mind, for he brought up the rear, making a careful and apparently happy scrutiny of the swing-hinged arrangement of Trudy’s hips and pelvic bones.


  Styx’s glass-smooth surface offered absolutely no traction. And since no one had yet figured out how to sandpaper a force field, Craig and Trudy felt they were on ice skates. The sergeant had grown accustomed to the situation; he chafed at their slow, tightrope progress. He seemed relieved when they entered an air-lock, leaving the faintly purple atomic flares which lit Styx’s frozen surface behind them. However, his eyes still lingered on a derriere view of Trudy’s anatomy.


  Air hissed into the lock, a quartz-enclosed sign blinked on and off with the words “Earth Normal.” Craig clenched his fist, fingering the flat disc surfaced in his palm. He shed his force field merely by dispersing the interatomic binding forces of which it was composed into air. When the inner door opened, revealing a well-lighted hallway, they all filed through.


  “Someday they’ll figure out a way to wrap a force field around an entire building,” predicted Trudy. “Or a city, or a planet.” She frowned petulantly. “But first they’ll have to straighten out men like Colonel Tansley; his type have a way of making civilization walk a treadmill.”


  “Hey, you’re bitter,” Craig smiled. “Haven’t even met the man yet.”


  “You’re about to, sir,” the sergeant informed them, gesturing toward a door on which appeared the words:


  HEADQUARTERS COMMANDANT


  OPERATION ZERO


  OFFICE OF THE


  SECURITY OFFICE


  A chunky enlisted woman, approaching middle age too rapidly to adjust herself, snickered slightly at Trudy’s wisps of ice-blue and rose-ash garments, then conferred impersonally with the sergeant.


  “This way, please,” said the sergeant, opening still another door and saluting smartly the figure seated behind a huge desk in the otherwise bare and windowless room.


  Makes you feel uneasy just walking in here, Craig thought. Perhaps that was the idea. Bare of anything but the great quasi-oak desk the long coffin-shaped room offered a feeling of no warmth whatsoever. Stark gray walls rose grimly from obsidian black floor to slate-colored ceiling. The room’s great, unbroken length—thirty-five feet of empty black floor Craig guessed—gave a tapering impression. It appeared as if you were looking at the figure behind the desk through the wide end of a funnel with reversed binoculars.


  Colonel Tansley aided the impression. Barely tall enough not to be accused of dwarfism, he had a pale, gaunt, square-boned face with big, nervous eyes, an Apache shock of white hair, a huge hyper-thyroid Adam’s apple. He jumped up nervously after returning the sergeant’s salute, offering his small chair behind the large desk to Trudy. When she declined it, he sat down again, settling himself with a series of graceless jerks until only that part of him from the big Adam’s apple up appeared over the desk top.


  “I am Colonel Tansley,” he said unnecessarily, his voice almost making up for what his face and dwarfish body lacked. A deep resonance surrounded his words with the suggestion of an echo. He enunciated every syllable crisply, clearly, with a natural ease that precluded affectation. He looked the smallest of small men, yet he spoke like an empire builder.


  “Sergeant,” he said. The sergeant left. “Now then,” he said.


  Trudy extracted a cigarette from some miraculously concealed pocket. “I hope you’ve checked on your mistake and cleared things for us, Colonel.”


  “There was no need to check, young woman. I know. I know. The area beyond Neptune’s orbit is still security space. You have violated it.”


  “That’s fantastic,” Trudy said in spite of Craig’s warning look.


  To amend her cold assertion, Craig told the Colonel, “We have our papers. Everything’s in order as far as I can see.”


  “Umm,” said the colonel, taking the sheaf of papers Craig offered. The colonel had a way of making even a curt, wordless syllable seem meaningful. Craig could picture how he climbed to his eagle’s wings in his voice, while the rest of him stood as a barrier keeping the coveted general’s star out of reach.


  “The first one is our contract with Telliance,” Craig explained. “The second is clearance from a Major Whiting out here.”


  “Never heard of him,” said Colonel Tansley, pressing a stud on his desk and speaking into the panel receiver. “Personnel? Tansley. What do you have on a Major Whiting? Of course . . . Yes. Uh, I thought so.”


  “Well?” Trudy demanded.


  “There never was a Major Whiting at this Headquarters. Let me see the other one. Um. Charles Avery, eh?” There was an awkward silence while Colonel Tansley placed a sub-ether call through to Telliance on the moon. Finally: “I’d like to speak with a Mr. Charles Avery, Military Liaison Section . . . You are sure? Very well, thank you.”


  “Well?” Trudy asked again, pleading more than demanding this time.


  “See here,” said Tansley, “we don’t have a Major Whiting. I knew that but I checked with Personnel to make sure. As for Telliance, they never heard of Charles Avery. What kind of a hoax do you think you’re pulling with your clever forgeries, Mr. Adams?”


  Craig bristled. He had to take the colonel’s word on Major Whiting, but Charles Avery he had known for years. Moving up through the editorial-executive hierarchy of Telliance, Avery had been, for the past three years, chief of the important Liaison Section, a man everyone at Telliance knew. A hoax was in the making all right, but Craig had no part in it.


  Tact often vents itself in ridiculous cliché. “There must be some mistake,” said Craig.


  When the colonel laughed without vocalizing, the power of his voice was forgotten. If you closed your eyes when he spoke, you heard authority. If you looked at him when he was silent, you saw a mean, petty old man. All of this Craig thought in a split second, sufficient time for him to lose his temper under the circumstances.


  “If you just stopped laughing and started trying to do something about it, this business might still make sense. Three billion miles is too far to come on a wild-goose chase.”


  “Attaboy!” Trudy cheered him.


  “No one asked you to come,” the colonel reminded him coldly.


  “Charles Avery and Major Whiting asked us.”


  “As far as I can ascertain, they have no existence. But all this is quite pointless. Styx lies deep within security space. You have violated security by coming here and because you are civilians you do not fall under the jurisdiction of a military court. Under Solar System Law 174, however, you can be tried in a civilian court. There remains but one thing, first: we will have to erase all convolutions from your brains for the past thirty days.”


  “Never,” Trudy said firmly, the suggestion making her feel somehow unclean.


  “You can’t leave Styx until we do. That’s the law.”


  With a device which stemmed from the twentieth century’s electroencephalogram, specified synapses in the brain could be short-circuited, Craig knew, causing no injury beyond a complete lapse of memory for the specified period of time. But if that happened, they’d be trundled back toward Earth. Not only would they fail to cover Zero for Telliance, they’d wind up on trial as well. The consequences could be serious under the specifications of the law.


  “What you say is true, Colonel,” Craig agreed. “We can’t leave Styx unless we undergo your brain treatment.”


  “I’m glad you’re sensible, Mr. Adams.”


  “On the other hand,” Craig went on, enjoying himself, “it is against the law for you to force us to undergo the treatment.”


  “And we refuse!” Trudy cried.


  “That’s right. We refuse. You can’t out-space us without the treatment; you can’t force the treatment on us; looks like we’ll stay here on Styx forever—or until this mess is cleared up.”


  “To our satisfaction,” Trudy added. “Have someone arrange quarters for us, please.”


  The colonel’s spare-featured face contorted briefly. But the ugly scowl vanished in a fraction of a second, sweeping his features so quickly that all but a careful observer would have missed it entirely. “I will call Billeting,” he told them. “Whenever you change your mind, I’ll make a car available to take you to the spacefield.”


  “Watch our ship,” Trudy told him. “The Or Bust has some mighty expensive equipment in it.”


  “I’ll call Billeting,” said Colonel Tansley, looking stony-faced at a spot on the wall midway between Craig and Trudy.


  Assigned a large room in an unused wing of Bachelor Officers’ Quarters, Craig and Trudy began their wait. Three days later, they were still waiting. They slept in officers’ quarters, ate at officers’ mess, passed the day’s civilities with the junior and senior officers they encountered at mealtime. But they never pierced the barrier of social amenities. It was as if they were a species of animal distinct: to be catered to, tolerated, provided for, possibly humored.


  “We could spend a hundred years here like this and learn nothing about Operation Zero,” Trudy told her husband.


  “Don’t I know it. Best vacation we had in years, though.”


  “Ooo, Craig! How could you? Interplanetary Telliance isn’t paying us to take any vacation—if sitting around on your rump and doing nothing is what you call a vacation.”


  “Far as I know,” Craig told her dryly, “they’re not paying us for anything. Avery doesn’t exist, remember.”


  “Well, I’ve had exactly all of this I can take. Sit around if you want, I’m going outside to find out what’s going on.”


  “Why don’t you just wait, honey, and—”


  “You wait. I’m going.”


  “Well, okay. I don’t think you’ll get very far, or I’d go with you. Be careful.”


  She looked at him scornfully, he thought, then left. Craig shrugged. If he had thought Trudy would get very far he either would have accompanied her or made her stay. But he’d seen the provost marshal men everywhere; he suspected strongly he and his wife were under some sort of house arrest. If Trudy had to take a look see—and knowing Trudy, he knew she had to—he could at least remain behind over a period of time convincing the p. m. men they didn’t have to worry about him. That way, should the occasion arise, he’d disappear more readily.


  Trudy returned in five minutes, under escort. It was the same burly sergeant who had conducted them to Colonel Tansley’s office, and Craig wondered briefly if the man had wangled this new assignment to be where he could see Trudy in this woman-starved world.


  “I’m sorry, sir,” the sergeant said. “Please tell your wife she has the run of this wing of the BOQ, the Mess Hall and the Exchange. You’re both forbidden to go outside or into any of the other wings of the building.”


  “Forbidden?” Trudy snapped. “By whom? By what authority?”


  “By Colonel Tansley, Ma’am. I wouldn’t know about the authority; I take my orders from the colonel. But he said to tell you, you could space out any time you decided to take the treatment.”


  “Well, you can tell him—no, I’m a lady. Don’t tell him anything.”


  “It won’t happen again,” Craig said blandly.


  Trudy looked at him, colored. “You . . . mouse! “she squealed.


  Someone’s got to play the straight man, Craig thought, hoping he’d at least remain on speaking terms with his wife until whatever happened happened.


  Granting them the polite suggestion of a salute, the burly sergeant about-faced and departed, his eyes on Trudy until the door slid shut. “Well,” said Trudy.


  “Well, what?”


  “Do you plan to retire out here or something? We’ve got to do something, but I can’t carry the ball all by myself.”


  “You’re missing the boat on giving it a pretty good whirl.”


  “You can talk! Well, how do you mean?”


  Craig gestured toward the door. “Our friend the sergeant.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “The guy’s got a crush on you big enough to squash a dinosaur.”


  “I know. Cute too, in a way.”


  “Huh?”


  “I can’t help it if he finds me . . . attractive,” Trudy smiled demurely.


  “Well, anyway—now, I don’t know . . .”


  “What were you going to say?”


  “That you should cultivate it, that’s all. Maybe the sergeant could do us some favors when the time comes.”


  “What?” Trudy gasped. “Sell myself? Sell myself—for a story?”


  “Yeah. There are limits, honey, and I was thinking—”


  “I’ll put my own boundaries around this operation, thank you,” said Trudy tartly. “It was your idea.”


  Craig regretted his idea almost at once. Having to put up with the antics of a sergeant, whose former civilian occupation could be listed as infant, wasn’t exactly stimulating. But Trudy managed it somehow, for the sergeant visited every day both officially and unofficially. And it wasn’t long before Trudy would disappear with him for hours on end, always at night, always bundled in cloak and hood he provided for the purpose. She remained secretive about where they went. She smiled coquettishly and when Craig could no longer keep the torrent of questions back, she told him to stop nagging.


  “Okay,” he said wearily one night after she had returned. “At least tell me this: are you getting any place?”


  “That’s a good question. The answer is according to what you mean.”


  “You know what I mean. Are you learning anything about Zero?”


  “It’s like pulling teeth,” Trudy admitted. “You see, the sergeant and I have different objectives. His amuses me.”


  “I don’t find it so funny.”


  “Neither does Herman.”


  “Herman!”


  “Herman is deadly serious about it. But I found out something, hon. Did you know why they call this Operation Zero?”


  “Umm-no. I never thought about it.”


  “Because they’re playing around with absolute zero, that’s why. Herman took me on a guided tour of a big place with a device in it that looked like the biggest centrifuge I ever saw. But Herman said it was no centrifuge. It was a machine for slowing down molecular activity.”


  “That’s funny,” said Craig. “If the average layman thought about it, he’d say produce the cold first, then slow down your molecules—or let the cold do it for you. According to what you could glean from what’s-his-name, here they worry about molecular activity first.”


  “Right. If they can slow it to a standstill, they’d have absolute zero. Herman heard some technicians talking, he said. The reason they could never get absolute zero before was they were tackling the thing backwards. So, it looks like we’re getting somewhere.”


  “Except that we don’t know why they’re so interested in absolute zero. I always thought it was a laboratory problem, nothing more. But twenty years of top secrecy on a hush-hush problem doesn’t sound like a laboratory exercise to me. Does Herman know anything about it?”


  “I wouldn’t bet on it, Craig. Trouble is, Herman’s reached the point where he wants to trade information for . . . well—”


  “Listen,” Craig said. “Go with him again tomorrow. I’ll follow you, so if you want to let Herman get frisky, go ahead. I’ll be right there.”


  “My hero. Thank you. How do you know I want to let Herman get frisky?”


  “Don’t worry. I’ll be there.”


  “Is that so? How do you know I don’t want Herman to get frisky?” Women, thought Craig. Females. “You go with him. Now, shut up. I’ll be there. Good night.”


  And Craig stretched, turned over, fell asleep and had a nightmare about Herman. They were engaged in a death struggle on the mirror-smooth surface of Styx. Every time Craig got the upper hand he slipped on what was worse than a world of banana peels, stumbled to his knees and froze there while Trudy’s voice floated to him from some offstage part of the dream, laughing and saying “absolute zero” over and over again.


  The next night, Craig waited thirty seconds, squeezed his force field into place and followed Trudy and the sergeant outside. No sound carried across the airless surface of Styx, and with only the aid of purple nightlamps on their tall, wraith-thin poles, one could not see very far. Once or twice Craig melted back into the shadows of the long one-story BOQ when officers hurrying on one errand or another approached him. But doggedly he managed to keep Trudy and the sergeant in view.


  After a time, they cut away from the BOQ’s sheltering darkness and went out across a broad, night-purple tract of Styx’s smoother-than-glass surface. Cursing softly to himself, Craig followed. Discovery might bring serious consequences. Still the sergeant’s leisurely gait instilled confidence. Breathing more easily, Craig concluded the way lead along a little-used path.


  Soon a low cluster of buildings loomed up out of the purple dusk. They were squat and as completely graceless, Craig observed, as most military structures. Trudy and the sergeant were lost in the gloom and Craig began running. He reached the first building in time to see its door sliding shut. Fuming, he tugged at the opening lever, in vain realizing that a snap lock held the door fast from inside. He braced his feet against one side of the casing and his back against the other. Craig was on the point of trying to force the door along its runners despite the lock when a voice purred in his receiver.


  “Hold it, please.” There was no hair-pulling, no ranting, no jumping lip and down. But calm authority in just three words can set a person’s heart to pounding all the harder.


  Craig released the handle, slumped. His feet slid from the door casing to Styx’s tractionless surface. He lost his balance, skidded, fell flat on his stomach and slid along, losing virtually none of his inertia, until his groping hands encountered a pair of boots. Calm authority surrendered before a stream of invective; someone tumbled on top of Craig arid they skidded together, finally coming to a stop fifteen yards from the doorway.


  Boots served about the same function under a force field as long underwear in the Venusian swamplands, but the provost marshal lieutenant who untangled himself from Craig and tried to stand up wore boots.


  “My foot,” he groaned, more in confusion than pain. “I can’t stand.”


  Craig squinted in the dim light. Despite the boot, he could see the man’s misshapen lower leg. From the looks of it, the man had suffered a compound fracture. “Call for help,” the man told Craig. “Incidentally, you are under arrest.” He fingered clumsily the holster at his left side.


  He was kneeling, Craig was sitting. Craig came up at him in a motion as quick as Styx’s surface would support. They rolled over again, the officer moaning, and when Craig tumbled clear he had the compact weapon in his hand.


  “You can’t do that,” the lieutenant said a few times, his voice now a childish treble. “I know all about you, Mr. Adams. Thought you had us where it hurt; but now you attacked me, you’re subject to military justice.”


  “Shut up,” said Craig, “and listen to me. First, do you have the key to this place?”


  The lieutenant screwed up his face and made a lewd gesture.


  Unfortunately, Craig knew, the man knew what he was talking about. After this, Tansley would have him cold. Thanks to the Army’s refusal to accept the tiny, plasti-surged radios in place of standard gear, he might have a few hours in which to act. After that—he didn’t know.


  Deftly, Craig jerked the lieutenant’s radio transmitter away from the fallen man’s head. He dropped it, then stepped on it, grinding his heel until a small mound of black and silver debris lay at his feet. “Now, listen to me. You can hear, but you can’t talk back. Do you good for a change, I’ll bet.”


  The lieutenant’s response, necessarily mute, made up for what it lacked in sound by the wealth of hatred in facial expression.


  “I want that key if you’ve got it.


  If you make me starch you, I’m going to play rough, starting with your broken leg.” It was all a bluff. Craig had nothing against the lieutenant, was feeling sorrier for the man and his badly fractured leg every moment.


  Doing everything but sticking out his tongue, the lieutenant reached into a pocket, withdrew a ring of keys, threw it on the ground.


  Craig retrieved it and said, “It should take you a good long time to crawl away for help. If they want to get me they’ll have to come in after me.” Craig tried one key after another from the ring until he found the right one. As he entered the airlock he glanced back at the lieutenant, who was dragging himself away, foot by painful foot, trailing the injured leg behind him.


  Fidgeting while he waited for normal pressure and atmosphere, Craig had time to wonder how Trudy was faring with her would-be swain. It suddenly occurred to him he might extricate himself from any serious trouble by claiming the whole thing as an affair of the heart. Which would probably leave the poor sergeant with more bad time to serve than he had years left in military service. Well . . .


  And then the “Earth Normal” sign blinked on, admitting Craig to the building proper.


  The voice he heard when he shed his force field was decidedly feminine, but the words were as unladylike as any he’d ever heard. The voice was shouting and it belonged to Trudy.


  Craig sprinted down a corridor, guided by his wife’s voice. He found an unlocked door, slid it open, rushed through. Something met him head on, charging in the other direction. Craig tumbled over backwards, his head striking the floor with sufficient force to stun him.


  He blinked his eyes, shook his head. In a daze, Trudy was just scrambling off him, nursing her own head. “Craig, for God’s sake—”


  “Stay where you are, both of you.” It was the provost marshal sergeant, standing in the doorway, the twin of Craig’s weapon in his hand. Hair disheveled, scratches on his cheek, uniform in disarray, face flushed—he wasn’t fooling.


  Craig shrugged, sat where he was. “What happened?”


  Trudy grinned, after fighting down a half-pucker. “You decided to come in just when I was going out. We were both in a hurry, that’s all.”


  “I’ve been played for a sucker long enough,” said the sergeant, whose name, Craig remembered, was Herman.


  “I’m a married woman,” Trudy protested.


  “That didn’t seem to bother you till tonight.”


  “You didn’t try anything to make it bother me till tonight.”


  “Yeah, well now I know what you were after—what you really wanted.”


  “Amazing,” said Trudy.


  “You’re married, all right. You and your husband both—to a mess of trouble.”


  “Is that so?” Craig demanded, getting to his feet.


  “I warned you to sit still.”


  “Come off it, Herman. Put that sticker away. If you think we’re in trouble, you’re crazy. Anything you try to convict us with will implicate you so deeply they’d have to dig clear through to the other side of Styx to find you.”


  “You are trespassing,” Herman said desperately.


  Craig nodded. “Sure. And just what were you doing?”


  Herman’s already crimson face purpled.


  Craig drove his point home. “First,-you were seen in the company of a woman, confined to quarters, outside her quarters. You were escorting her.”


  “Yeah? Y-yeah . . . Well, who saw me?”


  “I did, if you’re going to press charges. Second, you . . . but why don’t we let Mrs. Adams tell it?”


  “He assaulted me,” said Trudy. “He tried to—”


  “Yeah . . .” sad Herman, doubtlessly viewing himself in a prisoner’s uniform, doing a tour of forced prospecting on one of the asteroid stockades.


  “That’s number two,” Craig told him cheerfully. “Number three, if Trudy wanted to see the inside of this building, I suspect it’s off limits—to you as well as us.”


  “Darling, how right you are,” said Trudy.


  “Yeah,” said Herman in horror.


  “And finally,” Craig broke the sergeant’s spirit with every word, “I had a little run-in with an officer outside. He’s disabled, but not so much he can’t fetch help. He’ll be here soon, with every military cop. on Styx. Is that clear?”


  The sergeant gaped.


  “Yeah,” Trudy said for him.


  “Sixteen years of service shot to hell,” groaned Herman. “Sixteen years.”


  “Don’t just stand there!” Trudy cried. “You’re doomed, if you do. Get out; go on—beat it. You forget everything, we’ll forget everything. Right, Craig?”


  “Right,” said Craig.


  Herman looked at them, moved past them slowly, in a daze. By the time he was a dozen feet away, he’d broken into a run.


  Trudy stared at Craig. Craig stared back. It was Trudy who smiled first. Presently, they started to laugh and kept right on laughing for a good three minutes, until tears ran down their cheeks, until they sat there, feeling weak.


  Finally, Trudy managed to say, “You didn’t mean what you said about that officer bringing help.”


  “Unfortunately, I did.”


  “Umm. How much time have we?”


  “Very little, I’m afraid. Is there another way out of this place?”


  “I wouldn’t know, Craig. We came in this way, Herman and I—I saw what we’re after, I think, and then Herman got scared. The first thing he did was, well—he demanded payment. Poor boy.”


  “Poor boy,” said Craig. “What did you see?”


  “Craig, it’s fantastic. You probably think you know what Operation Zero is about.”


  “Sure, we discussed it before. They’re trying to produce absolute zero, the temperature at which all molecular activity ceases.”


  “They’ve already produced it.”


  “What?”


  “That’s right. Years ago. They’re after something much bigger than that—although absolute zero makes it possible.”


  “Weapon?” Craig demanded.


  “Hold that for later. Transportation. How to go further than we’ve ever traveled before. Thousands of times further.”


  “Thousands . . . interstellar?”


  “Interstellar.”


  The idea left you breathless. If you spoke to a man about interplanetary travel forty or fifty years after the first airplane shuddered a few yards through the air, he might feel that way. A way to bridge the abyss—it might as well have been infinity—between the stars.


  “Interstellar,” said Trudy again. “You see—”


  “No, I don’t. I don’t see a lot of things. I wish I did, bur not now. Now isn’t the time. This isn’t the place. They’ll be flocking here any minute. We’ve got to get away and—”


  “And what, honey? This is Styx. We’d never reach the Or Bust or any other ship. What good would running away do? They’d find us inside of hours.”


  “They’ll find us inside of minutes if we stay here. But what’s on your mind?”


  “I think we ought to stay—until we can get the proof we need.”


  “Proof?”


  “The military’s botching things something awful. This could be the greatest stride science has taken in decades. But it won’t be—if the military has anything to do with it.”


  “But you said they were interested in interstellar travel.”


  “They? You mean the military? No, not really. There are some scientists here—”


  “Civilians?”


  “Yes.”


  “But I thought—”


  ““That no civilians were permitted beyond Neptune’s orbit. Me too, but that’s wrong. Scientists working on the project are permitted, a couple of hundred of them from what I could find out. You should see those scientists, Craig. I met three of them tonight. They want to travel between the stars so bad it almost makes them cry.”


  “You saw them tonight?”


  “Yes, here in this building. They live down below.”


  “Why didn’t you say so? Maybe they can hide us. Maybe—”


  “Hold on,” said Trudy. “We’ll cross that bridge if we have to. So, these physicists, chemists, biologists—cream of the solar system crop, no doubt—are working on interstellar travel. That’s what they think! Oh, Craig, it isn’t hard to pull the wool over someone’s eyes when he’s concentrating so hard on one thing he hasn’t got time for anything else. The military—”


  “You sure have grown a healthy dislike for the military!”


  “It isn’t all of them, Craig. Just that group in charge here. You wouldn’t believe me if I tell you what the scientists think—and also, incidentally, that’s why they wouldn’t do us much good hiding us. They’re about in the same boat. Under house arrest, you might say.”


  “Okay, what do the scientists think?”


  “That Colonel Tansley and his crowd are planning some kind of coup. They might do it, too, given enough time and provided what they have the scientists working on is a success.”


  Craig’s head was swimming. He almost felt like an audience of one, viewing a play which unfolded something new and startling every time the scene shifted. And he wished passionately that he hadn’t let Trudy go on her Herman-sponsored outings without him, for getting this information second hand was in some ways worse than not getting it at all.


  “What kind of coup do you have in mind?” Craig wanted to know. “Surely they wouldn’t dare try to take over the colonial government on Pluto. There aren’t many dome-cities, I know, but the colonial government represents the Solar System Federation.”


  “I didn’t have the Pluto government in mind, Craig. I was thinking as these boys are thinking—of the entire solar system.”


  “You’re joking.” Ring down the curtain, he thought. Ten minute intermission while the audience sweats it out. A crummy little colonel with a big man’s voice taking over the solar system.


  “I wish I were. You asked about a weapon. They’ll have a weapon all right.”


  “I don’t see where interstellar travel—”


  “That’s to mollify the scientists. At the same time, they’re working on something else for Tansley and his boys. Incidentally, Tansley figures to be third in command if the coup works though. From what I’ve heard, he wouldn’t be beyond killing off the other two.”


  “How I wish I were young and pretty and Sergeant Herman Whosiz had a crush on me!”


  “Craig, what happens at absolute zero?”


  “Why, all molecular motion ceases.”


  “Correct. Let me ask you two more questions. What’s the deadliest weapon we’ve ever produced?”


  “The Hydrogen Bomb. But it’s too damned costly, the materials too damned rare. Only a few of them exist.”


  “Good. What’s number two on the hell parade of weapons?”


  “The atom bomb, naturally. Relatively inexpensive, but comparatively limited in power because you can go right on building a hydrogen bomb to any size, but you can’t keep on adding to an atom bomb. It contains two pieces of fission material. When they reach critical mass—ka-bloom! So they have to be pretty small.”


  “Well, what would happen if your atom bomb were built and stored at absolute zero?”


  “So that’s it!” Craig laughed easily. The growing tension within him relaxed. “Don’t worry, Trudy. Their theory is all wet. Sure molecule action ceases at absolute zero, but subatomic action doesn’t. When the atom bomb material reaches critical mass, as I said: ka-bloom.”


  “Wrong, at least in practice, if not in theory. There should be an explosion, but there wouldn’t be—because an explosion is concerned with molecular movement. Doesn’t matter what the source of the explosion is, it’s still molecular movement. Maybe an explosion would exist, in limbo. The blow up would come if your bomb got itself warmed.


  “See what that means, Craig? No limit on the size or power of atomic weapons. Keep on building and building and building. Make the equivalent of cheap hydrogen bombs, in quantity. Craig, I’m scared.”


  “What’s all this got to do with interstellar travel?” Craig asked weakly. He was no scientist—but if the boys with the gray matter here said it was so, it was so.


  “Not a blessed thing. The Tansley group gets one for the other. And the scientists here are a pathetic lot. Every time they waiver, Tansley dangles the stars in front of their myopic eyes. You can’t blame them.”


  “I suppose so.” If Tansley held Trudy and told Craig to finish some work or else, Craig would finish it. It wouldn’t be stretching a point to say the stars were the scientists’ Trudy. “Then Tansley can demonstrate his weapon, prove it functions, convince the world it can be produced in quantity at a cost which isn’t prohibitive, start demanding more and more—and wind up with the solar system in the palm of his hand.”


  “That’s what I was thinking.”


  “Well,” mumbled Craig.


  “Don’t just sit there saying ‘well.’ I’ve got you up to date. Do something. Think of something. Anything. Please.”


  “How far have they got?”


  “Too far. Almost finished. Maybe another year until it’s too late for everything.”


  “Hey!” Craig cried, rising from lethargic acceptance of what might be pending horror. “We’re not completely alone.”


  “The scientists are stuck here, just like us.”


  “I’m not talking about them. There’s Charlie Avery—and Major Whiting, whatever happened to him. Apparently, some people wanted to expose this thing, and maybe they thought if a couple of reporters with a nose for news smelled this thing out and could somehow get it across to the solar system . . .”


  “You’re whistling in the dark. Tansley called Telliance. They never heard of Avery. Major Whiting doesn’t exist.”


  “We’ve been a couple of fools! How do we know Major Whiting doesn’t exist? Tansley appeared to call Personnel. Tansley said so. How do we know Telliance disavowed Avery? Same reason. Tansley said so. Damn it, Trudy, he took us for a couple of yokels—and that’s what we were. I’ll bet Major Whiting’s sitting around here someplace either wondering what happened to us or trying to contact us. And Charlie Avery must be frantic. If only we could get through to Charlie—”


  “If only we could don Icarus’ wings and fly from here, careful not to approach the sun too closely because Icarus—”


  “Cut it out; I’m serious. All the equipment we need is in the Or Bust. We could get in touch with Charlie, maybe even broadcast a warning, maybe let the system know what’s going on.”


  “Sure, but the Or Bust might as well be sitting on Neptune. We’d never get out of this building, let alone reach it. Shh!”


  “I didn’t say anything.”


  “No, I thought I heard something. There, listen!”


  From far away came the sound of footsteps: many feet, running briskly.


  “That would be the broken-legged lieutenant’s reinforcements.”


  “Craig, what can we do?”


  “Start conjuring up your scientists.”


  “Huh?”


  “Hurry up. Lead the way to them.”


  “All right, but—”


  “We’ll discuss the pros and cons later. Move.”


  They got up, Trudy leading the way across the threshold into a large bare room, the walls of which were one great, continuous filing cabinet. “I’ve seen some of those records,” Trudy said. “You’d be amazed—”


  “Later. Move.”


  She moved. The footsteps approached them rapidly. Voices shouted. She moved faster.


  Trudy led the way in anxious silence through the great empty room, out through an archway beyond it, down a flight of stairs. For a while at least, the voices and pounding feet behind them receded. Craig realized it was a temporary reprieve, for Tansley’s men probably had stria orders to take them.


  Hardly pausing at the bottom of the stairs, which stood at the apex of a v-shaped forked corridor, Trudy set off down the left passage at a fast trot. In a matter of minutes they reached a heavy metal door. She knocked impatiently and abruptly the door swung in away from them.


  Sleeves rolled up, a two-day stubble of beard on his face, myopic eyes squinting from behind thick spectacles ludicrously askew on the bridge of his nose, a plump middle-aged man stood in the doorway.


  “Ah,” he said, “the reporter woman. Perhaps we can continue our conversation now.”


  “Well—” began Trudy.


  “You see, not too many people would think to connct absolute zero with interstellar travel, but it’s merely a question of cooling a living organism to absolute zero in the right space of time—then preserving it indefinitely that way. A man can remain in suspended animation that way indefinitely, and since interstellar flight is completely automatic except for the taking off and the actual planetfall, a live crew isn’t a necessity. It might take us twenty years to reach Alpha Centauri, young woman, but we can reach it.”


  “You told me all that,” said Trudy, “but we’re here to see—”


  “Strange that they don’t forget this other thing, this bomb-freezing, at least long enough for us to continue our experiments. We’ve been promised some experimental animals to work with but we’re always being put off. Every day it’s something else, I don’t know what. Who’s your friend?”


  “My husband, Dr. Lusker. Craig Adams, Dr. Lusker.”


  “How do you do, young man?” The scientist adjusted his spectacles to see more clearly. “Are you a reporter too?”


  “Damned right,” Craig told him. “We can blow the lid off this whole phony set-up, too, with your help.”


  “Blow the lid—?”


  “What he means,” Trudy explained, “is that the military establishment out here doesn’t give two hoots and a holler for your work with interstellar travel, and—”


  “That’s just what Dr. Rankow has been saying, but Rankow is young and prone to irritability.”


  “Rankow’s right,” Craig declared. “All Colonel Tansley and his men want is a bigger atomic bomb. You’re giving it to them, too.”


  “I know, I know. And then we’ll have military cooperation and government expenditures to build the first interstellar spaceship.”


  “We went through all that before with Dr. Rankow,” Trudy told him. “It’s incredible you can’t see the wool being pulled over your eyes, Doctor.”


  “Well, now, I don’t know. I’m a bio-physicist, not a politician. But if you can prove what you say—”


  “Right now,” Craig almost shouted, “Tansley’s men are out gunning for us. They’d like to take us alive because there’d be a pretty big stink otherwise, but I think they’ll take us however they can, one way or the other.”


  “Why? What are you talking about?”


  “Because we know too much. Because we came here to get a story and Tansley reneged. Did you ever hear of a Major Whiting?”


  “Whiting? Whiting? Why, yes, nice chap. Very interested in our work, the most cooperative of them all. Surely if Major Whiting is representative of the military men behind Operation Zero, you’re all mixed up, Mr. Adams.”


  “That’s just it. Whiting’s disappeared. Tansley claims he doesn’t exist. You see, it was Whiting who gave us permission to come here.”


  “Peculiar, if true.”


  Exasperation mounted in Craig. They couldn’t even broach the subject of protection, let alone help, until Dr. Lusker saw at least part of the situation for what it was. By the time he climbed down from his ivory tower, it might be too late.


  Suddenly, Craig heard the sound of many feet on the stairs. Tansley’s men were on the way down.


  “Get inside!” he cried, and Trudy tugged at Dr. Lusker’s arm.


  “My dear child, please. I’ll stay and see what all this is about.”


  Their orders would be to take the prisoners alive, Craig thought. Yet if a demonstration of violence could make Dr. Lusker act, trickery might prove excusable, especially since a lot more than their own hides might depend on what happened here on Styx. Dr. Lusker was in earnest conversation with Trudy when Craig saw the vanguard of the military policemen turn up the corridor, weapons drawn. Craig fingered his own paramatic clumsily, then raised it, deliberately aiming over the heads of the onrushing soldiers and firing. Several return volleys hissed harmlessly off the wall on all sides of them, a little too close for comfort.


  “See?” Craig roared. “They’re firing at us in cold blood. Get inside before you get killed!”


  “Hmm. Dr. Rankow’s thesis certainly has been fortified.”


  “Get going.”


  Another volley hissed closer. Craig almost flung Dr. Lusker bodily within the room, banging the door shut behind them.


  “I must find Dr. Rankow and tell him about this,” said the unabashed Dr. Lusker.


  Trudy still had hold of his arm. “How strong is that door?”


  “Stronger than the wall it is embedded in. You see, in seeking an alloy for the rocket tubes of the interstellar ship we discovered an amazing thing. Steel, when smelted with mol—”


  “Never mind,” Craig cut him short while locking the door. “Is there any other way out of this place?”


  Someone was banging on the door, but according to the scientist, nothing short of a major explosion could jar it loose, so Craig happily ignored the noise.


  “Certainly. We have another exit opening out behind the Administration building, I believe. We don’t use it much.”


  “Administration!” Trudy cried in delight. “That’s adjacent to the spacefield, as I remember. Craig, are you thinking what I’m—”


  “I’m way ahead of you. Lead on, Dr. Lusker.”


  “Eh? On to where?”


  “That other exit of yours.”


  “I do want to find Dr. Rankow and—”


  From someplace high on the wall of what Craig now saw was a large ante-room, a loudspeaker blared. “Dr. Lusker! Calling Dr. Lusker.”


  “Lusker, please,” said the scientist, shouting unnecessarily since the receiver was extremely sensitive.


  “This is the Security Office calling,” said the voice in strident, resonant tones: Colonel Tansley. “A radio report indicates you are harboring two people here on Styx illegally, who have broken their confinement, ruthlessly attacked one of my officers and have made accessible to themselves top secret material concerning the Operation. Unless they’re marched outside within five minutes, you are an accessory after the fact, Lusker. If you remain one, you have never been further from the realization of interstellar travel.”


  Colonel Tansley was most effective that way, when you couldn’t see him. Automatically your mind would draw pictures of one of Michelangelo’s paintings of Zeus or at the very least one of El Greco’s tall, grave demigods.


  “You’ll have to go,” said Dr. Lusker. “I’m sorry.”


  “We’ll go, all right, through the other exit,” said Craig. “They’ll kill us if we set foot in the corridor.” It was a lie, of course, since Tansley would take them alive if he possibly could. Craig spoke in a whisper, for the receiver might pick up anything louder.


  “That makes it difficult for me. Uh, just a moment, Colonel. Dr. Rankow, calling Dr. Rankow,” he shouted at a grid on the wall. “This is Lusker. Come here quickly.”


  “Five minutes,” said Colonel Tansley’s voice. “Why don’t you give up, Adams? We’ll erase your mind and send you back with a recommendation you don’t stand trial.”


  “Thanks,” Trudy said bitterly.


  A tall young man, freckle-faced and long-nosed, entered the room from the other side. “Lusker? And the reporters. Thank God.”


  “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost,” Dr. Lusker exclaimed.


  The tall young man—Dr. Rankow—wore a coat of freckles on his face, and they stood out sharply against his pale skin. He was trembling slightly. “Not a ghost, a corpse. Major Whiting is dead.”


  “Oh, no,” Trudy moaned.


  “ ’Fraid so, Miss. I found him quite by accident, out near the spacefield. I had to visit Administration on a routine errand and a big crowd had gathered there, near the reporter’s ship. A parabeam got Whiting—at full intensity.”


  “Now Tansley’s a killer,” Craig told the young scientist, “along with everything else. Whiting probably realized he couldn’t get through to us, tried to send some kind of warning himself by using our equipment. Or maybe he just wanted to contact Avery and tell him what was going on. Dr. Rankow . . .”


  “Yes?”


  “Keep it down to a whisper, please. Tansley’s probably listening.”


  “You have two minutes to make up your mind,” said Tansley’s clear voice.


  “Dr. Rankow, you’re on to all of this, aren’t you?”


  “I’m not sure, but as far as I can see Tansley and his men want to build bigger and better bombs and ride with them into power. As of today, I stopped working for him, but there isn’t much I can do except of a passive nature.”


  “The devil there isn’t!” Trudy hissed in an almost shrieking whisper.


  “Just lead us to the Or Bust,” Craig told him. “Give us ten minutes. In a pinch, make it five. Every Congressional Committee in Tycho Crater will be breathing down Tansley’s neck.”


  “Well, I could take you to your ship, I think. But if there isn’t anyone alive to prove what you claim, Tansley will have sufficient time to hide things. All the scientists here could meet with an accident, since we play with some terribly lethal stuff, I’m afraid.”


  “I see your point. But not if Tansley thinks you’re all on his side, Doc.”


  “Eh?” said the now bewildered Dr. Lusker.


  Rankow shrugged, “What do you mean?”


  “Just follow my lead and start shouting,” Craig whispered, then said, “Is that so, Dr. Rankow? Well, let me tell you something, wise guy. This paramatic in my hand says you’re going to do exactly what I say. Yeah, that’s right, barricade that door—”


  “You’ll never get away with it!” Dr. Rankow said, just a shade too theatrically. Realizing this, he grinned and toned down his approach. “How long do you think you can keep us here as prisoners?”


  “I’ll hold you as hostages, you mean. Let Tansley try to get us then.”


  Tansley’s voice boomed: “Good man, Dr. Rankow. But don’t let him intimidate you.”


  “Shut that guy’s voice off!” Craig shouted, then slapped his palms together twice.


  “Ow!” Dr. Rankow moaned. “Please, it won’t shut off. It can’t shut off. You’re hurting me.”


  “Now really,” Dr. Lusker began, but Trudy clapped her hand to his mouth and whispered, “You keep out of this before you wind up never getting that Nobel Prize.”


  “We’re sending reinforcements,” Tansley’s voice came almost cheerily. “We’ll have the laboratories hemmed in from both sides, so you need not worry.”


  “Now!” Craig hissed. “Lead us out of here.”


  Dr. Rankow nodded, wheeled about, motioned them to follow him. Lusker threw his arms up almost convulsively and followed them.


  With reinforcements coming by way of the Administration building, they had but moments to act. Perhaps even now it was too late. Craig and Trudy, who had literally chased down a hundred stories on a hundred worlds, could run tirelessly, but the two scientists began to wheeze and pant as they hurtled through the laboratories.


  “Wasn’t cut . . . out . . . for . . . this! “Dr. Rankow grinned ruefully.


  “No comment!” gasped Dr. Lusker. “Let’s . . . just . . . get this . . . marathon over . . . with, shall . . . we?”


  Craig’s heart pounded, not from exertion, when they reached a flight of stair. If Tansley’s men had made good time, they might already be trapped. If that were the case—with both exits covered—Craig knew he and Trudy could do nothing but throw in the towel. They’d find themselves in a mess of hot water, but somehow it did not seem important, with the whole solar system possibly at stake. Maybe we’ll be heroes, unless we’re killed in the process, Craig thought with grim amusement which surprised him. He could almost feel the pages of history beckoning on the one hand and a burial in deep space on the other.


  Up the stairs they darted, Dr. Rankow shoving the door open. They stood briefly in an airlock, squeezing on their force fields while the lock adjusted. They plunged outside.


  Someone shouted. A parabeam zipped through air, almost fanning Craig’s cheek. When they’re close and they sting, he remembered reading somewhere, they’re at low intensity. If they feel numb and cold, brother, start praying.


  Notching his own gun down to its low beam, Craig turned half around and fired. A dozen military police, charging toward them from the spacefield, were shouting and waving their arms. One of them fell like a stone, was trampled and left behind.


  Trudy yelped.


  Craig saw her falling, applied a quick brake to his own fast-pumping legs and almost tumbled headfirst himself. He caught her up and she was like a sack of grain, not rigid as some of the adventure writers mistakenly claim. Shouldering his burden, Craig raison, turning to fire upon their pursuers only occasionally.


  Dr. Lusker giggled in childish satisfaction. “It’s like . . . the telios!” he cried. “Whatever have . . . I . . . been missing?”


  The gap had closed considerably, but they’d also halved the distance between themselves and the Or Bust, which Craig could see far out across the field, caught in the glare of a battery of floodlights. Two more of the police went down; Dr. Rankow struggled under the burden of the now inert Dr. Lusker.


  “Don’t go on!” Craig cried. “We were taking you with us as hostages, see? Fall, damn it!” The scientists left behind wouldn’t fare too well if Rankow and Lusker went with them, Craig suspected. “Go ahead, and thanks . . .”


  It wasn’t necessary. A parabeam caught Dr. Rankow, pole-axing him to the ground. He fell heavily, Lusker atop him, and Craig hardly had time to wonder if any bones had been broken. He plunged ahead with Trudy across his shoulder, not looking back at all now. Instead, he ran in a zig-zag path toward the Or Bust, darting, when someone thought to flash a floodlight on him, like a drunken firefly.


  The Or Bust loomed up suddenly large. A uniformed figure bellowed and came at Craig, arms swinging. He fell before the paramatic and then Craig had flung the airlock of the ship open and leaped inside. He deposited Trudy unceremoniously, had to fire outside and drop some of the police—it was that close—before he could lock it. I didn’t slip once, Craig congratulated himself. All that slippery stuff out there, and. . . . He tripped over Trudy’s still form, reached out wildly, and began to fall. His head struck the instrument panel and he sprawled atop Trudy, trying to get up once and then fainting.


  “Hey, now! Do I have to do all the work? Get up.”


  It was Trudy’s voice and Trudy’s face, caressed by all that fog which was barely beginning to disperse. “Quick!” Craig cried. “Out space the ship or—”


  “We are now one hundred thousand miles off Styx, rocketing for Neptune’s orbit as fast as the Or Bust can carry us. Any questions?”


  “Yeah. Are they chasing us?”


  “Sure, but so what? Charlie Avery fitted this ship out to get us to Styx in the shortest possible time. They’ll never catch us.”


  Craig got up dizzily, stumbled to the radar screen and watched briefly the angry little pips which hovered way off in one corner of it. While he watched they worked themselves clear off the close-range screen and he had to focus for fifty thousand plus.


  “Satisfied?”


  “I’ll say. Now I’ll have to call Avery and—”


  “I already have him for you. He’s holding the line and busting a gut at the same time.”


  Swearing, Craig made his way to the radio. “Charlie, Charlie, that you?”


  “You’re double-damned right it’s me. Where did you disappear to, you lame-brained excuse for a reporter? We’ve had the hook-up waiting. We called and called till we were blue in the face, but a Colonel Tansley or Tannhauser or—”


  “Tansley.”


  “Yes, a Colonel Tansley said he never heard of you and were we sure we had a clearance for you, so I told him that—”


  “Charlie, never mind. Charlie, listen.”


  “You listen to me. That’s what I get for giving my friend an assignment. Keep it strictly business, the wife always tells me. By George, Craig, you’ve ruined me. Oh, yes, the new contract is cancelled. Good-by.”


  “Wait! Listen, darn it. You got a taper handy?”


  “Well . . . yeah, okay. Shoot.”


  “People sleep on all the worlds of the solar system tonight,” said Craig, “unaware that they very nearly lost the freedom they cherish so much. This is Craig Adams of Interplanetary Telliance reporting to you from Pluto’s only moon, the satellite Styx. Well, almost, because I’m leaving Styx now—with half the Solar Army in pursuit.


  “They found something on Styx which can make bigger and better atomic bombs, if that’s what you happen to want out of life. Oh, they could make really big ones and blow up whole minor planets at one time. Before you get any wrong ideas, don’t blame the Army. What we’ve seen of Styx indicates the Army was the unsuspecting tool of a few power-mad men. But maybe there’s a warning in it after all: don’t give too much power to any organization which holds a monopoly on arms and armament—it could be tragic.


  “If all this is confusing to you, let’s put it this way: the military’s top secret Operation Zero turned out to be the gravest threat to man’s freedom and security since World War III. Armed with a secret weapon you’ll be hearing a lot about once Congress starts investigating Styx, a few power-crazy officers decided they could take over the Solar System or at least make the try. One man was murdered in the attempt and others might be before Congress has a chance to act.


  “That might be the price we pay for too much secrecy. There is nothing the military does—short of actual tactical maneuvers in an actual tactical war—that is so secret civilian agencies can’t be informed of it. That’s something to remember, all of you, because if something has a chance to go in the wrong direction too long, we might not find ourselves so lucky the next time.”


  Trudy smiled at him, lit a cigarette, placed it in his mouth.


  “I have a hunch you who are hearing my voice aren’t as interested in atomic bombs, hydrogen bombs, the whole gummy alphabet soup of destruction, as certain people believe. And I’ll tell you this: there was something else developed on Styx, despite the worst efforts of a paranoid little would-be dictator to stop it, which could revolutionize our entire outlook on the Universe. It’s the sort of thing mankind is really after, if he ever stops to think about it. It’s the sort of thing which typifies the spirit which took humanity from the first damp, cold cave to the outside world, to tree houses and dugduts, to huts and towns, and ox-carts and automobiles and copters and jets and rockets and, well, you name it.


  “But I’ll let you hear it from Trudy Adams, who knows a lot more about Operation Interstellar than I do.” Craig leaned back, satisfied, puffing contentedly at his cigarette. There would be a lot more to do later, hard work, incredulous brass hats to convince, lobbies and ornery congressmen and lawsuits and the works. And maybe more talking than he’d ever done in his life. But Congress would investigate. Telliance was big enough to force that, and an investigation, launched soon enough—Avery could swing it—would catch Tansley, if not with Major Whiting’s corpse on his hands, then with a bunch of scared, angry, fed-up scientists who could be mighty convincing in their professional wrath.


  “What’s all this about?” Avery barked. “If half of what you say is true—”


  “Did I ever let you down?”


  “Umm. No.”


  “You have the biggest story that ever broke since Telliance got into business. Wait till I reach Earth.”


  “Craig, boy! Knew I could count on—”


  “Shut up, son, and switch that taper on. Trudy’ll break the good news.”


  “You mean there’s something good in all that?”


  “You listen to Trudy, but I tell you what, if you need a couple of crack reporters to cover the landing on one of the Centaurian planets, Trudy and I could use a long sleep after this thing anyway.”
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  SO LOVELEY, SO LOST


  James Causey


  IN ANY AGE A PAGLIACCI MAY SING, AND EVEN AN ANDROID LOVER MAY FIND HIMSELF LIVING AGAIN THE TRAGIC-COMIC STORY OF THE CLOWN IN LOVE.


  OPENING NIGHT. The stage was starkly medieval, all sawdust and three rings and the glistening tightrope wires. From their cages beasts snarled and trumpeted. The ringmaster snapped his whip and bowed to the eight giant lenses that stared bleakly down. In back of those lenses was our audience. Sixty millions of audience, scattered throughout the hemisphere.


  In the wings, Lisa trembled against me. I whispered, “Your cue.”


  She nodded, squeezed my hand.


  The drums rolled.


  Watching her move onstage, I wanted to cry. She was lovely. It was the way she moved like a hawk against the wind, the breathless lilt in her voice, the magic I’d taught her. Next to me, Paul Chanin grinned. “Nervous, Midge?”


  “No,” I said. I’d never liked Paul. He was too smug, too sleekly handsome. I hadn’t liked the way he’d been smiling at Lisa these last few days of rehearsal, or the way she’d smiled back. But Paul was good—for a human. He could do a one-armed planche on the high wire, he could cartwheel blindfolded over gleaming coals. And he could sing.


  We went onstage together, Paul leaping lithe and splendid in crimson tights, me floundering clumsily after with my baggy pants and wistfully painted clown face, blowing kisses to the blazing arcs above, now weeping in mock fury as Paul made love to Lisa. Then I leaped thirty feet in the air and hung from the tightrope by my toes. A big smile. Midge the clown.


  Sometimes you can tell when a show’s going over. It was that way now. Right from the beginning I knew we had them by the throat. The banks of Emotional Reaction lights above the arcs told the story. They shone a clear deep ruby, a good healthy sign of audience empathy, but I wasn’t surprised. Our play was a combination of two primitive art forms, and it had everything, love, pathos, beauty. And terror. The finale was the best, when the Zarl escaped from its cage and almost caught Lisg. I killed the Zarl, singing Duo pro Pagliacco as I died, my voice golden thunder.


  Curtain.


  Director Latham hurried onstage, clapping, his eyes wet with tears. “Splendid,” he husked. “Magnificent, Midge! I think we’ve finally done it.”


  I squinted at the Reaction lights. They shone the steady crimson of approval. “Looks like a hit, sir,” I said. “Those ancients sure knew their stuff. I hope it’s not just novelty interest.”


  A shadow of worry touched Latham’s pudgy face. “We’ll know later. Coming to the cast party?”


  I shook my head and grinned. , “I’ve got a very special celebration planned. Just me and the wife, alone. See you at rehearsal tomorrow.”


  I went backstage to find Lisa.


  She wasn’t in our dressing room. Puzzled, I went down the hall to Paul’s dressing room, opened the door. “Paul, have you seen—” My voice trailed off.


  I stared at them. Paul and Lisa.


  “Oh hello, darling,” Lisa said softly. “Isn’t it wonderful, Paul’s proposed!”


  “And she accepted,” Paul said.


  “Accepted,” I said.


  “It’ll be so perfect.” Lisa was radiant. “The three of us, together!”


  “But we’re androids,” I whispered.


  “So what,” Paul said happily, “you’re actors, and that’s what really counts. It’ll be the best companionate marriage on record!”


  I remember saying it would be fine. I remember shaking Paul’s hand and saying no, I couldn’t go to the cast party, I had a headache. I remember stumbling back to my dressing room and wiping grease paint off and saying to the mirror, “Et tu, Pagliacco?” I do not remember taking the pneumatic tube home, or gening into the inertialess lift to our apartment on the ninety-first level. Our apartment was nice. Five rooms with a glass terrace, a half mile above the city. I stood on the terrace looking at the surprise I’d planned for Lisa, the food, the crystal sparkling in the firelight, the wine.


  My little surprise party.


  I sat down and slowly opened the wine.


  Why?


  Paul was human, that was the answer. He could give Lisa that sense of solidity, of belonging. It’s been twenty years since Emancipation, but humans still think they’re doing androids a favor by marrying them. Even though androids are saving the race from suicide.


  It was long after midnight when Lisa came in. She wore a sheer pink evening dress and her hair was soft gold on her shoulders and her beauty was a knife twisting in my throat.


  “Oh darling,” she said. “You shouldn’t have waited up.”


  “Where’s Paul?”


  “Home.” She hesitated. “We’re taking out our companionate policy in the morning. Would you help him move his things?”


  “Sure,” I said.


  “We’ll be so happy, the three of us.” Her blue eyes were tender. “Come to bed, darling.”


  “I’m not sleepy. Think I’ll go for a walk.”


  I used to love to walk the city at night, staring morbidly at the hate bars, at the blood-red neons advertising violence and sudden death. I used to congratulate myself for not needing the hate bars, for not being a stinking human.


  This time was different.


  I stood in the rain, shivering, looking at the sign, Joe’s Hate House, Knives Only! Kill Like a Man! It exploded in a crimson spatter of fire, now reforming, showing a dagger in a clenched fist. I stared ,at that dagger a long time. I was thinking about Paul.


  Finally I went inside.


  My first impression was of a great dim grotto, lit by smouldering tapers. There was music, a discordant cacaphony with drumbeats that made your flesh crawl. It was music out of the pit, the kind of music a Zarl would have written in its death-throes.


  “Registration, sir?”


  He was a fat little man in blue evening tunic who took my name, beneficiary, and ten credits admission fee.


  “Spectator or participant, sir?”


  His smile was jovial, but the little pig eyes were cold, dead. Those eyes watched a dozen deaths nightly. It was my job to stop those deaths, to wipe out the hate bars, yet here I was, an Actor Ninth Class, smiling awkwardly at him, saying, “Spectator, please.”


  He bowed, led me to the roped-off spectator booths. I ordered a drink and gazed at the participants with a sick fascination.


  They sat quietly, faces rigid, staring into the bar mirror. They drank with studied deliberation, eyes darting. A tall man in gray tunic suddenly threw his drink into a startled face. Steel flashed. There was a moan. Gray tunic fell to the sawdust-covered floor, writhing. There were shouts of delight from the spectators as two white-caped bartenders carried the body away. The drums blared.


  “Not fast enough,” said a voice at my elbow. “Eh, Midge?”


  It was Director Latham.


  “Surprised to see me here?” His smile was wry. “For your information the show was a flop.”


  I moistened my lips. “Impossible. The Reaction indicators—”


  “Novelty only, son.” He looked old, tired. “Sure, it’s a beautiful show. They’ll watch it for a week, two weeks.” He stared bleakly at the participants. “Then the snake pits again. We’ve failed.”


  His words sank in, numbly. I whispered, “We had a sixty million audience, it’s all the quota council needs. They could enact legislation tomorrow—”


  “And within a week the crime rate would be triple.” Latham’s voice was grim. “A man’s life wouldn’t be safe in broad daylight. People need emotional catharsis, the sight of blood. It’s why hate bars are legal. It’s why the council pours a million credits a month into our show, hoping to wean the populace, to educate them. But humans don’t care. Why should they! Why spend a lifetime learning to write music when an android child can make you weep with a whistled tune?” His smile was infinitely bitter. “Man built better than himself. Now he’s sorry, but it’s too late. He needs the androids, the beauty they can give him, and he’s ashamed to admit it. Here he meets himself on even terms. Our show needs some of this, Midge.”


  “No,” I whispered. “I’ll resign first.”


  “Will you?” His twisted smile. “You’re not a free agent, mister. The show must go on.”


  Five little words, quietly spoken.


  But my head snapped erect. Those five words were a trumpet blast, a joyous shout that stiffened the spine, that made you glad to be an Actor, proud of your heritage.


  “Damn you,” I said.


  “Midge White, XQ9,” he said sardonically. “X: white, Caucasian type. Q: special training from the creche, type superior. 9: Actor, the very best. You’re good, Midge. You’ve got a baritone like an organ. Onstage you’re passion and fire and storm. You can tear the heart out of an audience with a smile. You’ve got reflexes no human ever had, with twice the number of relay-nodes, heavier nerve fibers, instantaneous reaction time. You’re the penultimate, son. You’re theatre. And you’re letting your audience down.”


  His voice was raw, a pleading whisper. “I’m only a director. You’re the empathy kid, you know what the audience really needs. Give it to them.”


  “Sure!” I was shaking with a cold sick fury. “A few dead androids come curtain time! We can vote now, have you heard? If you prick us, do we not bleed—”


  “Save it,” he said wearily. “So twenty years ago you got emancipated, so what? The council still reserves the right to manufacture special androids for emergency. Humanoid types to test new antibiotics. Initial landing crews for unexplored planets. Guinea pigs—”


  “Slaves,” I said stiffly. “Class Nines are different, we’ve got free will.”


  “Really?” His smile grew into a smirk. “The show must—”


  “Don’t!” I was shaking.


  “Then think of something. Stick around, absorb some atmosphere.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “We’re counting on you, Midge. Good night.”


  He was gone.


  I sat, drenched in hate, staring after him, at the greedy faces around me, the taut hungry smiles. The participants section was still as death. Nobody moved. Those figures at the bar sat rigid, hands on their knives, waiting.


  I stood up. I was trembling. I walked through the gloom towards the crimson railing that ended the spectator’s area. There was a soft collective sigh behind me as I vaulted over the rail.


  At the bar, no one moved. It was very still and there was only the crunch of my feet in the sawdust. I carefully chose a seat at the far end of the bar as the bartender came up, smiling.


  “Suicide, huh pal? No weapon?”


  “Wine,” I said.


  He brought wine. Three stools away a little man in a brown business tunic turned his head.


  “On the house,” the bartender said cheerfully. “Under the rules you’re allowed one taste before you become fair prey. We don’t get many suicides here. Only a month ago—”


  “Beat it,” I said.


  He moved away, hurt. I looked at the wine. The little man on my left moistened his lips and smiled.


  “Made my first kill last week.” His nervous titter. “Sometimes I wonder how we got along before the hate bars. Once I was headed for a complete crackup. Failure at business, love, everything. Now I’m a new man, I’m somebody. Know what I mean?”


  “You ever watch the telecasts?” I said.


  “Pap!” he spat. “Tinsel propaganda, for children and old women.”


  I picked up my glass. His hand slid along the bar, towards his knife.


  I sipped my wine. The little man’s hand blurred. Steel glinted in the torchlight.


  Any android’s neural synapses are fast, and entertainer types are fastest of all. I plucked that knife out of midair, and held it thumb and forefinger, two inches from my throat.


  There was a soft moan of anticipation from the spectators. The bartender chuckled. “Very nice,” he said. “Under house rules he’s yours. Give it to him in the belly.”


  The little man’s adam’s apple quivered. “No,” he babbled. “It’s not fair! Did you see how he caught it? He’s an android!”


  The bartender’s eyes glittered. “Are you?”


  “Class XQ9,” I said.


  The crowd stirred and muttered. Hatred coiled in the air like a live thing. I looked at the twisted faces, the snarls. I threw the knife point-first into the bar. It quivered.


  “Get out,” the bartender said.


  I walked out. I wanted to vomit.


  I was thinking about Paul.


  I helped Paul move into our apartment next day. He was very cheerful, and Lisa was radiant. After they came back from registration, Paul carried Lisa over the threshold according to tradition and winked at me.


  I went for a walk.


  That next week I lived in a kind of quiet madness. They were together always, between rehearsals, after the show, bright heads close together, smiling and holding hands. Lisa was very sweet to me, the perfect companionate wife. It was all very civilized, very fine.


  I don’t know when I decided to kill Paul. Maybe it was that afternoon after rehearsal when I heard them talking about me backstage.


  “I talked to Latham this morning.” Paul’s smug voice. “The council’s going to close the show soon.”


  Lisa’s startled gasp. “But it’s a wonderful show. Midge says—”


  “Midge is old hat. Latham wanted him to change the script, he refused. The public wants action, sweetheart, not this watered mush we’re giving them. I want you to divorce Midge.”


  “Paul!”


  “You don’t love him, you never did. Look, baby, Midge belongs in the past with the dinosaur and the opera and video. He can’t adapt. Yesterday I got an offer to entertain at one of the best hate bars in town. Five hundred credits a week! We’ll make it a team act. You and me.”


  Faintly: “Hate bars will be banned soon.”


  His laughter was ugly. “Not until Midge can give the public something better, and he doesn’t know how.”


  “I’ll have to think about it,” she said.


  I don’t know how long I stood there after their voices died away. I remember moving about the stage numbly, looking at the cages, the still trapeze, the empty clown ring. I felt dead, all dead inside. In one of the cages something moved. It was the Zarl.


  We import Zarls from Callisto, especially for our show. Imagine an ecology gone mad, a complete anarchy of flora against fauna with one murderously dominant species, and you have the Zarl. This one rattled the cage bars, staring at me.


  “How much longer?” it asked. Zarls are slightly telepathic.


  “Perhaps six hours. Eat your meat.”


  “It is drugged. It will dull my reflexes so that you can kill me.”


  “At least you have a chance,” I pointed out. “Refuse to eat and you’ll starve.”


  Zarls have a horror of starving. Its claws scraped restlessly. “I hate you,” the Zarl said.


  “You hate everybody.”


  “You most of all. You planned this. Each night a Zarl dies.” It sniffed hopelessly at the meat.


  I stared at the Zarl. Slowly the thought took form.


  “Before you die,” I said softly, “how would you like one final kill?” The Zarl raised its muzzle and stared, the great yellow eyes expressionless. Then it grinned. I had to look away.


  ‘The human,” it said. “The male. You hate him.”


  “Yes.”


  “You will remove the drugged meat?”


  “Yes,” I said.


  It brooded unwinkingly. “Done,” it said.


  I remember that night. Lisa was so beautiful it hurt to look at her. She was fire and quicksilver, her song was sunlight and carnival and April rain. I loved her so much I wanted to cry. I remember how we stood in the wings before that last scene, and the way she squeezed my hand and whispered, “Midge, I’ve been such a fool. I’m going to divorce Paul.”


  I could not breathe.


  “I don’t love him, not really.” Her eyes were brimming. “I found out this afternoon what he really was. Quick, darling, there’s your cue. Hurry.”


  “Divorce him,” I said stupidly.


  “You’re onstage. I’ll tell you all about it later.”


  I stumbled onstage. I wanted to scream at Paul, to warn him, I wanted to run to the Zarl’s cage and bolt it tightly, but I am an Actor and I had no real choice. Midge the clown. Now singing, turning handsprings with the other clowns, juggling, dancing on the high wire. But the music was an ancient Danse Macabre, the song was a leaden dirge. It had been so unnecessary! Only a blind fool would have realized that Lisa’s infatuation for Paul was but a temporary thing. She loved me. She would always love me. Fool, fool and murderer! And now too late.


  For Paul and Lisa were standing in the center ring singing their final duet while the Zarl crouched in its cage as the cage door opened and the Zarl roared.


  The clowns scattered in mock panic. Lisa screamed.


  It was all part of the act, the Zarl was supposed to lumber from its cage in a drugged stupor. It would lunge feebly at Lisa and I would slay it.


  But the Zarl moved fast, fast. Lisa screamed again as it came at her in a feral rush. I dropped to the center ring, moving to intercept its anticipated charge towards Paul, then the sick agony as I understood, too late. It was after Lisa.


  It was a nightmare in slow motion. Lisa trying to run, stumbling. Falling. The Zarl caught her.


  She stopped screaming. Forever.


  The Zarl lifted its muzzle and grinned at me. I killed that Zarl with my bare hands.


  Through the grief and horror I realized someone was singing. Singing the Vests in a cracked horrible voice as the curtain came down. My voice. The grand finale.


  The lights were on, blindingly.


  Paul was sobbing. The stagehands were carrying Lisa’s body away. Someone was shaking me. It was Latham. His face was wet with tears.


  “You’ve done it,” he breathed. “Magnificent! What a trouper Lisa was. When the Zarl told me this afternoon I couldn’t believe it. What sacrifice!”


  “The Zarl told you,” I said. I could not understand. He kept talking and I did not understand.


  “It was the missing touch, Lisa’s death at the end, the final tragedy.” Latham wiped tears from his eyes. “Sheer genius, Midge! Look at those Reaction Banks!”


  The Reaction indicators flared a deep ruby, washing the stage in bloody light. Latham kept talking, huskily. “The council just called. We’ve got a smash hit. Within a week the hate bars will be condemned. The good fight is won, Midge! Meet Lisa II, fresh from the vats.”


  I looked at Lisa II. I understood.


  “Oh God,” Paul whispered. His hysterical laughter.


  Lisa II was lovely. She said with a shy smile, “I do hope we have a good rehearsal tomorrow. I won’t be as good as Lisa I, but I’ll certainly try.”


  “Rehearsal,” I said numbly.


  Rehearsal for her death. Tomorrow night, the next night, all the nights, forever watching Lisa die.


  The show must go on.


  THE QUEER CRITTER


  Gordon R. Dickson


  THERE’S MORE WAYS THAN ONE THAT THE WORLD MAY BE SAVED, AND LITTLE LONIE’S IS AS GOOD AS ANY.


  PLAY YOUR GUITAR, Little Lonie, play it loud. Play Down In the Holler, play Catbird’s A-Cryin’, and play Springfield Mountain.


  Walk down the road, Little Lonie. Walk down the mountain road in the ten o’clock morning of an early spring day with the sun shining on the brush and the pines all green under the blue sky and the dust a-rising like puffs of smoke from the road where your shoe-feet hit. Walk down the dip and around the bend and into the little holler, the far holler; and meet the Queer Critter that’s waiting for you there.


  “Little Lonie?” it says, when you get to the bottom of the holler.


  And you look right and you look left; you look high and you look low; and there you see it setting, under a bramble bush. It’s a cross between a spider and something awful pretty and first off it don’t seem right it can talk to you.


  “Where’s your mouth?” you say.


  “Haven’t got any, Little Lonie,” it says.


  “Where’s your eyes?” you say. “How come you can see me?”


  “Haven’t any eyes either,” says the Queer Critter. “I manage though. Don’t you fret about me, Little Lonie. Sit down and talk a spell.”


  And, half without knowing why you do it, you sit down with your guitar across your knees.


  “Who be you?” you ask.


  “Just a Queer Critter,” it says, “from a long ways off. Further than you can think, Little Lonie, and then a far piece yet. But the main thing is, Little Lonie, I’m not a human man, nor a human woman, either.”


  “Didn’t figure you was,” you say. “You see,” says the Queer Critter, “I been sitting by myself a long ways off; and I been hearing things about human folk. I heard so much I figured I’d come ask about them; and who should I meet this fine spring morning but you, Little Lonie.”


  “What-all you been hearing?” you ask.


  “A pile of things,” it answers back. “Some little good, but a great most bad. A real heap bad. Way out where I come from, Little Lonie, there’s some that think human folk ought to be locked up where they are right now and never let go nowhere. And there’s even some others say they oughtn’t be allowed to live.”


  That kind of makes you laugh.


  “I know folks like that,” you say. “You do?” says the Queer Critter. “Why sure,” you say. “They’s always some a little sour and some a trifle skeered; but you can get ’em out of it.”


  “How do you get them out of it?” asks the Queer Critter.


  “Times by talking,” you say, “times by playing them out of it. Me and my guitar got a song for near every trouble.”


  “That so?” it says, real polite for a Queer Critter, “now, suppose someone was to come up to you and say that spite of Scripture there’s mighty few among human folk loves their fellow man—or their fellow critter, either.”


  “Why, I’d figure,” you answer, letting your fingers kind of stray on the steel strings of the guitar, “I’d figure the one as said that had been hearing too much from other folks that were plumb born worriers. I’d figure he didn’t know folks like I know them. For a one like that, I’d figure he’s forgotten all the lovin’ couples and all the mothers that love their children; and I’d sing him some love songs and some cradle songs.”


  “That’s all right about that,” says the Queer Critter, “but how about them not loving critters?”


  “Why, bless you,” you says, “there’s a great heap of folks loves critters. Why, I could sing you any number of dog-lovin’ and horse-lovin’ songs. I even know one fish-lovin’ song.”


  “Maybe that’s true,” it says, “but those are critters folk already know.”


  “What’s that got to do with it?” you says back. “Was a time each one didn’t know them—they just learned, is all. You figure nobody’s born knowing horses, or dogs, or fish. All a body’s born with’s the lovin’ feel. You got that, you kin learn to love ary critter, be you given a chance.”


  “Might be that’s so,” admits the Queer Critter, “but you got to admit human folk do a lot of terrible fighting and killing.”


  “I can’t deny that,” you says, “but fighting, it comes out of pure unhappiness. Fighting and killing comes usual out of pure misery. Leave it up to most ary man or woman I know and he won’t fight nor kill long as he’s feeling good and happy.”


  “Well,” says the Queer Critter, “and whose fault is it that a man’s unhappy, if it isn’t his own? Hasn’t he had a chance to make the world a happy place?”


  “Reckon he has,” you says, “if you want to call it a chance. But shucks, I call it just a little old part of a chance.”


  “Don’t see how you figure that, Little Lonie,” it says.


  “Don’t take figuring,” you says, “just stands to reason, that’s all.”


  “That’s a mighty weak answer, Little Lonie,” says the Queer Critter.


  “Might be for some people,” you says, minding yourself of the distance you got yet to go, and getting to your feet. “Might be for just about anybody but the most of folks. Heard tell once folks all lived in caves, though I could never get it straight if that was afore the Flood or after. Might be Adam and Eve found a cave to live in after they got throwed out of the Garden. Might be Noah and his folks all had to hunt up a cave when the water went down. Don’t make no difference, for the point is, they didn’t stay in them caves.’Cause that’s folks. They just got to change things; and wasn’t never no change made yet without some dust-up in the doing of it. Shucks, folks ain’t angels—they’re folk! When you get back to them as have been saying so much about human folk, you tell’m that. Folk got two things. Most of them try, and most of them got the right feelin’s to start with; and if they ever come visiting that-away, tell your friends to remember that; and they and human folks’ll get along just fine.”


  “I’ll do that, Little Lonie,” says the Queer Critter. “Now you just stand back away from my lightnin’ rod things here, and I’ll be on my way.”


  And with that the Queer Critter aims a couple of shiny rods at the ground and all of a sudden, swishpop, it’s gone, and you don’t see it no more.


  So you scratch your head for a minute, looking at the place where it set. Then you shrug your shoulders, Little Lonie, and turn back onto the road, heading up the far side of the holler and all along on down the way to the next place to stop. And the sun comes through the pines; and the birds bounce on the bramble branches; and you swing the guitar around so that it hangs by its shoulder cord in front of you where your fingers can reach.


  For out of pure happiness you feel like singing. And you go on down the road playing and singing a new song just come into your head but one that you’ll be playing on many a doorstep to come. For it’s a pretty tune and it’s called Great Day A’Dawnin’.


  AUNT ELSE’S STAIRWAY


  Anthony Riker


  THE MALODONS AND JAROPPI PIE WERE TO BE FOUND ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE DOOR AT THE TOP OF THE STAIRS; WHO CAN BLAME A MAN FOR CHOOSING AS BLAKE FENTON DID?


  BLAKE FENTON had always known his Aunt Else Purgee as a round-cheeked, cheerful woman who was all kindness and concern, although she could be, at times, a little bit odd.


  As Blake grew older, from childhood to boyhood, it became constantly more difficult to reconcile the cheerfulness, the round-cheeked vitality, of Aunt Else with the picture of the other gaunt-cheeked, gaunteyed Aunt Else that grew bit by bit, fed surreptitiously by scraps of chatter at picnics and family reunions and in the back parlors at family funerals. That was another Aunt Else altogether, a woman he had never known and found it hard to conceive, even with the aid of the scattered word pictures and hints that, in time, he began to collect as another boy might collect birds’ eggs or postage stamps.


  He could never remember when or where he first got a glimpse of that other, earlier, Aunt Else. It was lost somewhere on the vague threshold of expanding awareness between “what a cunning little fellow” and “my, my, but our Blake certainly is a little man now.”


  Even as a little fellow Blake Fenton had looked forward ecstatically to every visit to the trim, always neatly painted home of his Aunt Else. It was a tallish, thin-waisted sort of a house that looked even taller, like a flat-chested, tightly corseted spinster, with its half-lot of green lawn and red brick bordered flower beds on either side. But its greatest charm was inside, in the two and one-half floors of rooms beyond and above the narrow roofed porch that sprawled across the front and shouldered its way all the way back on either side.


  Perhaps the secret of its interior charm, for a boy growing up in a world of suddenly quickened change, was the fact that within Aunt Else Purgee’s house nothing ever changed.


  It was only much later, as a man, that he was to understand the deeper reason for the static quality inside a house which Aunt Else always kept so bright and white on the outside. In those first dreadful years after what the family called “the night Abner left” and older elements of the town referred to more bluntly as “Major Purgee’s disappearance” it must have been sheer indrawn hopelessness, an enervating vacuity of will, that kept the middle-aged woman, growing haggard and gaunt then, from touching a single stick of the furniture or changing as much as one of the broad-framed pictures, even the portrait of Major Abner Purgee in his Spanish-American War uniform. In the years that followed, when Else Purgee’s cheeks filled out again and reddened with high good health, it is doubtful if she ever again saw those rooms with more than half a mind. But as a boy Blake Fenton could hardly have guessed at all that, and none of the others were ever to know.


  All that Blake was ever to know of his Uncle Abner was that portrait, weak in line and composition but heroic in color and pose, which hung in its great wooden frame just above the foot of the lower stairs. Abner himself must have hung it there for some reason best known to himself. It was an odd place for a portrait of the master of the house, even a bad portrait; well, the family was agreed that Abner Purgee had always been an odd man.


  But as a schoolboy at a public school in the other end of the town Blake hardly had to wait for the whispers of the family to piece together the facts of Abner Purgee’s disappearance, which already was blurring into a sort of mythological permanence. The facts, to the great discomfiture of the town itself, were very few. So few that, after a hurried and expectant pawing of Abner Purgee’s whole life since boyhood, it was reluctantly agreed that there seemed little reason to believe that the graying but still good-looking major had run off with a woman or to a woman or even from a woman, even Else Purgee. Though there had been, in fact, a measure of halfhearted conjecture on that last score.


  The major had simply disappeared.


  Else Purgee took it hard. For a time, just for a time, she tried to carry on as usual, swishing her gay little parasol to the afternoon gatherings on the elm-shaded lawns of neighbors, milling with the others at the frequent evening socials at the church or parsonage. Everyone was kind. Too kind perhaps. Gradually, week by week and month by month, Else Purgee gave up the brave battle against the sudden silences that greeted her appearances; withdrew to the sanctuary of the two and a half stories of the thin, narrow-waisted Purgee house.


  In those months she grew thinner. In time, on her infrequent trips to market or to church, the town was amazed at the stringy gauntness of her once so plump body and the shadowy hollows of her cheeks. Within two years the town had begun to accept this new Else Purgee as the Else Purgee. Even the immediate family learned slowly to shrug it off and leave Else Purgee pretty much alone, as she so definitely wished to be left alone.


  Then, two years later, came the amazing reappearance of Major Abner Purgee—a short-lived sensation.


  It was not, to be utterly truthful, exactly a reappearance, despite the whispered word, “Major Purgee is back,” which swept the town.


  A workman, walking home to the town’s more squalid quarters after a night shift at the pottery, told of seeing Major Abner Purgee striding briskly through the deserted business section. An owl car motorman corroborated the tale. It was autumn then, a chilly autumn. The man they saw had his hat tugged low and his greatcoat collar pulled up about his neck and chin. But both were certain, despite the all but hidden face in the before-dawn hour, that it was the Major they saw.


  The older families, in the older sections of the town, when the word finally reached them through their servants, at first poohpoohed the wild tale. But it was harder to be skeptical a week or so later when old Doc Blaine, driving his gray gelding along Elm Street on a midnight call, saw the Major puttering slowly along the flagstone sidewalk, halting to gaze at each of the friendly old brick houses in turn, like a man long homesick returned from the wars. It was hard to doubt the old doctor’s word or the old doctor’s eye. Then, when autumn already was chilling into early winter, Else and Abner in arm under the shadows of the Purgee were twice seen strolling arm twisty old trees of the neighborhood in the hours after bedtime.


  Her family, brothers and sisters, rushing to the tall house where she lived alone, put the question bluntly to Else.


  “Is the Major back?”


  The gaunt woman, whose sunken cheeks already were starting to fill and redden, kept her lips tight and made no answer, though the brothers and sisters could have sworn there was mocking laughter in her eyes. The final flurry of gossip, given little credence but retold often, was provided by a visitor to Else Purgee’s house. When she entered the front hall, she reported, a well-brushed derby of the Major’s was hanging from a spike on the cumbersome front hall cloak rack. Discreetly, she said nothing; that, at least, was her story. Later, while taking tea with Else Purgee in the downstairs sitting room, she could have sworn, she said, to hearing cautious foot treads on the stair. When she went back into the hall to take her departure the hat was gone.


  It was sometime during the period when the intermittent rumors of the Major’s reappearance were enlivening an otherwise dull season that Else Purgee moved her bed to the top floor. Just when she did that none of the brothers and sisters ever really knew. A visiting sister made the discovery. They all argued with her then, of course, to return to her old bedroom on the second floor; failing in that they argued, with no more success, that she should at least install another water closet on the tiny third floor.


  That third floor, hardly more than half a story in fact, may once have been an attic. But in much earlier years, when a large family of little Purgees were growing up in the old house, it had been converted into a bedroom. There was only one other room on the floor, a smaller room opening off the attic bedroom that had become a sort of catch-all over the years; a room which no one, except perhaps Abner or Else, had entered in what is still commonly referred to in the town as “a coon’s age.”


  The family carried on a running battle for weeks, months even; first to bring Else Purgee out of her third floor bedroom, then to clear away the old storeroom as a modern lavatory. Else Purgee only maintained her usual tight-lipped, mocking-eyed silence. She stayed and the storeroom stayed.


  It was during the months and years immediately following the briefly rumored “return” of the Major, that neighbors and friends began to remark the emergence of little eccentricities in Else Purgee. Perhaps, they told each other knowingly, it was that strange, brief visit of Abner Purgee that had affected the tall, lonely woman in the tall, lonely house. Whether or not it had done anything to her mind, it certainly had affected her health. She became the round-cheeked, cheerful woman that Blake Fenton and the other nephews and nieces were to know so well, though none, perhaps, better than Blake. She was no longer gaunt of body; there was a definite look of complete fulfillment about her.


  The Major was never seen again, but in those earlier years Else Purgee spoke of him often, quoting pithy remarks of his as though they had been made only that morning at the breakfast table. She had a way of biting her lower lip when she caught herself in an unguarded reference to her husband that only added to the mystery of her growing eccentricities.


  One afternoon, five or six years after the Major’s briefly-rumored return, she blurted to a sister the astonishing news that the Major was dead.


  “But he had a good life these past years,” she said. “He was very happy.”


  That was all she would say about the death of Major Abner Purgee and even the family could never be really sure. In time, however, they came intuitively to accept the possibility that Else might have had her own way of knowing. The neighbors only smiled, but the smiles were kindly ones. They liked this redcheeked, friendly woman whom they saw so infrequently.


  There was something odd about that, too, they agreed, but they kept their questions unasked. The day of friendly tolerance when tolerance itself was a seldom-heard word had not yet passed, though the concrete and steel fingers of a brawling new age already were pushing toward Elm Street and Maple Avenue. They simply accepted the fact that for weeks at a time Else Purgee apparently lived alone within the confines of the wasp-waisted old house, with not even an infrequent sally to the grocer’s or the baker’s and no delivery trucks stopping at the Purgee door. Just as they came to accept the equally odd fact that, for a woman who stayed so much indoors, Else Purgee’s plump face and neck and arms managed always, even in early autumn and late winter, to keep a surprisingly brown suntan.


  If Major Purgee dropped out of his wife’s, or his widow’s, conversation there were other conversational eccentricities that became whispered family legends. Such as her remark that, “The glissings and the glox are lovely this spring and the jaroppi blossoms were never more beautiful.” Or her casual statement that the past winter had been a pleasantly open, mild one, when everyone remembered the payroll for snow-shovellers that all but flattened a depleted town treasury.


  To the rest of the family the glissings and glox and jaroppi remained only words; to Blake Fenton, in the fabulous years between his ninth and his eleventh birthdays, they became things, lovely, fragrant things, to be sniffed and touched and placed forever in special niches of the memory with the apple blossoms on Adam’s Hill and the autumn pawpaw fruit along Mill Creek.


  It was typical of the very special relationship that grew up slowly between the wide-eyed, lonely only child and the full-cheeked recluse that she allowed him to share even that much of her great secret. And as equally typical that the boy did not once think of hinting to others, by so much as a word or a look, of the things he found in the quiet, aging house where he went to play so often after his mother’s death.


  Perhaps it was the boy’s innate ability to accept the world always on its own terms, no matter how odd or unbelievable those terms might seem at times, that created a subtle bond between them. Or perhaps it was a native strain of vivid imagination which had early led him to the knowledge that to ask too many questions was to make of the world a dull, prosaic place. Blake Fenton had learned that it is sometimes best to withhold the ultimate questions; the imagination, he found, could supply answers much more wonderful than the flat truth could ever be. At least he thought that then.


  Blake Fenton could hardly have been more than nine the day he found the glox. That discovery was made purely by accident. It was one of those hot summer days, blazing hot by mid-morning, that sent even children into the cool shadowy interiors of old houses. Aunt Else was busy in the kitchen. Young Blake, playing quietly by himself in the front hall, invented some wonderful new game which took him slowly up the stairs to the second floor and up the shorter, narrower stairs to Aunt Else’s top floor room. Always before on his infrequent journeys to the top of the house, severely frowned upon by his aunt, he had found her bedroom door locked. But on this hot July morning the door stood partially ajar. The boy hesitated for only a moment, then pushed into the room.


  Every single item in that place of mystery, however commonplace, should have captured the child’s imagination. Instead, he found his gaze riveted on a bowl of cut flowers on Else Purgee’s dresser. They were the strangest flowers he had ever seen. And the most beautiful. The huge blossoms were of a deeply vivid color that no paint box, no forays into spring orchards or summer meadows or autumn woods had ever taught him.


  Strangest of all was their glistening wetness. Moisture beaded their broad petals, dripped slowly from their thick stems.


  As he moved across the room he saw for the first time the tell-tale trail of puddled wetness across the faded carpet. Someone, perhaps only minutes before, had walked from the closed storeroom door to Aunt Else’s dresser, then returned. Someone whose shoes were wet and whose cloak was rain-wet and dripping.


  A startled gasp came from the hall doorway. Blake Fenton whirled to find his aunt towering there.


  For a moment the two, woman and boy, stood staring at each other. At last she moved toward him, but when she was almost at his side she hesitated, her gaze swinging from her wide-eyed nephew to the closed storeroom door. Slowly, her face softened, the firm, angry line of her jaw relaxed.


  “It’s that Mrs. Malodon; she’s always doing friendly things like that,” Else Purgee said softly, as though that explained everything.


  It would be hard to say whether what she did next she did out of confidence in her nephew or from sheer acceptance of the fact that the boy had already seen enough to make the gamble almost obligatory.


  “I’m going downstairs, but only for a moment,” she said. “You must not go near that door, Blake.”


  Whatever her motive, she had judged her nephew rightly. Perhaps Blake Fenton, at the age of nine, lacked something of that driving curiosity and disregard of authority not altogether unbecoming in a growing boy. He was standing at a window, gazing down on a sunbaked lawn, when Else Purgee returned. She wore a frayed old coat which she used only on rainy days and carried a rolled umbrella in one hand. With the other hand she held a pan of blueberry muffins hot from the oven and covered by a tea towel and several thicknesses of newspaper.


  “Mrs. Malodon loves blueberry muffins,” the round-cheeked woman told her nephew. “And they’ll be doubly nice on a gloomy, rainy day.”


  Else Purgee opened the storeroom door, and closed it behind her. Blake Fenton heard a key turn in the lock on the further side. He, was crying when his aunt returned five minutes later, locking the storeroom behind her. The umbrella was wet now and there was a trace of mud on Else Purgee’s shoes.


  His aunt shucked out of the old, rain-splotched coat, pulled a kerchief from an apron pocket,. and daubed the tears from her nephew’s eyes. There was a strangely compassionate softness in Else Purgee’s eyes and for one spine-tingling, breath-stopping moment Blake Fenton felt almost certain that his aunt would offer to take him back with her for a moment, just one moment, across the threshold of the storeroom door. Perhaps, if he were lucky, even down the stairway that must lead to the rain-wet, muddy backyard of Mrs. Malodon’s house. There was a stairway there, he knew; an open, wooden stair that led down from the storeroom to the rear lawn like some gaunt, forgotten fire-escape. But that stairway, the stairway he knew, did not lead to Mrs. Malodon’s.


  The moment of breathless anticipation was followed almost at once by a wave of nausea, of revulsion, of actual fear of that closed doorway. Blake Fenton was glad when his aunt took him by the hand and led him from the room.


  Safely downstairs again, in the kitchen she carefully unfurled a bundled tea towel which had covered the muffin pan. Within were more of the strange, unearthly blooms that Else Purgee called by the name of glox. There was a strange fruit there, too; a huge fruit, very like a giant pear, except that it was blue—a deep, shimmering blue like no earthly blue the boy had ever seen.


  “It’s a jaroppi fruit,” Else Purgee told the wide-eyed child. “Mrs. Malodon sent it just for you, Blake. But you must not go outside the house to eat it.”


  She chuckled when the boy’s lips puckered involuntarily as he bit into the fruit.


  “They’re not fully ripe yet, really,” she said. “Later they’ll turn almost purple; then they are truly ripe. Then we will have some jaroppi pie, Blake, just you and I. And next spring you shall see the jaroppi blossoms. They are beautiful, Blake, the jaroppi blossoms.”


  They did have jaroppi pie many times during the later summer and the early fall, alone together in the thin-waisted old house, and in the spring she brought him the blossoms, glowing red and gold and not at all like the giant purple-blue fruit.


  But the door to Else Purgee’s topfloor room was never again left open.


  Perhaps if Blake Fenton had continued to grow up in the town, there might have been a day when that door would have been open to him; perhaps even that other door to the old, unused storeroom and the stairway beyond. Perhaps, but the boy did not stay in town. It was only five days after his eleventh birthday that Blake Fenton’s father went to a new job in a faraway city and Blake Fenton went with him, to a new, strange life that, within a year, was to include a stepmother and a half-sister and a whole new world of “relatives” that he had never met before. In time the glox and the warm jaroppi pies, like the late summer apples on Adam’s Hill and the paw-paws along Mill Creek, were forgotten.


  Or almost forgotten.


  There was the summer when he was twenty-one and already marked at the office as one of the bright young men, that he chose to revisit the town on his annual week’s vacation with pay. Meeting old schoolmates was a disappointment; he had been too lonely as a child, too young when he left for the city. So, very soon, he was at his Aunt Else’s house, in the parlor that was still a parlor, with his aunt’s hands upon his shoulders. She was older now, but like the house itself, she seemed somehow only a little older. There was no doubt of his welcome. It was there in Else Purgee’s eyes as the tall woman looked into the eyes of her nephew, on a level with her own now; it was in the grip of her fingers on his shoulders.


  For a moment, just for a moment, Blake Fenton felt that spine-tingling, breath-stopping sense of expectancy which had come to him that hot July morning, so many years ago, when he had stood with his aunt by that closed door in the upper room. But something Else Purgee found in his eyes, or something she failed to find there, caused her to hesitate and the moment was lost.


  Within an hour he was on a train bound for the city. He never expected to go back.


  Blake Fenton was already well on the way to a vice-presidency in his company when Else Purgee died. They found her, he was told, in the little upper bedroom she had stubbornly insisted on keeping to the last. They found her slumped against the storeroom door, dead fingers clutching the knob. Only Blake Fenton guessed at the truth. Only Blake Fenton knew, when the will was probated, why Else Purgee had left the house and all of its contents to him.


  He left the handling of the old house to Simon Soames who had been for years the Purgees’ family lawyer, as his father had been before him. Blake Fenton proceeded to forget the very existence of the old house, as he had forgotten so much else. He already had his vice-presidency, a shinier and larger office, and a comfortably swelling bank account that he found little time to spend, when a letter from old Soames sent him back on what was to be his last visit.


  It was a simple enough letter. Nothing about it called for his presence in the town. Soames wrote that an insurance firm had offered a tidy sum for the old Purgee place as a site for a new office building. The offer hardly surprised Blake Fenton. Long ago the new world of concrete and steel had begun to shoulder its way onto Elm Street and Maple Avenue; the old elms and maples already had fallen before the ax and the bulldozer.


  He dictated a brief note to Soames advising him to sell. It should have been as simple as that, but it was not. The note was never signed, never mailed. When, the day’s work was over, he stayed on irresolutely in the office; sat alone for a long time at his desk in the deserted, silent building that was like a steel and granite tomb in the fading evening. The memories that had been little more than nagging annoyances since the arrival of Simon Soames’ letter, grew in the unaccustomed silence into a torrent, a warm flood that engulfed him.


  In the end he fingered the duplicate key to the old house, which Soames had sent him two years before, the key that had never been used; wired Soames to do nothing until he should arrive.


  His hometown, when he stepped from the train to a new concrete platform before a new station, struck him like a blow. This was another town, even the few old landmarks served only to remind him more poignantly of the magnitude of the change. The faces in the station, on the street, were the faces he had left behind in the city; the eyes that met his were the same glittering, greedy eyes of squirrels racing on a treadmill after larger and larger nuts that were always just out of reach, content always to run a little faster, a little faster.


  The old, innate ability to accept life always on its own terms, whatever those terms might be, had betrayed him. He had sensed that vaguely in those long hours of the train journey. He knew it now. Perhaps, he thought it had betrayed them all.


  He had meant to go first to Simon Soames’ office. Instead, he stepped into a taxi and ordered the driver to take him directly to the old Purgee place. It was typical of this new town, he realized with a sharp pang, that he had to give the driver the exact street address.


  He stood for a while on the sidewalk, surveying the place. Along the whole length of the street die elms and maples that had made cool green arches in the summer were gone. On one side of the house a four-story brick apartment building shouldered the edge of the Purgee property, that was Blake Fenton’s property now. At the other side stood a three-story building housing a hodge-podge assortment of offices and small shops. Between them the thin-waisted old house with its sprawling verandas stood freshly painted, bright blue shutters across each window. Blake Fenton, from his desk in the city, had insisted that the old house be kept primly painted, as it always had been in Else Purgee’s day. He regretted that now. Shabby gentility would have been, in these surroundings, more becoming inside, in the dusky hallway, Abner Purgee’s portrait greeted Blake Fenton like a dim ghost from his childhood.


  It was the boy, the boy who had spent so many happy hours in the old house, who had found or created a childhood world of his own in its high-ceilinged rooms, who sat quietly now in the dim-lit, shuttered parlor. The man of affairs, the vice-president, found himself acutely uncomfortable there. He found himself thinking of too many things he did not care to think about, had never allowed himself to think about. Of his broken marriage that had lasted so short a time. Of the trim suburban cottage, bought with such high hopes, gone so quickly in the wreckage of that marriage. Of—but there were too many things.


  It was the boy, the ghost of a wide-eyed, eager boy of nine, who forced him at last up the stairs to the darkened second floor hall and up those other, narrower stairs to Else Purgee’s little third-story room.


  Again, as on that earlier visit, he had no eyes for the room or its austerely scanty furnishings. But this time there were no strange, beautiful blossoms to draw him. It was the doorway alone that drew him now, the narrow door to the storeroom and to the strange stairway beyond.


  All of the bits and scraps of gossip hoarded so carefully in childhood fell neatly into place now, formed a pattern. It was a surprising pattern, an almost unbelievable pattern, but it brought no shock of surprise to the mature man standing before the closed storeroom door. Perhaps, he thought, the truth had been there all the time in the depths of his mind, unwelcome, unrecognized.


  No one now could ever know nor even guess when or how that strange extra-dimensional stairway between worlds had first appeared. Nor just when Abner Purgee had first found that it was there. Certainly he must have kept it secret from his wife for a long time. Blake Fenton understood, suddenly, the hell of torture through which Abner Purgee must have walked in those days and nights before he made his final choice between worlds. He saw now clearly, with a depth of compassion he had never before known, the essential tragedy of Else Purgee, powerless to choose, valiantly seeking a measure of happiness in compromise.


  He saw now, too, with an awful, blinding clarity a truth he had never guessed before—that though man has always dreamed, will always dream, of a doorway, of another chance, he cringes instinctively from the reality, unable or unwilling to make a choice.


  Blake Fenton turned away and hurried down the two flights of stairs. There was a neighborhood drug store on the far corner. From a pay booth he dialed Simon Soames’ office, waved away Soames’ ejaculation of surprise.


  “Sell the place,” he ordered.


  Close the doorway! Wreck it, smash it, destroy it!


  His hands, his whole body trembled as he pushed to a stool at the little fountain, ordered coffee. For a long time, over the coffee, he sat staring at the taut, tired face reflected from the back-bar mirror. At last he buried his face in his hands. He heard the fountain girl move toward him.


  “Is something wrong?” she asked. Blake Fenton looked up at her.


  “Yes,” he said quietly. “A lot is wrong.”


  He rose and walked the half block back to the old Purgee place. In the hall, he stood for a long moment staring at the dust-coated portrait of Abner Purgee before he began climbing the stairs.


  Somehow, somewhere, perhaps in his own childhood, this world that was his world had made a wrong turning onto a blind street; had shucked off all of its old traditions to sign a blind, greedy contract with the future. Perhaps, just perhaps, Blake Fenton told himself as he trudged up the narrow staircase, in that other world that was somehow so close they would have asked to read the small print on the contract before they signed.


  The knob of the storeroom door turned in his hand. He hesitated only seconds before he pushed the door open, stepped through the doorway that so soon now would be destroyed. For just a moment, as he closed the door behind him, the room was at his back. He felt a pleasant breeze against his cheek and turned slowly. The room’s one window was unshuttered and open. Through the open window he caught the fragrance of new-mown grass; heard the shrill laughter of children at play in the yard next door. A jaroppi bough, heavy with red and gold blossoms, scraped lightly against the window screen. From somewhere far came the tinkle of bells of an ice-cream cart. Blake Fenton crossed the room to the outer stair.


  “I hope the Malodons still live in that house across the alley,” he told himself, and grinned.


  THE LAST OF THE MASTERS


  Philip K. Dick


  A STRANGE REMNANT OF THE WORLD THAT WAS HID OUT IN A MOUNTAIN VALLEY, RULED BY A MIND OUT OF THE PAST


  CONSCIOUSNESS collected around him. He returned with reluctance; the weight of centuries, an unbearable fatigue, lay over him. The ascent was painful. He would have shrieked if there were anything to shriek with. And anyhow, he was beginning to feel glad.


  Eight thousand times he had crept back thus, with ever-increasing difficulty. Someday he wouldn’t make it. Someday the black pool would remain. But not this day. He was still alive; above the aching pain and reluctance came joyful triumph.


  “Good morning,” a bright voice said. “Isn’t it a nice day? I’ll pull the curtains and you can look out.”


  He could see and hear. But he couldn’t move. He lay quietly and allowed the various sensations of the room to pour in on him. Carpets, wallpaper, tables, lamps, pictures. Desk and vidscreen. Gleaming yellow sunlight streamed through the window. Blue sky. Distant, hills. Fields, buildings, roads, factories. Workers and machines.


  Peter Green was busily straightening things, his young face wreathed with smiles. “Lots to do today. Lots of people to see you. Bills to sign. Decisions to make. This is Saturday. There will be people coming in from the remote sectors. I hope the maintenance crew has done a good job.” He added quickly, “They have, of course. I talked to Fowler on my way over here. Everything’s fixed up fine.”


  The youth’s pleasant tenor mixed with the bright sunlight. Sounds and sights, but nothing else. He could feel nothing. He tried to move his arm but nothing happened.


  “Don’t worry,” Green said, catching his terror. “They’ll soon be along with the rest. You’ll be all right. You have to be. How could we survive without you?”


  He relaxed. God knew, it had happened often enough before. Anger surged dully. Why couldn’t they coordinate? Get it up all at once, not piecemeal. He’d have to change their schedule. Make them organize better.


  Past the bright window a squat metal car chugged to a halt. Uniformed men piled out, gathered up heavy armloads of equipment, and hurried toward the main entrance of the building.


  “Here they come,” Green exclaimed with relief. “A little late, eh?”


  “Another traffic tie-up,” Fowler snorted, as he entered. “Something wrong with the signal system again. Outside flow got mixed up with the urban stuff; tied up on all sides. I wish you’d change the law.”


  Now there was motion all around him. The shapes of Fowler and McLean loomed, two giant moons abruptly ascendant. Professional faces that peered down at him anxiously. He was turned over on his side. Muffled conferences. Urgent whispers. The clank of tools.


  “Here,” Fowler muttered. “Now here. No, that’s later. Be careful. Now run it up through here.”


  The work continued in taut silence. He was aware of their closeness. Dim outlines occasionally cut off his light. He was turned this way and that, thrown around like a sack of meal.


  “Okay,” Fowler said. “Tape it.”


  A long silence. He gazed dully at the wall, at the slightly-faded blue and pink wallpaper. An old design that showed a woman in hoopskirts, with a little parasol over her dainty shoulder. A frilly white blouse, tiny tips of shoes. An astoundingly clean puppy at her side.


  Then he was turned back, to face upward. Five shapes groaned and strained over him. Their fingers flew, their muscles rippled under their shirts. At last they straightened up and retreated, Fowler wiped sweat from his face; they were all tense and bleary-eyed.


  “Go ahead,” Fowler rasped. “Throw it.”


  Shock hit him. He gasped. His body arched, then settled slowly down.


  His body. He could feel. He moved his arms experimentally. He touched his face, his shoulder, the wall. The wall was real and hard. All at once the world had become three-dimensional again.


  Relief showed on Fowler’s face. “Thank-God.” He sagged wearily. “How do you feel?”


  After a moment he answered, “All right.”


  Fowler sent the rest of the crew out. Green began dusting again, off in the corner. Fowler sat down on the edge of the bed and lit his pipe. “Now listen to me,” he said. “I’ve got bad news. I’ll give it to you the way you always want it, straight from the shoulder.”


  “What is it?” he demanded. He examined his fingers. He already knew.


  There were dark circles under Fowler’s eyes. He hadn’t shaved. His square-jawed face was drawn and unhealthy. “We were up all night. Working on your motor system. We’ve got it jury-rigged, but it won’t hold. Not more than another few months. The thing’s climbing. The basic units can’t be replaced. When they wear they’re gone. We can weld in relays and wiring, but we can’t fix the five synapsis-coils. There were only a few men who could make those, and they’ve been dead two centuries. If the coils burn out—”


  “Is there any deterioration in the synapsis-coils?” he interrupted.


  “Not yet. Just motor areas. Arms, in particular. What’s happening to your legs will happen to your arms and finally all your motor system. You’ll be paralyzed by the end of the year. You’ll be able to see, hear, and think. And broadcast. But that’s all.” He added, “Sorry, Bors. We’re doing all we can.”


  “All right,” Bors said. “You’re excused. Thanks for telling me straight. I—guessed.”


  “Ready to go down? A lot of people with problems, today. They’re stuck until you get there.”


  “Let’s go.” He focussed his mind with an effort and turned his attention to the details of the day. “I want the heavy metals research program speeded. It’s lagging, as usual. I may have to pull a number of men from related work and shift them to the generators. The water level will be dropping soon. I want to start feeding power along the lines while there’s still power to feed. As soon as I turn my back everything starts falling apart.”


  Fowler signalled Green and he came quickly over. The two of them bent over Bors and, grunting, hoisted him up and carried him to the door. Down the corridor and outside.


  They deposited him in the squat metal car, the new little service truck. Its polished surface was a startling contrast to his pitted, corroded hull, bent and splotched and eaten away. A dull, patina-covered machine of archaic steel and plastic that hummed faintly, rustily, as the men leaped in the front seat and raced the car out onto the main highway.


  Edward Tolby perspired, pushed his pack up higher, hunched over, tightened his gun belt, and cursed.


  “Daddy,” Silvia reproved. “Cut that.”


  Tolby spat furiously in the grass at the side of the road. He put his arm around his slim daughter “Sorry, Silv. Nothing personal. The damn heat.”


  Mid-morning sun shimmered down on the dusty road. Clouds of dust rose and billowed around the three as they pushed slowly along. They were dead tired. Tolby’s heavy face was flushed and sullen. An unlit cigarette dangled between his lips. His big, powerfully built body was hunched resentfully forward. His daughter’s canvas shirt clung moistly to her arms and breasts. Moons of sweat darkened her back. Under her jeans her thigh muscles rippled wearily.


  Robert Penn walked a little behind the two Tolbys, hands deep in his pockets, eyes on the road ahead. His mind was blank; he was half asleep from the double shot of hexobarb he had swallowed at the last League camp. And the heat lulled him. On each side of the road fields stretched out, pastures of grass and weeds, a few trees here and there. A tumbled-down farmhouse. The ancient rusting remains of a bomb shelter, two centuries old. Once, some dirty sheep.


  “Sheep,” Penn said. “They eat the grass too far down. It won’t grow back.”


  “Now he’s a farmer,” Tolby said to his daughter.


  “Daddy,” Silvia snapped. “Stop being nasty.”


  “It’s this heat. This damn heat.” Tolby cursed again, loudly and futilely. “It’s not worth it. For ten pinks I’d go back and tell them it was a lot of pig swill.”


  “Maybe it is, at that,” Penn said mildly.


  “All right, you go back,” Tolby grunted. “You go back and tell them it’s a lot of pig swill. They’ll pin a medal on you. Maybe raise you up a grade.”


  Penn laughed. “Both of you shut up. There’s some kind of town ahead.”


  Tolby’s massive body straightened eagerly. “Where?” He shielded his eyes. “By God, he’s right. A village. And it isn’t a mirage. You see it, don’t you?” His good humor returned and he rubbed his big hands together. “What say, Penn. A couple of beers, a few games of throw with some of the local peasants—maybe we can stay overnight.” He licked his thick lips with anticipation. “Some of those village wenches, the kind that hang around the grog shops—”


  “I know the kind you mean,” Penn broke in. “The kind that are tired of doing nothing. Want to see the big commercial centers. Want to meet some guy that’ll buy them mecho-stuff and take them places.”


  At the side of the road a farmer was watching them curiously. He had halted his horse and stood leaning on his crude plow, hat pushed back on his head.


  “What’s the name of this town?” Tolby yelled.


  The farmer was silent a moment. He was an old man, thin and weathered. “This town?” he repeated.


  “Yeah, the one ahead.”


  “That’s a nice town.” The farmer eyed the three of them. “You been through here before?”


  “No, sir,” Tolby said. “Never.”


  “Team break down?”


  “No, we’re on foot.”


  “How far you come?”


  “About a hundred and fifty miles.”


  The farmer considered the heavy packs strapped on their backs. Their cleated hiking shoes. Dusty clothing and weary, sweat-streaked faces. Jeans and canvas shirts. Ironite walking staffs. “That’s a long way,” he said. “How far you going?”


  “As far as we feel like it,” Tolby answered. “Is there a place ahead we can stay? Hotel? Inn?”


  “That town,” the farmer said, “is Fairfax. It has a lumber mill, one of the best in the world. A couple of pottery works. A place where you can get clothes put together by machines. Regular mecho-clothing. A gun shop where they pour the best shot this side of the Rockies. And a bakery. Also there’s an old doctor living there, and a lawyer. And some people with books to teach the kids. They came here with t.b. They made a school house out of an old barn.”


  “How large a town?” Penn asked.


  “Lot of people. More born all the time. Old folks die. Kids die. We had a fever last year. About a hundred kids died. Doctor said it came from the water hole. We shut the water hole down. Kids died anyhow. Doctor said it was the milk. Drove off half the cows. Not mine. I stood out there with my gun and I shot the first of them came to drive off my cow. Kids stopped dying as soon as fall came. I think it was the heat.”


  “Sure is hot,” Tolby agreed.


  “Yes, it gets hot around here. Water’s pretty scarce.” A crafty look slid across his old face. “You folks want a drink? The young lady looks pretty tired. Got some bottles of water down under the house. In the mud. Nice and cold.” He hesitated. “Pink a glass.”


  Tolby laughed. “No, thanks.”


  “Two glasses a pink,” the farmer said.


  “Not interested,” Penn said. He thumped his canteen and the three of them started on. “So long.”


  The farmer’s face hardened. “Damn foreigners,” he muttered. He turned angrily back to his plowing.


  The town baked in silence. Flies buzzed and settled on the backs of stupefied horses, tied up at posts. A few cars were parked here and there. People moved listlessly along the sidewalks. Elderly lean-bodied men dozed on porches. Dogs and chickens slept in the shade under houses. The houses were small, wooden, chipped and peeling boards, leaning and angular—and old. Warped and split by age and heat. Dust lay over everything. A thick blanket of dry dust over the cracking houses and the dull-faced men and animals.


  Two lank men approached them from an open doorway. “Who are you? What do you want?”


  They stopped and got out their identification. The men examined the sealed-plastic cards. Photographs, fingerprints, data. Finally they handed them back.


  “AL,” one said. “You really from the Anarchist League?”


  “That’s right,” Tolby said.


  “Even the girl?” The men eyed Silvia with languid greed. “Tell you what. Let us have the girl a while and we’ll skip the head tax.”


  “Don’t kid me,” Tolby grunted. “Since when does the League pay head tax or any other tax?” He pushed past them impatiently. “Where’s the grog shop? I’m dying!”


  A two-story white building was on their left. Men lounged on the porch, watching them vacantly. Penn headed toward it and the Tolbys followed. A faded, peeling sign lettered across the front read: Beer, Wine on Tap.


  “This is it,” Penn said. He guided Silvia up the sagging steps, past the men, and inside. Tolby followed; he unstrapped his pack gratefully as he came.


  The place was cool and dark. A few men and women were at the bar; the rest sat around tables. Some youths were playing throw in the back. A mechanical tune-maker wheezed and composed in the corner, a shabby, half-ruined machine only partially functioning. Behind the bar a primitive scene-shifter created and destroyed vague phantasmagoria: seascapes, mountain peaks, snowy valleys, great rolling hills, a nude woman that lingered and then dissolved into one vast breast. Dim, uncertain processions that no one noticed or looked at. The bar itself was an incredibly ancient sheet of transparent plastic, stained and chipped and yellow with age. Its n-grav coat had faded from one end; bricks now propped it up. The drink mixer had long since fallen apart. Only wine and beer were served. No living man knew how to mix the simplest drink.


  Tolby moved up to the bar. “Beer,” he said. “Three beers.” Penn and Silvia sank down at a table and removed their packs, as the bartender served Tolby three mugs of thick, dark beer. He showed his card and carried the mugs over to the table.


  The youths in the back had stopped playing. They were watching the three as they sipped their beer and unlaced their hiking boots. After a while one of them came slowly over.


  “Say,” he said. “You’re from the League.”


  “That’s right,” Tolby murmured sleepily.


  Everyone in the place was watching and listening. The youth sat down across from the three; his companions flocked excitedly around and took seats on all sides. The juveniles of the town. Bored, restless, dissatisfied. Their eyes took in the ironite staffs, the guns, the heavy metal-cleated boots. A murmured whisper rustled through them. They were about eighteen. Tanned, rangy.


  “How do you get in?” one demanded bluntly.


  “The League?” Tolby leaned back in his chair, found a match, and lit his cigarette. He unfastened his belt, belched loudly, and settled back contentedly. “You get in by examination.”


  “What do you have to know?”


  Tolby shrugged. “About everything.” He belched again and scratched thoughtfully at his chest, between two buttons. He was conscious of the ring of people around on all sides. A little old man with a beard and horn-rimmed glasses. At another table, a great tub of a man in a red shirt and blue-striped trousers, with a bulging stomach.


  Youths. Farmers. A Negro in a dirty white shirt and trousers, a book under his arm. A hard-jawed blonde, hair in a net, red nails and high heels, tight yellow dress. Sitting with a gray-haired businessman in a dark brown suit. A tall young man holding hands with a young black-haired girl, huge eyes, in a soft white blouse and skirt, little slippers kicked under the table. Under the table her bare, tanned feet twisted; her slim body was bent forward with interest.


  “You have to know,” Tolby said, “how the League was formed. You have to know how we pulled down the governments that day. Pulled them down and destroyed them. Burned all the buildings. And all the records. Billions of microfilms and papers. Great bonfires that burned for weeks. And the swarms of little white things that poured out when we knocked the buildings over.”


  “You killed them?” the great tub of a man asked, lips twitching avidly.


  “We let them go. They were harmless. They ran and hid. Under rocks.” Tolby laughed. “Funny little scurrying things. Insects. Then we went in and gathered up all the records and equipment for making records. By God, we burned everything.”


  “And the robots,” a youth said.


  “Yeah, we smashed all the government robots. There weren’t many of them. They were used only at high levels. When a lot of facts had to be integrated.”


  The youth’s eyes bulged. “You saw them? You were there when they smashed the robots?”


  Penn laughed. “Tolby means the League. That was two hundred years ago.”


  The youth grinned nervously. “Yeah. Tell us about the marches.”


  Tolby drained his mug and pushed it away. “I’m out of beer.”


  The mug was quickly refilled. He grunted his thanks and continued, voice deep and furry, dulled with fatigue. “The marches. That was really something, they say. All over the world, people getting up, throwing down what they were doing—”


  “It started in East Germany,” the hard-jawed blonde said. “The riots.”


  “Then it spread to Poland,” the Negro put in shyly. “My grandfather used to tell me how everybody sat and listened to the television. His grandfather used to tell him. It spread to Czechoslovakia and then Austria and Roumania and Bulgaria. Then France. And Italy.”


  “France was first!” the little old man with beard and glasses cried violently. “They were without a government a whole month. The people saw they could live without a government!”


  “The marches started it,” the black-haired girl corrected. “That was the first time they started pulling down the government buildings. In East Germany and Poland. Big mobs of unorganized workers.”


  “Russia and America were the last,” Tolby said. “When the march on Washington came there was close to twenty million of us. We were big in those days! They couldn’t stop us when we finally moved.”


  “They shot a lot,” the hard-faced blonde said.


  “Sure. But the people kept coming. And yelling to the soldiers. ‘Hey, Bill! Don’t shoot!’ ‘Hey, Jack! It’s me, Joe.’ ‘Don’t shoot—we’re your friends!’ ‘Don’t kill us, join us!’ And by God, after a while they did. They couldn’t keep shooting their own people. They finally threw down their guns and got out of the way.”


  “And then you found the place,” the little black-haired girl said breathlessly.


  “Yeah. We found the place. Six places. Three in America. One in Britain. Two in Russia. It took us ten years to find the last place—and make sure it was the last place.”


  “What then?” the youth asked, bug-eyed.


  “Then we busted every one of them.” Tolby raised himself up, a massive man, beer mug clutched, heavy face flushed dark red. “Every damn A-bomb in the whole world.”


  There was an uneasy silence.


  “Yeah,” the youth murmured. “You sure took care of those war people.”


  “Won’t be any more of them,” the great tub of a man said. “They’re gone for good.”


  Tolby fingered his ironite staff. “Maybe so. And maybe not. There just might be a few of them left.”


  “What do you mean?” the tub of a man demanded.


  Tolby raised his hard gray eyes. “It’s time you people stopped kidding us. You know damn well what I mean. We’ve heard rumors. Someplace around this area there’s a bunch of them. Hiding out.”


  Shocked disbelief, then anger hummed to a roar. “That’s a lie!” the tub of a man shouted.


  “Is it?”


  The little man with beard and glasses leaped up. “There’s nobody here has anything to do with governments! We’re all good people!”


  “You better watch your step,” one of the youths said softly to Tolby. “People around here don’t like to be accused.”


  Tolby got unsteadily to his feet, his ironite staff gripped. Penn got up beside him and they stood together. “If any of you knows something,” Tolby said, “you better tell it. Right now.”


  “Nobody knows anything,” the hard-faced blonde said. “You’re talking to honest folks.”


  “That’s so,” the Negro said, nodding his head. “Nobody here’s , doing anything wrong.”


  “You saved our lives,” the black-haired girl said. “If you hadn’t pulled down the governments we’d all be dead in the war. Why should we hold back something?”


  “That’s true,” the great tub of a man grumbled. “We wouldn’t be alive if it wasn’t for the League. You think we’d do anything against the League?”


  “Come on,” Silvia said to her father. “Let’s go.” She got to her feet and tossed Penn his pack.


  Tolby grunted, belligerently. Finally he took his own pack and hoisted it to his shoulder. The room was deathly silent. Everyone stood frozen, as the three gathered their things and moved toward the door.


  The little dark-haired girl stopped them. “The next town is thirty miles from here,” she said.


  “The road’s blocked,” her tall companion explained. “Slides closed it years ago.”


  “Why don’t you stay with us tonight? There’s plenty of room at our place. You can rest up and get an early start tomorrow.”


  “We don’t want to impose,” Silvia murmured.


  Tolby and Penn glanced at each other, then at the girl. “If you’re sure you have plenty of room—”


  The great tub of a man approached them. “Listen. I have ten yellow slips. I want to give them to the League. I sold my farm last year. I don’t need any more slips; I’m living with my brother and his family.” He pushed the slips at Tolby. “Here.”


  Tolby pushed them back. “Keep them.”


  “This way,” the tall young man said, as they clattered down the sagging steps, into a sudden blinding curtain of heat and dust. “We have a car. Over this way. An old gasoline car. My dad fixed it so it burns oil.”


  “You should have taken the slips,” Penn said to Tolby, as they got into the ancient, battered car. Flies buzzed around them. They could hardly breathe; the car was a furnace. Silvia fanned herself with a rolled-up paper. The black-haired girl unbuttoned her blouse.


  “What do we need money for?” Tolby laughed good-naturedly. “I haven’t paid for anything in my life. Neither have you.”


  The car sputtered and moved slowly forward, onto the road. It began to gain speed. Its motor banged and roared. Soon it was moving surprisingly fast.


  “You saw them,” Silvia said, over the racket. “They’d give us anything they had. We saved their lives.” She waved at the fields, the farmers and their crude teams, the withered crops, the sagging old farmhouses. “They’d all be dead, if it hadn’t been for the League.” She smashed a fly peevishly. “They depend on us.”


  The black-haired girl turned toward them, as the car rushed along the decaying road. Sweat streaked her tanned skin. Her half-covered breasts trembled with the motion of the car. “I’m Laura Davis. Pete and I have an old farmhouse his dad gave us when we got married.”


  “You can have the whole downstairs,” Pete said.


  “There’s no electricity, but we’ve got a big fireplace. It gets cold at night. It’s hot in the day, but when the sun sets it gets terribly cold.”


  “We’ll be all right,” Penn murmured. The vibration of the car made him a little sick.


  “Yes,” the girl said, her black eyes flashing. Her crimson lips twisted. She leaned toward Penn intently, her small face strangely alight. “Yes, we’ll take good care of you.”


  At that moment the car left the road.


  Silvia shrieked. Tolby threw himself down, head between his knees, doubled up in a ball. A sudden curtain of green burst around Penn. Then a sickening emptiness, as the car plunged down. It struck with a roaring crash that blotted out everything. A single titanic cataclysm of fury that picked Penn up and flung his remains in every direction.


  “Put me down,” Bors ordered. “On this railing for a moment before I go inside.”


  The crew lowered him onto the concrete surface and fastened magnetic grapples into place. Men and women hurried up the wide steps, in and out of the massive building that was Bors’ main offices.


  The sight from these steps pleased him. He liked to stop here and look around at his world. At the civilization he had carefully constructed. Each piece added painstakingly, scrupulously, with infinite care, throughout the years.


  It wasn’t big. The mountains ringed it on all sides. The valley was a level bowl, surrounded by dark violet hills. Outside, beyond the hills, the regular world began. Parched fields. Blasted, poverty-stricken towns. Decayed roads. The remains of houses, tumbled-down farm buildings. Ruined cars and machinery. Dust-covered people creeping listlessly around in hand-made clothing, dull rags and tatters.


  He had seen the outside. He knew what it was like. At the mountains the blank faces, the disease, the withered crops, the crude plows and ancient tools all ended here. Here, within the ring of hills, Bors had constructed an accurate and detailed reproduction of a society two centuries gone. The world as it had been in the old days. The time of governments. The time that had been pulled down by the. Anarchist League.


  Within his five synapsis-coils the plans, knowledge, information, blueprints of a whole world existed. In the two centuries he had carefully recreated that world, had made this miniature society that glittered and hummed on all sides of him. The roads, buildings, houses, industries of a dead world, all a fragment of the past, built with his own hands, his own metal fingers and brain.


  “Fowler,” Bors said.


  Fowler came over. He looked haggard. His eyes were red-rimmed and swollen. “What is it? You want to go inside?”


  Overhead, the morning patrol thundered past. A string of black dots against the sunny, cloudless sky. Bors watched with satisfaction. “Quite a sight.”


  “Right on the nose,” Fowler agreed, examining his wristwatch. To their right, a column of heavy tanks snaked along a highway between green fields. Their gunsnouts glittered. Behind them a column of foot soldiers marched, faces hidden behind bacteria masks.


  “I’m thinking,” Bors said, “that it may be unwise to trust Green any longer.”


  “Why the hell do you say that?”


  “Every ten days I’m inactivated. So your crew, can see what repairs are needed.” Bors twisted restlessly. “For twelve hours I’m completely helpless. Green takes care of me. Sees nothing happens. But—”


  “But what?”


  “It occurs to me perhaps there’d be more safety in a squad of troops. It’s too much of a temptation for one man, alone.”


  Fowler scowled. “I don’t see that. How about me? I have charge of inspecting you. I could switch a few leads around. Send a load through your synapsis-coils. Blow them out.”


  Bors whirled wildly, then subsided. “True. You could do that.” After a moment he demanded, “But what would you gain? You know I’m the only one who can keep all this together. I’m the only one who knows how to maintain a planned society, not a disorderly chaos! If it weren’t for me, all this would collapse, and you’d have dust and ruins and weeds. The whole outside would come rushing in to take over!”


  “Of course. So why worry about Green?”


  Trucks of workers rumbled past. Loads of men in blue-green, sleeves rolled up, armloads of tools. A mining team, heading for the mountains.


  “Take me inside,” Bors said abruptly.


  Fowler called McLean. They hoisted Bors and carried him past the throngs of people, into the building, down the corridor and to his office. Officials and technicians moved respectfully out of the way as the great pitted, corroded tank was carried past.


  “All right,” Bors said impatiently. “That’s all. You can go.”


  Fowler and McLean left the luxurious office, with its lush carpets, furniture, drapes and rows of books. Bors was already bent over his desk, sorting through heaps of reports and papers.


  Fowler shook his head, as they walked down the hall. “He won’t last much longer.”


  “The motor system? Can’t we reinforce the—”


  “I don’t mean that. He’s breaking up mentally. He can’t take the strain any longer.”


  “None of us can,” McLean muttered.


  “Running this thing is too much for him. Knowing it’s all dependent on him. Knowing as soon as he turns his back or lets down it’ll begin to come apart at the seams. A hell of a job, trying to shut out the real world. Keeping his model universe running.”


  “He’s gone on a long time,” McLean said.


  Fowler brooded. “Sooner or later we’re going to have to face the situation.” Gloomily, he ran his fingers along the blade of a large screwdriver. “He’s wearing out. Sooner or later somebody’s going to have to step in. As he continues to decay . . He stuck the screwdriver back in his belt, with his pliers and hammer and soldering iron. “One crossed wire.”


  “What’s that?”


  Fowler laughed. “Now he’s got me doing it. One crossed wire and—poof. But what then? That’s the big question.”


  “Maybe,” McLean said softly, “you and I can then get off this rat race. You and I and all the rest of us. And live like human beings.”


  “Rat race,” Fowler murmured. “Rats in a maze. Doing tricks. Performing chores thought up by somebody else.”


  McLean caught Fowler’s eye. “By somebody of another species.”


  Tolby struggled vaguely. Silence. A faint dripping close by. A beam pinned his body down. He was caught on all sides by the twisted wreck of the car. He was head down. The car was turned on its side. Off the road in a gully, wedged between two huge trees. Bent struts and smashed metal all around him. And bodies.


  He pushed up with all his strength. The beam gave, and he managed to get to a sitting position. A tree branch had burst in the windshield. The black-haired girl, still turned toward the back seat, was impaled on it. The branch had driven through her spine, out her chest, and into the seat; she clutched at it with both hands, head limp, mouth half-open. The man beside her was also dead. His hands were gone; the windshield had burst around him. He lay in a heap among the remains of the dashboard and the bloody shine of his own internal organs.


  Penn was dead. Neck snapped like a rotten broom handle. Tolby pushed his corpse aside and examined his daughter. Silvia didn’t stir. He put his ear to her shirt and listened. She was alive. Her heart beat faintly. Her bosom rose and fell against his ear.


  He wound a handkerchief around her arm, where the flesh was ripped open and oozing blood. She was badly cut and scratched; one leg was doubled under her, obviously broken. Her clothes were ripped, her hair matted with blood. But she was alive. He pushed the twisted door open and stumbled out. A fiery tongue of afternoon sunlight struck him and he winced. He began to ease her limp body out of the car, past the twisted door-frame.


  A sound.


  Tolby glanced up, rigid. Something was coming. A whirring insect that rapidly descended. He let go of Silvia, crouched, glanced around, then lumbered awkwardly down the gully. He slid and fell and rolled among the green vines and jagged gray boulders. His gun gripped, he lay gasping in the moist shadows, peering upward.


  The insect landed. A small airship, jet-driven. The sight stunned him. He had heard about jets, seen photographs of them. Been briefed and lectured in the history-indoctrination courses at the League Camps. But to see a jet!


  Men swarmed out. Uniformed men who started from the road, down the side of the gully, bodies crouched warily as they approached the wrecked car. They lugged heavy rifles. They looked grim and experienced, as they tore the car doors open and scrambled in.


  “One’s gone,” a voice drifted to him.


  “Must be around somewhere.”


  “Look, this one’s alive! This woman. Started to crawl out. The rest all dead.”


  Furious cursing. “Damn Laura! She should have leaped! The fanatic little fool!”


  “Maybe she didn’t have time. God’s sake, the thing’s all the way through her.” Horror and shocked dismay. “We won’t hardly be able to get her loose.”


  “Leave her.” The officer directing things waved the men back out of the car. “Leave them all.”


  “How about this wounded one?”


  The leader hesitated. “Kill her,” he said finally. He snatched a rifle and raised the butt. “The rest of you fan out and try to get the other one. He’s probably—”


  Tolby fired, and the leader’s body broke in half. The lower part sank down slowly; the upper dissolved in ashy fragments. Tolby turned and began to move in a slow circle, firing as he crawled. He got two more of them before the rest retreated in panic to their jet-powered insect and slammed the lock.


  He had the element of surprise. Now that was gone. They had strength and numbers. He was doomed. Already, the insect was rising. They’d be able to spot him easily from above. But he had saved Silvia. That was something.


  He stumbled down a dried-up creek bed. He ran aimlessly; he had no place to go. He didn’t know the countryside, and he was on foot. He slipped on a stone and fell headlong. Pain and billowing darkness beat at him as he got unsteadily to his knees. His gun was gone, lost in the shrubbery, He spat broken teeth and blood. He peered wildly up at the blazing afternoon sky.


  The insect was leaving. It hummed off toward the distant hills. It dwindled, became a black ball, a fly-speck, then disappeared.


  Tolby waited a moment. Then he struggled up the side of the ravine to the wrecked car. They had gone to get help. They’d be back. Now was his only chance. If he could get Silvia out and down the road, into hiding. Maybe to a farmhouse. Back to town.


  He reached the car and stood, dazed and stupefied. Three bodies remained, the two in the front seat, Penn in the back. But Silvia was gone.


  They had taken her with them. Back where they came from. She had been dragged to the jet-driven insect; a trail of blood led from the car up the side of the gully to the highway.


  With a violent shudder Tolby pulled himself together. He climbed into the car and pried loose Penn’s gun from his belt. Silvia’s ironite staff rested on the seat; he took that, too. Then he started off down the road, walking without haste, carefully, slowly.


  An ironic thought plucked at his mind. He had found what they were after. The men in uniform. They were organized, responsible to a central authority. In a newly-assembled jet.


  Beyond the hills was a government.


  “Sir,” Green said. He smoothed his short blond hair anxiously, his young face twisting.


  Technicians and experts and ordinary people in droves were everywhere. The offices buzzed and echoed with the business of the day. Green pushed through the crowd and to the desk where Bors sat, propped up by two magnetic frames.


  “Sir,” Green said. “Something’s happened.”


  Bors looked up. He pushed a metal-foil slate away and laid down his stylus. His eye cells clicked and flickered; deep inside his battered trunk motor gears whined. “What is it?”


  Green came close. There was something in his face, an expression Bors had never seen before. A look of fear and glassy determination. A glazed, fanatic cast, as if his flesh had hardened to rock. “Sir, scouts contacted a League team moving North. They met the team outside Fairfax. The incident took place directly beyond the first road block.”


  Bors said nothing. On all sides, officials, experts, farmers, workmen, industrial managers, soldiers, people of all kinds buzzed and murmured and pushed forward impatiently. Trying to get to Bors’ desk. Loaded down with problems to be solved, situations to be explained. The pressing business of the day. Roads, factories, disease control. Repairs. Construction. Manufacture. Design. Planning. Urgent problems for Bors to consider and deal with. Problems that couldn’t wait. .


  “Was the League team destroyed?” Bors asked.


  “One was killed. One was wounded and brought here.” Green hesitated. “One escaped.”


  For a long time Bors was silent. Around him the people murmured and shuffled; he ignored them. All at once he pulled the vidscanner to him and snapped the circuit open. “One escaped? I don’t like the sound of that.”


  “He shot three members of our scout unit. Including the leader. The others got frightened. They grabbed the injured girl and returned here.”


  Bors’ massive head lifted. “They made a mistake. They should have located the one who escaped.”


  “This was the first time the situation—”


  “I know,” Bors said. “But it was an error. Better not to have touched them at all, than to have taken two and allowed the third to get away.” He turned to the vidscanner. “Sound an emergency alert. Close down the factories. Arm the work crews and any male farmers capable of using weapons. Close every road. Remove the women and children to the undersurface shelters. Bring up the heavy guns and supplies. Suspend all non-military production and—” He considered. “Arrest everyone we’re not sure of. On the C sheet. Have them shot.” He snapped the scanner off.


  “What’ll happen?” Green demanded, shaken.


  “The thing we’ve prepared for. Total war.”


  “We have weapons!” Green shouted excitedly. “In an hour there’ll be ten thousand men ready to fight. We have jet-driven ships. Heavy artillery. Bombs. Bacteria pellets. What’s the League? A lot of people with packs on their backs!”


  “Yes,” Bors said. “A lot of people with packs on their backs.”


  “How can they do anything? How can a bunch of anarchists organize? They have no structure, no control, no central power.”


  “They have the whole world. A billion people.”


  “Individuals! A club, not subject to law. Voluntary membership. We have a disciplined organization. Every aspect of our economic life operates at maximum efficiency. We—you—have your thumb on everything. All you have to do is give the order. Set the machine in motion.”


  Bors nodded slowly. “It’s true the anarchist can’t coordinate. The League can’t organize in an efficient structure. It’s a paradox. Government by anarchists . . . Anti-government, actually. Instead of governing the world they tramp around to make sure no one else does.”


  “Dog in the manger.”


  “As you say, they’re actually a voluntary club of totally unorganized individuals. Without law or central authority. They maintain no society—they can’t govern. All they can do is interfere with anyone else who tries. Troublemakers. But—”


  “But what?”


  “It was this way before. Two centuries ago. They were unorganized. Unarmed. Vast mobs, without discipline or authority. Yet they pulled down all the governments. All over the world.”


  “We’ve got a whole army. All the roads are mined. Heavy guns. Bombs. Pellets. Every one of us is a soldier. We’re an armed camp!”


  Bors was deep in thought. “You say one of them is here? One of the League agents?”


  “A young woman.”


  Bors signalled the nearby maintenance crew. “Take me to her. I want to talk to her in the time remaining.”


  Silvia watched silently, as the uniformed men pushed and grunted their way into the room. They staggered over to the bed, pulled two chairs together, and carefully laid down their massive armload.


  Quickly they snapped protective struts into place, locked the chairs together, threw magnetic grapples into operation, and then warily retreated.


  “All right,” the robot said. “You can go.” The men left. Bors turned to face the woman on the bed.


  “A machine,” Silvia whispered, white-faced. “You’re a machine.”


  Bors nodded slightly without speaking.


  Silvia shifted uneasily on the bed. She was weak. One leg was in a transparent plastic cast. Her face was bandaged and her right arm ached and throbbed. Outside the window, the late afternoon sun sprinkled through the drapes. Flowers bloomed. Grass. Hedges. And beyond the hedges, buildings and factories.


  For the last hour the sky had been filled with jet-driven ships. Great flocks that raced excitedly across the sky toward distant hills. Along the highway cars hurtled, dragging guns and heavy military equipment. Men were marching in close rank, rows of gray-clad soldiers, guns and helmets and bacteria masks. Endless lines of figures, identical in their uniforms, stamped from the same matrix.


  “There are a lot of them,” Bors said, indicating the marching men.


  “Yes.” Silvia watched a couple of soldiers hurry by the window. Youths with worried expressions on their smooth faces. Helmets bobbing at their waists. Long rifles. Canteens. Counters. Radiation shields. Bacteria masks wound awkwardly around their necks, ready to go into place. They were scared. Hardly more than kids. Others followed. A truck roared into life. The soldiers were swept off to join the others.


  “The)”re going to fight,” Bors said, “to defend their homes and factories.”


  “All this equipment. You manufacture it, don’t you?”


  “That’s right. Our industrial organization is perfect. We’re totally productive. Our society here is operated rationally. Scientifically. We’re fully prepared to meet this emergency.”


  Suddenly Silvia realized what the emergency was. “The League! One of us must have got away.” She pulled herself up. “Which of them? Penn or my father?”


  “I don’t know,” the robot murmured indifferently.


  Horror and disgust choked Silvia. “My God,” she said softly. “You have no understanding of us. You run all this, and you’re incapable of empathy. You’re nothing but a mechanical computer. One of the old government integration robots.”


  “That’s right. Two centuries old.”


  She was appalled. “And you’ve been alive all this time. We thought we destroyed all of you!”


  “I was missed. I had been damaged. I wasn’t in my place. I was in a truck, on my way out of Washington. I saw the mobs and escaped.”


  “Two hundred years ago. Legendary times. You actually saw the events they tell us about. The old days. The great marches. The day the governments fell.”


  “Yes. I saw it all. A group of us formed in Virginia. Experts, officials, skilled workmen. Later we came here. It was remote enough, off the beaten path.”


  “We heard rumors. A fragment . . . Still maintaining itself. But we didn’t know where or how.”


  “I was fortunate,” Bors said. “I escaped by a fluke. All the others were destroyed. It’s taken a long time to organize what you see here. Fifteen miles from here is a ring of hills. This valley is a bowl—mountains on all sides. We’ve set up road blocks in the form of natural slides. Nobody comes here. Even in Fairfax, thirty miles off, they know nothing.”


  “That girl. Laura.”


  “Scouts. We keep scout teams in all inhabited regions within a hundred mile radius. As soon as you entered Fairfax, word was relayed to us. An air unit was dispatched. To avoid questions, we arranged to have you killed in an auto wreck. But one of you escaped.”


  Silvia shook her head, bewildered. “How?” she demanded. “How do you keep going? Don’t the people revolt?” She struggled to a sitting position. “They must know what’s happened everywhere else. How do you control them? They’re going out-now, in their uniforms. But—will they fight? Can you count on them?”


  Bors answered slowly. “They trust me,” he said. “I brought with me a vast amount of knowledge. Information and techniques lost to the rest of the world. Are jet-ships and vidscanners and power cables made anywhere else in the world? I retain all that knowledge. I have memory units, synapsis-coils. Because of me they have these things. Things you know only as dim memories, vague legends.”


  “What happens when you die?”


  “I won’t die! I’m eternal!”


  “You’re wearing out. You have to be carried around. And your right arm. You can hardly move it!” Silvia’s voice was harsh, ruthless. “Your whole tank is pitted and rusty.”


  The robot whirred; for a moment he seemed unable to speak. “My knowledge remains,” he grated finally. “I’ll always be able to communicate. Fowler has arranged a broadcast system. Even when I talk—” He broke off. “Even then. Everything is under control. I’ve organized every aspect of the situation. I’ve maintained this system for two centuries. It’s got to be kept going!”


  Silvia lashed out. It happened in a split second. The boot of her cast caught the chairs on which the robot rested. She thrust violently with her foot and hands; the chairs teetered, hesitated—


  “Fowler!” the robot screamed.


  Silvia pushed with all her strength. Blinding agony seared through her leg; she bit her lip and threw her shoulder against the robot’s pitted hulk. He waved his arms, whirred wildly, and then the two chairs slowly collapsed. The robot slid quietly from them, over on his back, his arms still waving helplessly.


  Silvia dragged herself from the bed. She managed to pull herself to the window; her broken leg hung uselessly, a dead weight in its transparent plastic cast. The robot lay like some futile bug, arms waving, eye-lens clicking, its rusty works whirring in fear and rage.


  “Fowler!” it screamed again. “Help me!”


  Silvia reached the window. She tugged at the locks; they were sealed. She grabbed up a lamp from the table and threw it against the glass. The glass burst around her, a shower of lethal fragments. She stumbled forward—and then the repair crew was pouring into the room.


  Fowler gasped at the sight of the robot on its back. A strange expression crossed his face. “Look at him!”


  “Help me!” the robot shrilled. “Help me!”


  One of the men grabbed Silvia around the waist and lugged her back to the bed. She kicked and bit, sunk her nails into the man’s cheek. He threw her on the bed, face down, and drew his pistol. “Stay there,” he gasped.


  The others were bent over the robot, getting him to an upright position.


  “What happened?” Fowler said. He came over to the bed, his face twisting. “Did he fall?”


  Silvia’s eyes glowed with hatred and despair. “I pushed him over. I almost got there.” Her chest heaved. “The window. But my leg—”


  “Get me back to my quarters!” Bors cried.


  The crew gathered him up and carried him down the hall, to his private office. A few moments later he was sitting shakily at his desk, his mechanism pounding wildly, surrounded by his papers and memoranda.


  He forced down his panic and tried to resume his work. He had to keep going. His vidscreen was alive with activity. The whole system was in motion. He blankly watched a subcommander sending up a cloud of black dots, jet bombers that shot up like flies and headed quickly off.


  The system had to be preserved. He repeated it again and again. He had to save it. Had to organize the people and make them save it. If the people didn’t fight, wasn’t everything doomed?


  Fury and desperation overwhelmed him. The system couldn’t preserve itself; it wasn’t a thing apart, something that could be separated from the people who lived it. Actually it was the people. They were identical; when the people fought to preserve the system they were fighting to preserve nothing less than themselves.


  They existed only as long as the system existed.


  He caught sight of a marching column of white-faced troops, moving toward the hills. His ancient synapsis-coils radiated and shuddered uncertainly, then fell back into pattern. He was two centuries old. He had come into existence a long time ago, in a different world. That world had created him; through him that world still lived. As long as he existed, that world existed. In miniature, it still functioned. His model universe, his recreation. His rational, controlled world, in which each aspect was fully organized, fully analyzed and integrated.


  He kept a rational, progressive world alive. A humming oasis of productivity on a dusty, parched planet of decay and silence.


  Bors spread out his papers and went to work on the most pressing problem. The transformation from a peace-time economy to full military mobilization. Total military organization of every man, woman, child, piece of equipment and dyne of energy under his direction.


  Edward Tolby emerged cautiously. His clothes were torn and ragged. He had lost his pack, crawling through the brambles and vines. His face and hands were bleeding. He was utterly exhausted.


  Below him lay a valley. A vast bowl. Fields, houses, highways. Factories. Equipment. Men.


  He had been watching the men three hours. Endless streams of them, pouring from the valley into the hills, along the roads and paths. On foot, in trucks, in cars, armored tanks, weapons carriers. Overhead, in fast little jet-fighters and great lumbering bombers. Gleaming ships that took up positions above the troops and prepared for battle.


  Battle in the grand style. The two-centuries-old full-scale war that was supposed to have disappeared. But here it was, a vision from the past. He had seen this in the old tapes and records, used in the camp orientation courses. A ghost army resurrected to fight again. A vast host of men and guns, prepared to fight and die.


  Tolby climbed down cautiously. At the foot of a slope of boulders a soldier had halted his motorcycle and was setting up a communications antenna and transmitter. Tolby circled, crouched, expertly approached him. A blond-haired youth, fumbling nervously with the wires and relays, licking his lips uneasily, glancing up and grabbing for his rifle at every sound.


  Tolby took a deep breath. The youth had turned his back; he was tracing a power circuit. It was now or never. With one stride Tolby stepped out, raised his pistol and fired. The clump of equipment and the soldier’s rifle vanished.


  “Don’t make a sound,” Tolby said. He peered around. No one had seen; the main line was half a mile to his right. The sun was setting. Great shadows were falling over the hills. The fields were rapidly fading from brown-green to a deep violet. “Put your hands up over your head, clasp them, and get down on your knees.”


  The youth tumbled down in a frightened heap. “What are you going to do?” He saw the ironite staff, and the color left his face. “You’re a League agent!”


  “Shut up,” Tolby ordered. “First, outline your system of responsibility. Who’s your superior?”


  The youth stuttered forth what he knew. Tolby listened intently. He was satisfied. The usual monolithic structure. Exactly what he wanted.


  “At the top,” he broke in. “At the top of the pillar. Who has ultimate responsibility?”


  “Bors.”


  “Bors!” Tolby scowled. “That doesn’t sound like a name. Sounds like—” He broke off, staggered. “We should have guessed! An old government robot. Still functioning.”


  The youth saw his chance. He leaped up and darted frantically away.


  Tolby shot him above the left ear. The youth pitched over on his face and lay still. Tolby hurried to him and quickly pulled off his dark gray uniform. It was too small for him of course. But the motorcycle was just right. He’d seen tapes of them; he’d wanted one since he was a child. A fast little motorcycle to propel his weight around. Now he had it.


  Half an hour later he was roaring down a smooth, broad highway toward the center of the valley and the buildings that rose against the dark sky. His headlights cut into the blackness; he still wobbled from side to side, but for all practical purposes he had the hang of it. He increased speed; the road shot by, trees and fields, haystacks, stalled farm equipment. All traffic was going against him, troops hurrying to the front.


  The front. Lemmings going out into the ocean to drown. A thousand, ten thousand, metal-clad fingers, armed and alert. Weighted down with guns and bombs and flame throwers and bacteria pellets.


  There was only one hitch. No army opposed them. A mistake had been made. It took two sides to make a war; and only one had been resurrected.


  A mile outside the concentration of buildings he pulled his motorcycle off the road and carefully hid it in a haystack. For a moment he considered leaving his ironite staff. Then he shrugged and grabbed it up, along with his pistol. He always carried his staff; it was the League symbol. It represented the walking Anarchists who patrolled the world on foot, the world’s protection agency.


  He loped through the darkness toward the outline ahead. There were fewer men here. He saw no women or children. Ahead, charged wire was set up. Troops crouched behind it, armed to the teeth. A searchlight moved back and forth across the road. Behind it, radar vanes loomed and behind them an ugly square of concrete. The great offices from which the government was run.


  For a time he watched the searchlight. Finally he had its motion plotted. In its glare, the faces of the troops stood out, pale and drawn. Youths. They had never fought. This was their first encounter. They were terrified.


  When the light was off him, he stood up and advanced toward the wire. Automatically, a breach was slid back for him. Two guards raised up and awkwardly crossed bayonets ahead of him.


  “Show your papers!” one demanded. Young lieutenants. Boys, white-lipped, nervous. Playing soldier.


  Pity and contempt made Tolby laugh harshly and push forward. “Get out of my way.”


  One anxiously flashed a pocket light. “Halt! What’s the code-key for this watch?” He blocked Tolby’s way with his bayonet, hands twisting convulsively.


  Tolby reached in his pocket, pulled out his pistol, and as the searchlight started to swerve back, blasted the two guards. The bayonets clattered down and he dived forward. Yells and shapes rose on all sides. Anguished, terrified shouts. Random firing. The night was lit up, as he dashed and crouched, turned a corner past a supply warehouse, raced up a flight of stairs and into the massive building ahead.


  He had to work fast. Gripping his ironite staff, he plunged down a gloomy corridor. His boots echoed. Men poured into the building behind him. Bolts of energy thundered past him; a whole section of the ceiling burst into ash and collapsed behind him.


  He reached stairs and climbed rapidly. He came to the next floor and groped for the door handle. Something flickered behind him. He half-turned, his gun quickly up—


  A stunning blow sent him sprawling. He crashed against the wall; his gun flew from his fingers. A shape bent over him, rifle gripped. “Who are you? What are you doing up here?”


  Not a soldier. A stubble-chinned man in stained shirt and rumpled trousers. Eyes puffy and red. A belt of tools, hammer, pliers, screwdriver, a soldering iron, around his waist.


  Tolby raised himself up painfully. “If you didn’t have that rifle—”


  Fowler backed warily away. “Who are you? This floor is forbidden to troops of the line. You know this—” Then he saw the ironite staff. “By God,” he said softly. “You’re the one they didn’t get.” He laughed shakily. “You’re the one who got away.”


  Tolby’s fingers tightened around the staff, but Fowler reacted instantly. The snout of the rifle jerked up, on a line with Tolby’s face.


  “Be careful,” Fowler warned. He turned slightly; soldiers were hurrying up the stairs, boots drumming, echoing shouts ringing. For a moment he hesitated, then waved his rifle toward the stairs ahead. “Up. Get going.”


  Tolby blinked. “What—”


  “Up!” The rifle snout jabbed into Tolby. “Hurry!”


  Bewildered, Tolby hurried up the stairs, Fowler close behind him. At the third floor Fowler pushed him roughly through the doorway, the snout of his rifle digging urgently into his back. He found himself in a corridor of doors. Endless offices.


  “Keep going,” Fowler snarled. “Down the hall. Hurry!”


  Tolby hurried, his mind spinning. “What the hell are you—”


  “I could never do it,” Fowler gasped, close to his ear. “Not in a million years. But it’s got to be done.”


  Tolby halted. “What is this?”


  They faced each other defiantly, faces contorted, eyes blazing. “He’s in there,” Fowler snapped, indicating a door with his rifle. “You have one chance. Take it.”


  For a fraction of a second Tolby hesitated. Then he broke away. “Okay. I’ll take it.”


  Fowler followed after him. “Be careful. Watch your step. There’s a series of check points. Keep going straight, in all the way. As far as you can go. And for God’s sake, hurry!”


  His voice faded, as Tolby gained speed. He reached the door and tore it open.


  Soldiers and officials ballooned. He threw himself against them; they sprawled and scattered. He scrambled on, as they struggled up and stupidly fumbled for their guns. Through another door, into an inner office, past a desk where a frightened girl sat, eyes wide .mouth open. Then a third door, into an alcove.


  A wild-faced youth leaped up and snatched frantically for his pistol. Tolby was unarmed, trapped in the alcove. Figures already pushed against the door behind him. He gripped his ironite staff and backed away as the blond-haired fanatic fired blindly. The bolt burst a foot away; it flicked him with a tongue of heat.


  “You dirty anarchist!” Green screamed. His face distorted, he fired again and again. “You murdering anarchist spy!”


  Tolby hurled his ironite staff. He put all his strength in it; the staff leaped through the air in a whistling arc, straight at the youth’s head. Green saw it coming and ducked. Agile and quick, he jumped away, grinning humorlessly. The staff crashed against the wall and rolled clanging to the floor.


  “Your walking staff!” Green gasped and fired.


  The bolt missed him on purpose. Green was playing games with him. Tolby bent down and groped frantically for the staff. He picked it up. Green watched, face rigid, eyes glittering. “Throw it again!” he snarled.


  Tolby leaped. He took the youth by surprise. Green grunted, stumbled back from the impact, then suddenly fought with maniacal fury.


  Tolby was heavier. But he was exhausted. He had crawled hours, beat his way through the mountains, walked endlessly. He was at the end of his strength. The car wreck, the days of walking. Green was in perfect shape. His wiry, agile body twisted away. His hands came up. Fingers dug into Tolby’s windpipe; he kicked the youth in the groin. Green staggered back, convulsed and bent over with pain.


  “All right,” Green gasped, face ugly and dark. His hand fumbled with his pistol. The barrel came up.


  Half of Green’s head dissolved. His hands opened and his gun fell to the floor. His body stood for a moment, then settled down in a heap, like an empty suit of clothes.


  Tolby caught a glimpse of a rifle snout pushed past him—and the man with the tool belt. The man waved him on frantically. “Hurry!”


  Tolby raced down a carpeted hall, between two great flickering yellow lamps. A crowd of officials and soldiers stumbled uncertainly after him, shouting and firing at random. He tore open a thick oak door and halted.


  He was in a luxurious chamber. Drapes, rich wallpaper. Lamps. Bookcases. A glimpse of the finery of the past. The wealth of the old days. Thick carpets. Warm radiant heat. A vidscreen. At the fat end, a huge mahogany desk.


  At the desk a figure sat. Working on heaps of papers and reports, piled masses of material. The figure contrasted starkly with the lushness of the furnishings. It was a great pitted, corroded tank of metal. Bent and greenish, patched and repaired. An ancient machine.


  “Is that you, Fowler?” the robot demanded.


  Tolby advanced, his ironite staff gripped.


  The robot turned angrily. “Who is it? Get Green and carry me down into the shelter. One of the roadblocks has reported a League agent already—” The robot broke off. Its cold, mechanical eye-lens bored up at the man. It clicked and whirred in uneasy astonishment. “I don’t know you.”


  It saw the ironite staff.


  “League agent,” the robot said. “You’re the one who got through.” Comprehension came. “The third one. You came here. You didn’t go back.” Its metal fingers fumbled clumsily at the objects on the desk, then in the drawer. It found a gun and raised it awkwardly.


  Tolby knocked the gun away; it clattered to the floor. “Run!” he shouted at the robot. “Start running!”


  It remained. Tolby’s staff came down. The fragile, complex brainunit of the robot burst apart. Coils, wiring, relay fluid, spattered over his arms and hands. The robot shuddered. Its machinery thrashed. It half-rose from its chair, then swayed and toppled. It crashed full length on the floor, parts and gears rolling in all directions.


  “Good God,” Tolby said, suddenly seeing it for the first time. Shakily, he bent over its remains. “It was crippled.”


  Men were all around him. “He’s killed Bors!” Shocked, dazed faces. “Bors is dead!”


  Fowler came up slowly. “You got him, all right. There’s nothing left now.”


  Tolby stood holding his ironite staff in his hands. “The poor blasted thing,” he said softly. “Completely helpless. Sitting there and I came and killed him. He didn’t have a chance.”


  The building was bedlam. Soldiers and officials scurried crazily about, grief-stricken, hysterical. They bumped into each other, gathered in knots, shouted and gave meaningless orders.


  Tolby pushed past them; nobody paid any attention to him. Fowler was gathering up the remains of the robot. Collecting the smashed pieces and bits. Tolby stopped beside him. Like Humpty-Dumpty, pulled down off his wall he’d never be back together, not now.


  “Where’s the woman?” he asked Fowler. “The League agent they brought in.”


  Fowler straightened up slowly. “I’ll take you.” He led Tolby down the packed, surging hall, to the hospital wing of the building.


  Silvia sat up apprehensively as the two men entered the room. “What’s going on?” She recognized her father. “Dad! Thank God! It was you who got out.”


  Tolby slammed the door against the chaos of sound hammering up and down the corridor. “How are you? How’s your leg?”


  “Mending. What happened?”


  “I got him. The robot. He’s dead.”


  For a moment the three of them were silent. Outside, in the halls, men ran frantically back and forth. Word had already leaked out. Troops gathered in huddled knots outside the building. Lost men, wandering away from their posts. Uncertain. Aimless.


  “It’s over,” Fowler said.


  Tolby nodded. “I know.”


  “They’ll get tired of crouching in their foxholes,” Fowler said. “They’ll come filtering back. As soon as the news reaches them, they’ll desert and throw away their equipment.”


  “Good,” Tolby grunted. “The sooner the better.” He touched Fowler’s rifle. “You, too, I hope.”


  Silvia hesitated. “Do you think—”


  “Think what?”


  “Did we make a mistake?”


  Tolby grinned wearily. “Hell of a time to think about that.”


  “He was doing what he thought was right. They built up their homes and factories. This whole area . . . They turn out a lot of goods. I’ve been watching through the window. It’s made me think. They’ve done so much. Made so much.”


  “Made a lot of guns,” Tolby said.


  “We have guns, too. We kill and destroy. We have all the disadvantages and none of the advantages.”


  “We don’t have war,” Tolby answered quietly. “To defend this neat little organization there are ten thousand men up there in those hills. All waiting to fight. Waiting to drop their bombs and bacteria pellets, to keep this place running. But they won’t. Pretty soon they’ll give up and start to trickle back.”


  “This whole system will decay rapidly,” Fowler said. “He was already losing his control. He couldn’t keep the clock back much longer.”


  “Anyhow, it’s done,” Silvia murmured. “We did our job.” She smiled a little. “Bors did his job and we did ours. But the times were, against him and with us.”


  “That’s right,” Tolby agreed. “We did our job. And we’ll never be sorry.”


  Fowler said nothing. He stood with his hands in his pockets, gazing silently out the window. His fingers were touching something. Three undamaged synapsis-coils. Intact memory elements from the dead robot, snatched from the scattered remains.


  Just in case, he said to himself. Just in case the times change.


  CONTROLLED EXPERIMENT


  Chad Oliver


  EVEN THE MOST RIGID SCIENTIFIC CONTROL CANNOT ALWAYS ELIMINATE—HEARTBREAK


  THIS was my first trip in almost two hundred years.


  I hurried out of the ship and tasted the night air. At first, it was so good to be alive again that I couldn’t think of anything else. The ship lifted silently back into the darkness.


  I stood in a field of grass, alone with the wind and the stars. I could smell night flowers and the hint of distant rain. I didn’t want to think. I only wanted to live.


  It isn’t easy to come back from the dead.


  The nagging, urgent thoughts forced themselves back into my brain. No time for living, not for you, not now, they whispered. You’ve got your job to do. You’ve got to find the answer, and find it fast.


  Well, enough of that.


  This job is rough enough without being maudlin about it.


  I smiled a little, feeling more like myself. I set out over the fields and the hills until I came to the highway, winding along like a curving ribbon across the land. I hesitated.


  What if they spotted me too soon? What if I couldn’t get back?


  The hell with that.


  I took the highway into the town. When I got to the town, I started looking for the answer. I stayed for two years. It was a nice little town, with clean streets and warm houses and friendly people.


  Suppose you were sent into a culture that had not changed for one hundred and fifty years. Suppose you were looking for change, any change. Suppose you had to find it, for yourself as well as for others.


  Where would you look?


  You can’t answer that intelligently without some information, of course. I’ll tell you this much: the people here are incapable of producing space travel or nuclear fission, and mutations are impossible with their genetic structures. I’ll tell you a little more: the name of this world is Orll, the people who live on it are artificial humanoids, and the whole thing is part of an experiment.


  Where would you look, and what would you do?


  I lived in an apartment house and talked to the tenants.


  I made friends with government workers and pumped them for what they knew.


  I went to the shows, read the papers, lived the life.


  There was a girl again. I tried not to love her.


  When the two years were up, I was in the deserted field of grass right on time. The pickup ship came back for me. Once, ten thousand years ago, I was late when a pickup ship came.


  I’ll never do that again.


  It’s possible that I picked up something useful, something that I’m not equipped to understand. If so, they can read it out of me when I get back. But as far as I’m concerned, I drew a big fat nothing.


  That hurt. I had to find the answer, and find it fast.


  Up, up, and back to the Great Ship. I hated to go inside. I hated to be slowed down again. Not that I had any choice in the matter, dammit.


  They adjusted me back to ship time.


  I went into the Great Ship and reported verbally. I told them what I knew, which wasn’t much, believe me. Then they took my tapes out and studied them.


  Nothing.


  I knew it.


  What the devil was happening on Orll? No change to speak of there for a hundred and fifty years, and in two more years right down there with them I had spotted nothing. It-didn’t make sense. Living cultures had to change.


  And Orll was still alive. I clenched my fists. It was alive, it had to be alive—


  I was as confused as the Men. They left me in the conference room for the twelve-hour report. Old Steve Harcourt said he might want to ask me something, but I was never really activated. I know Old Steve. He didn’t need me at all, God knows, but he knew I’d be interested in hearing what went on.


  Steve is one hell of a nice guy.


  I stood there in the corner, my two feet of height dwarfed by the Men. The conference wasn’t much, actually. The same old thing. The scientists assigned to the Orll project sat around and read the computer reports, which presented a concise summary followed by thirty pages of details. The summary read: THERE HAS BEEN NO PERCEPTIBLE CHANGE ON ORLL FOR TWELVE HOURS.


  Naturally, twelve hours on Orll was the equivalent of about a year and a half on Earth. I had only left the Great Ship a little over twelve hours ago, ship time. The important thing was that the summary report had now been exactly the same every twelve hours for three weeks.


  No change for three generations, then. No change at all in roughly seventy-five years. And, before that, no change to speak of for fifty years.


  The scientists hashed over all the old questions, and came up with the old answers. When it was over, Steve picked me up and carried me down to the Peeping Tom.


  Steve set me on the floor, apparently absent-mindedly.


  But he knew I was watching and listening.


  This is what I saw and heard:


  The tension in the viewer room, generally referred to as the Peeping Tom, was part of the furniture. It didn’t shriek and it didn’t holler, but it was solidly there.


  Steve Harcourt looked at his chair before his viewer screen and clipped the phones over his ears. He didn’t turn the sound on, however, and the screen stayed blank.


  He leaned back comfortably, smiled at the little contact humanoid standing silently by his chair, and looked around. As usual, the Peeping Tom was packed to the rafters. Banks of view screens crawled with vivid, rushing life and the scientists stared at the screens, almost desperately.


  Searching for the answer, Harcourt thought. Searching for the little answer that wasn’t there.


  The men and women of the Orll project sat back in their padded chairs and smoked and photographed and observed and scribbled. It was quiet, since the sound pickups came in over individual earphones. Outwardly, the mood of the place was relaxed and informal.


  Steve Harcourt looked at his hands. They were old hands now, with the veins getting a little too prominent. Old hands, aged by forty-one years as director of the Orll experiment. Old hands, but still steady, still strong, still capable. He looked particularly at the index finger of his right hand. That was the one he would have to use. Just touch the red button, just push it a fraction—


  And no more Orll.


  Unless they could find the answer, and find it soon.


  After they had built Orll and stocked it with rapidly living humanoids, they had pushed and prodded the growing native culture to make it conform in its broad outlines to fifty thousand years of history on Earth. In forty-one years, Orll had developed from the hunting cultures of the Upper Paleolithic through the dawn of recorded history and on to an approximation of contemporary times, an approximation without space travel or nuclear fission, for obvious reasons.


  Now, in the year 2051, Orll caught up with the Earth chronologically. On Earth it was 2051—and on Orll it was 2176. There was no history now to serve as a guide. The scientists could no longer interfere and direct; Orll had to be left strictly to her own devices. The most valuable data imaginable could be obtained by finding out what the future of Orll would be like.


  But Orll didn’t seem to be developing any future.


  Had progress actually stopped on Orll, now that the contact humanoids were no longer pushing and pulling at the culture under the ship’s direction, or had Orll veered off in a totally new direction, a direction that could not be understood and was therefore potentially deadly to Earth?


  Steve Harcourt didn’t know, yet. He dug in and observed the observers.


  Greenson, the physicist, was somewhat bored. He had managed to assume a virtually horizontal posture on his chair and was earnestly engaged in sketching a scholarly doodle which involved an almost infinite series of infinity symbols. On his private notebook, Steve Harcourt wrote: Nothing doing in physics.


  Berkonowitz, the chemist, was staring at his screen and shaking his head from side to side. He drummed his fingers on his knee. Harcourt noted: A chemist is repeating a research line already known to be a blind alley.


  Verissimo, the psychologist, was stroking his beard in considerable satisfaction. He was leaning forward, smiling at the screen, and jotting down references on his pad. Harcourt wrote: Verissimo has spotted a cure in progress; the Orll psychologists continue to get good results.


  Sykes-Fitzgerald, the sociologist, was leaning back in his chair, following the action on the screen with loyal but hardly fascinated eyes. He was filling in a graph and compiling a table of statistics. Harcourt guessed: The rural trend goes on as predicted. And so it went, down the line. When he had finished, Steve had an excellent preview of the next conference report. As had been independently discovered long ago in a supposedly unrelated discipline, the odds were somewhat in favor of the player who had stacked the deck.


  He left the sound off—it took a trained linguist to make any sense out of everyday speech, even after it had been slowed down by a calibrated repeater—and switched his viewer on.


  Orll came into the room. He was looking down into a city. He adjusted the viewer and he was in a suburban street. He leaned forward. Unlike many of the others, for whom the novelty had understandably worn off, he had never quite gotten used to Orll.


  If you want to look at a man whose life-span is two weeks, who lives on a synthetic world on which all life processes are speeded up accordingly, you have to look at him on film. The film can be projected at an adjusted speed, thus bringing a measure of order out of chaos.


  Every day, you could watch a man in the city, living out his life, dreaming his scattered dreams. On film, he would look normal enough. Oh, not really human, of course, but you got used to that in a hurry. He was a man, a different sort of a man, but still a man. Almost, you would think you could leave your ship, pacing his tiny planet in its voyage around the sun, go down to his city, buy him a beer, get to know him better.


  But when you looked tomorrow, he would be years old.


  If you looked in a week, he would be dead.


  Down there on that little world, caught and held for an hour or a minute or a second on the viewer screens, were people. Men who might have been your friends, and women you might have loved. Children you could watch, and pull for. New kinds of minds you wanted to engage, not drain.


  Engineers, poets, sailors, athletes, burlesque queens, social workers, professors, bums, crooks, doctors, clerks—All dead and forgotten in a month. A complete new set every two weeks.


  Steve loaded up his pipe and watched the screens. He saw a politician trying to capture the new rural vote without antagonizing the urban population. He saw a young designer drawing in an extra fin for next year’s copter model. He saw two kids slugging it out over a disputed marble.


  He watched an artist for a long time.


  These people, he knew, had their faults. They were people, after all. But they were not monsters. He smiled. It would take a lively imagination indeed to cast him in the role of a Frankenstein.


  Still—The controlled experiment was uncontrolled now.


  When you walked out of the lab and left ingredients bubbling away in a tube clamped over a Bunsen burner, things happened. It was too early to be sure. And when you’re fooling with people, any kind of people, you’ve got to be sure.


  Before Steve went to bed, he took the contact humanoid off the floor and put him in cold storage. It would be tough for the little guy to have to live out his life on ship time.


  That would be a hard thing to forget . . .


  It is icy in here.


  This is what it is like to be dead.


  You can only lie on the floor in the darkness, not moving, and think the long, long thoughts of forever.


  But something is about to happen on Orll. Something big. I know it. It’s got to happen, don’t you see?


  My world is mined to its core with fissionable materials. It can be disintegrated electronically at the touch of a button. Just in case.


  Just in case the Men get too worried about what is going on down there. Just in case even Steve isn’t willing to let the experiment go on any longer.


  And then what will happen to my people?


  What will become of me?


  And there’s more than that. Those people are my people. I’ve worked with them for fifty thousand years. I introduced the wheel and the zero and the steam engine. Sure, they weren’t really mine. I hadn’t thought them up. I’m not a Man. But they had needed me at important times, and Orll had come far along the road to civilization. That made me glad, with a strange, sad happiness.


  My people, don’t you see? If their way of life is dead and still unless it is hauled and pushed by the Man, then what am I?


  I could tell myself that I’m different, of course. The contact humanoids had to be different. We had to understand the history and purpose of Orll, so that we could be sent down there where the Men could never go to carry out instructions.


  I had to be very much like a Man, but not too much.


  I had to be absolutely reliable.


  I had to be conditioned, like the others.


  I had to be an in-between thing, an incomplete thing, an almost thing.


  It isn’t easy.


  I lie on the floor in the cold darkness and wait. As I lie here and the slow years drift by, I go back over my first tapes, trying to understand.


  Remember?


  When had it all started? That was probably a meaningless question.


  Still, give it a date: 2005. In 2005, Man had left his native planet. Localized gravity fields and the perfection of atomic fuels made space travel within the solar system a practical undertaking. Unhappily, there was no life in the solar system, apart from certain lichen-like growths on Mars. Worse still, the worlds of the solar system turned out to be on the useless side, for the quite fundamental reason that Man couldn’t live on them.


  Man was what he was. If he couldn’t find the New World in his backyard, he would simply have to take his cue from Columbus and set sail across the ocean. The question was never why but how.


  There was only one sure thing about the stars: they were going to present challenges that would make nuclear fission look like a crossword puzzle. Man had skidded across some thin atomic ice in his time, but he was still an unknown quantity to himself.


  The first step on the road to the stars had to he Man’s understanding of himself.


  The social sciences, with all their faults and limitations, were a necessary starting point. The one basic reason for the slow progress made by the social sciences was easily stated: you cannot perform controlled experiments on Men. You have to guess and juggle and approximate, and that isn’t good enough. You may get where you’re going eventually, but you’re travelling by dogcart.


  Item: The physical sciences, together with newer specialized sciences involving cybernetics, electroencephalography, and symbolic logic, were moving very fast. They had the know-how.


  Item: If social science had at its disposal machines that responded like Men, then controlled experimentation would be possible. By pooling their resources, the sciences could produce such machines.


  Certain things were necessary:


  They had to have language, and the ability to symbolize.


  They had to be capable of cultural transference.


  They had to reproduce themselves sexually, in order to produce families and all the ramifications of kinship.


  They had to have the illusion, at least, of free will.


  They had to breed in a hurry, so that experiments could be quick enough to be useful.


  Finally, the experiment had to be isolated and safe. By 2010, the humanoids were ready. They were simplified approximations of Men, basically mechanical, incapable of producing nuclear fission, space travel, or mutations. A tiny artificial planet was built as a laboratory. It was a close copy of the Earth as the Earth had been fifty thousand years ago.


  It was not a perfect experiment, because the humanoids were not true Men. But it was better than rats and monkeys, and enough could be learned so that the scientists could extrapolate to Man himself, because the humanoids differed in clear, exact, and sharply defined ways.


  In science, even the crucial experiments only lead to more experiments. So long as there is science, there are no final answers.


  In 2010, the humanoids were turned on.


  The scientists applied the stimuli, predicted the results, and qualified what happened. They used the known history and prehistory of Earth as a check sample. They learned, even from what Orll could not be made to do, because it told them how Man was different.


  After Orll had drawn abreast of the Earth, the scientists withdrew their contact humanoids and waited. The data on the ’future’ of Orll would be incredibly significant. It would not give the Men a glimpse of Earth’s future, but it would tell them a lot about the future of a planet with a roughly similar background and precisely calculated limiting differences. Whatever it might be, the future of Orll would not be the future of Earth, but it would provide insights into how the future of Earth would be different.


  Scientifically, they could not afford to end the experiment until they knew.


  They waited.


  The future of Orll was long in coming.


  They waited as long as they dared.


  Until, suddenly—


  They used me again in twelve hundred years. In terms of ship time, that is less than a year. In terms of cold storage time, it is an eternity.


  From the first, there was no doubt that this was it.


  Even before I was speeded up and conditioned for the trip back to Orll, I thrilled to the contagious excitement in the air. It bubbled through the Great Ship like an electric river, charging everything it touched.


  I was nervous, of course. No one had to tell me that something was happening on Orll. I knew it in every fiber of my being. I knew it and I was glad, glad no matter what it might turn out to be, glad just that Orll had done something.


  My people were not dead.


  The computer report they showed me confirmed what I already knew, and made it more specific. It read: THERE HAS BEEN PERCEPTIBLE CHANGE ON ORLL IN THE PAST TWELVE HOURS IN THE FORM OF NEW SPHERICAL STRUCTURES OF UNDETERMINED SIGNIFICANCE.


  The language was cold, cold as ice. After all, computers have no hearts. They can’t laugh and rejoice when the blood goes pounding through their veins. They can’t dream. Maybe that’s what makes them different from Men, and even from almost-Men.


  But the words were magic to me.


  How can I tell you what they meant?


  Steve took me down to the Peeping Tom and showed me one of the ‘new spherical structures’ in the Viewer. How precise is the language of computers—and how it misses the point! The white, gently curving hive gleamed like snow in the sunlight. It nestled in a green park, and it was comfortable, like a growing thing. It was warm. I liked it once, although I could not have told you why.


  Perhaps it was because these, at last, were truly ours.


  What were they? No viewers were inside the snowy spheres, and therefore the Men could not see into them. They were worried. Men are always worried. Lots of things can happen inside of any building. And when the building happens to be in the future, or at any rate in a future, and you don’t know what it was built for, you’ve got good reasons for being afraid.


  I confess, though, that I wasn’t afraid. I was only happy and excited. Almost, I thought I could guess.


  Well, I didn’t have to guess. My job was to go down there and find out what they were. I tried to suspend judgment until I knew.


  My conditioning for the trip was unusually thorough. There was a long session with the linguists, so that I could speak one of the current languages of Orll. Twelve hundred years can make a lot of difference in a language. If anything, they intensified my inhibitors against interfering with whatever I found. I was never a free agent on Orll, naturally. I suppose I have never been a free agent anywhere. I just did what I was sent out to do, and came back.


  That doesn’t tell you anything about what I may have thought.


  After too long a time, I was ready.


  My patience was wearing thin.


  I left the Great Ship, filled with a greater excitement than I had ever known.


  The contact ship carried me through the space that could never be mine, and I was landed again in a field of grass, by night. I was kissed by the wind and the stars.


  The ship left me, sneaking back to its mother. I was alone with the night flowers and the wonderful, wonderful air. You may imagine that air is a trivial thing, a nothing thing.


  But you have never been dead.


  I was alive again. I wanted to run through the velvet night and climb a hill and stand among the pines with the sweet wind in my face. I wanted to live my life.


  But this time it was more than a built-in directive that urged me on. I thrilled to the challenge before me.


  I wanted to find one of those spheres!


  I found a ghostly road and followed it through a small, sleeping village. The village was muffled by darkness, and only one dog barked lazily at me as I passed.


  When I reached the nearest sphere, it was dawn.


  I stood and stared. It took my breath away. Look at it.


  Sunrise on a bubble of snow. Low clouds mottled in pink and black. Around its gleaming whiteness, trees of green flushed with warm yellows and golds. It swelled high over my head, melting into the sky.


  I loved it. I was human enough for that. I went inside.


  It was simple. The door slid open at my touch. There were no guards, no attendants, no ticket-takers. There was only a soft, hushed hallway, and then a cool circular room, fresh and clean as pebbles in the silver depths of a spring.


  I sat down in a chair and closed my eyes.


  The music started.


  Can’t you hear it, if you try?


  It was like all the music of all the worlds, and yet it was achingly, wondrously new. It lifted me buoyantly, utterly outside myself. It whispered and sighed to me, gently, reverently.


  It was my music.


  Softly, softly, remember the quiet nights and the stars? Feel the flowers and the winds? Remember the friends you have been happy with, the friends who are gone, the friends of long, long ago? Touch the warm air of summer and the sun-splashed waters of lakes of memories?


  Gently, gently, remember the slow coldness of the long, long waits, and taste the small, cozy thoughts that you had for your own? See again the children in the turning leaves of autumn? Know again, forever, the perfumes of women you did not dare to love.


  It was tenderness and loveliness. It was contentment and fulfillment.


  It was peace.


  The music did not end, and never would end, but it diminished and faded. Resting. I opened my eyes and saw that I was no longer alone in the sphere. There was a woman sitting a few rows back, a middle-aged, gray-haired woman I had never seen before. She smiled and I smiled, and thus quickly we were friends. I stayed all day, unable to leave, and when I finally tore myself away the night sky was already paling with the light of false dawn.


  I was happy, and more than that. I was proud.


  My people were not dead.


  Two years later, I was back at the pickup ship, and it carried me up to the Great Ship where the Men were waiting. More than ever, I hated to be slowed down, but they had to adjust me back to ship time.


  I told them what I had found out. I told them about the music and the bubbles of snow, and the warmth of Orll. I guess I was a little corny, but I tried to get it across to them. I tried hard.


  I got nowhere fast. They could not understand what I said. It was not easy for me to talk to them, because I am not a Man. They were not suspicious of what I told them, but they didn’t trust my judgment. Except for Steve. I think he knew.


  They took out my tapes then and played our music. They listened, and then they all knew. Music saved our world, and more than that. It saved our self-respect.


  The change in the Great Ship was astonishing. The tension drained away as though it had never been, and the Men relaxed. They had looked into the future of Orll, and they had learned, and there was no danger there.


  Before I had to die again, I heard them talking. Old Steve saw to that.


  Steve himself did a lot of the talking, and I recorded some of his words on my tapes.


  Here are a few of them:


  “We didn’t understand what happened when we left Orll alone. We were scared that Orll might turn into a threat to Earth. We were guilty of anthropomorphic thinking, squared, compounded, and raised to the nth power. We peered into our little viewers and asked, ‘what are those tricky devils up to now?’ Then we saw the spheres and we really got worried.


  “Well, the tricky devils went right ahead with their sinister plans. All the time we were moaning and groaning and sharpening up the old atomic kick in the pants, they were writing symphonies, painting pictures, building lovely temples and shrines. That’s it, boys and girls. We kept yammering about whether Orll had come to a screeching halt or had veered off in a new direction. They’ve done both.


  “They’ve stopped progressing as we define progress because they are incapable of going any further. At the same time, they’ve turned inward. The three safeguards that were built into Orll at the beginning were limiting factors. Orll can’t destroy herself and Orll can’t go to the stars. Orll isn’t Earth. The people there have reached an equilibrium. They have filled out the framework. They’re not a threat to Earth, and never can be.


  “We’ve got our data now, as much as we can get from Orll. We’ll have to go to Man himself for the rest of our answers. The controlled experiment is over, ladies and gentlemen. The great experiment, the uncontrolled experiment, is just beginning. It will work itself out on stars and in ages that none of us will ever live to see.


  “As for Orll, there is only one thing left to do.”


  Those were Steve’s words. I’ve thought of them often as I lie here in the cold for the last time.


  I’ve thought of many things.


  A thousand years later when I came out, they had the force screen equipment set up around Orll, ready to be turned on. We were to be the last ones through, the other contact people and myself. It’s strange that we hardly know each other, after fifty thousand years. But we were only together in death, and on Orll we were widely separated.


  We have no names.


  I watched Old Steve as I waited to leave the Great Ship. I knew him so well. He sat at the Peeping Tom, just before it was turned off forever. I could almost follow his thoughts, and just at the end he spoke to me:


  Steve Harcourt looked through the viewers at the clean white domes glistening in clear winter air, and watched the people he had come to know.


  He thought, Much of humanity’s good is in them. Maybe this is what we should have been, all peace and laughter and happiness, always and forever.


  Almost, he envied them.


  But for men it could never be, and never could have been.


  The screen went blank, for good. Very soon now, the force shield would be turned on, protecting Orll for as long as there was need. That was the least that the men could do.


  Steve thought about the strange stellar tropism that had pulled his people out of the seas and outward toward the stars.


  The great spaceship shuddered with power, ready to accelerate. It throbbed with eagerness. In his mind’s eye, Steve could see the ship, his ship, hurtling through space, back to the Earth it had left over forty years ago.


  And he could see other ships, and other men. Blazing up from Earth and flashing at speeds past comprehension out into the greatest sea of all, the sea with a billion shores.


  Man, on the voyage he would one day have to take.


  He looked at his old hands and smiled. The vision faded. It was not for him.


  The spaceship sang with power.


  Steve went up to the small humanoid with whom he had shared so many wonderful, exciting years. He thought: My life is over, and now his is about to start.


  “Good luck, friend,” he said.


  The shuttle ship left, and he was alone.


  It is thirty years later, and now I am old as Steve was old. It is hard to believe that only a little over a week has passed, ship time.


  But the Great Ship is gone, for keeps.


  Maybe I should hate them for using us as they did. I don’t know. But hate isn’t in me, I’m afraid. I only hope that the Men found out enough from us to make their road a little easier. They have so far to go, and even Men are people.


  It is fine to be able to live, and even to die the last, true death. The wind still whispers sweetly across the grassy fields, and the flowers and trees surround my home. I have a wife now, and two sons. One of my sons is called Steve.


  We have our music, and life has been good to me.


  Mostly, I am very happy here. But twice now I have seen their ships, far above me in the night sky. I have looked up, and known what they were and where they were going.


  I am only a little different from my people, and the excitement does not come over me often. It will die with me.


  Mostly, I am very happy here.


  But twice now I have seen their ships.


  And sometimes, just sometimes—


  Oh God, God! How I would love to have gone with Them!


  NOAH


  Charles Beckman, Jr.


  HE WAS THE CHOSEN ONE, THE LAST MAN. HE WAS . . .


  THE RAIN started early in the year of 1968. Perhaps the only man in the world who was not concerned about it was Hal Tribble. He was in Death Row, waiting to be electrocuted for murder.


  In New York, all flights had been canceled. Trucking was at a standstill There wasn’t a road in the United States without dangerous washouts.


  A few trains were still moving, but slowly. Ships were carrying the bulk of the freight but the colossal storms at sea were making it hazardous.


  In his cell, Hal Tribble listened to his radio and smoked endless cigarettes. He was going to be electrocuted in six hours.


  The radio announcer’s voice was barely audible through the constant crackle of static.


  “. . . wires of Associated Press . . . Paris . . . being evacuated. Large portions of the city now under water . . . In England, the Thames has spread across most of London . . . in general to a depth of five feet. People are moving about in skiffs and motor boats . . . persons who have moved to second stories are being evacuated, Moscow says . . .


  The static finally drowned the announcer’s voice completely. Hal Tribble finished his cigarette and lit another. He took down a leatherbound Bible and tried to concentrate on words. A sticky coat of sweat covered his pinched, weasel face. His damp hands trembled.


  He was afraid to die.


  For two months, he had been sitting here, waiting to die and becoming more frightened about it all the time. Finally, yesterday, the lawyer that Marvin Liddell had hired for him came into the cell block about supper time. His sad, defeated face told Hal the outcome of his final plea to the governor.


  The lawyer sat on the edge of Hal’s bunk and had a cigarette with him. He raised tired eyes to the small patch of barred window and stared blankly at the thick gray skies out of which fell the constant sheets of water.


  “If it’s any consolation,” the lawyer said, in a weary voice, “you’re not by yourself. We’re all going if this nightmare continues.”


  “Yeah?” Tribble croaked, shakily lighting a cigarette. A nervous tick in his left cheek jumped spasmodically. “Well, that’s a hell of a lot of consolation.” He clenched his fists and tried to keep from shaking himself to pieces. “At least you don’t know when. You can’t point to a certain place on a clock and say, after that I’ll stop being alive.” His voice climbed up the scale and became ragged. “That knowing. That’s the part that is driving me nuts.” Nieman arose and shrugged into his slicker. “Well,” he muttered, “there isn’t anything else I can do.” What he meant was, he had his own troubles. He had a family, somewhere out in that dripping black world, waiting for him to come home.


  He walked out of the cell without looking back or saying good-bye.


  Now Hal was sucking his cigarette down to a hot, glowing coal and waiting for the guards to come take him to the little room at the end of the hall.


  He tried to concentrate on the Bible he was reading. For weeks now, he had been reading every religious book they would bring him from the prison library. It was a matter of clutching at a final straw, because before he came here he’d been anything but a religious man.


  He had some misgivings about how God felt towards him, for his life had not exactly been exemplary. He had grown up in a pool room and his first full time occupation had been picking pockets and selling marijuana cigarettes.


  The minutes ticked slowly by. The rain came down in great, majestic sheets.


  Then they came for Hal Tribble. He drew back from them, his face pale green, whimpering and shivering, looking for all the world like a frightened rodent. But they did the things that had to be done at a time like this: shaving his head, slitting his trouser legs.


  Then the warden said, “Come on, Hal. It’s time.”


  The little man stared at them out of bulging frog eyes, spittle running down his chin. They had to support him. He stumbled down the hall between two husky guards. Behind him, the chaplain read words in a tired, dead voice. These days, everyone’s voice had that tired, dead sound.


  Hal Tribble recoiled as the door opened and he saw the chair. The ugly throwback of medieval torture chambers. The clumsy arms and legs and the frightening electrodes.


  “Come on, Hal,” the warden said gently. “Don’t make us drag you in there.”


  Somehow, he made the last few feet. Once he was in the chair, they worked fast, holding him down, clamping the straps around his arms and legs. Then the hood settled over his head.


  The warden stepped back and nodded at the electrician behind the switchboard.


  The man reached for his controls.


  At that moment, there was a tremendous flash of lightning and a crash of thunder that broke windows with its vibrations and flung some of the men to the floor. The room became pitch dark. Outside, the heavy sheets of water slashed at the stone walls and poured through broken windows.


  The warden picked himself up from his knees, cursing. “Lights!” he shouted. “Dammit, bring a flashlight!”


  From somewhere, the bright beam of a flashlight moved toward him.


  Hal sat under the stifling hood, sweating and quaking. A hand touched his.


  “Have to wait a minute, Hal. The current went off. It won’t be long.”


  The minutes ticked by.


  “Good Lord,” somebody whispered.


  The rain slashed and the thunder muttered.


  A man’s voice in the room broke. “Take him down, Warden! That’s torture.”


  The warden wiped his face with a handkerchief. He nodded. “Yeah.” He gave an order to the guards to unstrap Hal Tribble and return him to his cell until the electric break was repaired.


  Back in his cell, Hal cowered in a corner of his bunk and sweated. It was the same as before, except now everything was pitch black. Pinpoints of light from candles and flashlights moved around the concrete corridors.


  The patch of window was too black to distinguish it from the black wall around it.


  The thunder rumbled and the rain sighed.


  Somewhere, down the cell block in Death Row, a rich Negro voice sang softly, “Look down . . . look down . . . that lonesome road—”


  The heavy steel and concrete building suddenly quivered as if shaken by an earthquake tremor. The prisoners began setting up a clamor, rattling their doors and yelling.


  The guards ran up and down the corridors with their flashlights and guns, warning the prisoners to be quiet. But the tremors continued, growing worse. There was a deep rumbling and the whine of straining steel and the crash of broken concrete.


  Guards brought out megaphones and shouted instructions to the prisoners: “A heavy flood has weakened the foundations of the prison buildings. Everybody is going to be evacuated in motor boats. The guards are carrying machine guns and have orders to shoot to kill at the first sign of disorder or a break. Your doors are being opened. Now file slowly down to the outer gate.”


  The darting flash beams spotted the men in formless gray clothes shuffling out of the cells. A special guard came into Hal Tribble’s cell and thrust a .45 against his ribs.


  “Just one quick move, Tribble. That’s all I ask for.”


  Hal got up and walked to the open door. He moved in a daze, unable to fully comprehend that he was still alive. .


  From a lower floor, there came the sound of trouble. Men shouted, then there was a brief, staccato burst of a machine gun. A man screamed. The machine gun rattled again and the scream cut off abruptly.


  Hal’s guard laughed harshly. “Shoot to kill, the warden said.”


  An eternity of shuffling around in dark, wet halls as the buildings shook and crumpled around them, then they were outside, falling into boats.


  Hal looked over the side. The water was gray and thick like slime, filled with driftwood. It swirled around the boats, tossing them like chips.


  The motor coughed once, then roared. They swept out, into the black denseness of the night, into the sheets of water. It was like diving into Niagara Falls.


  In a second they were out of sight of the other boats, all other life. Hal was soaked to the skin. Shivering, he looked around the boat. He was in the prow with a handful of prisoners. In the rear were two guards, one of them steering the boat, the other holding a machine gun on them.


  The two guards were arguing. “Go on,” the one operating the motor cursed. “It’s them or us, now. How long do you think we’d last if they get their hands on that chopper?”


  “I—I can’t.”


  “Hell, give me that thing!” The guard who had been crouched over the engine leaped up and snatched the machine gun. He swung it at the huddled prisoners and flame licked around its snout. Men screamed and rolled over into the swirling water.


  The first burst missed Hal. Blood splattered all over him and wounded men writhed against him. He was stunned by the brutality of the act. But as the guard swung the gun back and it resumed its stutter of death, Hal shook himself into action. He threw himself overboard and the black waters curled over his head.


  It was morning. Hal knew it was morning by the gray tinge of clouds overhead. He could still not see five feet in front of him, but there was a difference from the utter blackness of a few hours ago.


  He lay in the slimy mud of a riverbank, resting. For hours, it seemed, he had swum underwater after leaping from the boat. Then he’d fought his way to the surface and the current had swept him along. Driftwood had slammed and bruised him. Then he’d grabbed a thick log and held onto it. When it got lighter, he saw that a snake was clinging to a branch, inches from his face. But the snake ignored him and after a while he paid no attention to it. Finally, the log bumped into solid earth and he waded ashore to rest.


  There was no use trying to get dry in this world of mud and everlasting rain. He realized that he was thirsty so he simply rolled over onto his back and opened his mouth. The falling rain had a peculiar sweet, sticky flavor.


  After a while he thought that he was going to have to find some shelter. A few more hours of this exposure and he’d be dead with pneumonia.


  For hours he sloughed through a dripping forest. The slimy mud was bottomless. Sometimes he actually swam in the mud. Finally, he saw lights up ahead.


  On the edge of the forest, he came on a dead man floating face down in a pool of water. Tribble forced his reluctant fingers to strip the soggy clothes off the bloated corpse and put them on himself in place of his gray prisoner uniform with the da-glo lettering across the back.


  Then he stumbled on toward the lights. It was a small village. Houses huddled on a rise in the ground like wet, bedraggled chickens.


  Hal pounded on one of the doors. Inside, there was warmth and candle light. Presently, the door opened and a young woman stared out at him with a blank, vacant face.


  “Can I come in for a while to get dry?” Hal asked. “I’m lost.”


  The woman looked at him as if not comprehending. Then she shrugged and stepped back and he walked into the room.


  The candlelight flickered over the bare room. Most of the furniture was gone. They had been breaking it up and feeding it into a wood stove to keep warm. A gray-haired man was sitting in a rocking chair on the other side of the room, with his head bent over the dials of a radio, fiddling with them. He paid no attention to Hal or the woman.


  She looked at the old. man and shook her head sadly. “The current went off a week ago, but he keeps sitting there, trying to get the news. He won’t believe me when I tell him it’s no use.”


  The rain drummed on the shingle roof over them. Occasional flashes of lightning broke the dark gray mantle that hung over the earth.


  “C-could I borrow some dry clothes?” Hal asked through chattering teeth.


  “Of course,” the young woman said. She pointed to an adjoining room. “Take some of his clothes. He won’t be needing them any more.”


  Hal went into the room, closing the door behind him. He struggled out of his dripping clothes. In a closet, he found a towel and he rubbed his shivering body until his skin glowed pink. Then he put on some dry socks and shoes, a pair of gray trousers, a shirt and a thick sweater.


  He was beginning to feel like his old self again. He sat down and surveyed his situation. All in all, he was a very fortunate fellow. With the help of nature, he’d done the impossible, broken out of Death Row. Now if he could get to New York, Marvin Liddell would give him some money and he could get clear out of the country.


  Hal sat there chuckling and hugging himself with pleasure. People were becoming panicky over the prolonged rains. Why they were a blessing! The rain was the most wonderful thing that had ever happened. With the country in a turmoil over the floods, nobody would spend any time looking for escaped convicts.


  Hal did a little dance around the room. He went to a window and flung a kiss at the rain. “Bless you,” he said to the clouds. “Go on and pour to your heart’s content!”


  Then with his old practiced skill in such matters, he went quickly through the drawers in the bureau. Under a pile of shirts, he found a billfold. In the billfold there was over a hundred dollars in crisp, lovely United States money.


  He crammed the bills into a pocket, took a slicker out of the closet and donned it. Then he went into the other room where the young woman and the old man sat.


  “I’m going to borrow these clothes for a little while,” Hal said to the woman and made up some kind of story about a stalled car down the road.


  She seemed to pay little attention to his words. She merely shrugged and went back to staring dully out of the window at the thick eternity of grayness that covered the world.


  Oh, the fools, Hal thought, walking out of the house. To be afraid of this blessed, cheerful rain. All sorts of marvelous opportunities were occurring to him. It was so easy to walk into houses and stores and help yourself to whatever you wanted. The people were too busy being miserable about a little rain to even care!


  Hurray for the rain, thought Hal Tribble. As far as he was concerned it could rain forever.


  He walked along between the houses, feeling his way through the darkness. Then he came to a garage. He wiped the window and cupped his hand around his face so he could peer in. By straining his eyes, he made out the sleek lines of a late model Stutz-Craimer automobile.


  The garage doors were not locked. Again his luck was holding! He went in and examined the car. Ah, wonderful—it was one of the new Diesel jobs. That simplified the fuel problem.


  He crawled into the plush interior of the automobile. Naturally the keys were in it. What else, for a man with his phenomenal streak of luck?


  He hummed a gay little tune as he turned keys and pressed buttons on the gleaming magnilite dash. The starting mechanism whirred softly. Soon the powerful Diesel was purring like a kitten. He backed out of the garage.


  One of the buttons automatically locked mud chains in place around the perma-rubber tires. With the chains in place, the powerful four-wheel drive carried the machine across a sea of mud to the highway. There, he stopped long enough to flip on the map teleview screen. He spun a dial until he came to upper New York State, where he was now located.


  His car was located on the teleview screen by an illuminated dot. The highways leading to New York City were all outlined in glowing green lines. He studied them carefully, noting bright red symbols that indicated wash-outs and questionable bridges. Even while he looked other lights were flashing on and symbols were constantly changing as the map teleview broadcasting company of New York City was amending map reports as fast as they came in from highway patrols.


  It was not an encouraging picture. There wasn’t a safe road left. He’d have to drive slowly and take his chances.


  He checked his fuel supply, found it low. On the way out of town, he stopped at a grocery store, and with the hundred dollars he’d swiped, he bought ten pounds of butter, the nearest thing to Diesel fuel he could find. He stuffed the butter in the tank and watched it dissolve as the automatic fuel heating device warmed the tank.


  Well, it was enough to take him to New York. He also bought some sardines and crackers to munch and a bottle of beer to wash them down. Then he started on the long, slow trip to New York City. He could not drive over fifteen miles an hour on the best stretches. With his arcbeam headlights turned to their maximum power, they ended in a solid wall of water five feet in front of his automobile.


  Two weary days later, he drove the mud-splattered vehicle into New York City.


  So far, New York had weathered the rains better than any other large city in the world. Turbo storm sewers installed as a possible war measure in recent years had been able to keep up with the rising water. But now even the giant sewers were being overpowered and Hal drove through knee-deep water down Broadway.


  The streets and sidewalks, for the most part, were deserted. Most of the population had, weeks ago, fled for the higher lands of the Appalachians. Those who remained stayed in the higher stories of buildings. So far, they had been able to maintain electric power, and some neon signs left on as beacons, shone warmly through the solid wall of falling water.


  Hal Tribble felt a great relief when the solid canyons of buildings closed protectively around him. He had the native New Yorker’s instinctive sense of security in the big city. The rest of the world might go pot, but it was utterly absurd to think that anything in the universe would upset the equilibrium of the world’s greatest city.


  He drove directly to the apartment building where Marvin Liddell lived. He did not for one instant doubt that Mr. Liddell would advance him all the money he needed and arrange passage on a ship that would carry him to the safety of a foreign port. Marvin Liddell was, in the year 1968, the most powerful man in New York City. Since the return of prohibition in 1964, he controlled all bootlegging and rumrunning. Through the years of steadily increasing crime, since I960, he had been the undisputed czar of the crime syndicate that operated in New York.


  Hal had worked for Marvin Liddell for a number of years and it was directly through his service to Liddell that he was in his present mess. Liddell had spent thousands, trying to get Hal off, but it had been one of those cases of the political bigwigs pouncing on an unimportant little man and playing his case up big to satisfy the voters who were demanding action.


  Key Man in Liddell Ring Arrested, the newspapers had said about Hal Tribble. Which was a lot of baloney, since the most important work Hal had done in the organization before this murder was to run down to the corner for sandwiches and cigarettes for the boss.


  Anyway, Marvin Liddell was loyal to the men in his organization, even to a little errand boy like Hal Tribble. He wouldn’t let Hal down now.


  Tribble parked the car and went into the expensive apartment building, which was mostly glass and chrome. Hal knew he didn’t have any time to waste. He must leave the country now, while things were in a turmoil and the police had other things on their minds. As soon as the rains stopped, and they were bound to, any day now, the police would begin checking up. And when they did, he’d be about as safe as a celluloid mouse sitting on an H-bomb.


  Hal hurried up the carpeted stairway to the second floor. The expensive building was leaking. He sloshed through puddles of water in the hall.


  Except for the fact that he owned the building, Marvin Liddell would be paying a thousand dollars a month for his apartment on the second floor.


  Nobody answered the door buzzer.


  Hal frowned and his palms grew sweaty. He hoped Mr. Liddell hadn’t left town.


  Hal tried the door. It was not locked. He walked into the living room. A five-foot wide television screen was glowing. Hal glanced at it and saw an announcer come into a room and sit behind a desk. The announcer’s face looked like the mask of a week-old corpse. The man’s voice came out of the television set in a toneless rasp.


  “. . . the last communication from England. That has ended all contact with Europe and Asia. We have every reason to believe that the entire British Isles is now under the surface of the sea . . .” The man’s voice broke. He raised a trembling hand and passed it across his eyes. Then he took up the script again. “A communique from Washington informs us that a rocket ship is being loaded with state documents. At midnight tonight, the President of the United States and his cabinet will board the rocket. They will be flown directly to the U.S. Satellite.”


  Hal impatiently snapped the television set off.


  Rain, rain, rain. That’s all the people could think about. Well, he had something more important to contend with.


  From the living room, Hal wandered through a vast leisure-den with a swimming pool and indoor garden. Sunlamps made the room bright and hot. He opened a door to Liddell’s study, where the important man sometimes worked. Then he froze with his hand glued to the door knob.


  Marvin Liddell was in there, at his desk. But he wouldn’t be loaning Hal Tribble money or booking passage to South America for him. Marvin Liddell was dead. A revolver in his pudgy right hand had blown his brains out all over his expensive wall paper.


  Hal closed the door gently, feeling quite sick.


  A shadow passed across one huge solar window of the leisure-den.


  Hal ran across the room, pressed his face against the den. It was a copter. No doubt about it. And he’d seen the word Police on its side in super-da-glo, burning through the dense rain.


  Tribble’s heart set up a steady, frightened patter. A dry, clamping sensation came to his throat. The police must be coming to investigate a report that a pistol shot had been heard in this apartment. In another minute they would be bursting in here.. It was no place for an escaped murderer to be found!


  Hal broke out of the apartment and ran upstairs as fast as his legs would carry him. On the fourth floor, he tried door after door until he found one that opened at his touch and he scooted into the room.


  This apartment was dark, silent. He flipped light switches, hurried from room to room, orienting himself with the place. In the bedroom, he yanked closets open, saw only a man’s wardrobe. All the suits were the same size, so the apartment must be occupied by a single man.


  On the dressing table, he found papers and a billfold. He yanked identification cards out of the billfold. Driver’s license, social security and the Loyalty Pledge Registration Card that every citizen had been required to carry since 1959—


  Noah J. Dietricht, Ph.D., D. S.


  The name struck a responsive chord in the back of Tribble’s mind. Dr. Dietricht. Some kind of scientist. Wasn’t he the guy who figured out how to build the U.S. Satellite—that screwball artificial moon they stuck up in the sky at a big cost to the taxpayers?


  Yeah, Hal was pretty sure he was the guy. He recalled that Marvin Liddell once passed a remark about the famous scientist living in the apartment building.


  Hal found a picture in one of the compartments of the billfold. Well, he and Dietricht looked something alike. They were both small and rat-faced. Dietricht was nearly bald. Well, that was a good joke. Hal’s hair had been shaved off in Death Row a couple of days ago.


  “Hello, Doc,” Hal said to his reflection in the mirror.


  Then there was the frantic drum of knuckles on the door of the apartment.


  Quaking in his shoes, Hal walked into the living room. Reluctantly, he opened the door a crack.


  Standing in the hall outside his door was neither the police nor Professor Dietricht. It was a tall blonde with a trench coat wrapped tightly around what was undoubtedly the most perfect figure Hal had ever laid eyes on. As an afterthought, he managed to elevate his gaze as far as her face and saw that it too was beautiful.


  The girl fastened a pair of wide, scared blue eyes on the name plate above the door buzzer, then the eyes scurried over and hit him with their full voltage. “D-Doctor D-Dietricht,” she said through rattling teeth, “you’ve got to let me come in.”


  “It’ll be a pleasure,” Hal exclaimed and opened the door wider.


  She shot in like a homing pigeon. While Hal was getting the door locked, she made a circuit of the windows, squinting out. Then she plopped on a sofa with her hands thrust in the deep pockets of her trench coat. The coat parted at her knee which was smooth and quite bare.


  Hal toyed with the naughty thought that she was bare like that all over under the coat and the thought rewarded him with a delicious tingling sensation from head to foot.


  A lock of blonde hair had tumbled over one blue eye. She blew at it out of a corner of her mouth. “Got a cigarette, Doc?”


  He produced one and lit it for her. “You may call me Noah,” he said cozily.


  Again knuckles rapped at the door. This time with solemn official thuds.


  “Ohmigod,” the girl gasped and her cigarette tumbled down the front of her trench coat in a shower of sparks. She got up and her hands leaped out of her coat pockets and fastened themselves on Hal’s sweater.


  “L-listen, Doc,” she panted, “that’s the police. I saw their copter land on the roof a minute ago. L-look, I’m in a jam, kinda. T-tell ’em I’m your wife. Will yuh? “P-please?” Her teeth were going like castinets.


  Hal unglued her fingers from his sweater. “Sure,” he said, occupied with his own problems.


  He opened the door and gazed upon two of the biggest cops he’d ever seen in his life. They were each at least seven feet tall and would have to turn sideways to get their shoulders through the door. New York must have bought their police force new uniforms since Hal left, for he had never seen cops dressed like this before. They were in darkblue single-piece garments that covered every inch of their bodies except their hands and faces.


  Hal decided to carry the ball. “Look here,” he snapped impatiently, sounding as much like a college professor as he could, “I’m Doctor Dietricht!” He whipped out his billfold and shoved his identification under their noses. “Now, what’s the idea of disturbing me?”


  One of the men (they both looked exactly alike) nodded his head solemnly. “Thank you, Doctor. We were told to check your identification so that no error was made. You must come with us.”


  Hal gawped at him.


  The other policeman glanced into the room. “Who is the woman?” he asked in a deep, resonant voice.


  “My wife,” Hal responded automatically. “Listen, why—”


  “She must come, too.”


  One of them got the girl. The other took Hal’s arm politely but firmly and escorted them up to the roof.


  It was a peculiar helicopter. Hal had never before seen one without blades. However with the rain coming down in such a solid wall, you couldn’t tell much about it. Only the word Police stood out, burning through the rain with an intensity Hal had never seen before. They must have found something stronger than super-da-glo, since he’d been in prison.


  They were plopped into bucket seats in the cabin and strapped down. The machine darted into the air, leaving Hal’s stomach somewhere thousands of feet below. The ride took over an hour. Then they came to rest. He heard the sliding of metallic portals outside. Finally their own door was opened and they were politely helped out. They seemed to be in a great metal bus station of some kind. Policemen dressed exactly like the two who brought them here, were milling around, going to glass windows, posting strange-looking devices on giant bulletin boards, standing before panels of blinking lights and dials, noting down figures.


  The strange part—they all looked exactly alike. Hal rubbed his eyes, to be sure. Yes, there were at least a hundred men here, as alike as a hundred peas in a pod.


  They were taken into a smaller room, up to a desk. Hal sighed with relief when he saw that the man sitting behind the desk had a different kind of face. It had begun to get monotonous.


  “Ah, Doctor Dietricht,” the man greeted, arising. He shook hands awkwardly with Hal. “Strange custom, you Earth people have,” he smiled, “this clasping of hands. But—” he shrugged. “Come with me.”


  The blonde girl plucked at his elbow. “Hey, doc,” she whispered huskily, “what is all this hocus-pocus? I’m gettin’ scared—”


  Before he had a chance to answer, a policeman came out of a doorway and took her arm. “The women must wait in here,” he said courteously and led her away.


  A door opened and Hal found himself in a large auditorium chamber. A group of about a hundred men were sitting in rows of chairs, facing an elevated pedestal at one end of the room. On the pedestal was a desk the size of a piano. Behind the desk sat the biggest man Hal had ever seen. The man was over eight feet tall and must have weighed four hundred pounds. A soft, pastel glow illuminated the pedestal and the giant.


  As soon as Hal was seated, the big man tapped on his desk with a ruler. “Gentlemen,” his voice boomed, “I see that our last guest has arrived. If you will please come to order, we may proceed.”


  Hal thought that it was something like a U.N. meeting he’d seen in newsreels. Over half the men in the audience were holding listening devices to their ears. Up behind glass panels in the walls sat men with microphones obviously translating the big man’s speech.


  “We have chosen, to the best of our ability, the world’s finest minds,” the big man boomed on. “Now we must screen out the physically unqualified. I regret, gentlemen, that only one of you can be spared. This one will be chosen according to heredity factors which we have learned are highly important in Earth’s generations. We have not had time to gather data on you, therefore you must be questioned. The age your forebears attained will be important. Also their fertility. A man must be chosen with the greatest potentiality for a long and reproductive life. He will be the Survivor.”


  A stir of excited whispering ran through the crowd.


  The big man indicated a machine on his desk. “We did not have time to study your physiology and psychology sufficiently to construct a lie detection apparatus. So, we will use one of your machines. It is a very crude and inefficient device, but it must be used.” He added, “We use the lie detector because there may be some among you selfish enough to try to save your own life by speaking untruths.”


  Hal Tribble sat in the crowd mystified, bewildered and more than a little terrified. He had not the faintest conception about what was going on. But it seemed pretty obvious that in escaping Death Row, he’d jumped from the frying pan into a much hotter fire.


  Most of what the big man said went over his head, but he grasped the fact that all the people here were going to be murdered except the one who could lay claim to the oldest, the healthiest, and the most fruitful grandparents.


  When it was time for Hal Tribble, alias Doctor Noah J. Dietricht, to answer the questions, he approached the lie detector with some confidence.


  The theory of the lie detector is based on physiological and pathological changes arising out of the inner psychological conflicts caused by telling a lie. The weakness in this is the supposition of a conscience in the questioned—or at least the ability to differentiate between a lie and the truth.


  In the case of Hal Tribble, a lie detector was stumped because he had been telling lies for so many years, he sometimes forgot what was the truth and what wasn’t. That was the reason why Marvin Liddell had picked him to bump off a bothersome rival. “They can’t convict you with a lie detector, Hal,” Marvin had assured him. “Why, you’ll get off scot free!” He would have too, except for an unfortunate and unexpected witness.


  Now the eight-foot judge put the questions to him.


  “Your name, please?”


  “Doctor Noah J. Dietricht,” Hal answered without blinking an eye.


  The huge man consulted the dials. There was no minute change in blood pressure, pulse rate, breathing. No opening of sweat glands. All the dials pointed to normal.


  “Doctor Dietricht, are your parents still living?”


  “Yes, sir,” Hal answered politely.


  “Well, then. How about your grandparents? At what age did they die?”


  “They didn’t.”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “I say, they didn’t. They’re still alive.”


  The Judge’s eyebrows went up. He consulted the dials. “What is their present age?”


  “Let me see,” Hal murmured, rubbing his chin. “Granny must be about a hundred and ten now, and Granddad is two years older.”


  The Judge examined all the lie detector dials. He called an associate and they studied the machine together, murmuring in a strange, foreign tongue.


  The Judge faced him again. “Your great-grandparents,” he said grimly. “Don’t tell me they are still alive?”


  “No, sir,” Hal answered. “Greatgrandmother was scalped by the Indians. She was ninety-six at the time. My great-grandfather was shot, at the age of eighty-seven, by a jealous husband. He was quite a scoundrel with the women, you know,” Hal confided.


  “Hasn’t there been a natural death in your family at all?”


  “Not that I can remember,” Hal admitted.


  “How many uncles and aunts do you have?”


  “Ten uncles,” Hal answered, “and thirteen aunts. All living.”


  The Judge told him to wait in a chamber off to the left.


  Hal sat there for quite a while. Then the Judge entered. He touched a button and one wall became transparent. Hal could see all the other men filing out of the auditorium, one by one.


  “Hey,” he suddenly cried, excitedly, “that one looked like the President of the United States!”


  “It was,” the Judge answered. “He was chosen as one of the Earth’s one hundred most intelligent men.”


  Hal’s eyes grew larger as he recognized other world-famous faces among the passing group—philosophers, religious leaders, statesmen, scientists whose pictures he had seen on television and micro-film newspapers.


  The Judge clapped him on the shoulder. “Let me congratulate you, Doctor Dietricht. Out of the entire Earth population, you have been chosen as the man with the greatest combination of intellect, potential longevity and reproductive ability. You will be the Survivor.”


  Hal spluttered, aghast. “Look, there’s been a mistake. I—I—”


  “Please,” the Judge said sternly, holding up a hand. “There isn’t much time. Come.”


  They started out of the chamber.


  “Oh,” the Judge said, pausing, I presume you will wish to keep the woman? Your wife? She has been examined and passes all physical requirements, although her I.Q. is somewhat deficient. We could substitute her if you wish, or you may keep her. We want you to be entirely happy with the woman who survives with you. That will have a strong bearing on the matter of repopulation. We have found through our studies that an emotional element seems to be a factor in the mating of you Earth people.”


  Hal said woodenly, “I don’t care.” His head was buzzing and aching.


  They passed through several doors and Hal found himself again on the ramp before the flying machine that had brought him here. Now, he saw that it was a small jet-propelled job, instead of a copter as he’d first thought.


  This time he was seated in the front of the ship, which seemed to be a kind of observation room with a wide glass front. He was placed in a comfortable chair. The Judge sat next to him. Presently, the blonde, still in her trench coat, but appearing a bit more disheveled, was brought into the plane and seated beside Hal.


  “What kinda mess is this?” she whispered to him savagely. “They made me take all my clothes off and take all kinda screwy tests.” She now appeared more indignant than frightened. “I’ve been hauled down to the precinct station before, but I never had to go through all—”


  “Shut up,” Hal said wearily.


  He heard steel doors roll away. There was a sudden breathtaking acceleration. Once they were under way, there was no sound or feeling of movement. They were again in a gray world of everlasting rain.


  The Judge pointed to the metal sphere their small craft had just left. “A space station, Doctor, one thousand miles above your little U.S. Satellite.” He pointed below them, to a flash of light in the boiling gray clouds. “I regret that we had to destroy your little satellite. It was an admirable achievement, considering your primitive and clumsy methods.”


  The Judge fell silent until they were down close to the Earth’s surface, skimming a few hundred feet above the stormy gray seas. “This is the location of London, England. You see it is completely below the surface of the water. And here is Paris. Some of the tops of the highest buildings and the Eiffel Tower can still be seen between the waves.”


  They made a tour of the world. Destruction greeted them everywhere they went.


  The Judge sighed. “It is a pity. We from Vega are grieved to have been forced to use such desperate measures as this flood. But you Earthlings have been the source of a growing panic throughout the populated areas of the universe. In recent suns your mechanical and scientific advances have entirely outgrown your philosophical and social development. Your morals have declined. First the Atom bomb, then the H-bomb, then the U.S. Satellite, now the Super H-bomb. Good heavens, man, do you realize that you are one step from the key to the chain reaction that would explode the entire universe?” The Judge shook his head. “We can’t let children play with such dangerous toys.”


  Hal saw them approaching what looked like a gigantic metal sphere, floating on the storm-tossed surface of the black ocean.


  “We would be overstepping our authority to destroy all life from the face of the Earth,” the Judge muttered. “It would not please the Supreme Being. A fresh start perhaps. A new approach—”


  The top of the sphere opened and they glided to a landing inside it.


  “Listen,” Hal said, wiping at the rivulets of sweat coursing down his thin, pointed face. “I got to tell you something. You made a mistake about me. I can’t—”


  “Now, then, Doctor. No altruistic displays of self-sacrifice. Your life has been spared for the good of Earth. From what we have learned about the strong heredity factor in Earthlings, we are sure your children will inherit many of your fine traits of penetrating intelligence, moral insight, and deep philosophy. Now then.” He opened a small case and took out a hypodermic syringe. “You have a long wait. This will eliminate many weeks of boredom.”


  “Wait a minute!” Hal cried frantically. “You’ve got to listen. You’ve got to—”


  But the needle plunged into his forearm, and his vocal chords became paralysed instantly. A delicious numbness crept upward from his toes. The last thing he heard the Judge say gently was:


  “Farewell, Survivor. In ten thousand years we shall return. Perhaps then we can be friends with your progeny.”


  For forty days and forty nights, the black rains fell, and the earth was covered and all life perished from the earth. The ships were destroyed by storms and the tallest mountains disappeared far beneath the black seas. Only one thing remained afloat—a giant silver sphere of some strange light metallic substance.


  On the forty-first day, the gray clouds thinned and parted and the sun shone through. The stormy seas quieted. Here and there, dripping islands appeared. They soon dried in the sun and were covered with a lush tropical vegetation.


  The silver sphere floated up on the shores of one of these beautiful islands. An automatic timing device whirred and sides of the sphere opened and ramps lowered to the ground.


  In their compartment, Hal Tribble and the blonde girl rubbed their eyes and sat up with prodigious yawns. The sunlight beamed in on Hal’s face, warming it. He arose stiffly and walked out, down the ramp to the beach. There, he sat on the sand.


  He watched the animals coming down the other ramps. Always in pairs. Two of each. Two cows, two dogs, two elephants, two horses . . .


  The blonde girl came and sat beside him. She unbuttoned the trench coat and let the sun warm her beautiful golden body. Hal had been right in his suspicion about what was under the coat.


  “Noah,” the girl said, looking straight ahead, “there’s somethin’ about me I think you oughta know. If—if,” she blushed, “we’re gonna live on this island alone and all.”


  “Yes?” Hal asked.


  “You know that day I came runnin’ into your apartment and asked for you to tell the police I was your wife? Well,” she bit her lips, “I was afraid they were coming to check on me. You know—the new tough laws they got about call girls. It’s all right if you pay the cops off, but I hadn’t been. Most of the other girls left New York when the floods came. But I stuck around figuring I could make a pile. And I thought the rains would stop any day . . .”


  Hal let his breath out with a soft whistle. He picked up a stick.


  “I—I wanted you to know,” the girl said miserably. “About what kind of person I’d been, I mean. I wanted you to know the truth.”


  Hal jabbed the stick in the sand. “Well,” he said, “I was wondering about those guys from Vega. I was wondering if they were really human beings or not, and I guess they sure are because they pulled a sweet boner.”


  “What do you mean?” She looked at him with wide blue eyes.


  “Look who they got to repopulate the Earth. A murderer and a prostitute!”


  The girl stared at him.


  “What are you doing?” she asked.


  He was down on his knees in the sand.


  “I’m praying,” he answered.


  THE PENFIELD MISADVENTURE


  August Derleth


  HE DIDN’T MEAN TO DO IT-TO KILL HIS UNCLE BEFORE HE HIMSELF WAS BORN!


  “THE QUEEREST assignment I ever had?” mused Tex Harrigan, looking morosely into the tea his doctor had prescribed to take the place of his customary bourbon. “I think it was the Penfield matter. I’m still not sure I didn’t temporarily lose my mind, that time.”


  “Is that bad?” I wanted to know.


  “Don’t be flip.” He gazed at me malevolently. “Could be, it’s the people around me. You’ve never heard me talk about Roscoe or Harriet Penfield, have you?”


  “I don’t remember.”


  “Well, it happened years back, in the 1940s. And it was not the assignment I’d be much given to talk about. One of those things that might have been or might not, depending on the precise condition of my mind.”


  “All right,” I said. “You’ve got a story. Let’s hear it.”


  “Not exactly a story. A story usually has a nice, rounded, pat ending—this one didn’t have.” He sighed. “This thing began one day when the Chicago Tribune sent me out to track down a whack of a kid named Roscoe Penfield. He was said to have evolved a new theory of time travel. You get these genius I. Q. boys once in a while, and they really have something, but most of the time they’re about as solid as the average end-of-the-world prophet.


  “Well, I went out. The kid’s parents had been killed in a highway accident three years or so before, I understood, and he lived with his cousin, Dr. Harriet Penfield, whose father had been driving the death car and had been killed in the same accident. She was close to forty, had a lot of college degrees, and was a mathematician employed at Ignatius College. The two of them lived in a penthouse on the edge of the Loop, and the set-up looked like money.


  “I explained why I had come.


  “Dr. Penfield was hardly amused. ‘That is a rigmarole of nonsense, young man,’ she said in a genuinely professorial manner. ‘My cousin seldom lets a day go by without some brainstorm or other.’


  “ ‘May I talk to him?’ I persisted.


  “ ‘He’s out on the roof somewhere.’


  “The kid was about eighteen. Owl-eyed, with spectacles, and blonde hair too long for him, partly in his eyes. He looked and was a precocious brat. He had some kind of contraption that looked as if it had been put together with pieces rescued from a used car lot; he was working on the thing when I came out.


  “ ‘Are you the man from the observatory?’ he wanted to know.


  “I told him who I was.


  “ ‘I’m not ready for publicity,’ he said. ‘Besides, Harriet wouldn’t like it.’


  “ ‘What is that thing?’


  “ ‘I’m afraid it embodies scientific principles an ordinary reporter couldn’t begin to grasp,’ he said with an air that made me want to take him over my knees.


  “ ‘It looks like a time machine,’ I guessed.


  “He snorted. ‘It looks like an imperfect helicopter, thanks.’


  “Well, after using up a lot of patience I got something out of him. He claimed to have gone back into time—nothing about going forward. That, he said, he hadn’t perfected yet. He said he had gone back as much as fifty years, but beyond that he was vague. Either he didn’t want to go farther than that or he couldn’t go. He spoke with a good deal of authority about time past, but he didn’t say anything he couldn’t have got out of a book somewhere.


  “ ‘Just how do you travel back in time?’ I asked him.


  “ ‘Why, counter-clockwise,’ he came back. I had the feeling he was guying me.


  “I couldn’t get any more out of him. When I came back into the penthouse, Dr. Penfield only raised her eyebrows, and said, ‘You see!’ ”


  When the reporter had gone and cousin Harriet was out, too, Penfield got into his machine and faced a complication of buttons, panels, and levers. He knew very well what he was doing, however. He set his controls. He started the machine, which made scarcely any noise, and presently it rose straight up. The city dwindled below, then vanished. If all went well—and there was no reason why it should not—Roscoe would come down near Fernview, Illinois, in his grandfather’s back forty, at about the turn of the century. He had done so before, so often that he was becoming a familiar figure in that country neighborhood.


  Presently the machine began to descend.


  The familiar landscape came into sight—the woods almost ringing the field, the great, boxlike house, the brook, the millpond. By gazing intently, Roscoe could make out the two boys, Leander and Albert, as usual, at the pond.


  He set the machine gently down, pushed it over to the edge of the wood, and concealed it as best he could. This required no concentration and involved little difficulty, for the field, having been planted, farm; both the old man and the hired man were occupied in other fields; it was not therefore necessary was not visited by anyone from the to hide the machine so thoroughly as to impede hasty departure.


  He skirted the edge of the field, went around in back of the farm buildings, and came out at the mill, an abandoned structure of considerable age. The boys fished just beyond the mill-race. Leander, who was the older of them, was destined to become Harriet’s father; Albert, his own. There was only five years between them, Leander being seventeen, and Albert twelve. They had become accustomed to Roscoe some time ago, for Roscoe had appeared as a “new boy” in the neighborhood, and had been accepted. Because he looked younger than his age, Leander patronized him, with an annoyingly superior air. Roscoe could still smart physically at the spankings his uncle gave him when Roscoe was but ten or thereabouts.


  “How’re they biting?” asked Roscoe, coming around the mill-race.


  “With their mouths,” scud Leander. “Stupid.”


  “Why didn’t you bring your pole?” asked Albert.


  Roscoe only shrugged. Truth to tell, he did not own any angling equipment whatsoever, he had never seen an old-fashioned cane pole; he had supposed, until his venture backward into time, that fly-rods and casting-rods were the sole weapons with which fish were engaged. He had grown up so much less free than his ancestors that he appreciated these little journeys all the more.


  “Roscoe’s afraid of the fish,” said Leander.


  “Here, use my pole,” said Albert. “I’ve got ten sunfish already.”


  Roscoe took the pole and sat down to watch the cork.


  Leander’s derision went on unchecked. “Had any more dreams lately?” he asked. “About all you do, Roscoe, is have good dreams.”


  Roscoe had got into the habit of telling them something of the wonders of his age as if they were dreams.


  “Sure,” he said. “Wait till I catch just one fish.”


  “Watch your cork. There’s one nibbling at your worm.”


  “About a week later,” said Harrigan, “Dr. Penfield rang me up and asked me to stop over. I could tell that she was worried about something. I went over as soon as I could. She met me at the door.


  “ ‘Mr. Harrigan, I’m beginning to think I’m not taking my cousin seriously enough,’ she said.


  “ ‘What’s he done?’


  “ ‘He does things I can’t account for. Remember the last time you were here? Well, I went out shortly after. We left Roscoe on the roof with his invention. When I got back six hours later, what do you suppose he was doing?’


  “ ‘No idea,’ I said. ‘I haven’t known any other precocious boys.’


  “ ‘He was frying himself a couple of sunfish.’


  “ ‘Yeah,’ I said stupidly. ‘What about it?’


  “ ‘Fresh sunfish, Mr. Harrigan. Now, even if you could easily pick them up in this neighborhood in Chicago, the elevator man said Roscoe hadn’t left the penthouse. I asked Roscoe where he got them, and he said he caught them. Six hours, Mr. Harrigan. He would hardly have had time to cycle out to a place he could conceivably catch sunfish. That’s taking in all the possibilities.’


  “I saw her point. Sunfish were not to be caught just by dangling a worm on a hook over the nearest building parapet into the canyons of the Chicago Loop.


  “ ‘And that isn’t all,’ she went on. ‘Just come out here.’


  “I followed her to the roof. There stood the machine, just as I had seen, it that first visit. She went over to it.


  “ ‘Now, if you’ll look, you’ll see that the machine has been moved.’


  “I could see that and said so. I pointed out, however, that Roscoe was big enough to push it around.


  “ ‘That’s true enough,’ she conceded. ‘But wouldn’t the wheels leave something of a mark? There’s none here. It’s just as if it had been picked up and put down over here.’


  “ ‘There’s probably a very simple explanation for it. Why not ask Roscoe?’


  “We waited for Roscoe. He came along about an hour later, and we put the questions to him. He said simply that he had taken the machine out. As for the sunfish, why, he had gone fishing that day in a millpond out of Fernview, Illinois.


  “ ‘How perfectly absurd!’ cried Dr. Penfield. ‘Fernview is almost four hundred miles from here. How do you expect me to believe that?’


  “ ‘I don’t,’ admitted the kid. ‘If you reject the fundamental premise, it’s only natural that you have to reject all the others.’


  “Not another thing could be got out of him.”


  Today, Roscoe decided, I’ll tell them about helicopters.


  “Go on, tell us your dream,” urged Leander. “It can’t be more impossible than the last one.”


  “It’s about a flying-machine,” began Roscoe, choosing his words carefully. “A machine of a different kind from the other—” He had already told them about airplanes. “This one could fly straight up, and it could come straight down, too. It could hover and move around in the smallest space.”


  “If you accept the principle you talked about in the other flying machine, this one is unsound,” said Leander promptly.


  “Of course it isn’t,” replied Roscoe with spirit. “You just have to give the supporting surfaces an approximately vertical thrust. You could do it by arranging for the rotating device on the top instead of the front of the machine.”


  “How could you control it?” asked Leander.


  “You carry a power plant.”


  Leander frowned. Albert listened in wide-eyed amazement.


  “What if it failed?”


  “Well, you shouldn’t have any more trouble than in an airplane.”


  “If this were as simple as you make it sound, I should think it would have been invented a long time ago,” said Leander with studied scorn. “They’ve been talking about men flying ever since Icarus. It hasn’t happened and it never will.”


  “Don’t be so sure, Leander,” retorted Roscoe. How curious it was that Leander at seventeen was capable of developing in him the same fury that the man Leander was to become was destined to arouse in Roscoe at ten. This was the trap Roscoe must avoid, for sooner or later he was likely to burst out into expression of his rage, just as he had done in childhood, kicking and screaming and beating at his uncle.


  “But I am sure,” replied Leander. “A man’s got to be sure of some things, and I’m sure man isn’t going to fly. He wasn’t meant to.”


  “You talk like—like an old fogy of an uncle of mine,” said Roscoe.


  “Sometimes the old fogies know more than the young fogies.”


  “They do not!” Roscoe was indignant. That anyone like Leander, who was, after all, only a country bumpkin, to contradict Roscoe Penfield, with his genius I.Q., was profoundly insulting. “I know men will be able to fly some day.”


  “In that flying machine you dreamed up?” Leander jeered.


  “Sure. It works on the same principle as my machine,” answered Roscoe heatedly. “Except that it won’t move in time, only in space.”


  He had no sooner spoken than he knew he had made a slip: Country bumpkin or no, Leander was sharp.


  “Your machine,” he echoed. “What machine?”


  “I’ve got a kind of machine,” began Roscoe cautiously.


  “A toy?” interjected Albert.


  “Yes, you might say it’s a toy.”


  “Another dream?” asked Albert helpfully.


  “Another dream,” said Roscoe.


  Leander licked his lips. He was looking intently at Roscoe now.


  “Come to think of it, Roscoe, you wear funny clothes.”


  “I do not.”


  “Never saw the like before. I don’t have any like that and Albert hasn’t and Pa hasn’t and our hired man hasn’t and nobody we see in church Sundays has.”


  “Maybe they’re poor and can’t afford anything better,” said Albert.


  “Where do you live, Roscoe?” persisted Leander.


  “I told you—Chicago.”


  “Sure, and you said you came down here and visited with relatives. What relatives?”


  “My grandfather and my uncles,” said Roscoe, relishing this truth.


  “There don’t nobody live around here, outside of Fernview, fits that description,” said Leander, his eyes narrowed.


  Roscoe came to his feet in one bound. “So I’m a liar, huh? So you’re sneaking around behind my back trying to find something wrong with me. Well, that’s not the kind of friends I like.”


  Leander was taken aback. Roscoe stalked off to the noise of Albert’s cries of consternation and the younger boy’s loud recriminations against his brother. If only, thought Roscoe, they stay where they are and don’t take it into their heads to follow me! Once he got to the woods, he could dodge them easily enough.


  He reached the woods and vanished into them, before Leander came to life and began to run after him.


  “It couldn’t have been more than a few days later that I stopped in there again,” said Harrigan. “I found Dr. Penfield quite upset indeed.”


  “ ‘Look here, Mr. Harrigan,’ she opened up on me right away, ‘I’ve just gone through Roscoe’s things, and I’ve come up with quite an assortment I can’t account for.’


  “ ‘Any boy is apt to collect trifles,’ I said.


  “ ‘These aren’t trifles, Mr. Harrigan.’


  “Nor were they. It’s some years back now, but as nearly as I can remember them they included three complete sets of mint stamps of the Columbian commemoratives, coins of the same period, some valuable decorative pieces circa 1880, and certain odds and ends which might be an integral part of any boy’s life.”


  “What’s so unusual about such a find?” I put in.


  “Basically, I suppose, the time wasn’t right. When was it, 1946 or so? Mint Columbians just weren’t easy to pick up in complete sets. He had three. Sure, I know, he had money to buy them. But where did he get them? The coins were a little more common, I grant that; he might have picked them up from some collector. After all, his cousin wasn’t in the habit of following him around. There was just the outside possibility that he had managed to accumulate them in the course of his life in Chicago.”


  “There was no way of knowing how long he had had them?” I asked.


  Harrigan shook his head.


  “What did Roscoe say about them?”


  “Oh, the same old story. He had brought them back from his trips into the past. He made it sound so damned logical, but, of course, it was ridiculous, and when I charged him with it, he just laughed.


  “ ‘Remember the story of Doubting Thomas, Mr. Harrigan,’ he said. ‘Or maybe you don’t read the Bible.’


  “I promised Dr. Penfield I’d look around Roscoe’s room next day . . .”


  Roscoe was of two minds about going back.


  For one thing, knowing Leander as he did, he was certain that his uncle would have devised some trap; he would want above all else to see “the machine”. On the other hand, the lure of the place was irresistible; he enjoyed that feeling of superiority—to be hack in time actually talking to his father and uncle, who could not know that they and his mother would all die together in that terrible accident. He could, actually play at their games, join in their fun, and know that among other things that Leander, who professed such scorn for girls, would be married in three years, and Albert would not marry until much later in life. This game had an inordinate attraction for him; it lent spindle-legged, owl-eyed Roscoe Penfield the superiority of a god.


  In the end, he slipped into the machine when Harriet had gone to work next morning, and was off into the past once more.


  He knew he must be very cautious, however.


  He was twice as careful about hiding the machine, and, when he moved toward the house and grounds, he went with extreme wariness. He saw the boys at last, on the far side of the pond—the deep side—with sailboats. He went around the pond where the mill was, and walked catlike among the willows and alders so as to come up behind the boys and leave the way clear for him to disappear if they were hostile.


  Albert saw him first. “There’s Roscoe!” he cried.


  Leander looked around casually. “Ever sail a boat, Roscoe?” he called.


  “No, but I can try.”


  So they had forgotten. Roscoe came confidently out of the willows and ran to the edge of the pond.


  No sooner had he reached Leander’s side than Leander fell upon him, bearing him to the ground and pinning him there.


  “Now we got you, Roscoe. Albert, run and fetch that rope from the mill—you know, the one we hid till Roscoe came back.”


  Albert obediently ran.


  Leander gloated. “This time you won’t get away without showing us your machine. We know you’re not visiting around here because we asked all around. We’re going to tie you up and if you don’t lead us to where it is, you can rot for all we care.”


  In a near panic, Roscoe knew he must act before Albert returned. For the moment, however, there was nothing he could do. Leander had his shoulders pinned to the grass and was sitting astride him; since Leander was heavier than Roscoe, there was nothing for it but to wait until Leander became over-confident. Roscoe relaxed and grinned.


  “Think you’re smart,” he said.


  “We’ll see who’s so smart,” retorted Leander.


  “Look. There’s a stone or something under my right shoulder. Ease up a little on the pressure, will you?”


  Leander obligingly did so. Instantly Roscoe arched his body, and with a rapidly freed hand, taught Leander a brief lesson in judo. Leander catapulted over Roscoe’s head and landed in the pond.


  “I can’t swim!” he shouted.


  “I’m wise to your tricks,” Roscoe shouted in answer and sprinted away just as Albert came out of the mill with a coil of rope.


  He got to the machine and climbed in, filled with regret. He knew this was the last time he could come back to Fernview, the last time. He felt all the pangs of parting as the machine vaulted into the heavens.


  “Now this is the part of the story that just doesn’t add up. It could be that somehow I was the victim of the whackiest kind of hallucination you ever heard of,” continued Harrigan. “I can’t swear now that what happened before that last visit did actually take place. I thought for a while it was a dream, now I’m not even sure it had the reality of a dream. But I remember that last visit as vividly as I remember anything about those queer assignments of mine. I can still see the kid muttering about having altered events by what he did. I can still see how indignant his parents were.”


  “His parents! “I put in. “You said they were killed in an accident.”


  “Alleged,” he answered. “Brought about by Roscoe’s Uncle Leander, who was driving. But you see, if there wasn’t any Uncle Leander, there couldn’t have been such an accident, could there? But don’t let me get ahead of the story.


  “I went there that last day looking for Dr. Penfield. I found Roscoe sitting white as a bank of new-fallen snow, and stiff as an icicle, being lectured to by an elderly fellow and a woman who was clearly his wife.


  “ ‘What do you want?’ asked the lecturer, when his wife had let me in.


  “ ‘Forgive me,’ I said, just as uncertain as I felt, ‘I came up, I thought, to find a Dr. Penfield. Wasn’t her first name Harriet?’


  ‘“I’m Dr. Penfield,’ said he. ‘Dr. Albert Penfield.’


  “I tell you, I was as confused as a man can get and still hang on to sanity. Dr. Harriet Penfield was nowhere in evidence; nor was there any sign of any of her possessions. Moreover, my memory of her seemed to be fading even as I talked about her.


  “ ‘Roscoe’s cousin,’ I said.


  “ ‘I’m afraid Roscoe has misled you,’ he said. ‘He has no cousins. My only brother, Leander, was drowned in the millpond on our father’s farm when he was seventeen. Roscoe is a very imaginative boy. I had no idea he had impressed anyone else with this fable; I thought we were the first to learn of it.’


  “Well, I tried to track down Dr. Harriet Penfield. After all, I had seen her name in print. Or had I? I had looked her up in Who’s Who and found her there with almost half a column. Or had I? It was a cinch I couldn’t .find any word about her after that, even though I went through the files of Who’s Who for the previous ten years. I went around to Ignatius College, where I had understood she had taught, and couldn’t find a soul who remembered her. Nor was she on the teaching rolls. Roscoe could have hired someone to impersonate her, but then, what of those references I had read before? Or had I? You see? I’ve been asking myself ever since whose bad dream I was in.


  “As for Roscoe, they had to send him to a sanitarium for quite a little while. They had found him on the roof that night where he had evidently fallen from something. He talked about his ‘time’ machine, but of course, there was nothing of that sort there—nor a machine of any kind, though I’d have sworn I saw one. He kept accusing himself of having murdered not only his Uncle Leander, but also his cousin Harriet, and of having wiped out an entire sequence of events in time. It took him quite a while to get over that obsession. I’m not sure I quite got over mine.”


  THE ENCHANTED PRINCESS


  Jack Vance


  THE SLEEPING BEAUTY ASLEEP MEANT PAIN TO ONE MAN, WEALTH TO ANOTHER. AWAKE, SHE BROUGHT DEATH.


  JAMES AIKEN recognized the man at the reception desk as Victor Martinon, former producer at Pageant. Martinon had been fired in the recent retrenchment, and the headlines in Variety sent goose-flesh along every back in the industry. If flamboyant, money-making Matinon went, who was safe?


  Aiken approached the desk, puzzled by Martinon’s presence at the Krebius Children’s Clinic. A versatile lover, Martinon never stayed married long enough to breed children. If Martinon were here on the same errand as his own—well, that was a different matter. Aiken felt a sharpening of interest.


  “Hello, Martinon.”


  “Hi,” said Martinon, neither knowing Aiken’s identity nor caring.


  “I worked on Clair de Lune with you—built the Dreamboat sequence.” Clair de Lune was Martinon’s next to last picture.


  “Oh, yes. Quite an effort. Still with Pageant?”


  “I’m in my own lab now. Doing special effects for TV.”


  “A man’s got to eat,” said Martinon, implying that Aiken now could sink no further.


  Aiken’s mouth quivered, reflecting mingled emotions. “Keep me in mind, if you ever get back in pictures.”


  “Yeah. Sure will.”


  Aiken had never liked Martinon anyway. Martinon was big and broad, about forty, with silver hair pomaded and brushed till it glittered. His eyes were vaguely owlish—large, dark, surrounded by fine wrinkles; his mustache was cat-like; he wore excellent clothes. Aiken had no mustache; he was wiry and dark. He walked with a slight limp because of a Korean bullet, and so looked older than his twenty-five years. Martinon was suave and smelled of heather; Aiken was abrupt, angular and smelled of nothing much in particular.


  Aiken spoke to the nurse behind the desk. “My sister has a little boy here. Bunny Tedrow.”


  “Oh, yes, Bunny. Nice little boy.”


  “She came to visit him yesterday, and told me about the film you were showing. I’d like to see it. If I may, of course.”


  The nurse looked sidewise at Martinon. “I don’t really see any objection. I suppose you’d better speak to Dr. Krebius. Or if Mr. Martinon says it’s all right—.”


  “Oh.” Aiken looked at Martinon. “Some of your stuff?”


  Martinon nodded. “In a way. The films are, well, experimental. I’m not sure we want anyone checking them just yet.”


  “Here’s Dr. Krebius,” said the nurse placidly, and Martinon frowned.


  Dr. Krebius was stocky, red-faced, forthright. His hair was whiter than Martinon’s and rose from his scalp like a whisk-broom. He wore a white smock, and gave off a faint odor of clean laundry and iodoform.


  The nurse said, “This gentleman heard about the films; he slants to see them.”


  “Ah.” Dr. Krebius looked at Aiken with eyes like little blue ballbearings. “The little stories.” He spoke in a heavy accent, gruff and deep in his throat. “You are who?”


  “My name is James Aiken. My sister saw the films yesterday and told me about them.”


  “Ah ha,” growled Krebius, turning to Martinon as if he would clap him on the back. “Maybe we charge admission, hey? Make money for the hospital!”


  Martinon said in a measured voice, “Aiken here works in a film laboratory. His interest is professional.”


  “Sure! What of it? Let him look! He does no harm!”


  Martinon shrugged, moved off down the hall.


  Krebius turned back to Aiken. “We show not much. Just a few little stories to please the children.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “In six minutes, at two o’clock precisely. That is the way we work here, precise on the second. That way we cure the sick little legs, the blind eyes.”


  “Oh,” said Aiken. “Blind children too?”


  “My specialty! You know of the Krebius Klinik in Leipzig?”


  Aiken shook his head. “Sorry.”


  “For ten years we do tremendous work. Far ahead of what you do here. Why? There is more to do, we must be bold!” He tapped Aiken on the chest with a hard forefinger. “Two years ago I give up my wonderful hospital. There is no living with the Communists. They order me to make lenses, soldiers to see better down the guns. My work is to heal the eyes, not putting them out. I come here.”


  “I see your point,” said Aiken. He hesitated. Martinon’s attitude had given him the uncomfortable sense of interloping.


  Krebius looked at him under bristly eyebrows.


  “Incidentally,” said Aiken, “as Martinon says, I’m in the special effects business. Part of my work is keeping up with what’s going on.”


  “Of course. Why not? I have no interest in the film; it is not mine. Look as you please. Martinon is the cautious one. Fear is caution. I have no fear. I am cautious only with the tools of my work. Then!” He held up his blunt hands. “I am like a vise. The eye is a delicate organ!”


  He bowed, walked off down the corridor. Aiken and the nurse watched him go. Aiken, grinning a little, looked at the nurse, who was grinning too.


  “You should see him when he’s excited. And then—well! I was raised on a farm. The old kitchen range used to get red hot. When water spilled on it . . .”


  “I’m a farm boy myself,” said Aiken.


  “That’s Dr. Krebius. You’d better go. He wasn’t fooling. We work by the split-second around here. Right down the end of the hall, that’s the ward for today’s films.”


  Aiken walked down the corridor, pushed through the swinging door into a large room with curtained windows. Crippled children occupied beds along the walls, wheelchairs down the center of the room. Aiken looked around for Bunny, but saw him nowhere. A table near the door supported a sixteen millimeter projector; on the far wall a screen hung. Martinon stood by the projector threading in the film. He nodded curtly at Aiken.


  The clock on the wall read half a minute to two. Martinon flicked on the projector’s lamp and motor, focussed the image. A nurse went to sit under the screen with a big red book.


  The minute hand touched two.


  Two P.M.


  “Today,” said the nurse, “we watch another chapter from the life of Ulysses. Last time, you’ll remember, they were trapped by a terrible one-eyed giant called Polyphemus, on the island that we call Sicily today. Polyphemus is a horrible creature that’s been eating up the Greeks.” A delighted shudder and buzz ran around the room. “Today we find Ulysses and his men plotting an escape.” She nodded. The lights went out. Martinon started the projector.


  There was a chattering sound. The white rectangle on the screen quivered, shook. Martinon switched off the projector. The lights went on. Martinon bent over the projector with a worried frown. He banged it with his knuckles, shook it, tried the switch again. The same chatter. He looked up, shook his head despondently. “Don’t think we’re going to make it today.”


  “Aw,” sighed the children.


  Aiken went over to the projector. “What’s the trouble?”


  “It’s been coming on a long time,” said Martinon. “Something in the sprockets. I’ll have to take it to the repairman.”


  “Let me take a look. I’ve got the same model; I know it inside out.”


  “Oh, don’t bother,” said Martinon, but Aiken was already investigating the mechanism. He opened a blade of his pocket knife, worked ten seconds. “She’ll go now. The screw holding the sprocket to the drive gear was loose.”


  “Much obliged,” muttered Martinon.


  Aiken took his seat. Martinon caught the nurse’s eye. She bent over the book, began to read aloud. The lights went out.


  The Odyssey! Aiken was looking into a vast cave, dim-lit by firelight. Hoary walls rose to fade into high murk. Off to one side lay a great manlike hulk. At his back a dozen men worked feverishly, and in the vast smoky volume of the cavern they were miniatures, manikins. They held a great pointed pole into the flames, and the red firelight played and danced on their sweating bodies.


  The camera drew closer. The features of the men became visible-young, clean-limbed warriors moving with passionate determination, heroic despair. Ulysses stood forth, a man with a face of the Sistine Jehovah. He signalled. The warriors heaved the spear to their shoulders. Crouching under the weight, they ran forward against the face half-seen in the dimness.


  It was a lax, idiotic face, with one eye in the middle of the forehead. The camera drew away showing the length of Polyphemus’ body. The Greeks came running with the flaming pike; the eye snapped open, stared in wonder, and the pike bored into the center—deep, deep, deep.


  Polyphemus jerked his head, the spear flung up, the Greeks scuttled into the shadows, disappeared. Polyphemus tore in agony at his face, wrenched loose the spear. He lunged around the cave, groping with one hand, clasping his bloody face with the other.


  The camera went to the Greeks pressing back against the walls. The squat, bulging legs tramped past them. A great hand swept close, scraped, grabbed. The Greeks held their breaths, and the sweat gleamed on their chests.


  Polyphemus stumbled away, into the fire; the logs scattered, embers flew. Polyphemus bellowed in frustration.


  The camera shifted to the Greeks, tying themselves under monster sheep.


  Polyphemus stood at the mouth of the cave. He pushed the great barrier rock aside and, straddling the opening, felt of the back of each sheep as it passed between his legs.


  The Greeks ran down to the golden beach, launched their galley over the wine-dark sea. They hoisted the sail and the wind drove them offshore.


  Polyphemus came down to the beach. He picked up a boulder, flung it. Slow through the air it flew, slanting down toward the Greeks. It crashed into the sea, and the galley was tossed high on a fountain of water and bright white foam. Polyphemus stooped for another boulder. The scene faded.


  “And that’s all for today,” said the nurse.


  The children sighed in disappointment, began to chatter.


  Martinon looked at Aiken with a peculiar sidelong grin. “What do you think?”


  “Not bad,” said Aiken. “Not bad at all. A little rough in spots. You could use better research. That wasn’t any Greek galley—more like a Viking longboat.”


  Martinon nodded carelessly. “It’s not my film; I’m on the outside looking in. But I agree with you. All brains and no technique, like a lot of this avant garde stuff.”


  “I don’t recognize any of the actors. Who made it?”


  “Merlin Studios.”


  “Never heard of them.”


  “They’ve just organized. One of my friends is involved. He asked me to show the film to some kids, get the reaction.”


  “They like it,” said Aiken.


  Martinon shrugged. “Kids are easy to please.”


  Aiken turned to go. “So long, and thanks.”


  “Don’t mention it.”


  In the hall, Aiken met Dr. Krebius, standing with a pretty blonde girl of sixteen or seventeen. Krebius gave him a genial salute. “And the film, you liked it?”


  “Very much,” said Aiken. “But I’m puzzled.”


  “Ah ha,” said Krebius with a foxy wink at the girl. “The little secrets that we must keep.”


  “Secrets?” she murmured. “What secrets?”


  “I forget,” said Krebius. “You know none of the secrets.”


  Aiken looked intently at the girl, glanced quickly at the doctor, and Krebius nodded. “This is little Carol Bannister. She’s blind.”


  “That’s too bad,” said Aiken. Her eyes turned in his direction. They were a wide, deep Dutch blue, mild and tranquil. He saw that she might be a year or two older than he had first imagined.


  Krebius stroked her silken-blonde head as he might pat a spaniel. “It’s a pity when lovely young girls can’t see to look and flirt and watch the boys’ hearts go bumping. But with Carol—well, we work and we hope, and who knows? Someday she may see as well as you or I.”


  “I sure hope so,” said Aiken.


  “Thank you,” the girl said softly, and Aiken took his leave.


  In an unaccountably gloomy mood, he returned to his lab and found himself unable to work. For an hour he sat musing and smoking, then, on a sudden inspiration, called a friend, who was legman for a famous Hollywood columnist.


  “Hello, Larry. This is Aiken.”


  “What’s on the fire?”


  “I want some dope on Merlin Studios. Got any?”


  “Nothing. Never heard of ’em. What do they do?”


  Aiken felt like dropping the whole thing. “Oh, they’ve made a few snatches of film. Fairy tales, things like that.”


  “Any good?”


  Aiken thought back over the film, and his wonder revived. “Yeah,” he said. “Very good. In fact—magnificent.”


  “You don’t say. Merlin Studios?”


  “Right. And I think—just think, mind you—that Victor Martinon is in on it.”


  “Martinon, eh? I’ll ask Fidelia.” Fidelia was Larry’s boss. “She might know. If it’s a tip, thanks.”


  “Not at all.”


  An hour later Larry called back. “I’ve learned three things. First, nobody in the trade knows anything about Merlin Studios. It’s a vacuum. Second, Vic Martinon’s been doing some fancy finagling, and he has been heard to use the words ‘Merlin Studios’. Third, they’re arranging a sneak preview tonight.”


  “Tonight? Where?”


  “Garden City Theater, Pomona.”


  “Okay, Larry. Thanks.”


  Aiken watched five minutes of feature film, which was immediately followed by a slide reading:


  Please do not leave the theater.


  You are about to witness a


  SNEAK PREVIEW.


  Your comments will be.


  appreciated.


  The slide dissolved into a title: a montage of colored letters on a silver-green background:


  VASILLISSA THE ENCHANTED PRINCESS.


  A fantasy based on an ancient.


  Russian fairy tale.


  THE MERLIN STUDIOS.


  The silver-green background dissolved into orange; bold gray letters read: Produced by Victor Martinon.


  There were no further credits. The orange dissolved into a blur of gray mist, with wandering hints of pink and green.


  A voice spoke. “We go far away and long ago—to old Russia where once upon a time a young woodcutter named Ivan, returning from the woods, found a dove lying under a tree. The dove had a broken wing, and looked at Ivan so sorrowfully that he took pity on it . . .”


  The mist broke open, into the world of fairyland, a landscape swimming in a radiance, richness, color. It was real and it was unreal, a land everyone hoped for but knew never could be. There was a forest of antique trees, banks of ferns with the sun shining through the leaves, moist white flowers, beds of violets. The foliage was brown, gold, rust, lime and dark green, and down through the leaves came shafts of sunshine. Beyond the forest was a green meadow sprinkled with daisies, buttercups, cowslips, cornflowers; and far away down the valley the dark wooden gables of a village, the onion dome of a church could be seen.


  The story proceeded, narrated by the voice. “Ivan nursed the dove back to health, and received a malachite casket for a reward. When he opened the casket a magnificent palace appeared on the meadow, surrounded by beautiful gardens, terraces of ivory, statues of jade and jet and cinnabar.


  “The Czar of the Sea, riding past, saw the palace. Angry at Ivan’s presumption he set Ivan impossible tasks—cutting down a. forest overnight, building a flying ship, breaking an iron stallion to the saddle.


  “The dove came to aid Ivan. She was Vasillissa, a beautiful maiden with long honey-blonde hair . . .”


  The fable vaulted from miracle to miracle, through battles, sorcery, quests to the end of the earth, the final defeat of the Czar.


  There was no sound from the audience. Every eye stared as if seeing the most precious part of their lives. The landscapes glowed with marvelous light: pink, blue, black, gold. The scenes were rich with imagery; real with the truth of poetry. The Czar, a great swarthy man, wore a scarlet robe and over this a black iron corselet embossed with jade. Chumichka, his steward, hopped around on malformed legs, glaring wildly from a pallid sidelong face. The story swarmed with monsters and creatures of fable: griffins, hedge-hounds, fish with legs, fiery birds.


  And Vasillissa! When Aiken saw Vasillissa, he muttered and stirred in his seat. Vasillissa was a beautiful golden-haired girl, swift as dandelion fluff, gay as any of the flowers. Vasillissa was as much a thing of magic as Ivan’s wonderful palace. Like the fairy landscapes, she awakened a yearning that could never be satisfied. In one scene she came down to the river to catch a witch who had taken the form of a carp. The pool was like bottle-glass, shadowed by black-green poplars. Vasillissa stood silent, looking over the water. The carp jumped up in a flurry of silver spray; she turned her head so suddenly that the blonde hair swung out to the side.


  “I must be completely mad,” said Aiken to himself.


  Vasillissa and Ivan finally escaped the raging Czar. “And they lived happily ever after, in the palace by the Dorogheny Woods,” said the voice. And the picture ended.


  Aiken drew a great breath. He joined the applause of the audience, rose to his feet, drove back to his apartment at breakneck pace.


  For several hours he lay awake thinking. Magic Vasillissa! Today he had seen her as a blind girl, with silky blonde hair; slight, thoughtful, rather shy. Carol Bannister—Vasillissa. She was and she wasn’t. Carol was blind. Vasillissa had bright blue eyes and could see very well indeed. What a strange situation, thought Aiken, and lay tossing and dozing and dreaming and thinking.


  James Aiken was hardly a handsome man, although he had an indefinable flair, the concentration of character that equals color. His mouth drooped at a harsh saturnine angle; he was thin and angular; he walked with a limp. He smoked and drank a good deal; he had few friends, and made no great play for women. He was clever, imaginative, quick with his hands, and the Aiken Special Effects Laboratory was doing good business. He aroused no great loyalty from his employees. They thought him cynical and morose. But a cynic is a disappointed idealist; and James Aiken was as tender, wistful an idealist as could be found in all Los Angeles.


  Vasillissa the Enchanted Princess!


  He brooded about Carol Bannister. She had not acted Vasillissa, she was Vasillissa! And the magic longing rose in his throat like a sour taste, and he knew nothing else in life was as important.


  At quarter of ten next morning he drove north on Arroyo Seco Boulevard, up winding Lomita Way to the Krebius Children’s Clinic.


  At the desk he gave his name, asked to speak to Dr. Krebius, and after a ten minute wait was ushered into an austere office.


  Krebius rose to his feet, bowed stiffly. “Yes, Mr. Aiken.” No longer the bluff and genial doctor of yesterday, he seemed stubborn and suspicious.


  Aiken asked, “May I sit down?”


  “Certainly.” Krebius lowered himself into his own chair, erect as a post. “What do you wish?”


  “I’d like to talk to you about Carol Bannister.”


  Krebius raised his eyebrows inquiringly, as if the choice of topic had surprised him. “Very well.”


  “Has she ever done any acting? In the movies?”


  “Carol?” Krebius looked puzzled. “No. Never.-I have known her many years. My sister is married to the cousin of her father. She has done no acting. Perhaps you are thinking of her mother. Marya Leone.”


  “Marya Leone? Carol’s mother?”


  Krebius indulged himself in a wintry smile. “Yes.”


  “I feel even sorrier for Carol.” Marya Leone, a long-faded soubrette, was known along Sunset Strip as a confirmed and unregenerate alcoholic. A fragment of long-dead gossip rose into his mind. “One of her husbands killed himself.”


  “That was Carol’s father. Four years ago. That very night Carol lost her vision. Her life has been clouded by great tragedy.”


  Krebius pushed himself back in his chair, his white eyebrows came lower down over his hard blue eyes.


  Aiken said in a conciliatory voice, “Do you think there’s a connection? Between the blindness and the suicide? Shock perhaps? Somewhere I’ve heard of things like that.”


  Krebius spread his hands in a non-committal gesture. “Who knows? They were high in the mountains, in a lodge that Marya Leone at that time still owned. Carol was fourteen. A thunderstorm came at night, bringing evil emotions. There was quarrelling. Howard Bannister shot himself, and in the next room a bolt of lightning struck through the window at little Carol. She has seen nothing since.”


  “Hysterical blindness. That’s the word I was thinking of. Could she be suffering from that?”


  Krebius made the same non-committal gesture. Aiken felt in him a lessening of suspicion and hostility. “Perhaps. But I think not. The optic nerve no longer functions correctly, although in many ways it reacts like perfectly healthy tissue. Carol is victim to a unique disability. The cause, who knows? Glare? Electricity? Shock? Terror? In the absence of precedent, I must strike out for myself. I attempt to stimulate the nerve; I have devised special equipment. I love her as my own child.” Krebius leaned forward, pounded the desk for emphasis.


  “What are her chances of seeing again?”


  Krebius leaned back in his chair, looked away. “I do not know. I think she will see—sometime.”


  “Your treatments are helping her?”


  “I believe and trust so.”


  “One more question, Doctor. How does Victor Martinon fit into the picture?”


  Krebius became subtly uncomfortable. “He is her mother’s friend. In fact—.” His voice trailed off. “In fact it is said at one time—.”


  Aiken nodded. “I see. But why—”


  Krebius interrupted him. “Victor is helping me. He is interested in therapy.”


  “Victor Martinon?” Aiken laughed in such sardonic disbelief that Krebius flushed. “I can easily see Martinon playing in a Salvation Army Band.”


  “Nevertheless,” said Krebius, “he assists me in giving treatments.”


  “To Carol?”


  “Yes. To Carol.” Krebius was once again stubborn and hostile. His eyes glared, his white eyebrows bristled, his chin thrust out. In an icy voice he asked, “May I ask your interest in Carol?”


  Aiken had been expecting the question, but had no easy answer ready. He fidgeted uncomfortably. “I’d rather not answer that question . . . You can think of it as a romantic interest.”


  Krebius’ busy eyebrows rose in surprise. “Romance? Little Carol? A child yet!”


  “Perhaps you don’t know her as well as you think you do.”


  “Perhaps not,” muttered Krebius deep in thought. “Perhaps not. The little ones grow up so fast.”


  “Incidentally,” Aiken asked, “does Carol have any sisters? Or cousin who looks like her?”


  “No. Nothing. No one.”


  Aiken said no more. He rose to his feet. “I won’t take up your time, Doctor. But I’d like to talk to Carol, if I may.”


  Krebius stared up truculently as if he might refuse, then shrugged and grunted. “I have no objections. She must not leave the hospital. She is in my care.”


  “Thank you.” Aiken left the office, went to the reception desk. Martinon was just coming in through the main entrance. At the sight of Aiken his pace slackened.


  “Hello, Aiken. What are you doing here?”


  “I might ask the same of you.”


  “I have business here.”


  “So have I.” Aiken turned to the nurse. “I’d like to speak to Carol Bannister. Dr. Krebius gave me permission.”


  “I’ll ring for her. You can wait in the reception room.”


  “Thanks.” Aiken nodded to Martinon, went into the reception room which opened off the lobby, across from Krebius’ office.


  Martinon looked after him, turned, walked into Krebius’ office without knocking.


  Time passed. Aiken sat on the edge of his chair, his hands moist. He was extremely nervous, and correspondingly annoyed at himself. Who would come through the door? Carol Bannister? Vasillissa? Was he confused, mistaken, making a fool of himself? The minutes passed, and Aiken could no longer sit still. He rose to his feet, moved around the room. Through the open door he saw Martinon come into the lobby followed by Dr. Krebius. Martinon was pale and glittering-eyed. Krebius looked surly. They marched up the corridor, neither speaking to the other, and disappeared into a room next to Krebius’ office, with Laboratory painted on the door.


  The corridor was now empty. Aiken went back to the couch, forced himself to sit quietly.


  A nurse appeared in the doorway. “Mr. Aiken?” she asked briskly.


  “Yes.” He rose to his feet.


  Carol came into the doorway, felt her way past the jamb. In her white blouse and gray flannel skirt she looked like a college freshman; her honey-colored hair was brushed till it shone. She seemed slighter and more fragile than Aiken had remembered, but of course his recollection was colored by the image of Vasillissa, agile, vital, reckless.


  She looked uncertainly in Aiken’s direction, with wide, blank, Delft-blue eyes.


  “Hello,” said Aiken in a voice that was not quite his own.


  “Hello.” She was puzzled.


  Aiken took her arm, led her to the couch. The nurse nodded briefly at Aiken, disappeared. “My name is James Aiken. I spoke to you in the hall yesterday.”


  “Oh, yes. I remember now.”


  Aiken was studying her face. Was this Carol? Or Vasillissa? And if she were Vasillissa, how did Carol see? He made up his mind. It was definite. There was something in the poise of the head, the slant of the jaw that was unmistakable. This was Vasillissa. But she lived in a new country, in a new time, unable to use her magic. The dove with the broken wing.


  She moved restlessly. Aiken hastily said, “I suppose you’re wondering what I want.”


  She laughed. “I’m glad you came. I get lonesome.”


  “Dr. Krebius tells me you lost your sight in a lightning storm—”


  Her face went instantly blank and cold. He had said the wrong thing.


  “He says that it’s very likely you’ll see again.”


  “Yes.”


  “These treatments—do they do you any good?”


  “You mean, the Opticon?”


  “If that’s what they call it.”


  “Well, up to three or four months ago I thought I saw the colors. You know, little flashes. But I don’t see them any more.”


  “How long has Martinon been working with you?”


  “Oh, about that long. He works differently from Doctor Krebius.”


  “How?”


  “Oh,” she shrugged. “He doesn’t do very much. Except read to me.”


  Aiken was puzzled. “What good does that do?”


  “I don’t know. I guess it keeps me amused while the machine is turned on.”


  “Do you know that Martinon used to be a motion picture producer?”


  “I know he used to work in the movies. He’s never told me exactly what he did.”


  “How long have you known him?”


  “Not very long. He says he used to know Mother. Mother was in the movies.”


  “Yes, I know. Marya Leone.”


  “She’s quite a drunk now,” Carol said in an even voice which might or might not conceal deep feeling. She turned her blank eyes toward him. “May I feel your face?”


  “Certainly.”


  Her fingertips felt his hair, forehead, brushed over his eye sockets, nose, mouth, chin. She made no comment.


  “Well?” said Aiken.


  “Are you a detective or something like that?”


  “I’m a frustrated artist.”


  “Oh. You’re asking so many questions.”


  “Do you mind? I’ve got a lot more.”


  “No. If you’ll answer some for me first.”


  “Go ahead. Ask.”


  She hesitated. “Well, why did you come to see me?”


  Aiken smiled faintly. “I saw movie last night, called Vasillissa the Enchanted Princess.”


  “Oh? The fairy tale? I know that one very well. About Ivan and the wicked Czar of the Sea.”


  “In this movie Vasillissa was a very beautiful girl. She had long silken hair like yours. She had blue eyes like yours. In fact—” Aiken hesitated over the fateful phrase “—in fact, she was you.”


  “Me?”


  “Yes. You. Carol Bannister.”


  Carol laughed. “You flatter me very much. I’ve never acted, not even in grammar school. Watching Mother emote killed any urge I had.”


  “But it was you.”


  “It couldn’t be! “She was smiling, half-worried, half-amused.


  “The film was produced by Victor Martinon; Martinon’s been hanging around here. You live here. The coincidence is too great. There’s something fishy going on.”


  Carol was silent. She was thinking. A queer look came over her face.


  “Yesterday I saw another film,” said Aiken. “Part of The Odyssey.”


  “The Odyssey . . . Victor read The Odyssey to me. Also The Enchanted Princess.”


  “This is very strange,” said Aiken.


  “Yes. And these last few days. She was blushing, blushing pink scarlet.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “He’s been saying some rather awful things. Asking questions.”


  Aiken felt the skin at the back of his neck slowly going taut. Carol turned her head, as if she could actually see him, swiftly put her hand up, touched his face. “Why, you’re angry!”


  “Yes, I’m angry.”


  “But why?” She was puzzled.


  The words spilled out of Aiken’s mouth. “You may or may not understand. I saw this picture last night. I saw Vasillissa—this may seem very strange to you—but everything she did, every angle of her head, every motion of her head—they meant something to me. I sound like a high school boy, but I fell in love with Vasillissa. And I come here and see you.”


  “But I’m not Vasillissa,” she said.


  “Yes, you are. You’re Vasillissa under a spell. Vasillissa frozen in a block of ice. I want to help you, to make you the free Vasillissa again.”


  Carol laughed. “You’re Ivan.”


  “At heart,” said Aiken, “I’m Ivan.” She reached up again, touched his face, and the touch had a different texture. It was less impersonal. “You don’t feel like Ivan.”


  “I don’t look like Ivan.”


  A figure loomed in the door. Carol dropped her hand, turned her head.


  “Mr. Aiken,” said Krebius, “I would much appreciate a word with you in my office.”


  Aiken slowly rose. “Just one minute, Doctor.”


  “Now, if you don’t mind.”


  “Very well.” Aiken turned to Carol, but she had stood up. She was holding his arm.


  “Doctor,” she said, “does what you want to talk about concern me?”


  “Yes, my child.”


  “I’m not a child, Dr. Krebius. If it concerns me, I want to be with you.”


  He looked at her in bewilderment. “But Carol, this will be men’s talk.”


  “If it concerns me, I want to know.”


  Aiken asked, “Are you planning to warn me off? If you are, you can save your breath.”


  “Come with me!” barked Krebius. He turned, stamped across the lobby to his office, flung the door open.


  Aiken, with Carol holding to his arm, started to walk through; Krebius put out his arm to bar Carol. “To your room, child!”


  “You’ll talk to us both, Doctor,” Aiken said in a low voice. “And you’ll tell us both the truth, or I’ll go to the Board of Health and demand an investigation! I’ll charge you with malpractice.”


  Krebius’ arm dropped like a wet sack. “You threaten me! I have nothing to hide! My reputation is of the utmost value!”


  “Then why do you allow Martinon to use Carol as he has?”


  Krebius became stern and stiff. “You speak of matters you know nothing of.”


  Carol said, “I know nothing about them either.”


  “Come in, then,” said Krebius. “Both of you.” He turned, stopped short, staring at his desk. Four glossy 8 x 10 photographs were lying face up. Krebius stumped hastily across the room, snatched the photographs, tried to stuff them under the blotter. His hands were shaking; one photograph fell to the floor. Aiken inspected it quizzically, lit a cigarette. Krebius grabbed up the photograph, furiously pushed it under the blotter with the others.


  “It’s not true,” he said hoarsely. “It’s a fraud! A fake!” He jumped to his feet, banged his fist on the desk. “It’s nonsense of the worst sort!”


  “Okay,” said Aiken. “I believe you.”


  Krebius sat down, breathing heavily.


  ‘Tell me,” said Aiken, “is Martinon blackmailing you with these pictures?”


  Krebius looked at him dully.


  “They’re nothing to worry about. If he showed them to anybody, he’d get in worse trouble than you would.”


  Krebius shook his head. “I want you to leave this hospital, Mr. Aiken,” he croaked. “Never come back.”


  “Doctor, tell us the truth. How did Martinon make those pictures? Somehow, he’s been photographing Carol’s thoughts.”


  “My thoughts?” Carol drew a deep breath. “Photographing my thoughts?” She considered a minute or two. “Oh, golly!” She hid her face in her hands.


  Krebius was leaning forward on his desk, hands clenched in his hair. “Yes,” he muttered. “May God forgive me.”


  “But, Doctor!” cried Carol.


  Krebius waved his hand. “I found it out when I first tried the Opticon. I noticed images, very faint. I was amazed.”


  “ ‘Amazed’ is no word for the way I feel,” said Carol.


  “I built this machine for you alone. You had a unique handicap—all the equipment for sight, but no vision. The Opticon was to stimulate the optic nerve. I could fire bursts of colored light into your retina, observe results through a microscope. I was astonished to find images on your retina.”


  “But why didn’t you tell me?” Carol demanded.


  “You would become self-conscious. Your thoughts would not flow freely. And it was only in you, one person in all the world, in whom I could see these marvels.” Dr. Krebius sat back in his chair. “We knew vision always as going one way. Light strikes the retina, the rods and cones send little electric messages to the visual center. In Carol the one way is cut off. But in her there is this reversible process. The energy comes down the optic nerve from the brain, it forms an image on the retina.


  “I took some photographs. They were scientific curiosities. I went to your mother’s house to ask for money. She pays me nothing. I am not wealthy. I met Victor, and we drank whiskey.” Krebius narrowed his eyes. “I showed him the photographs. He wanted to experiment. I saw no great harm. There might be money for all of us. For you, Carol, for you most of all. I said yes, but the treatments must continue; no compromise with the cure!”


  “But actually you don’t know what Victor’s been doing?”


  “No. I thought there was no need.”


  “He hasn’t been giving any treatments.”


  Krebius sat silently.


  “He doesn’t want Carol to see,” said Aiken. “She’s a gold mine for Victor.”


  “Yes, yes. I see this now.”


  “Also, she gave him a club over you.” Aiken turned to Carol. “Did Victor ever ask you about Doctor Krebius?”


  Carol’s face was pink with embarrassment. “He asked some awful questions. I couldn’t help but think about what he was saying.”


  “Carol has a strong visual imagination,” said Krebius mournfully. “It’s not her fault. But these pictures . .


  “They’d never stand up in court.”


  “No, but my reputation!”


  Aiken said nothing.


  Krebius muttered, “I’ve been a fool, a wicked fool. How may I expiate my weakness?” He rose, lurched over to Carol. “My dear girl,” he faltered. “I will cure you. You will see again. You have a good retina, you have a healthy optic nerve. Stimulation! We will make you see!” And he said humbly, “If only you will forgive me!”


  Carol said something in a muffled voice. Her face was pinched, constricted. She seemed dazed.


  Aiken said, “I’d like to call in somebody else for consultation. Doctor Barnett.”


  “No,” said Krebius. “I have forgotten more about eyes than any man in California knows.”


  “But do you know anything about the brain?”


  Krebius was silent for a moment. Then, “You are obsessed with psychology. Today all is psychology miracles. And good old-fashioned surgery goes out the window.”


  “But certainly you’ve seen cases of hysterical blindness,” Aiken protested.


  Carol said faintly, “I’m not hysterical. I’m just mad.”


  “In the front lines,” said Aiken, “when something terrible happens, sometimes men can’t walk, or hear, or see. I’ve seen it happen.”


  “I know all this,” said Krebius. “In Leipzig I have treated several such cases. Well, we will try.” He took a deep breath, took Carol’s hands. “My dear, do you agree to an experiment? It might be unpleasant.”


  “What for?” she asked in a low voice.


  “To help you to see!”


  “What will you do?”


  “First, a little injection to quiet the brain. To make it easy for you to talk.”


  “But I don’t want to talk,” she said in a stony voice.


  “Even if it will help you see?”


  For a moment a refusal seemed to be on her lips, but she bit it back and said, “Very well. If you think it will help me.”


  “Hello!” said Victor Martinon from the doorway. He looked from Krebius to Aiken to Carol, and back to Aiken. “You still here, Aiken? Must be wonderful to have time to waste. Let’s go, Carol. Time for exercises.”


  “Not today, Victor,” said Krebius.


  Martinon raised his handsome eyebrows. “Why not?”


  “Today,” said Krebius, “we try something different.”


  “Oh, so?” said Martinon in a tone of mild wonder.


  “Come, Carol,” said Krebius. “To the Opticon. We will try to photograph the beast that rides your brain.”


  Carol rose stiffly, walked through the door. Aiken followed. Out in the hall Martinon said, “I’m sorry, Aiken, but I don’t think Doctor Krebius wants strangers watching his treatments. Do you, Doctor?”


  Krebius said stiffly, “Aiken comes if he likes.”


  Martinon shrugged. “Just as you like. I won’t answer to Carol’s mother for the consequences.”


  Carol said, “Since when has Mother cared two cents one way or the other?”


  “She’s very fond of you, Carol,” Martinon said patiently. “And she’s a sick woman.”


  Carol’s face took on a bleak look. “Probably only a hangover.”


  Aiken said conversationally, “I didn’t know you were still thick with Marya Leone.”


  “I’ve known her for years,” Martinon said with simple dignity. “I gave her her last part—in They Didn’t Know Beans.”


  Krebius pushed open the laboratory door. Carol went in, walked directly to a heavy black opthalmologist’s chair, seated herself. Krebius unlocked a cabinet, rolled out a heavy device with two long binocular eye-pieces. “Just one moment,” said Krebius, and left the room.


  Martinon seated himself in a chair at the far wall, crossed his legs with an expression of patient boredom. “Everybody figures me for a cad, I see.”


  Aiken said, “I can’t speak for anybody else. As for myself—”


  Martinon made a careless gesture with his cigarette. “Don’t bother. The trouble is, you don’t see what I’m trying to accomplish.”


  “Money?”


  Martinon nodded slowly. “Money, of course. But also a new way of making pictures. Somebody’s got to start. There’s a whole new industry ready to spring to life.”


  Martinon fell silent.


  Aiken patted Carol’s hand. “You look scared.”


  “I am scared. What’s going to happen?”


  “Nothing very much.”


  “Do you think I’m crazy? And that’s why I can’t see?”


  “No. But there may be something in your mind that doesn’t want to see.”


  “But I do want to see! If I want to see, why can’t I? It doesn’t make sense!”


  “Theories come and theories go,” said Martinon in a tired voice.


  After a moment Carol said, “I’m afraid of that Opticon. I’m afraid to think.”


  Aiken glanced at Martinon, who met his eyes blandly. “I imagine you would be.”


  “You lack the scientific outlook,” said Martinon.


  “You lack something too,” said Aiken.


  Krebius came in with a loaded hypodermic.


  “What’s that?” Aiken asked.


  “Scopolamine.”


  “The truth drug,” said Martinon. Krebius ignored him. He swabbed Carol’s arm with alcohol. “Now, Carol. A little prick. And pretty soon you’ll relax.”


  Half an hour passed in dead silence. Carol lay with her head back, a small pulse showing in her throat.


  Krebius leaned forward. “How do you feel, Carol?”


  “Fine,” she said in a leaden voice.


  “Good,” said Krebius briskly. “Now, we make our arrangements.” He laid her arms in her lap, clamped her head gently between two foam-rubber blocks, wheeled the Opticon close, adjusted it so that the binoculars pressed against her eyes. “There. How does that feel?”


  “All right.”


  “Can you see anything?”


  “No.”


  “Do you want to see?”


  There was a pause, as if Carol were groping for several different answers. “Yes. I want to see.”


  “Is there any reason why you can’t see?”


  Another pause, longer. “I think there’s a face I don’t want to see.”


  “Whose face?”


  “I don’t know his name.”


  “Now, Carol,” said Dr. Krebius, “let’s go back five years. Where were you?”


  “I was living in Beverly Hills with Mother. I was going to junior high school.”


  “You could see?”


  “Oh yes.”


  Krebius pressed a switch; the Opticon began to hum and click. Aiken recognized the sound of film winding past a shutter. Krebius reached to the wall, turned out the lights. A faint neon night-light glowed ruby-red beside Martinon. The room was nearly pitch dark.


  Krebius said gently, “Do you remember when you went to the lodge by Holly Lake, up in the Sierras?”


  Carol hesitated. “Yes. I remember.” She seemed to go gradually rigid. Even in the dark Aiken could sense her hands tightening on the arms.


  “Don’t be frightened, Carol,” said Krebius. “No one will hurt you. Tell us what happened?”


  “I don’t remember very well.”


  “What happened, Carol?”


  The tension began to build up. Everyone in the room felt it. Krebius’ voice was sharper; Martinon had stopped smiling.


  Carol spoke in a low voice. “Mother was desperate. Her last picture was a flop. The studios wouldn’t take up her option . . . She was drinking.”


  “What happened the night of the thunderstorm?”


  A pause of five seconds. The. chair creaked where Martinon leaned forward.


  Carol’s voice was a husky whisper. “Mother had a friend visiting her. Her lover. I never knew his name. They were in the kitchen mixing drinks and laughing . . . My father drove up . . . I loved my father; I wanted to stay with him, but the court gave me to Mother . . . Outside it was thundering. The wind howled—first loud, then it died altogether. And the clouds came in very low, thick and wet. You could feel them pressing down.”


  Martinon said, “You’re scaring the poor kid to death!”


  “Shut up!” Aiken said softly.


  “Go on,” said Krebius. “Go on, Carol. Tell us. Get it off your chest. Then you can see. Once you look the truth in the face.”


  Carol’s voice began to rise. “Daddy walked in. I talked with him, told him what I had seen. He was very angry. Mother came out laughing, staggering. Daddy said he was going to take me away, that Mother wasn’t fit to keep me. Then he saw Mother’s lover.” Carol was wailing now, in grief and terror. “Outside was lightning. And the lights went out.” She screamed. “He shot Daddy. I saw him during the lightning flashes. And then—there was the most terrible sound. The whole world exploded . . .” Her voice rasped, she panted. “And the flash of lightning—right in my eyes . .


  Was it Aiken’s imagination? Or did he see white light flicker from Carol’s eyes? Carol had sagged. She was inert.


  Krebius rose to his feet. “Phew!” he muttered, “that is awful. All this time she carries knowledge deep in her little head—her father murdered before her eyes!”


  “And goes blind, so she won’t have to look at her mother’s face,” said Aiken.


  Martinon said, “Aren’t you jumping to conclusions? Maybe the lightning made her blind. Maybe she’ll always be blind.”


  “We’ll soon find out,” said Aiken. He felt Carol’s forehead; it was hot and damp with sweat; the hair clung to his fingers.


  Krebius turned the lights on dim.


  Martinon went over to the Opticon. “In any event, it’s an interesting session. I’ll develop this film; I’d like to see what’s on it.”


  “No,” said Aiken suddenly. “You keep away from those films.”


  “Why should I?” Martinon asked. “They’re films which I’ve provided for this machine. My films!”


  “They’re evidence,” said Aiken. “Bannister never killed himself. You heard what Carol said. He was murdered. The man’s face is on that film.”


  “Yes,” said Krebius, “I’d better take charge of the film, Victor.”


  “I hate to insist,” said Martinon. “But they’re my films. You can see them whenever they’re developed.” He busied himself at the Opticon.


  Aiken came forward. “I also hate to insist, Martinon. But I want these films. I’m anxious to see who that lover was.”


  “Keep your distance,” said Martinon levelly.


  Aiken pushed him away from the Opticon. The film came with Martinon; the roll clattered to the floor, unwound in lazy coils.


  Martinon said, “Now you’ll never see the man’s face!”


  Aiken could no longer bear Martinon’s look of complacent self-possession. He aimed a punch at the neat gray mustache. Martinon blocked it expertly, struck Back, set Aiken sprawling among the coils of film.


  “Gentlemen, gentlemen!” cried Krebius. “We must act like gentlemen!”


  Aiken rose to his knees, crouched, butted Martinon, who staggered across the room, flung his arms out against the wall to catch himself. At this moment Carol’s eyes opened, and Victor was right in front of her.


  She stared into Martinon’s face and screamed, a hoarse, cracked cry of fear. She struggled to escape from the chair, but the rubber blocks held her head in place. She was pointing at Martinon.


  “I know you. I know your face! You shot my father!”


  “Well,” said Martinon, “this is a pretty pickle. I’ve got a nasty job here.” He reached into his pocket and came out with a pocket-knife. He gave it a switch, the blade snapped out. He strode toward Carol.


  “Martinon!” cried Aiken. “You’re crazy!” He pushed the Opticon; it toppled into Martinon, crashed over on top of him. Aiken stepped on his wrist; the knife clattered over the floor. Aiken grabbed the knot of Martinon’s tie, twisted, ground his knuckles into the jugular, banged Martinon’s head on the floor.


  Presently Martinon lay still. Aiken released him. “Call the cops.” He got to his feet. Martinon rolled over, groaned, lay limp.


  Krebius ran out into the hall. Aiken turned, looked at Carol. She was crouched, her legs drawn up on the chair, her eyes wide.


  Aiken said, “Hello, Carol. You can see, can’t you?”


  “Yes. I can see.”


  “Do you know me?”


  “Of course, you’re James Aiken.”


  “Lots of excitement for a while.”


  “Who’s that?” she whispered, looking at the man on the floor. “Is it—Victor?”


  “Yes.”


  “All this time he’s worked on me . . .” Her lids fell shut. “I’m so sleepy and tired . . .”


  “Don’t go to sleep yet.”


  “I won’t . . .”


  A squad car squealed to a stop outside the door, and Victor Martinon was taken away.


  In Krebius’ office Carol drank black coffee. “Now I don’t want to go to sleep. I’m afraid I might wake up blind.”


  “No,” said Aiken. “You never will again. Because the spell is broken. Vasillissa is free again.”


  “Magic!” said Carol. She looked at him smiling. And she was the real Vasillissa, as gay and clever and daring as ever had been the enchanted princess. She reached out, took his hand.


  “Magic,” said Aiken. “Magic.”


  MANY DREAMS OF EARTH


  Charles E. Fritch


  A STATIONMASTER IN SPACE HAS MEMORIES AND HE HAS HOPE. HOW LONG CAN HOPE LAST?


  THE ALIEN drifted into normal space between the orbits of Earth and Mars through a shimmering phosphorescent haze of its own making, its long invisible feelers stretching out in all directions even before the materialization was complete. It paused, like a shining ghost; then the pulsing cold light died, and its scanners searched about the blackness with piercing electronic eyes which saw the space station.


  George Harmon did not see the spaceship materialize. He failed even to detect the signals that warned of an approaching bodyspace was too full of meteors, planetoids, chunks of rock. He should have noticed, and normally he would have, for it was his job as Stationmaster to do so. But his thoughts were millions of miles away, on Earth, where they should not have been.


  He was wondering what it would be like seeing Earth again after ten long years, to walk again in his own body, to breathe as a human would, to be able to stretch his arms and legs and know that he was truly alive.


  The first years had been the hardest, trying to adjust to giving up human qualities to become a space station. Often during that time he had gazed in upon himself, upon his human body, and wondered if the pension given to Stationmasters was worth the years of isolation. He had examined his apparently lifeless body encased in its plastic cylinder of preserving, protecting liquid, carefully traced the spiderweb wires fastened by surgery which plunged from all directions into his brain toward predetermined contacts. The wires stretched through the space station like veins and arteries and nerves, making the station a living thing.


  The transformation had been complete. The space station was almost indestructable, made to last a million generations, self-sufficient. It even had a fuse, a mechanical Conscience, that prevented the Stationmaster from cracking up under the strain of so unusual an occupation. They had plugged him, like some great electronic tube, into the hub of the station, and from that moment on he had ceased to exist. From that instant he ceased to be George Harmon, Earthling, homo sapiens. From that moment on he was Space Station 42, a mechanical entity patrolling an orbit between Earth and Mars—on a ten year tour of duty.


  Ten years was a long time, but the pension would.be worth it. He had thought so when he had volunteered and he thought it again now. But in between those times were others when he wasn’t as certain, for ten years was a long time. Any place it would be long, but out here in space, alone, it was an eternity. Alone. That was a lonely word; the very sound of it made you feel cold and lonely, made you want someone to talk to. But there was no one. No one but occasional passing ships whose operators were in a hurry to get back to green Earth and had no desire to talk with space stations, however human.


  He had watched Earth roll on beneath him, followed it in its flight to nowhere along the path of its orbit, and he felt a longing. But before the longing had gotten too severe, a fuse broke an electronic connection and he felt once more at ease.


  The first years were frantic ones. Though his body no longer functioned, his mind retained the images, the pseudo-sensations that had once stimulated him. He felt these stimuli, as an amputee imagines sensation in a non-existant limb. They had selected him carefully, putting him through batteries of tests both physical and psychological, yet he felt at times he would surely go mad. At times he felt like he had an itchy nose and no arms.


  Yet he had many arms, many eyes. Slowly, he learned to control his new body that was metal and quartz and fine wire. He learned to read the gauges and the indicators, learned to shift the station through space to avoid collision, to swing the telescopes and gaze intently at the planets and the stars and the distant nebulae and at nothing. Mentally he roamed the still, silent corridors of his body and tried to find peace.


  And while his mind considered these thoughts, the alien surveyed the station, came cautiously closer.


  During the first years he often played the music machines and made them spew forth an indeterminable number of melodies to fit his many moods. He read the recorded books, volumes which spoke to him in magic syllables of poetry and song. He set hidden films into motion and watched three-dimensional images enact an infinite variety of scenes. But even while watching these and listening to them he knew that this was the stuff of dreams, unreal,‘and it failed to satisfy him. After a while he no longer used them.


  The years passed, and the once exciting new work became dull, routine. Even green, silent Earth became merely another planet to observe with unemotional interest. The years passed, one, two, five, seven, nine. Or perhaps not even that much, though it seemed much more. Out here time had no personal meaning, was merely something necessary to the coordination of other factors, units of measurement to be filed and forgotten with other useless and uninteresting data. He had no chronometer that measured Earth time, for space stations could not be clock watchers, lest they become deficient in mechanical duties.


  At first, he had counted the rotations of Earth, and its revolutions, and then his own passage through space about the distant sun, and then he didn’t bother counting at all. His impatience had been mental, but he slowly came to know that machines have no reason for impatience. Machines carry out their prescribed duties with patience, humility and efficiency, and they wait until the day when those duties are no longer necessary.


  For George Harmon that day would come, but he didn’t exactly know when. At the end of ten years certainly, but exactly when that was he didn’t know. He’d lost track of time, but he was confident that it was not long in coming. He was certain his relief would be prompt. When his time was up, they would come for him and then he would know. It was better that way, he realized, than to wait and count off the silent years and months and days and minutes and seconds. They would come and they would detach the wires that connected him to the nerves controlling the station and take his unaged body back to Earth, where they would restore it to life.


  To Earth. He had seldom thought of it during the long years, but suddenly those were magic words. He closed his eyes to what lay outside and heard only the vague unceasing throb of the rocket heart in the hub beneath him. Then that slowly faded and he forgot the station and the blank expanse of nothing that surrounded him. For a moment he was back again on Earth, on good old Earth, thinking of it as he had not thought of it for years and years.


  His mind was suddenly full of green grass and the cool fresh summer’s air stirring gold-tipped trees and the shaded porches and the melodious tinkle of ice in frosted lemonade glasses. He could almost taste the lemony liquid, as he thought about it, almost feel his mouth pucker pleasantly at the remembrance. To his ears came the rusty chuckle of the old porch swing as it resigned itself to another season, and from across the street a girlish laughter came that fell like gently shattering crystals into the lengthening afternoon. The years held no meaning, they were a dream which time would erase and replace; the years ahead held hope, joy, reality. As he thought about it, mental tears flowed from the eyes of his mind, and he knew, gratefully, he was still human.


  The alien, meanwhile, glided silently toward the space station, feeling it with invisible fingers which recorded the fact that a mind resided within the metal interior. It detected and automatically recorded such secondarily important facts as the station’s mass, its orbital speed, noted details of construction and composition, and other factors immediately or potentially pertinent. But one fact stood out among all others—there was a mind aboard. A mind! The fact was surprising in itself, but a further fact was noted by the brain emanations. It was a mind similar to the alien’s.


  The spaceship drifted closer, curious yet ready for any surprise move the station might make. Inside, a heavy-suited figure watched the station grow large on a screen and held its two tentacles in readiness over the controls. The gap narrowed between the two. The alien extended grapplers which reached out over and under the station and closed down on it.


  The resounding clang of the grapplers shook the station and brought George Harmon out of his lethargy. Cursing, he activated the outer viewscreens, noticing grimly that the warning lights had been flashing and he had not seen them. He felt sick. Then he felt angry.


  The screens leaped into life. Through the overhead viewscreen he saw the crablike metal arc of the top pincer holding the station in a magnetic grip. The side screen showed the alien ship itself, metal and cigar-shaped like an Earthling’s craft, with long tailfins and wings cut in bizarre patterns on the trailing edges.


  Mentally, he cursed again and automatically swung the huge turreted proton guns to bear on the stranger. He couldn’t fire, of course, not at this range, but if he could get loose—A further thought activated the anti-magnetism device and a sudden burst of jets designed to shrug off the alien. The jets flared, and he poised a mental finger over the controls of the proton cannon, waiting for the pincers to disengage. But the grapplers held. He found himself cursing again. For the second time in all the long cursable years, anger surged within him.


  He tried the radio, thinking that Earth would send help. But the tubes remained stubbornly silent beneath his directions. He felt like he was sweating. It was impossible, of course. Machines don’t sweat. Yet machines don’t fear either, and George Harmon felt suddenly afraid.


  A voice said to him: “Resist and you will be destroyed. I am coming aboard. Open your lock.” If was a voice and yet not a voice; it was almost as though it were a thought of his own.


  Telepathy, he thought. Or else insanity.


  The side screen showed an airlock on the alien ship opening. A space-suited figure emerged, a figure resembling an Earthling, and drifted toward the space station, a strange box under one arm.


  The creature was dangerously close to one of the maneuvering jets, he noted, and his thoughts strayed to the activating machine. But perhaps the alien was friendly. Friendly, the next thought came, attacking a space station? He had a perfect right to destroy it. His time might nearly be up now; he couldn’t afford to take chances. Before he could change his mind, he activated the mechanism.


  But the jet didn’t fire. He tried again. Again. Frantically, he probed the machinery, tracing every facet of its construction. Nothing was wrong, nothing. Nothing except that it wouldn’t work.


  With growing concern, he watched the alien approach his airlock. The airlock had been put there almost as an afterthought, to accommodate any mechanics that might be necessary to repair possible breakdowns in the station or survivors of spaceship collisions with meteors. But he had had no visitors during his period in space, and he was certain he wanted none now. He had no intention of opening the airlock.


  He watched the alien pause, hesitating on the outer rim. It made a motion over the box it carried, and the airlock popped open. The spacesuited figure entered the station, and the airlock closed tightly behind it.


  He activated the airlock viewscreen and saw the alien contemplating the inner door. The creature considered the door only briefly, and then it was no longer a barrier. The door swung open without a struggle, and the alien stepped through. George Harmon switched on the viewscreen in the corridor in which the creature now stood peering about. It seemed to be looking about for something resembling itself, and George smiled a mental smile although his position was steadily becoming precarious.


  A voice said in his mind: “Where are you? I wish to talk with you.”


  “Talk then,” George thought back. “I’m listening.”


  “I want to see you,” the other insisted.


  “You are seeing me. I am the space station.”


  “A robot?” the creature said, surprised. “Then you will not mind if I destroy you.”


  “Wait!” George cried, mentally wetting his lips. It was funny how the old human traits predominated in a feared situation. Frantically, he searched the space station for weapons and found none. “Why would you wish to destroy me?” he evaded finally. “Even a machine has purpose.”


  “And what is your purpose?”


  “My purpose?” He was surprised at the question, and then even more surprised at his inability to answer it automatically. Yet he had not really considered any purpose in his doing this other than earning himself a pension. Certainly he could not give that answer. What were space stations for, anyway? “Why, as contact points, of course,” he answered finally. “For ships traveling through space, going from Earth to the outer planets of the solar system, and from outer planets to Earth. Just in case any get lost or damaged, well, here I am to help them.”


  “And have you?” the alien wondered. “How long is it since you’ve been contacted by anyone?”


  George Harmon gave a mental shrug. He tried to remember and found he didn’t recall ever having been contacted. “It hasn’t been necessary. They build ships good on Earth. I can see them go back and forth all the time, from Earth to the outer planets and back.”


  “How long has it been since the last one passed?” the alien asked.


  Unaccountably, George Harmon felt sudden prickles of fear go through him. “You have no right to ask me these questions. You are the intruder. I should—”


  “How long has it been?” the alien insisted.


  Despite himself, he thought: When? When did the last spaceship pass? What difference did it make? None. None at all. But when? When was it? A month? Six months? He didn’t know. He should know, though, for he had a machine’s memory. A year? Two? Time was meaningless out here. When did the last spaceship pass? When?


  “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know.”


  He heard a faint mechanical click as a connection broke, and suddenly it made no difference that he didn’t know.


  “You have no purpose here,” the alien said slowly. “I am going to destroy you.”


  Calmer, George Harmon searched about for a weapon. But there were no weapons inside, none at all. His only moving parts were small mechanical arms that could move small parts of machinery, and those were in the room where his body lay encased in its cylinder of liquid. Mechanical arms, he thought, having a giant’s strength; they could also be used to destroy. It would be risky, but—


  “I am weary,” he thought aloud to the creature. “My life-essence is in the hub of the station.”


  The alien said nothing to this, but it made its way forward, down the slim metal corridors between girders and wires. George watched it move cautiously toward the room that housed his body. Testily, he flexed the metal muscles of the four giant arms surrounding the body. He would have to work fast, before the alien could act against him. A swift blow would knock the protecting box from its arms, two of his mechanical arms would hold the alien tight, while his other two would unscrew the headpiece from the alien’s spacesuit. Then he would let the air out of the station.


  Grimly, George Harmon smiled to himself. It would be his only chance. If the alien got in control of the central room, all was lost. He would never see green Earth again. Before long they would come for him. Perhaps it was a matter of days. He had to win this.


  He watched the alien make its way down the last corridor, saw it pause briefly outside the door, then slide it aside, box extended, and enter.


  Quickly, he swung his arms into action, bringing them out in a lightning sweep that knocked the box bouncing metallically onto the floor where it erupted sparks and then died. The alien stood stunned for a brief moment. In that moment George Harmon shot out with two arms and took hold of the alien.


  “Don’t!” a voice cried in his mind. “My mission is friendly. I mean no harm.”


  George Harmon laughed to himself. His other two arms pulled at the headpiece. It twisted awkwardly, came loose.


  “Don’t!” the voice cried again. “The atmosphere in here, it’s—”


  “Not nearly as bad as it will be,” he completed. “I’m opening the airlock.” He laughed again.


  He twisted off the helmet and threw it aside. Even as he did this, another thought was impinging upon the mechanism that opened the airlock to space.


  Then he stopped, and the thought went uncompleted. The airlock stayed shut. He stared, unbelieving, at the creature in his mechanical arms, at the long golden hair flowing behind an exquisite feminine face, at the figure that suddenly seemed soft and rounded in the bulky spacesuit. In his surprise, he dropped her to the floor, where she lay gasping in the musty air.


  Remembering, he closed the door to the room and activated the oxygen mechanism, wondering at the same time if she breathed that or something else. He stared at her in sudden concern, her threat of destroying him gone before other more urgent thoughts that tumbled over themselves in their haste to become known. How could this be? he wondered. He hadn’t seen a girl in ten years now. Was it ten years? Somehow it seemed longer, but then he could have no conception of time out here. Still, she was a female, as female as any Earth might produce. A slight Asiatic tilt to the eyes, perhaps, a trifle pointing of the ears, but unmistakably she was human.


  The thought struck him a sledgehammer blow. A humanoid from some alien culture. Earth would want to know of this. It would give him a chance to contact someone down there, perhaps even to get some hint of what year it was. He opened the radio circuit eagerly, waited with renewed impatience for the answering signal. None came. He tried again and again and again. Then he remembered the box on the floor and reached out one of his metal arms and smashed it. But still the radio refused to work.


  “It’s no use,” she said wearily. She sat up, still dazed, holding her head. “They’re all gone, all of them. No one will answer.”


  He turned on her angrily. “What do you mean, gone?” he demanded. “Who’s gone? Who?” He reached out as though to shake the information from her.


  She didn’t move. “Earth is gone,” she said, unafraid. “Earth is gone and Earthlings no more. You have no purpose here.”


  “What do you know of it?” he said contemptuously. “Earth is down there, green and full of life, and before long I’ll be down there on it myself.”


  “You are a human,” she said, “as I thought.” She indicated the body in the transparent tube. “And this is your body. I remember reading about things like this, but not until now did I believe it. It’s horrible. How long have you been here?”


  “Ten years,” he answered proudly. He didn’t mind answering, for he had the upper hand. “When my term is up, they will come and take my body back to Earth and restore it to life.”


  She shook her head. “No one will come,” she said wearily. “There is no one on Earth, no one at all.”


  “That’s a lie.” He could feel himself trembling, almost physically.


  “Earth is a cinder,” she said, calmly. “They fought among themselves, using atomic weapons. Chain reactions started. The air burst into flame. A few of them, my ancestors, flew from the solar system and found peace on another star.”


  “Ancestors?” he said, puzzled. Confidence returned. “It can’t be true. It’s been only ten years. Ten years. All that couldn’t have happened.”


  She looked up at his still body, pity in her eyes. She said slowly, “Earth has been abandoned for the past thousand years!”


  “I don’t believe it,” he said. “You’re lying, trying to get me to release you. Well, I won’t. We’ll Wait and prove I’m right.”


  “You’ve been waiting for a thousand years without realizing it, and no one has come for you,” she said. “You can wait for a thousand more, and a thousand after that, and still no one will come. Earth is dead!”


  “No,” he cried, trying to thrust the thought from his mind. “It’s not true.”


  “Find out for yourself,” she suggested. “Go down to Earth, see if what I say is not true.”


  “I can’t. I can’t leave this orbit. My function is as a space station, not a space ship. I have only enough power to swerve course slightly.”


  “My ship can do it then,” she said. “I can leave the grapplers on and tow you to Earth.”


  He laughed mockingly. “Once aboard your ship you could destroy me, as you threatened. At the least, you could escape. No, that’s one thing that won’t happen. We’ll wait for them to come and get me.”


  “You’re a fool!” she cried angrily. “You’ll wait for all eternity, and no one will come. Listen to me. I can take you back to our world. Your body is young yet, and you can start over again. It’s a nice world, the people are friendly—”


  He hesitated, his mind a strange chaos before her compelling words, and then a deep click in the bowels of the machinery around him testified to the severing of an unwholesome connection. “No,” he said. She was not going to trick him. Not now, when in a matter of days they might come for him. With Earth nearly in his grasp, he was not going to give up so easily.


  She slumped, dejected, on the metal floor and regarded him with pitying eyes. He turned his attention from her and swung the giant telescope into position to look at Earth. The image leaped into view. It was not nearly as green as he had remembered it, and the great oceans seemed to cover only a small portion of the planet. But it was Earth, good old Earth, just the same, and before long he would be down there, a human again after ten years out in space. The thought was exhilarating. And this creature wanted to seduce him from it!


  At the thought of her, he turned his attention inward. Helmet in hand, she had managed to pry open the door. Automatically he swung his tentacles, caught her in a crushing grip that contorted her pretty features into something unpretty. He closed his ears to the scream and then his eyes. After a while he looked. Blood dripped from her still body onto the metal floor in a widening pool. Disgusted, he dropped the body. He hadn’t meant to do it, he hadn’t meant to. But with such a short time left—


  He turned away and contemplated the silent universe outside. Well, no matter; when they came for him they would take care of that.


  He turned his attention to Earth again, dreaming of the days he would spend down there, pleasant days, with all this behind him. He watched Earth trace its ceaseless pattern about the sun, and he began counting its revolutions once more, one, two, three, four, five, and then he lost interest as something troubled him vaguely and the machinery went click and he felt at peace. He waited.


  After a while, he looked in on the body of the alien, and he found only a skeleton there in a space suit, with long once-golden hair stringing like glistening spiderwebs from the skull. Mentally he grimaced, remembering how she had looked. Yet he felt satisfied now, for she surely could not have been a descendant of Earthlings, as she had claimed; her body could not have been destroyed in the few minutes that had elapsed, if she had been of Earth. Hardly any time at all had gone by. His mind accepted the rationalization and filed it for future reference.


  George Harmon waited. He waited and dreamed of Earth while that planet spun on through the eternal night beneath him. The sun turned orange and then became the red staring eye of a man ready to die, and still he waited.


  He waited patiently, impatiently, thinking, not thinking, dreaming many dreams, while around him the universe went on.


  And no one came.
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